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India's Fin de Siècle 
Nation, Religion, Identity

Examining the interweaving of religion and nationalism 
in late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century India, this 
essay argues that the preoccupation with identity that 
characterized the European fin de siècle was also active 
in other cultures during the same period and concludes 
by calling for a global history of the fin de siècle.

When one thinks of the fin de siécle, one usually thinks of Europe – of French 
tracts on degeneration, of German and Austrian preoccupations with the 
meaning(s) of gender, of literary decadence in Britain, of anti-Semitism and 
Zionism in France and Central Europe, and a host of other themes. Only 
recently have there been attempts to bring the rest of the world into the frame 
of the fin de siècle.1 Building on this recent work, this short essay explores 
some aspects of Indian history from the mid-1870s to the onset of the First 
World War, arguing that although unique to India in their specific nature 
and contexts, they bore a family resemblance to European preoccupations 
of the time without being derived from them.  

Any history of European fin-de-siècle thought would record the intensity 
with which questions of identity – the identity of individuals, of the sexes, of 
races, of religions, of nations – were analysed and debated from dramatically 
different perspectives by artists, writers, intellectuals, doctors and politicians. 
From nationalism to feminism, from the alleged loss of masculinity to anti-
Semitism and Zionism, fin-de-siècle European cultures resounded with 
debates on the relevance of identity to politics and society. Similar concerns 
were at work in India as well. Indian intellectuals, politicians, commentators 
and artists were as vociferous as their European counterparts in seeking to 
define identity and to identify, exploit and manage difference. It would take 
a book to establish this argument in detail but let me illustrate it here with 
a brief discussion of the intertwined issue of national and religious identity.
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Whose Nation?

India’s endless geographical, linguistic, religious, social and cultural diversity 
was long regarded to preclude European-style unitary nationhood. In India 
(first published in 1888), a primer used for the training of generations of 
British administrators in India, John Strachey (1823-1907) had declared: 
“There is not, and never was an India, or even a country of India, possessing, 
according to European ideas, any sort of unity, physical, political, social or 
religious.”2 As late as in the 1930s, a period of intense nationalist activity on 
the subcontinent, Winston Churchill continued to insist that India was a 
mere “geographical term” and “no more a united nation than the Equator.”3 

Despite the formidable obstacles to imagining India as a unitary nation, 
discourses of nationalism emerged in India from the 1870s. A major impulse 
had come from Europe and from the Irish movement for Home Rule, but 
everybody recognized that the Indian situation did not permit any simple 
imitation of European models.4 The first generation of nationalist leaders, 
in fact, did not even seek national sovereignty. Their demand was for 
India to be a “self-governing colony” like Canada or Australia, free of the 
bureaucratic despots of the Raj and their colonial racism, but still a member 
of the British Empire.5 Their agitations were “constitutional”, which meant 
they were loyal, peaceful, law-abiding – European revolutionary tendencies 
were rejected unhesitatingly – and conducted mainly in the form of petitions 
and memorials to the Government of India or the British Parliament. The 
fair-minded, freedom-loving British race, it was thought, would correct the 
deficiencies of their Indian regime as soon as their subjects had brought 
them to their attention.6 

But even if the demand for self-government was granted by the British, 
who would be the “self ” in the self-governing colony? The early nationalists 
talked of the entire nation but concentrated on the interests of the Western-
educated middle classes. This meant that they were concerned mostly with 
Hindus – who had taken to Western education with greater enthusiasm than 
Muslims.7 English-educated Indians tended – often unconsciously – to equate 
“Indian” with “Hindu” or, even more mythically, with “Aryan,” portraying 
the centuries of Muslim rule as an age of despotism that was infinitely worse 
than the British Raj.8 From the very beginning then, the nationalists’ stated 
aim of bringing all of India “upon the same common political platform” was 
undermined by their ambivalence on Muslims.9 
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The Spirit(s) of the Nation

India has traditionally been regarded by Westerners as a land of exotic gods 
and spirituality. In a different way, Victorian Britain and fin-de-siècle Europe 
were also fascinated by spirits, by hypnotism, by “psychical research.”10 It is 
not often appreciated, however, that the two played an intriguing role in the 
birth of Indian nationalism.

