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     Chapter Three 
 
 
               How State Nation ÒGrammarÓ Helped Construct 

 Multiple But Complementary Identities:India and the Tamils 

      

 

Introduction 

   

There is an extremely long tradition in democratic social analysis that 

virtually argues that the term Òmultinational democracyÓ is an oxymoron.1 In 

Chapter 2 we gave substantial evidence to challenge that tradition even in 

one of the worldÕs most culturally diverse polities. However, except for our 

discussion of some of the most distinctive features of the Indian polity we 

did not go too far toward a theoretical and empirical inquiry into what helps 

increase, or decrease, the chances of democracy and social peace in polities 

with some multinational dimension to their political life.  This is our primary 

task in this chapter.  

 We will attempt to carry out this task via the method of analyzing how 

a potential problem of multinationalism, with possible secessionist potential 

                                                             
1 See StepanÕs Ò Modern Multinational Democracies: Transcending a Gellnerian OxymoronÓ, in his 
Arguing Comparative Politics (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp.181-199. 
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in South India, the Dravidian Movement, especially in what is now the state 

of Tamil Nadu, became a non-problem.  

As with any potential problem that became a non-problem, there is 

always a question about how severe the problem actually was, and this may 

lead to a failure to examine choices that might have actually facilitated the 

management of the potential problem. It is true that the desire for secession 

never became a majority sentiment in South India, even at the height of the 

Dravidian movement from the 1920s to the 1940s, or even during the 1965 

anti-Hindi language riots. It is also true that long after some Dravidian 

parties had abandoned their demands, or even possibly their desire for 

independence, they continued to deploy the language of separatism for 

purposes of voter mobilization inside electoral politics. 2   

But we note that even one of the leaders of the interpretive movement 

that stresses the instrumental uses of separatist rhetoric in the 1950s and 

1960s, Narendra Subramanian, acknowledges that the Dravidian movement 

had separatist dimensions. For example, he states that Òthe Dravidian 

movement in Tamil Nadu began during the 1910s by raising militant 

                                                             
2 All of these positions are articulated by Narendra Subramanian in his careful and well documented 
Ethnicity and Populist Mobilization: Political Parties, Citizens and Democracy in South India (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), see for example pages 15,125, 131, and 313. 
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demands for secession and virulently opposed the upper Brahmin casteÓ.3 

Elsewhere he writes that ÒTamil Nadu was the first Indian state in which 

secessionist/autonomous impulses developedÓ.4The two great leaders of the 

Dravidian movement until the 1960s were Ramaswami Naicker (normally 

simply called Periar) and C.N. Annadurai.  Concerning Periar, Subramanian 

asserts: ÒPeriar called for the creation of a separate country in which the 

DravidianÐas-Sudra would enjoy primacyÓ.5 At the Independence Day of 

India Periar urged the burning of the Indian flag and non-recognition of the 

new Indian Constitution. Of C.N. Annadurai, who broke with Periar in 1947 

to form a political party, Subramanian comments that Annanadurai, (who 

also shared PeriarÕs discourse of Brahmins as alien and harmful North 

Indians) Òargued that the Dravidians were oppressed by the Brahmin, the 

Bania (a North Indian merchant caste) and the British, and that the departure 

of one of the oppressors could only be an occasion to rejoice. He wished to 

continue the struggle for secession, to free Tamil Nadu of the other two 

oppressorsÓ6.  

                                                             
3 Ibid, p.7. 
 
4 Ibid,p.131. 
 
5 Ibid,p.105. 
6 Ibid ,p.122. 
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If one accepts all of these quotes as accurate, the question that we 

must ask is: why did these articulations of separatist desires become a non- 

issue by the early 1970s? We particularly need to examine how politically 

strategic decisions and choices can ameliorate, or aggravate, potential 

multinational tensions. For example, in the de facto multinational society of 

Sri Lanka, Sinhalese politicians eliminated English as a link language for 

government posts, downgraded the language of the largest minority, the 

Tamils, insisted on maintaining a unitary state, and elevated Buddhism to the 

dominant and privileged religion of Sri Lanka. Most top Sinhalese policy 

makers and most leading analysts that Stepan has interviewed in Sri Lanka 

are now convinced that these choices contributed to turning the non-issue of 

Tamil separatism in the 1940s into one of the worldÕs most intractable and 

bloody conflicts. 7 

 In the period leading up to independence South India witnessed much 

more discussion of separatism than did what was then Ceylon (now Sri 

Lanka). However, as we shall see, on virtually all the strategic decisions 

facing multinational India, the rejection of a unitary state, the acceptance of 

multiple but complementary political identities, the upgrading of regional 

                                                             
7  For an excellent article on how bad political choices in Sri Lanka turned a near non-issue into this crisis, 
and how better political choices in Malaysia helped moderate their multinational tensions, see Donald I. 
Horowitz, ÒIncentives and Behaviour in the Ethnic Politics of  Sri Lanka and MalaysiaÓ, Third World 
Quarterly (October 1989):18-35. 
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languages and the maintenance of a English as a link language, the 

maintenance of polity-wide careers, the constitutional espousal of Òequal 

distance and respectÓ for all religions, and the creation of mutually 

beneficial alliances between polity wide and regional parties, India, unlike 

Sri Lanka, made choices and alliances, especially in South India, that, we 

argue, increased the chances of peaceful democracy in a potentially 

conflictual setting.8      

 Since we believe that relatively successful federal democratic 

experiences, in multi-national polities, have been under-analyzed, we 

propose to explore the South Indian case. But first let us explore how and 

why multinational democracies are poorly theorized, and   construct a new 

conceptual framework for what works, and what does not work, when we 

consider the successful construction of democratic federations in polities 

with Òpolitically robust multinational dimensions.Ó 

 

 Constructing a Useable Grammar for Analyzing Democratic 

Federations in Multi-National Societies  

                                                             
8 However, as Dipankar Gupta tellingly documents and analyses, a series of bad political choices and 
actions by the government of Indira Gandhi helped turn the near non Ðissue of Sikh separatism  in the 
Punjab into a bloody crisis that weakened for a while once strong  Sikh multiple and complementary 
identities and eroded the quality of democracy not only in the Punjab but in India. See his ÒThe 
Communalising of Punjab, 1980-1985Ó, Economic and Political Weekly (July 13, 1985):1185-1190. 
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 The Oxford Dictionary defines grammar as Òrules of a languageÕs 

inflection or other means of showing relation between words.Ó  

Unfortunately we do not yet have a conceptual and political grammar that 

captures the relationships that are most, and those that are least, useful in 

crafting supportive relations between the Òmulti-national,Ó Òdemocratic,Ó 

and  Òfederal,Ó fields of political force.  Eight phrases that must be culturally 

unpacked and then put together into a coherent relationship to each other, 

before we can construct a theoretical language about federations in 

multinational societies, are: 

 1. Individual Rights and Collective Recognition. 

 2. Culturally Unassimilable but Politically Integratable 

 3. Multiple and Complementary Identities. 

 4. ÒCultural NationalismÓ versus ÒTerritorial NationalismÓ  

 5. ÒComing togetherÓ versus ÒHolding togetherÓ Federations 

 6. ÒDemos-EnablingÓ to ÒDemos-ConstrainingÓ Continuum 

 7.  ÒAsymmetricalÓ instead of ÒSymmetricalÓ Federalism 

 8.  ÒPolity-WideÓ and ÒCentric-RegionalÓ Parties and Careers 

 9. Parliamentary instead of  Presidential or Semi-Presidential  Systems  
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 We initially constructed these conceptual ÒpairingsÓ for general 

theoretical purposes.9 However, all nine pairings (and of course the 

distinction we have made between Ònation-stateÓ and Òstate-nationÓ, and our 

insistence that there is no democracy unless there is a Òuseable stateÓ) come 

into analytical and political play when we discuss the Indian model of 

federalism. They also come into play in our attempt to explain why the 

potential issue of Dravidian, and especially Tamil, separatism in the 1940s 

became a Ònon-issueÓ by the early 1970s. 

