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In the current global socio-political climate, military force is the modus operandi for the resolution of intergroup conflicts.  This has resulted in a scarcity of attempts to gain a deeper understanding of the political, economic, social and psychological roots of such conflicts (e.g., Chomsky, 2007). We argue that issues of negotiating identity are central in group conflict at the intra-state level and are particularly relevant given the explosion of such conflicts throughout the world following the dissolution of the cold-war order.  One such example of sub-state conflict is Muslim-Hindu tensions in India. One of the key challenges in understanding this conflict lies in determining how ideological narratives of Hindu identity are understood and used by Hindus across the political spectrum to justify intergroup violence against Muslims. Our argument is that identities can be interpreted differently within a particular “population” and need to be understood in light of their complex and (potentially) contradictory nature within a specific historical and social context. 
In the following we will seek to illuminate the complex operation of identity and narrative in current Hindu-Muslim tensions within a recently developed framework of targeted intergroup violence (Fischer & Harb, 2007). This meso-level model consists of five interrelated elements: difficult living situation, injustices, identities, leadership, and constituencies. The central premise of this framework is that the activation of social identities by elites along lines of perceived injustices, when occurring in the context of difficult life situations (Staub, 2004), constitutes the central process underlying targeted inter-group violence. To take the Indian case of Hindu nationalism as illustration, the problems of Hindus are blamed on Muslims (with a strong historical narrative linking such accusations to the Muslim conquests of India and the more recent partition of Pakistan and India). The feelings of identity and injustice thus created are actively managed and manipulated by leaders to frame conflicts, to develop and justify political agendas, and to focus political actions.  This action can all too often include violence. 
Finally, in understanding current communal conflict in India, the role of local and international constituencies must be taken into account.  No conflict can take place without implicit or explicit backing of important audiences, constituencies or supporters (White, 2002). Both Brahmins (the highest caste and traditionally spiritual leaders of Hindus) and significant segments of India’s Hindu population feel threatened in their historically established existence by a secular democracy and increasing minority influence. Consequently, Hindu groups form the support base for targeted violence against Muslims. 
The central elements of the model (living situation, justice, identity) have been investigated in detail elsewhere (see the analyses of the current Iraq war in Fischer & Harb, 2007; Fischer, Harb, Nashabe, 2007; Harb et al., 2006). Here, we will focus on an interpretation of ideological themes of identity and injustice as constructed, condoned, and performed by Hindus in opposing political parties. What it means “to be Hindu” is central in this ongoing communal conflict; these identities need to be negotiated and understood by individuals.
The Modern History of the Conflict

Despite the partition in 1947, tensions between Hindus and Muslims have persisted, even showing a disturbing increase in social and political expression during the last three decades (e.g., Brass, 2002; Engineer, 1995, Varshney, 2002). The increase of communal violence, the most extreme manifestation of this tension, can be traced to the rise of Sangh Parivar, the group of Hindu nationalist organisations that promote the ideology of “Hindutva”. Hindutva, literally meaning Hindu principles, was formulated by the founders of the emerging Hindu nationalist movement during the Indian independence movement, largely in response to the secular democratic policies of J. Nehru, M.K. Gandhi and the Indian National Congress (INC). While the Hindu nationalist movement, lead by the Hindu Mahasabha (All Indian Great Hindu Assembly) and the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS; National Volunteers’ Union) actively resisted the British Raj, they were also critical of the “westernised” elite leadership of the INC and even more anxious about the potential reestablishment of Muslim rule in the subcontinent. This anxiety regarding Muslim power, so central to the Hindu nationalist movement, was and is grounded rhetorically and emotionally in the 800 year Muslim rule of the subcontinent, which many Brahmins and Hindus perceived as the darkest chapter in Hindu history. 

M.K. Gandhi’s assassination (while fasting for Hindu-Muslim unity) by a Brahmin radical in 1948 led to a brief ban of all Hindu nationalist organisations (till 1949).  Largely due to this marginalization they did not play an important role in India until the late 1980’s. The re-emergence of Hindu nationalist organizations in recent Indian history was catalysed in a dispute over the 16th century Babri Mosque in Ayodhya. The Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP; World Hindu Council) claimed the mosque had been built on the birthplace and temple of the Hindu Lord Ram.  In 1992, during a “peaceful” demonstration in Ayodhya organized by the VHP and Bharatyia Janata Party (BJP; Indian Peoples Party) the mosque was destroyed by a Hindu mob, triggering nationwide riots. 