Nationalism in India did not begin with the Indian National Congress 
but once it was founded in 1885, it rapidly eclipsed other organizations, 
becoming, long before the First World War, the preeminent representative 
of the nationalist cause. Founded by the British civil servant Allan Octavian 
Hume (1829-1912), the Congress was meant to provide Indians with a 
forum for the expression of their legitimate grievances against British rule. 
Such a channel, Hume was convinced, was needed to prevent another 
outbreak of murderous rage like the Great Rebellion – formerly known as 
the Sepoy Mutiny – of 1857.11 Hume claimed to have received warnings 
from higher spiritual beings of an impending second Mutiny, of thousands 
of desperate people across the country, crushed by poverty and hopelessness 
and determined to “do something.” This “something,” said Hume, “meant 
violence.”12 It is likely that Hume had received his information through the 
Theosophical Society, which he had joined in 1879.

Founded in New York City in 1875 by the Russian-American mystic and 
spiritualist Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-91) and the former US military 
officer Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907), the Theosophical Society propagated 
that a superhuman brotherhood – the Masters – governed the spiritual 
evolution of humanity and communicated only with chosen individuals. 
Blavatsky claimed to have been chosen by the Master Morya, who was Indian 
and India, she believed, was the cradle of all wisdom. After establishing links 
with the reformist Hindu sect of the Arya Samaj – Hindu reformist sects 
played a significant role in the emergence of Indian nationalism, although 
I do not have the space here to discuss that history in detail – Olcott and 
Blavatsky set sail for India at the end of 1878. Among the many British and 
Indian people they met and impressed was Allan Octavian Hume. Long 
interested in spiritualism, Hume started corresponding with the Masters 
through Blavatsky.13 Although Hume would later condemn Blavatsky as a 
fraud, he would never lose his faith in the Masters. Since they were convinced 
that the British Raj faced an imminent conflagration, Hume could not sit 
idly by. He decided to try and organize an opposition, which would be loyal 
to the Crown but, like the official Opposition in the British Parliament, 
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scrutinize, criticize and hold the Government of India to account.14 The 
survival of British India could be ensured only by creating “a safety-valve for 
the escape of great and growing forces.”15 The Theosophical Society helped 
translate Hume’s project into reality.

The Society had not only built up a genuinely pan-Indian network of 
lodges and groups but, no doubt because of its white Western leadership and 
non-political identity, attracted a fair number of British members. Its annual 
meetings were one of the few places in colonial India where “natives” could 
meet their rulers on equal terms. Hume’s familiarity with Indian elites was 
facilitated greatly by these meetings. He travelled widely across the country, 
keeping up the pressure on his contacts until, in 1885, he convened the first 
convention of the Indian National Union in Bombay, where the body was 
renamed the Indian National Congress. Olcott would claim two years later 
that the Theosophical Society was the “sole parent” of the Congress.16 The 
Congress, of course, was neither an esoteric nor a spiritual body. Strictly 
speaking, it was no more than an annual meeting held in a different city 
every year in December where delegates from the entire country would 
discuss political matters, often very critically, and propose reforms to the 
Government. Although professedly secular, the Congress did not attract 
many Muslim supporters.

The loyalty of the Congress delegates to the British Empire was beyond 
question – Hume’s project had originally been supported by the then-
Viceroy Lord Dufferin – but the Government of India soon came to view 
the Congress (and its British friends) with suspicion.17 The Congress did not 
have much confidence in their immediate rulers either. Their target audience 
was in London, where a branch of the Congress was set up in the 1890s to 
lobby members of Parliament. None of this brought about much change in 
the autocratic governance of India and younger supporters of the Congress 
began to call for more radical approaches. These disaffected nationalists came 
to constitute a so-called “New Party” – often referred to as “Extremists” – 
within the Congress.18 They had strong regional bases and were far readier 
than their “Moderate” contemporaries to use traditional Hindu symbols and 
institutions to drive large-scale movements of resistance.