1. Individual Rights and Collective Recognition 

 A polity can not be a democracy unless the individual rights of all its 

citizens are enshrined in the constitution and a polity-wide system of 

horizontal and vertical controls is credibly established to enforce these 

rights.  Whatever the rights of the national sub-units, they cannot 

constitutionally or politically violate the rights of individual citizens.  The 

enforcement of individual rights can be an obligation of both the centre and 

the sub-units, but the centre cannot completely delegate responsibility for the 

establishment and maintenance of democratic rights and continue to be a 

democracy.   

 The above point insisted upon, it is also possible that in a multi-

national polity, some groups can only participate fully as individual citizens, 

if as a group they acquire the right to have some schooling, mass media, 

religious or even legal structures which respond to the specifics of their 

                                                             
9 Parts of the discussion of the f irst three pairs is drawn, with permission, from a longer analysis found in 
Ibid. 
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culture.  Some of these prerogatives might be called a form of Ògroup 

specificÓ collective recognition. 

 An assumption of many thinkers in the liberal tradition is that all 

rights are individual and universal.  This assumption should properly be seen 

as a normative preference.  Advocates of such a liberal approach are prone 

to see any deviation from individualism and universalism with suspicion.10 

 Thinkers associated with the liberal tradition of rights are particularly 

skeptical of group recognition, and thus, at least implicitly, of many of the 

Òconsociational practicesÓ that we, and thinkers such as Arend Lijphart, 

believe could be used to craft democracy in a multi-national polity. 

 As students of the historical development of democracies, and as an 

empirical democratic theorists, let us make four observations about what we 

think could be, and at times actually have been, democratic Ògroup specific 

rights,Ó to use Will KymlickaÕs phrase. 

 First, individuals are indeed the primary bearers of rights and no 

group recognition should violate individual rights in a democratic polity.  In 

a democratic multi-national society, that is democratic, and has a federal 

state, this means that something like a Bill of Individual Rights should be a 

property of the federal centre and that any laws and social policies that 

violate this polity-wide bill of individual rights must fall outside the 

constitutionally guaranteed policy scope of sub-units. 

 Second, while individual rights are universal, it is simply bad history 

to argue that in actual democracies all rights have been universal.  

Frequently, the struggle to reconcile the imperatives of political integration 

and to recognize the legitimate imperatives of cultural difference has meant 
                                                             
10 For a discussion of the liberal tradition and its discomfort with Ògroup rights,Ó see Will Kymlicka, 
Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), esp. 
chapter 4. 
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according group specific rights such as those given to the Maori in New 

Zealand, to religious and linguistic cultural councils in Belgium, and to 

Muslim family law in India.11  The key point is that it is the obligation of the 

democratic state to ensure that no group specific right violates universal 

individual rights.  As long as this political condition obtains, there is no 

contradiction between individual rights and group specific rights.  

 Third, while individuals are the bearers of rights, there may well be 

concrete moments in the crafting of a democracy where individuals cannot 

develop and exercise their full rights until they are active members of a 

group that struggles for some collective goods common to most members of 

the group and that are being denied to them.12   If Catalans (who under 

Franco were not allowed to organize Catalan organizations or to have 

Catalan language radio and television programs) had not been given some 

group specific rights, it is not clear that they could have developed as 

individual democratic activists.  It was partially the group rights won by 

Catalans that contributed to their power to argue, vote and negotiate for a 

form of devolution and power-sharing in the newly constructed Spanish 

federation.13 

 Fourth, the types of group specific rights we have discussed in the 

three points above may not be consistent with some 19th century tenets of 
                                                             
11 See Kymlicka, op. cit.; Lijphart,  Democracies... op. cit.; and Lijphart, ÒThe Puzzle of Indian 
Democracy...,Ó op.cit.. 
 
12 An elegant development of this argument is found in the work of the Oxford legal theorist, Joseph Raz, 
The Morality of Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), esp. chapters 8 and 10; and his Ethics 
in the Public Domain: Essays in the Morality of Law and Politics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), esp. 
preface and chapters 1, 6 and 8. 
 
13 For extensive argumentation and documentation of this point see Juan J. Linz and Alfred Stepan, 
Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation: Southern Europe, South America, and Post-
Communist Europe (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), chapters 2, 6, and 
20. 
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Anglo-Saxon liberal democracy, or the classic 19th French idea of citizenship 

in a nation-state, but they are consistent with a polity in which group 

recognition do not violate individual rights, where effective democratic 

citizenship and loyalty is broadened, and with a democratic state nation.  

They are in fact often one of the few ways to craft democracy in the difficult 

and populous world of multi-national polities. 

 

2. Culturally Unassimilable but Politically Integratable 

 The bad news is that Ònation-buildingÓ and Òdemocracy-buildingÓ are 

complementary logics in a mono-national federation but- at least in the short 

run- conflicting logics in a newly democratic multi-national federation.  In 

the normative and sociological context of the modern world, assimilation of 

two or more cultural nations into one nation-state, in two generations, is 

extremely difficult.  Policies that are imposed to attempt to produce such 

rapid cultural assimilation will almost certainly tend to generate counter-

movements of conflict, disloyalty, and structurally induced exit movements 

that work against the consolidation, or persistence, of democracy.   

 The good news is that cultural assimilation is not necessary in order to 

consolidate democracy.  What is necessary is sufficient agreement about the 

legitimacy of institutions by which the demos, and all its demoi, can produce 

a central government and regional governments, all of which are bounded by 

a credible set of broadly accepted constitutional provisions and mechanisms 

to ensure that both the central and regional governments  act within the law.  

The Catalans in Spain did not want to be, and could not have been, culturally 

assimilated into post-Franco Spain.  However, as a result of their co-

participation in a complex series of debates and votes resulting in a 

devolution of power in a previously unitary state, a sufficiently high degree 



Chapter 3 India and the Tamils with tables August 22, 2006 

 

 

100 

of political integration was attained for Spain to become a multinational, 

federal, democratic state nation. 

 
 

3. Multiple and Complementary Identities 

 A democratic federal system by most definitions must have credible 

guarantees that there are some policy areas that are constitutionally beyond 

the scope of the centre, and some that are constitutionally beyond the scope 

of the sub-units. For example, for Robert A. Dahl, federalism is Òa system in 

which some matters are exclusively within the competence of certain local 

units - cantons, states, provinces - and are constitutionally beyond the scope 

of the authority of the national government; and where certain other matters 

are constitutionally outside the scope of the authority of the smaller units.Ó14  

 If we accept some version of the above argument, then one must also 

accept the political fact that citizens in a democratic federal system are 

simultaneously subject to two different governments each of which is 

sovereign in some areas.15  Any democratic federal system, but especially a 

multi-national federal system, can therefore experience centrifugal and/or 

                                                             
14 Robert A. Dahl, ÒFederalism and Democratic ProcessÓ in Democracy, Identity and Equality (Oslo: 
Norwegian University Press, 1986), pp. 114-126.  Citation from p. 114.  Emphasis in the original. 
 
15 This minimalist statement of sovereignty is consistent with acknowledging that in modern federalism 
there is much overlapping in jurisdictions.  Martin GrodzinÕs famous analysis that US federalism is not so 
much a Òlayer cakeÓ as a Òmarbeled cakeÓ can be accepted, without rejecting DahlÕs definition. 
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centripetal pressures leading to the breakdown of the system.  Extreme 

centrifugal pressures could manifest themselves by violent efforts by 

culturally distinctive sub-units to secede.  Extreme centripetal pressures 

could be manifested by the coercive abolition by the centre of the 

constitutionally guaranteed areas of authority of the sub-units.   