The power of such events to spark widespread violence was demonstrated again a decade later, when a train accident in Godhra (in the state of Gujarat) left 37 Hindu voluntary workers dead.  The workers had been returning from a ceremony in Ayodhya and were burnt to death.  The tragedy was blamed on Muslim “terrorists” and triggered violent riots of unparalleled brutality. Hindu mobs targeted Muslim communities throughout the state and it was reported that members of the RSS and VHP led the riots. Human rights groups estimated that the death toll reached between 2000 and 2500, with a further 140 000 people dislocated in the aftermath of the massacres, many of whom still remain homeless (Brass, 2003; Shah, 2004). In a telling, if shocking, example of Indian identity politics, leaders of the BJP and VHP converted the train massacre into a symbolic representation that mobilised mass support for Hindutva, while the riots became symbolic of Hindu victory over Muslim oppression. While the Barbri Mosque and Gujarat incidents are noteworthy in their scope and intensity, their roots in Hindutva – in a particular narrative of Hindu identity, Indian history, and current threat – prove all too typical of the sporadic communal violence that continues to this day.  That these incidents could be framed as Hindutva triumphs over Muslim assault speaks to the power of narrative identity to construct the reality of a conflict.  It is to the substance and expression of this narrative amongst Hindu individuals that we now turn. 
Hindutva Ideologies of Hindu Identity and Muslim Injustice
What are the ideologies of Hindu identity behind this violence? How are these incidents explained by ordinary Hindus, sympathising either with the Hindu nationalist BJP that initiated this violence or with the secular INC that officially condemns this violence and works towards a secular India? As a first step in answering these questions, we analysed official Sangh Parivar publications (see Khan, 2007) to identify the central Hindutva themes constructing identity and injustice. A range of consistent, recurring and robust ideological themes were identified, but we will focus on four of particular relevance here. 
The first theme of interest involves the idea that “true” Indians share a bond of common Hindu blood inherited from the ancient Indus civilisation. “Outsiders”, such as Arabs, Turks and British who cannot trace their heritage back to the Indus civilization can therefore never consider themselves to be true Indians. The second theme involves the idea that India and Hinduism are indistinguishable. This ideological proposition actively rejects secular democratic governance of India and justifies the subordination of minority groups that are not indigenous to the Indian subcontinent, such as Muslims and Christians. The third theme concerns the revitalization of traditional Hindu values, beliefs and practices in modern Indian society. Foreign influences, it is argued, such as Islam and Christianity, have historically degenerated and polluted the superior fabric of the Hindu race and belief system, which therefore have to be restored and cleansed. Finally, the fourth theme binds the previous three together and specifically locates the source of current suffering in historical periods of Muslim conquest and rule. The Hindu race must never forget the injustices and cruelties carried out by Muslims against the Hindu race and should never cease resisting the influences of Muslims and Islam in India. 
Negotiating Hindu Identities and Past Muslim Injustices

As the second step in exploring the dynamics of Hindutva in contemporary India, articulated in these themes of identity and injustice, we administered a survey measuring support for the arguments contained in these themes to 274 Hindu university students in India from Delhi, Allahabad and Hyderabad.  Students were either Hindu-nationalist BJP or secular INC supporters. First, we found that, not surprisingly, BJP supporters endorsed these four ideological themes significantly more than INC supporters. Among BJP supporters, these themes were highly integrated in the form of a strong Hindu identity that understands India as a home land and actively excludes non-Hindus (particularly Muslims). In further analysis, it was found that the Hindutva ideological themes were also a source of collective pride for BJP supporters and were strongly related to their social self-esteem. 
In contrast, among INC supporters these four themes were not strongly endorsed and were not strongly integrated or consistent. Contrary to expectation, however, the themes of Hind revitalization and historical Muslim conquests were associated with a sense of collective pride even among these nominally secular Hindus. It seems, then, that the ideologies of Hindu identity – politicized and propagated by historical Hindu nationalist leaders and currently forming the core of nationalistic parties such as the BJP –  are clearly understood and internalized by one audience, and even have some effect among secular INC supporters. These results suggest that historically framed narratives of identity deployed in the current political rhetoric of nationalist Hindutva leaders has been partially effective in constructing elements of an exclusionary Hindu (anti-Muslim) identity adopted even by politically secular Hindus.