Their first big political opportunity came with the Age of Consent Bill of 
1890-91, which proposed to curb the traditional Hindu practice of marrying 
off girls before puberty by raising the age of consent for girls from ten to 
twelve.19 Hindus across the country were appalled by the Bill and rose in 
protest, claiming that their religious law ordained that a marriage must be 
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consummated immediately after the first menstruation. Otherwise, any child 
born to the woman would be tainted. When sati (suttee) had been banned 
in the 1820s or the remarriage of widows permitted in the 1850s, there had 
been controversies, to be sure, but these had been confined to relatively elite 
levels.20 The Hindu masses had then been disorganized and the media too 
undeveloped to incite any large-scale protests.21 By the 1890s, however, the 
situation was very different and the Consent legislation became one of the 
most hotly contested in the history of British India. It did not simply offend 
traditionalists; many liberal nationalists were also reluctant to support 
colonial intervention in the domestic affairs of “natives.” Understandably, 
therefore, the Indian National Congress refused to comment on the issue.22 

One leading Extremist, the Western Indian politician and journalist Bal 
Gangadhar Tilak (1856-1920) did not think abstention was an adequate 
response and led the massive opposition to the Bill. If Indian customs needed 
changing, Tilak had earlier averred, then Indians must do it themselves. How 
else could one claim to be fit for self-government?23 By the time of the Consent 
Bill, however, Tilak had become far more conservative. Being something 
of a Sanskritist – he would write books on the civilization depicted in the 
ancient Vedas – he sought to prove that the practice of child-marriage was 
enjoined by the sacred books of the Hindus.24 Mass protests were intense in 
Western as well as Eastern India.25  Tilak’s rallies and marches in Bombay and 
Poona were matched by mass meetings and protests in Calcutta.26 Bangabasi, 
a conservative Hindu newspaper with a huge circulation, even echoed the 
Masters’ warning to Hume: “A slighter cause than this kindled the fire of the 
Sepoy Mutiny in 1857, and though thirty-three years have elapsed since that 
event … it should be remembered that even the most contemptible worm 
will sting the man that treads upon it.”27 

The enthusiastic participation of the masses in the agitation convinced 
Tilak that the ordinary population of the country could be politically 
mobilized only through religion. He would soon launch a very successful 
festival honouring the Hindu god Ganapati (Ganesa), which, in the words 
of historian Stanley Wolpert, involved the “urban and peasant lower classes, 
indoctrinating them with political songs and speeches, drilling young men 
to march about town in militant groups, and imparting to Hinduism a 
congregational character hitherto unknown to it.”28 Muslims were beaten up 
and their mosques vandalized by the marching bands and Hindu-Muslim 
riots became a regular feature of the festival.29 Tilak would start another 
festival in 1896 – this one celebrated the seventeenth-century warrior king 

FDS 219 GRONIEK Todts.indd   163 31-8-2020   11:53:54



164

Sengoopta

Shivaji, who had fought the (Muslim) Mughal Empire.30 

That same year, there was an epidemic of bubonic plague in Western India.  
The high-handed campaign by the Army to prevent its spread antagonized 
most Indians and led to the assassination of Walter Rand, the imperious 
commander of the plague campaign, by two young men carrying the Hindu 
sacred book, the Bhagavad Gita. Suspected – not implausibly – of inspiring 
the assassins, Tilak was jailed for sedition, which, of course, turned him into 
a martyr in the eyes of his followers.31 He was now the acknowledged leader 
of a new, militantly Hindu nationalist party. It remained within the Congress 
until 1907 but its objectives could not have been more different from Hume’s.32  
 
Divide and Rule

Although the Age of Consent protests had been massive in Eastern India, 
they had not broadened into a political campaign against the Muslims and 
the British. Nevertheless, it was during the Age of Consent controversy that 
a Bangabasi correspondent had called for a boycott of British-made products 
including salt and sugar. This tactic would be central to the next big political 
agitation in India: the swadeshi movement in Bengal.33 