Given the above potential pressures threatening to cause a breakdown 

of multi-national federations, the more citizens in the sub-units feel there are 

resources that they value, and have reasonable access to, such as security, 

polity-wide careers, and participation in a large common market, while at the 

same time, securely enjoying autonomy in areas such as language, 

education, and communications, the more likely dual loyalty to the centre 

and the sub-units is politically possible, and the less likely secessionist 

efforts can be presented as absolutely necessary for the dignity and 

development of the nation.  If a situation similar to what we have just 

described prevails, violent secessionists may exist, but they will tend to be 

weakly supported.  A functioning democratic federal system therefore is 

strengthened to the extent that its citizens have, or develop, multiple and 

complementary identities.  

4. ÒCultural NationalismÓ versus ÒTerritorial NationalismÓ 
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 Conceptually and empirically we can imagine cultural nationalism 

within a multi-national polity being responded to in such a way so as to 

contribute to political integration, or to political separatism. 

 The political integration (but not assimilation) outcome could be one 

in which individual rights are respected, but substantial powers, especially in 

cultural areas such as language, education and communication, are devolved 

to federal sub-units, with some protection for minorities or the choices of 

individuals.  If the most politically salient cultural demands were met by this 

devolution, and many cultural nationalists or their allies had political and 

non-political careers and activities that were furthered by being active 

members of the federation, polity wide political integration and subnational 

cultural nationalism can be pursued simultaneously.  In such a context, 

territorial nationalists seeking independence would not be widely supported, 

and should they use violence, they would tend to be socially and legally 

marginalised by cultural nationalists who are the democratic majority. 

 We can of course imagine the opposite dynamic starting from 

identical cultural nationalist demands.  If the cultural nationalist demand, for 

example, is for the sub-unit to be administered in the minority language and 

for some, mutually agreed Òlink languageÓ to be used for communication 

with the centre (and indeed in some cases for  access to jobs in the centre) 

but the centre insists that the multi-lingual polity functions as a mono-lingual 

federation, territorial nationalists, who might have been in a small minority, 

might begin to win many allies.  Indeed, if the centre is perceived as using 

illegitimate force against cultural nationalists, support could grow quite 

rapidly for the use of violence by the once small territorial nationalists.  
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5. ÒComing TogetherÓ versus ÒHolding TogetherÓ Federations 

 Much of the classic literature on federalism was influenced by the 

model developed in Philadelphia in 1787.  Indeed, for many theorists not 

only did the United States ÒinventÓ federalism but it remains the norm.16  

For such theorists, the essence of the US style of federalism is that 

previously sovereign polities voluntarily enter into a federal bargain to pool 

their sovereignty in a federation.  In this Òcoming togetherÓ federation each 

of the previous sovereign units retains many of their self-governing rights.  

In order that the previously sovereign units will continue to play a major role 

in the governing of the new federation the small states at Philadelphia 

refused to join the federation unless two other concessions to their continued 

sovereignty were made.  The federation would have a bi-cameral legislature, 

one chamber based on the principle of population, the other chamber based 

on the principle of territory. In the territorial chamber, each of the previously 

sovereign states would receive, regardless of population, an equal number of 

votes.  The second major concession made to the small states was that the 

                                                             
16 See for example, William H. Riker, ÒThe Invention of Centralized FederalismÓ in his The Development 
of American Federalism (Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1987), pp. 17-42.  K.C. Wheare, Federal 
Government (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963) categorically asserts that ÒThe modern idea of what 
federal government is has been determined by the United States of America.Ó, p. 1.  Wheare not only 
measured all other federations against the US federation, but explicitly made the judgement that, Òthe 
government of the United States is the most successful federal government in the world.Ó Ibid., p. 85. 
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upper chamber would have virtually the same competencies as the lower 

chamber.17    

 The most influential theorist of modern federalism in the English 

language, William H. Riker, argues that all federations follow the Òcoming 

togetherÓ federal bargain.  From a comparative perspective this is simply not 

so.18  A major alternative is a Òholding togetherÓ federation.  In 1975, when 

Franco died, Spain was a unitary state.  But in the two years that followed 

his death it began increasingly clear to many leading political figures that if 

Spain were to Òhold togetherÓ peacefully, and to build a democracy, the 

centre should agree to devolve power.19  Belgium has historically been a 

unitary state, but in order to hold the Flemish and Walloon communities 

together, Belgium in 1993 adopted a federal constitution.20  We believe that 

                                                             
17 For an excellent discussion of how and why these compromises were made see Elaine K. Swift, The 
Making of an American Senate: Reconstitutive Change in Congress, 1787-1841   (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1996), pp. 1-94. Also see William H. Riker, The Development of American Federalism,  
pp. 17-42. 
 
18  See Alfred Stepan, ÒToward a New Comparative Politics of Federalism, Multi-Nationalism, and 
Democracy: Beyond Rikerian FederalismÓin Alfred Stepan, Arguing Comparative Politics ( Oxford and 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2001),pp.315-363. 
 
19 For the new statutes in Spain, see Juan J. Linz , ÒSpanish Democracy and the Estado de las Autonom’as,Ó 
in  Robert A. Goldwin, Art Kaufman, and William A. Schambra eds., Forging Unity out of Diversity: The 
Approach of Eight Nations (Washington D.C.: American Institute for Public Policy Research, 1989), pp. 
260-326 and Robert Agronoff, ÒAsymmetrical and Symmetrical Federalism in Spain: An Examination of 
Intergovernmental Policy,Ó in  Bertus de Villiers, ed.,  Evaluating  Federal Systems  (Pretoria: Juta, 1994), 
pp. 61-89. 
 
20 For BelgiumÕs construction of a federal system with consociational characteristics see Liesbeth Hooghe,  
ÒBelgium: From Regionalism to Federalism,Ó Regional Politics and Policy, 3 (Autumn 1993), pp. 44-69, 
Robert Senelle, ÒThe Reform of the Belgian StateÓ in Joachim Jens Hesse and Vincent Wright eds.,   
Federalizing Europe ? The Costs, Benefits and Preconditions of Federal Political Systems (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), pp. 266-324.  
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constitutions such as those in Spain and Belgium are examples of what are 

most usefully called, Òholding togetherÓ federalism. 

  It is possible that a Òholding togetherÓ federation would allow 

the demos to redraw the boundaries of the sub-units.  The power of the 

demos at the centre to redraw the boundaries of the demoi of the sub-units is 

not something that a US style Òcoming togetherÓ, states-rights type of 

constitution could easily tolerate.  

 

6. The ÒDemos-EnablingÓ to ÒDemos-ConstrainingÓ Continuum 

 Regardless of whether a federation is close to the Òcoming togetherÓ 

or Òholding togetherÓ pole it is necessarily somewhat demos-constraining in 

contrast to a democratic unitary system.  This is so because, if we follow 

DahlÕs definition, the policy agenda of the demos of the centre can not be 

completely open because some potential policy areas are constitutionally 

beyond its scope because they are the prerogative of the sub-units. However, 

democratic federations can, and do, vary greatly as to the degree to which 

the demos at the centre is constrained by the powers of the demoi in the sub-

units.  The US model, with its combination of over-representation of 

territory (a vote in Wyoming is worth around sixty-six votes in California 

for the election of a U.S. federal Senator) and its equality of legislative 

power between the lower and upper houses, is at the high end of the demos-

constraining end of the continuum.  Other types of federalism, however, can 

be, and are, much less demos-constraining, in that the lower house is clearly 
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the most powerful house in policy scope, and the upper house has some 

degree of proportional representation.  This does not mean that the demos at 

the centre might not agree to grant an impressive range of authority to the 

sub-units, especially in the areas of language, education, and 

communication.  Indeed, the federation could be considered to be Òdemos-

enablingÓ if the majority at the centre is given significant powers to 

occasionally pass legislation it considers necessary to maintain the 

democratic integration of the federation. 