Ideological Themes and Justification of Violence
Finally, we examined how the four themes, and “Hindu” identity more generally, are used to justify the demolition of the Babri mosque and the anti-Muslim riots in Gujarat. First, being proud to be Hindu was associated with justification of and support for the demolition of the Babri Mosque among BJP supporters, but not among INC supporters. Further, apparently overriding political affiliation, endorsement of exclusionary identity themes (bonds of Hindu blood and Hinduism as the foundation of the Indian nation-state) was related to justification of the demolition of the mosque and anti-Muslim riots among both BJP supporters and INC supporters. These themes of exclusionary identity were used by supporters of both parties to justify anti-Muslim violence. 
On the other hand, the meaning and endorsement of other threads of Hindutva ideology are contextually specific. The themes of revitalization and past Muslim injustices had different meanings for BJP and INC supporters. Among BJP supporters, these themes provided another justification for violence against Muslims.  In contrast, INC supporters understood revitalization in peaceful terms that can not be used to justify violence.  Further, among INC supporters the narrative of Muslim conquests was seen as a historical fact with few implications for current events. Therefore, some Hindutva themes have different political implications for Hindus across the political spectrum. Nevertheless, specific (exclusionary) themes of identity do cut across the political parties, fostering the endorsement of aggressive nationalistic actions even among secular Hindus. 
Summary
Our analysis found that de-contextualized feelings of identity and pride show the common pattern separating nationalist and secular party supporters. However, the contextually rich Hindutva themes of identity and injustices are understood differently by different audiences and can appeal even to non-target audiences. This results in a complex pattern of identities that is not as simple as traditional interpretations of identity theories imply. The central question that our research puts forward and explains is how narratives of the Hindu faith and people, their history in the Indian subcontinent and legitimacy in the Indian nation-state are interpreted, are mediated and adapted across India’s political spectrum. Regardless of some interpretational convergence, these narratives have obviously had different implications for the identity of India’s Hindus. Among nationalist BJP supporters, exclusionary themes of identity form a unified and coherent ideological framework that is used to increase group esteem and serves to justify violent actions against out-group members. Among secular INC supporters, these themes are not coherent and integrated, but nevertheless singular themes are used to justify violence against out-groups (which conflicts with the larger political ideology of the party). This shows the complex, sometimes contradictory, and potentially dangerous nature of exclusionary identities in latent conflict situations like India. 
With its long history of feudalism and colonialism, political and religious leaders of the INC reasoned that secular democracy was the only way forward for the independent Indian nation. This notion of a democratically governed nation-state was always threatening to the high-status minorities of the subcontinent (Brahmin and Muslim). Despite their numbers, Hindu Brahmin and Muslim populations were not large enough to govern or even influence the nation in ways that they had traditionally. Reactions to this secular ideology led to the bloody partition of India and Pakistan and the assassination of M.K. Gandhi. 
Today, these anxieties manifest themselves in the form of resentment and violence against the country’s minorities, both Muslim and Christian. The spiritual and political leaders of the Hindu nationalist movement are exploiting the poverty and anxiety (i.e. difficult life situation) of the lower-caste Hindus, in whose lives the Hindu religion still play a central part, to mobilise and regain lost religious, social and political power. Many Hindus cannot understand and relate to mainstream political discourses in the same way that they can relate to the messages of their Hindu leaders, to whom they traditionally turned for guidance. Lost in the strength of identification is recognition that the version of Hindu identity propagated by the Hindu nationalist movement is dangerous and largely misguiding, as the Hindu nationalist themes of religious exclusivity are central to the Hindutva ideology, but are antithetical to a traditionally tolerant and accepting multicultural society like India. We have identified the link between narratives of identity and the violence that continues to plague the sub-continent.  What are needed are efforts to contain and limit the spread of these narratives and the exclusionary ideologies they engender, coupled with sincere and effective efforts to address the impoverished life situations, and subsequent anxieties, of the members of the population that are most susceptible to such manipulation.  Only such a holistic approach addresses the complexity of communal violence at its core.