Literally meaning “of one’s own country,” the word swadeshi entered the 
political vocabulary when Bengalis launched a movement for the boycott 
of imported goods and the adoption of indigenous alternatives (exactly as 
Bangabasi had called for some fifteen years ago) in protest against the Viceroy 
Lord Curzon’s 1905 division of Bengal into Western and Eastern segments.34  

The British claimed that the undivided province was too large, complex and 
unwieldy to be run properly whilst nationalists charged that the real aim of the 
partition was to divide Hindu from Muslim. The eastern half of Bengal was 
populated mostly by Muslim peasants but most of the land was owned by a 
minority of wealthy Hindus. The creation of a new Muslim-majority province 
with its own separate government would benefit Muslims by providing more 
educational and employment opportunities. Hindu landowners would lose 
much of their influence and might, in due course, even lose their land. Small 
wonder, then, that the swadeshi movement was supported by Hindus in both 
halves of Bengal, whilst the majority of Muslims were in favour of the Curzon 
plan. The Hindu case was not helped by forcing poor Muslim traders to stop 
selling British cloth or sugar and it was during the swadeshi movement that 
Bengal first experienced large-scale Hindu-Muslim riots.35   

Hindu leaders condemned Muslims as “practically, if not avowedly the 
allies of the [British] bureaucracy in their war against Swadeshism” and 
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exhorted Hindus to avenge their “offended honour” and fight back “like men 
… There is a limit beyond which forbearance ceases to be a virtue.”36  From 
Western India, Tilak extended his warm support to the Hindu nationalists 
and their campaign to boycott foreign products.37 By now, however, Bengal 
had its own Extremists and, more importantly, an emerging group of 
revolutionary terrorists. The most aggressive of the latter were Hindu and 
as one of them was to admit later, their revolution had merely represented 
a resurgence of conventional Hinduism.38   

The rapid degeneration of the swadeshi movement into religious warfare 
was nothing short of a tragedy, for in its initial phases, the movement had 
seemed to be revitalizing not simply politics and economics, but every aspect 
of national life. It had inspired some of the most creative figures of Bengal, 
including the poet Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941), whose patriotic songs 
infused the movement with a beauty that few political movements can 
match. Many less well-known supporters of swadeshi had laboured hard to 
regenerate the economy, whether by setting up cloth-mills or ink factories. 
Literary quests for the essence of the Bengali nation had produced some 
extraordinary works, whilst educators and philanthropists had planned 
institutes of “national education” and technical training.39 None of this, 
however, was sustained and instead of national regeneration, the swadeshi 
movement inaugurated a long age of terror and counter-terror.  

Surendranath Banerjea (1848-1925), the doyen of “moderate” nationalism 
but a wholehearted opponent of Curzon’s partition, wrote in his memoirs 
that the swadeshi upsurge was the nearest thing to a revolution that he had 
personally experienced.40 He meant it positively but like all revolutions, this 
one too ended by devouring its own children. The Hindus and Muslims 
of India, it is true, had never had a perfectly amicable relationship, but 
in Bengal, at least, they had co-existed relatively peacefully. The Hindu 
excesses of the swadeshi movement led to a permanent polarization of 
the two communities. Their mutual mistrust would poison Bengali life 
for decades until being resolved, at enormous human and social cost, by 
another partition in 1947. The price that subcontinental people had to pay 
for their independence from British rule appeared to vindicate everything 
John Strachey or Winston Churchill had ever said about the impossibility 
of building a unitary nation in India.
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The Identity of the Fin de Siècle

I have tried to show in this essay how, around 1900, the religious identities of 
Hindus and Muslims, mobilized into mutually antagonistic political identities 
by nationalists, undermined the quest for a new, unitary national identity and 
reinforced the conventional colonial wisdom that India was not and could 
never be a nation because of its unmanageable diversity. The particularities 
of these ironies and contradictions – and others that I have not had the space 
to mention – were, of course, unique to the context of colonial India. But as 
far as the fundamental question of identity was concerned, there was little to 
distinguish Europe from India or, indeed, other parts of the world and what 
we need above all is a global history of the fin de siècle.   

_______________________
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