 The question for us is whether a  federation in a multinational society 

and a federation in a mononational society would both function equally well 

as democracies anywhere in the demos-  constraining continuum.  We think 

a strong a priori case can be made that a mono-national federation could 

function democratically more easily at the high end of the demos 

constraining continuum than can a multi-national federation.  We believe 

that a cluster of sub-units with a large population - say 20 times as large as 

the small sub-units - would not co-exist easily with a cluster of small units 

that had an equal vote with the larger sub-units on all policy issues.  This 

would be especially so if the greatly underrepresented states encompassed a 

religious or cultural majority in the federation.   

 We also think that a case could be made that a federation that is 

crafted as a multi-national Òholding togetherÓ federation, where fear of 

fragmentation is still a concern among political leaders at the centre, would 

be more likely to want to give Òdemos enablingÓ powers to the centre.  

ÒDemos enablingÓ powers to the centre will allow the demos at the centre to 

structure devolution in such a way as not to threaten the capacity of the 

centre to pass binding legislation in the lower house by normal majorities, 

instead of by the norm of supermajorities.  A federation at the low end of the 
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demos-constraining continuum would also prevent small blocking minorities 

in the upper chamber from impeding ordinary legislation, especially 

legislation that did not intrinsically relate to cultural issues of the sub-units.21 

 

7. ÒAsymmetricalÓ instead of  ÒSymmetricalÓ Federalism 

 Many thinkers assume that US style Òcoming togetherÓ and 

ÒsymmetricalÓ federalism is both the quantitative and normative standard. It 

is neither. Since the French Revolution created the modern idea of a nation-

state, not a single nation-state has yet freely yielded its sovereignty to join a 

Òcoming togetherÓ symmetrical democratic federation. But four polities with 

a strong multinational component- India, Canada, Belgium, and Spain- have 

created federations, all of which were ÒasymmetricalÓ.  

 If independent states, many of which are nation-states, ever make the 

European Union, not their own states, the central locus of democratic power, 

such a democratic federation would almost certainly be ÒasymmetricalÓ. It 

would be constructed as ÒasymmetricalÓ both to ensure some special 

prerogatives to the larger states without which it is doubtful they all will join 

and thus accept a much greater loss of autonomy than they have to date. 

Such a European Union would also be ÒasymmetricalÓ  so as to 

constitutionally spell-out, and embed, some of the culturally specific rights 

and prerogatives of members.  

  8. ÒPolity-WideÓ and ÒCentric-RegionalÓ Parties (and Careers) 

 ÒPolity-wideÓ parties, are parties with a strong organizational, 

electoral, and emotional presence in all, or virtually all, the member units of 
                                                             
21 For example, Austria only has one institutional veto player, and Germany, Spain and Belgium have two. 
The U.S. has four, so the U.S. is more ÒmajorityÓ or Òdemos-constrainingÓ. See Alfred Stepan, "Electorally 
Generated Veto Players in Unitary and Federal Systems" in Edward Gibson, ed., Federalism and 
Democracy in Latin America (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2004), pp. 323-362. 
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a federation. The presence or absence of ÒpolityÐwideÓ parties (especially 

those that allow and indeed facilitate polity- wide careers, identities, and free 

movement for all citizens) is correctly seen as a key variable in the literature 

on federalism, especially the literature on multinational polities. In 

multinational polities the presence of such strong polity- wide parties is 

correctly considered a politically integrating force and their relative absence 

a source of potential disintegration.  

 In contrast Òregional partiesÓ are parties that receive almost all their 

votes in one unit, or geographic space, in the federation. Such parties are 

normally seen as a threat to integration, particularly if they receive a 

substantial amount of the total votes and seats in the federation and act as 

exclusionary institutions. We do not dissent from this general judgment.  

 However, the vocabulary and theories of modern federalism would 

benefit by an awareness of what we would term Òcentric- regionalÓ parties. 

By this we mean a party that does indeed get all of its seats to the federal 

legislature from one federal unit. But, if the political system is 

parliamentary, such a party might be in a valuable alliance with a polity-

wide party which, in return for the centric-regional party constituting part of 

its majority, makes the centric-regional party a part of the governing 

coalition at the center. 

  
 The polity-wide party could also act as a junior partner to the Òcentric-

regionalÓ party in its parliamentary provincial or state elections. The alliance 

with a polity-wide party could thus directly generate votes, seats and 

numerous federal level jobs for the Òcentric-regionalÓ party. In such a 
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situation, both from the viewpoint of politics and rational choice, it would  

seem that the alliance creates disincentives for the once regional party to 

support system disintegrative politics. Among other dangers, if the centric 

regional party became secessionist, or even semi-loyal towards the federal 

state, it would immediately risk becoming ÒuncoalitionableÓ with its 

valuable polity-wide ally. 

 There is also the possibility in a parliamentary federal system that a 

large number of once regional parties could themselves constitute the central 

government and in the process become integrating Òcentric-regionalÓ parties. 

9. Parliamentary instead of Presidential or Semi-presidential Systems 

 In a Parliamentary system, if 50.1% of the members of parliament 

vote against a proposed government, that government cannot be formed. 

Thus a party with a first plurality, but not an absolute parliamentary 

majority, will normally be forced to build a ruling alliance with other parties. 

In this sense, executive power in a parliamentary system is ÒshareableÓ. The 

government must ÒlistenÓ to its partners in government because their 

withdrawal from the coalition can lead to the fall of the government. In a 

country with many small regionalist, ethnic, and potentially secessionist 

parties, a parliamentary system thus opens the possibility of some regional 

parties being able to help form the ruling coalition at the center. 
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 In contrast, in either a Presidential or a Semi-presidential system, the 

occupant of the presidential office has a fixed mandate, with or without a 

legislative majority, and in this sense can not really ÒshareÓ the presidential 

powers with members of a coalition. Also, this presidential office with a 

fixed term, can only be held by one person from one nationality.  

 In a multinational society a parliamentary system thus more easily 

allows various parties, and various nationalities, the possibility to participate 

in the ruling executive coalition than would the more indivisible, and less 

shareable, office of a directly elected president with a fixed term that is 

found in presidentialism or semi-presidentialism.  Empirically of course, all 

of the long standing democracies in multinational societies-- Belgium, 

Spain, Canada, and IndiaÑ are parliamentary. 

 

A Potential Issue of Separatism Becoming a Non-Issue: South India 

 By Benedict AndersonÕs standards there would appear to have been 

more than enough raw material for territorial nationalists to imagine (and 

attain) separate independent nation(s) in South India.22  Useable cleavages 

abounded.  In the last decades of the British Raj more than ninety percent of 

the population in South India spoke languages in the Dravidian family, all of 

                                                             
22Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 
(London: Verso, 1983). 
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which had their own scripts and were unintelligible to the major language of 

the North, Hindi.23   

 Another useable cleavage grew out of religious-cultural differences.  

In the South, the Brahmins were seen as Northern in origin.  Nationalists in 

the South, particularly near the important city of Madras,  argued that 

traditional Dravidian culture had been more socially egalitarian than the 

version of Hinduism imported, and imposed upon Dravidians, by Northern 

Brahmins.  The potential of caste to be a polarising force was enhanced by 

the fact that under British rule BrahminÕs were accorded a new higher social 

status that in effect lowered the social status of some previously quite socio-

economically, and even religiously important, South Indian caste groups.24  

For some analysts, the two intermediate Hindu castes, Kshatriya and Vaisya, 

were virtually not present in South India and South Indians belonged, 

therefore, to either the lowest category of caste Hindu - the Shudras - or 

were untouchables, or even ÒunseeableÓ, outcasts and this increased the 

social and political distance of Southern, from Northern Indians.25 

 Modernity, ˆ  la Gellner, sharpened South IndiansÕ sense of exclusion, 

and contributed to growing anti-Brahmin nationalist movements.  The 

emerging Dravidian nationalist movements in the early decades of the 

twentieth century gained adherents as they documented and dramatized job-

related statistics aiming to prove that non-Brahmins were second-class 

citizens in South India. For example, the famous ÒNon-Brahmin Manifesto 

                                                             
23 Jyotirindra Das Gupta, Language Conflict and National Development: Group Politics and National 
Language Policy in India (Berkeley and London: University of California Press, 1970), pp. 46-47. 
 
24 See Nicholas B. Dirks,  Castes of Mind : Colonialism and the Making of Modern India (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2001), especially Chapters One and Twelve. 
 
25 For this argument see Marguerite Ross Barnett, The Politics of Cultural Nationalism in South India  
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), pp.46-47. 
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of 1916Ó argued that though Brahmins constituted less than 3 percent of the 

population in the major administrative sub-unit of South India (the 

Presidency of Madras), all but one of the sixteen top civil service positions 

allocated to Indians in the Madras Presidency were held by Brahmins, all 

four of the Hindu judges to the Madras Supreme Court were Brahmins, and 

that  the major gate-keeper of modern careers, the University of Madras, was 

effectively controlled by Brahmins.26  

  Would be territorial nationalists had other valuable material.  They 

could point to the fact that they were economically more developed than the 

Hindi belt of North India, which they saw as politically dominant; that South 

India was geographically contained, in that three of its four borders were 

oceans; and that they were populous enough to make a number of South 

Indian independent nations.  At independence this geographic, demographic, 

and imagined space contained 88 million speakers of Dravidian languages, 

the four largest of which in 1951 were Telugu (thirty-three 

million),Tamil(twenty-seven million), Kannada ( fourteen million) and 

Malayalam (thirteen million).The cultural capital of the Tamils was the city 

of Madras in the Madras presidency but the Dravidian movement also 

contained important advocates from the other three major Dravidian 

languages  many of whom also lived in the Madras presidency.27  

 A leading scholar of India, Lloyd I. Rudolph who did extensive 

research in South India in the 1950s, graphically captures how the different 
                                                             
26 The manifesto is reproduced in its entirety in the previously cited  Irschick, Politics and Social Conflict 
in South India: The Non-Brahmin Movement and Tamil Separatism, 1916 - 1929 , pp. 358-367.  From 1901 
to 1911 Brahmins received 71 percent of the degrees awarded by Madras University and controlled the key 
power centre in the university, the Senate, Barnett, The Politics of Cultural Nationalism in South India, p. 
20. 
 
27 For the list of the major languages of India as of 1951 see Gupta, Language Conflict and National 
Development, pp. 46-47. 
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components of territorial nationalism seemed to be compounding at the time 

of Independence: ÒWith the coming of independence, anti-Brahmanism was 

increasingly accompanied by an anti-North, Dravidian nationalist outlook.  

Opposition to Hindi as the national language, the destruction of the caste 

system, and threats of secession from the Indian Union became major 

political themes.Ó28 

 

The Constitutional Formula: The ÒHolding-TogetherÓ and ÒDemos-

EnablingÓ Dimensions 

 
 Why then, did the potential issues of Òterritorial nationalismÓ and 

secession become  non-issues? To explore these questions we have to turn to 

the incentive systems that were developed as part of Indian federalism.  To 

analyze this process we will have to employ virtually all the grammar that 

we developed in the beginning of this article. 

 In terms of the analytic categories we have developed, India 

approaches the ideal type of a Òholding-togetherÓ and a Òdemos-enablingÓ 

federation that creatively and consciously  differs from the Òcoming 

togetherÓ and ÒbargainingÓ modalities associated with the formation of 

federalism int the USA. In his address to the Constituent Assembly, the 

Chairman of the Drafting Committee, B.R. Ambedkar assumed that India 

                                                             
28 Lloyd I. Rudolph, ÒUrban Life and Populist Radicalism: Dravidian Politics in MadrasÓ, The Journal of 
Asian Studies, Vol. XX, No 3, (May 1961), pp. 286-287. 
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was already a diverse polity with substantial unity, but that to maintain this 

unity, under democratic conditions, a federation would be useful. Ambedkar 

told the members of the Assembly that:  Ò... the use of the word Union is 

deliberate... The Drafting Committee wanted to make it clear that though 

India was to be a federation, the Federation was not the result of an 

agreement by the States to join in a Federation.Ó29       

 Mohit Bhattacharya, in a careful review of the mind-set of the 

founding fathers, argues that that the central motivation in the minds of the 

constitution drafters was to hold the centre together. ÒWhat ultimately 

emerged was a Ôdevolutionary federationÕ as a fundamentally unitary state 

devolved powers on the units through a long process of evolution... [Once] 

the problem of integration of the Princely States had disappeared after 

partition, É The bargaining situation disappeared... The architects of the 

Constitution were sensitive pragmatists. Their attention was focused on ... 

the central authority that would hold the nation together.Ó30Let me again 

quote from Ambedkar to illustrate how this was to be achieved in the 

federation. ÒThe ... Constitution has sought to forge means and methods 

                                                             
29 AmbedkarÕs speech is found in its entirety in India, Constituent Assembly Debates (New Delhi, 1951), 
vol.II, pp. 31-44. Emphasis added.  
 
30 Mohit Bhattacharya, ÒThe Mind of the Founding Fathers,Ó in Nirmal Mukarji and Balveer Arora, eds., 
Federalism in India: Origins and Development (New Delhi: Vikas, 1992), pp. 87-104, quotes from pp. 
101-102.   
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whereby India will have Federation and at the same time will have 

uniformity in all basic matters which are essential to maintain the unity of 

the country. The means adopted by the Constitution are three: (1) a single 

judiciary, (2) uniformity in fundamental laws, civil and criminal, and (3) a 

common All-India Civil Service to man important posts.Ó31 

 In relation to the demos-constraining versus demos-enabling 

continuum, India chose one of the most demos-enabling formulas found in 

any democratic federation, be it mono-national or multi-national.  The US 

formula, which did grow out of a Òcoming togetherÓ bargaining process, 

gave each state equal representation in the upper house, and gave the upper 

house somewhat greater legal competencies than the lower house.  IndiaÕs 

Òholding-togetherÓ federation was fundamentally different in both respects.  

The lower chamber, which was based on the principle of population, had the 

exclusive right to form the government and was vastly more important in 

legislative competence than the upper chamber, which represented the states.  

Also there was a significant degree of proportional representation in the 

upper chamber.  The demos at the centre, aided by the choice of a 

Westminster type of fused executive-legislative Parliamentary model, was 

thus nowhere near as constrained in independent India as was the demos at 

                                                             
31 Ambedkar, previously cited address to the Constituent Assembly. 
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the centre in the divided government, Presidential model, chosen in the 

United States.  

  A major controversy in the Constituent Assembly was over the 

languages that would be used in the federation. Precisely because the 

members of the Constituent Assembly knew that the most controversial 

issue surrounding Indian unity in the future would be language policy, and 

because there was a desire on the part of many delegates to eventually 

reorganize the states along more linguistic lines, the language of the 

constitution was extremely demos-enabling. Future parliaments were given 

the right to completely redraw state boundaries. Article 3 of the constitution 

is categorical. With a simple majority ÒParliament may by law a) form a 

state by separation of territory from any state or by uniting two or more 

states...;  c) diminish the area of any state... e) alter the name of any state.Ó In 

a  Òcoming togetherÓ federation such as the USA the sovereign states would 

obviously have been able to bargain successfully for a much more demos-

constraining constitution to protect statesÕ rights.32 

                                                             
32 See Alfred Stepan, ÒFederalism and Democracy: Beyond the US ModelÓ, Journal of Democracy 10 (Fall 
1999):19-34 . Indeed, it was precisely this feature of the Indian constitution that led the then leading 
theorist of federalism in the world, K.C. Wheare of Oxford, to argue that ÒWhat makes one doubt that the 
Constitution of India is strictly and fully federal, however, are the powers of intervention in the affairs of 
the states given by the Constitution to the central government and parliament.  To begin with, the 
parliament of India may form new states; it may increase or diminish the area of any state and it may alter 
the boundaries or name of any state.Ó See his Federal Government, (1963), p. 27. 
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 The fact that the demos, as represented in the Constituent Assembly, 

gave the  parliament the right to work with the numerous linguistic demoi of 

India to reformulate the states turned out to play a very important role in 

allowing the demos of India, and the demoi of India, to Òhold togetherÓ in a 

multi-national democratic federal system.  I will not re-tell that story 

because it has been well analysed by other writers.33  The key point I want to 

stress here is that in 1955 the parliament authorised a States Reorganisation 

Commission.  As a result of that commission eventually most of the units of 

the Indian federation were geographically and sociologically reconfigured to 

achieve a greater congruence between languages and state governments.  

Each state was allowed to carry out its state administration in the dominant 

language of the state. This major constitutional change meant that a 

significant degree of politically legitimated linguistic and cultural 

nationalism had been achieved inside IndiaÕs federal polity. 

 Let us now attempt to analyse how the demos enabling constitutional 

and linguistic formula was utilised in the attempt to hold together the Hindi 

speaking North with the speakers of Dravidian family languages in the 

South.  Here we have to turn to the complex question of a polity-wide party, 

                                                             
33 See especially Jyotirindra Das Gupta, Language Conflict and National Development, p. 33 and Paul 
Brass, Language, Religion, and Politics in North India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1974).  
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and its relationship to cultural nationalist parties, and the possibility of 

multiple and complementary identities. 

 

The Importance of a ÒPolity-WideÓ Party With Multiple and Complementary 

Identities 

  

In the immediate pre- and post-independence era, what was the 

relationship between culturally nationalist Òregional partiesÓ or movements, 

and a Òpolity-wideÓ party?  In 1944 an off-shoot of previous Dravidian 

movements, The Self-Respect Movement and the Justice Party, was renamed 

the Dravida Kazhagam (D.K.). According to Irschick, the D.K.had Òas its 

primary aim the realisation of a separate non-Brahmin or Dravidian 

country.Ó34  It was led by the charismatic, autocratic, nationalist leader, 

Periar, who a leading specialist called Òone of the most dynamic and 

colourful political leaders South India has ever produced.Ó Periar Òboycotted  

independence day celebrations, refused to honour the national flag, just as he 

later refused to recognise the Indian Constitution.Ó35    

                                                             
34 Irschick, Politics and Social Conflict in South India, p.347. 
35 See Robert L. Hardgrave Jr. ÒReligion, Politics and the DMKÓ in Donald Eugene Smith, ed., South Asian 
Politics and Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966) quotations from p.216 and p.223. 
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 For our analytical purposes, it is important to note that this regional 

nationalist movement had to compete with the polity-wide party, the Indian 

National Congress.  Under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru, and the great 

mobilizer Mahatma Gandhi, the Congress Party had an All-Indian 

institutional presence since its formation in 1885.  This polity-wide party 

had acquired great legitimacy and experience owing to its leadership role in 

the Indian independence movement. However, the Congress Party, originally 

made the mistake of recruiting most of its leaders in the Madras Presidency 

from the small and culturally alien Brahmin community.36  Nonetheless, the 

regional nationalist movement, the DK, led by Periar, never became a party. 

In 1949 the DK lost some important followers when an equally charismatic, 

but more democratic leader, C.N. Annadurai left the DK to form a political 

party called the DMK. The DMK was not yet able to compete successfully 

with the Congress party in the founding polity-wide elections.  In the first 

post-independence elections in 1952, the Congress Party won 12 of the 14 

parliamentary seats from the State of Madras, but only a plurality,152 of the 

375 seats, to the Madras state assembly.  The DMK, even though a culturally 

nationalist party with territorial nationalist goals, supported a United 

                                                             
36 Indeed the previously cited ÒNon-Brahmin ManifestoÓ explicitly laments that fourteen of the fif teen 
members of the Madras  Congress Party Committee were Brahmins, see Irschick, Politics and Social 
Conflict in South India, p. 361. 
 



Chapter 3 India and the Tamils with tables August 22, 2006 

 

 

120 

Democratic Front coalition of parties, some of which, the communists and 

the Socialists, were polity-wide parties.   

 The original leader of the Congress led government in Madras after 

the first post-independence elections of 1952 had been a Brahmin, C. 

Rajagopalachari, who was perceived to be insensitive to lower caste and 

Tamil cultural aspirations.  But in the new very competitive electoral 

context, Kamaraj Nadar, a lower caste, Tamil speaking, professional 

Congress Party organiser became a crucial leader linking Tamils and the 

Congress Party.  Kamaraj did not have the benefit of much formal education, 

and did not speak Hindi or English, but he combined strong All Indian 

nationalist and Tamil nationalist roots.  Kamaraj, who had spent more than 

3000 days in jail for his pro-independent activities, emerged as the king-

maker in the Madras Congress Party.  By 1954 he had become the Chief 

Minister of Madras.  Significantly there was not one Brahmin in his first 

cabinet.37   

 Jawaharlal Nehru employed a leadership style that, both as Prime 

Minister of the Government and as President of the Congress Party, relied 

heavily on the consensual support of regional leaders. Nehru and Kamaraj 

related to each other in ways that prevented centre-periphery relations from 

                                                             
37 See Duncan B. Forrester, ÒKamaraj: A Study in Percolation of StyleÓ, Modern Asian Studies, vol 4, no. 
1(1970), p.54. 
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being zero sum.  As a major party regional boss, Kamaraj had political 

resources at the centre.  Indeed, Kamaraj became one of the five members of 

the group called the ÒsyndicateÓ that co-ruled the Congress Party with 

Nehru.  Moreover, after the death of Nehru, Kamaraj became the President 

of  the Congress Party.  Kamaraj was effective as a leader of a polity-wide 

party partly because his autonomy as a Tamil political and cultural leader 

was respected by Nehru.  Power for both leaders was thus multiple sum.  

Nehru, by ideological preference, would have preferred a strong Indian 

central government which generated an increasingly homogeneous nation-

state culture.  Politically, however, he knew he had to depend upon a core of 

Congress Party members who represented, and led, IndiaÕs major regions 

with their diverse languages and cultures.  In essence Nehru followed a 

Òstrong centre, strong sub-unitÓ policy. 

 In this type of federal politics, Kamaraj was a regional leader in Tamil 

speaking India who had sufficient strength and respect in the centre for him 

to be allowed to deliver upon many Òcultural nationalistÓ demands.  But as a 

regional boss of a large state, Kamaraj could also deliver valuable votes and 

support to the polity-wide party.  Lloyd Rudolph summarizes KamarajÕs 

contribution to the strength, inside the state of Madras, of the polity-wide 

Congress party: ÒBetween 1952 and 1957 Congress increased its share of the 

popular vote from 35.5 percent to 45.3 percent largely by identifying itself 

more closely with the [Tamil] populist appeal...The growth in Congress 

strength can be attributed largely to the leadership qualities of  Mr. 

Kamaraj.Ó38   
                                                             
38Lloyd I. Rudolph, ÒUrban Life and Populist Radicalism: Dravidian Politics in MadrasÓ, The Journal of 
Asian Studies, Vol. XX, No 3, (May 1961), p. 294.  On the Òcultural nationalistÓ and Òpolity-wide partyÓ 
appeals of Kamaraj also see Robert L. Hardgrave Jr. ÒReligion, Politics and the DMKÓ in Donald Eugene 
Smith, ed., South Asian Politics and Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966), pp. 226-227. 
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 In our discussion of the new ÒgrammarÓ of federalism we argued that 

it is necessary to analyze some important democratic federations such as 

Spain, Belgium, Canada, and India in their multi-national context.  Thus we 

stressed the importance of  Òmultiple and complementary identities.Ó  We 

think this concept is valid, and indeed necessary, but perhaps it does not 

quite capture the dual, but nonetheless occasionally competing identities 

many nationalists might feel.  Most Tamil speakers were very interested in 

Tamil cultural nationalist goals and from the 1930s on many were members 

of parties or movements that periodically articulated separatist aspirations. 

However, many Tamils were also interested in the struggle for Indian 

independence.  Since the most effective mass based, pro-independent 

organization was the polity-wide Congress Party, notwithstanding the fact 

that many Tamils were cultural nationalists, precisely because they also 

identified with the Congress Party, many of these Tamils were not 

necessarily territorial nationalists.39 As the Chief Minister of Madras, 

Kamaraj (and the Congress Party) received some cultural nationalist credit 

for the creation of special quotas for lower caste Tamils and for their support 

for the Tamil language.  A leader like Kamaraj reduced the potential tension 

between the polity-wide and the cultural nationalist goals.  But, without a 

polity-wide party, he could not have played such a role.  

 The fact that the three other major Dravidian speaking areas of India 

had, by the late 1950s, also been given a state in which the language of the 

government was their own, ended any possibility of a successful movement 

                                                             
39 In electoral terms, in the 1920s, the Congress Party with its Pan Indian ideology, and the Dravidian 
cultural nationalist Justice Party, would seemed to have been in a zero sum relationship. However, the 
existential reality of people who simultaneously wanted to affirm support for cultural nationalism and Pan 
Indianism is beautifully shown by a quote from Subramanian ÒCongress was so popular that by 1927 the 
Justice Party was forced for reasons of survival to allow its members to have parallel membership in 
Congress.Ó See his Ethnicity and Populist Mobilization, p.125.  
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for a single independent Dravidian speaking country. This was so because 

by the late 1950s linguistic cultural nationalist claims for the then 37 million 

Telegu speakers were organized and articulated by the state of Andhra 

Pradesh, for the 30 million speakers of Tamil by Madras State (which 

changed its name to Tamil Nadu in 1968),   for the 17 million Kannada 

speakers by the state of Karnataka, and for the 17 million Malayalam 

speakers by the state of Kerala.40 

 But, if the 1955 States Reorganization Commission Report effectively 

ended all chance of a united, separatist, Dravidian movement for a single 

country, there were still some advocates of a territorially independent 

country of Tamil Nadu. Why then did the Tamil Òcultural nationalistsÓ 

defeat the Tamil Òterritorial nationalistsÓ?  

 

 From Territorial Nationalism and Separatism to Cultural Nationalism and 

Political Integration 

 

 The constitutional decision to make India a federation made it 

possible for political activists like Kamaraj to be a cultural nationalist leader 

at the state level and an All India leader at the centre.  Furthermore, the 

decisions to craft a Òdemos enablingÓ and ÒasymmetricalÓ federation 

allowed the parliament at the centre to go forward with the fundamental 

redrawing of the political boundaries of the federation to reflect the cultural 

nationalist demands of language.  And of course, the political activity and 

organization of the Congress Party since 1885 allowed a polity-wide Party to 

                                                             
40 The number of speakers of these languages is from the Census of India, 1961, reproduced in Das Gupta, 
Language Conflict and National Development, p. 46.   
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compete effectively in the elections against cultural nationalists, even in the 

newly created linguistic states.   

 The creation of a Tamil speaking state in a context where cultural 

nationalism was very strong gave the chance to the two Tamil nationalist 

political organizations, the DMK and the DK, to win control of the state by 

waging cultural nationalist campaigns.  The DMK participated in the 

election for state and federal legislatures in 1957 but due to the popularity of 

Congress and Kamaraj it did not do very well.  The DK, as a non-party, did 

not compete in the election but continued with its formal demand for a 

sovereign and independent country.   

 In 1959, the DMK, with a campaign focused adroitly on local 

government, finally won political control of Madras, the largest city, and 

capital of the state of Madras.41 

 After 1959 the nationalist DMK increasingly began to believe it could 

win control of the state assembly and the state government and some of its 

leaders and followers even harbored ambitions for greater political 

autonomy.  However, DMK parlamentarians in Delhi, sent back warnings 

that separatist parties might be made illegal, and that territorial nationalist 

demands in the state of Madras were unfeasible and dangerous.  Not wanting 

to jeopardize their chance to win control of the state of Madras, the top 

DMK leaders in 1960, in a closed private meeting, made a decision to 

implicitly, but not explicitly, to drop their territorial nationalist aspirations.42 

 In the general elections of 1962 the DMK emerged as the major 

opposition.  In the 1962 campaign the DMK ran as a cultural nationalist 

                                                             
41 Barnett, The Politics of Cultural Nationalism in South India, p.105. 
 
42 Ibid, pp. 102-115. 
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party that had not formally abandoned territorial nationalism, but 

secessionist demands did not in fact figure prominently in its campaign. In 

1967, the DMK defeated the Congress party, and won control of the state.43  

From 1967 on the DMK never gave up its cultural nationalism, but it did 

become increasingly integrated into the politics and norms of the Indian 

federation. 

  

The Struggle to Maintain Multiple and Complementary Identities: The Role 

of Career Opportunities 

 

 One of the elements that can help sustain a politics of multiple and 

complementary identities in a polity with some multinational dimensions are 

material interests, especially polity-wide career opportunities.  In 1965 and 

1970 in Tamil-speaking India, there were two protest movements. Both in 

essence were struggles to maintain India-wide career opportunities.  In one 

case there was a struggle against language policies that were threatening to 

be imposed by the centre.  In the other case, the struggle was against 

excessive cultural nationalist policies of the regional government.  In both 

cases, some of the same activists participated.   

 What was at stake in the first protest movement was that January 26, 

1965 was the fifteenth anniversary of the constitution of India.  The 1950 

constitution stipulated that Òit was the duty of the Union to promote the 

spread of the Hindi language, to develop it so that it may serve as a medium 
                                                             
43  For the growing integration of Tamil politics into Indian federal politics by a leading specialist on Indian 
federalism see Balveer Arora, Specificite Ethnique, Conscience Regionale et Developpment National: 
Langues et Federalism en Inde, (Th•se pour le Doctorat de Recherches, Fondation Nationale des Sciences 
Politiques, Paris, 1972), esp. pp. 193-406. Also see  Subramanian, Ethnicity and Populist Mobilization, 
pp.160-172. 
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of expression for all elements of the composite culture of India.Ó44Moreover, 

English was accepted as a Òlink languageÓ of the federation for fifteen years.  

The fifteen years lapsed in 1965.  There were widespread demands in the 

Northern Hindi heartland to make Hindi the official language of the Union. 

In the South, particularily among Tamil elites, there were intense fears that 

Hindi would become the only acceptable language for entrance examinations 

to the coveted and powerful Indian Administrative Service, and for exclusive 

use in IndiaÕs courts.  A long-time observer of South Indian politics, who 

was based in Madras in 1965, nicely captured middle class fears about career 

prospects in this period.  ÒStudents, lawyers, and businessmen, indeed the 

Madras middle class generally, see their interests as tied to the continuance 

of English as the medium for the Union Public Service CommissionÕs 

competitive examinations.  Northerners and Southerners start from the same 

point in English; the introduction of Hindi would impose a serious hardship 

on those for whom it is not their mother tongue.Ó45 

 Faced with the threat of loosing these career opportunities, students, 

supported by lawyers and many other groups, waged for much of January 

and February 1965 the biggest protests in Madras since the anti-British 

ÒQuite IndiaÓ protests of the 1940s.  These protests rapidly became riots and 

government police and army troops opened fire in twenty-one towns in the 

state, arrested over 10,000 people, and probably killed over 100 people.46  
                                                             
44 Constitution of India, Article 351. 
 
45 Duncan B. Forrester, ÒThe Madras Anti-Hindi Agitation, 1965: Political Protest and its Effect on 
Language Policy in India,Ó Pacific Affairs (Spring-Summer 1966): pp. 19-36, quote from p.23.  Forrester, 
on the same page, gives a telling detail.  From 1948-1962, Madras State, won 23.3% of all places allocated 
in the Indian Administrative Service, more than any other state in the Union. If English had been eliminated 
as a link languge for federal examinations this figure would have been radically reduced as it was for 
Tamils in Sri Lanka when English was marginalized. 
 
46 For much of these two months the leading newspaper  in Madras The Hindu carried two or three articles 
a day on these increasingly bloody and dramatic events such as the self-immolation of a headmaster and 
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The two Tamil-speaking ministers of the central government (for 

Agriculture and Petroleum) submitted their resignations. 

  To stop this growing crisis of multinational India, on February 11, 

1965, Prime Minister Shastri announced a crucial decision on an India-wide 

broadcast: Òfor an indefinite period...I would have English an associate 

language...because I do not wish the people of the non-Hindi areas to feel 

that certain doors of advancement are closed to them... I would have 

[English] as an alternative language as long as people require it, and the 

decision [to maintain or revoke English as a link language] I would leave not 

to the Hindi-knowing people, but to the non-Hindi knowing people.Ó47  More 

than forty years later ShastriÕs decision remains the de facto policy of the 

federal government.  Both the protests, and the centerÕs reaction, contributed 

to the maintenance of polity-wide careers that help under-gird multiple and 

complementary identities in Tamil Nadu. 

 What if Hindi had been imposed as the only official language of the 

Indian federation in 1965?  Stepan asked this question to one of the Tamil 

speaking Union ministers, C. Subramanian, who had submitted his 

resignation. Subramanian responded that the President of India virtually 

refused to accept his resignation from Prime Minister Shastri and asked 

Shastri ÒDo you want to lose Tamil Nadu from India? If not, kindly take 

back your recommendationÓ.48 Subramanian went on to speculate that if 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
others in defence of the Tamil language and also in defence of the use of English, not only Hindi, for 
careers in the federal government. 
 
47 Cited in Barnett, Politics of Cultural Nationalism in South India, p. 134.  For the 1965 protests see pp. 
131-135 in Barnett, Richard L. Hardgrave, Jr. ÒThe Riots in Tamilnad: Problems and Prospects of IndiaÕs 
Language CrisisÓ, Asia Survey, Vol. 5 (August 1965), pp. 399-407 and the previously cited article by 
Forrester. 
 
48 Interview of Alfred Stepan with C. Subramanian, Chennai (Madras), April 1, 1998. 
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Hindi had been imposed, and English eliminated as a link language, the 

protest movements would have been more virulent, and once moribund 

secessionist movement would have suddenly become greatly reinvigorated 

and possibly have won.49It is impossible to say if SubramanianÕs 

speculations would have been borne out. However the DMK, which as we 

have seen had become cultural instead of territorial nationalists, might have 

come under increasing pressure to reintroduce a territorial nationalist 

discourse so as not to lose control over the Tamil nationalism. Significantly, 

Barnett says that during the anti-Hindi mobilizations, the DMK, for the first 

time in many years, lost control over the leadership of the most important 

Tamil and Dravidian protest movements and could not keep them within 

constitutional limits.50At the very least it would appear that the combination 

of Hindi imposition, and the removal of English as a link language for civil 

service examinations, would have been a major blow, as in Sri Lanka, to the 

polity-wide careers, and  multiple and complementary identities, that are so 

useful in maintaining peaceful and democratic federalism in multinational 

settings. 

  In 1967, the DMK political party won the provincial elections, 

and became the first cultural nationalist party to assume control of an Indian 

state.  The question of career opportunities once again assumed great 

importance, but in this case students put pressure on the DMK Chief 

Minister, C.N. Annadurai, not to close off their career paths in the Indian 

polity and market. Here the desire of a political partyÕs followers to maintain 

their access to polity-wide careers throughout the federation helped 

                                                             
49 Ibid. 
 
50 Barnett, Politics of Cultural Nationalism in South India, pp.132-135. 
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transform a potential exclusionary nationalist Òregional partyÓ into Ò centric-

regionalÓ party that allowed dual identities.  

 BarnettÕs book The Politics of Cultural Nationalism in South India 

nicely shows how political struggle can be waged in the name of keeping 

open the possibility of multiple and complementary identities.  Barnett 

argues that AnnaduraiÕs problems resulted from his proposed policy of 

progressively making Tamil the dominant, possibly the exclusive, medium 

of instruction in government colleges.  ÒHowever, many students protested, 

demanding a free choice of medium of instruction.  This caused colleges to 

close in late 1970 and early 1971.  Many students were interested in high 

quality English medium instruction, believing it would improve their 

employment opportunities.  They did not see this as a Tamil nationalist 

issue, and resented the DMKÕs efforts to define it as such.Ó51   

 With elections on the horizon, and fearing damaging demonstrations, 

the Tamil Nadu Chief Minister hastily set up a panel to respond to studentsÕ 

demands.  A month and a half before the elections, the Chief Minister 

defused the potential crisis by accepting the panelÕs recommendation that 

Òthe opportunity to choose the medium of instruction should be available to 

students.Ó52 

 

ÒCentric-RegionalÓ and ÒPolity-Wide PartiesÓ:  An Analysis of  

Parliamentary Coalitional Incentives 

 

                                                             
51 Barnett, Politics of Cultural Nationalism in South India, p.291.For the tone of this conflict, which was 
shorter and less intense than that of 1965, but nonetheless important for policy outcomes, see two page 1 
articles in The Hindu, January 1, 1971. 
52 Ibid., p. 291. 
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 Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru died in 1964 and closely fought 

elections became increasingly important after 1967.  Indeed, the Congress 

Party lost power in what is now Tamil Nadu in 1967 and has never again 

formed the government by itself in that state.  However, in the vast majority 

of states, IndiaÕs combination of numerous political parties, and a first-past-

the-post,single-member-constituency, electoral system, means that since 

1967 a single party running alone often loses to a candidate supported by a 

multi-party alliance, and a single party by itself normally does not get a 

majority in the provincial legislature which would allow it to form a single 

party government. 

 As long as the above conditions exist, in a parliamentary context, and 

as long as state and federal elections are held, and offices and appointments 

flow from electoral results, there will be strong incentives to form multi-

party electoral coalitions.53 

   Surprisingly, this proposition holds even for coalitions that combine 

polity-wide parties and parties that would seem to be potentially separatist 

regional parties.  But, and this is the crucial point, the mutual electoral 

benefit of coalitions can only be obtained if both the potentially separatist 

regional parties and the polity-wide parties adjust their behaviour (and votes) 

to make the alliance possible.   

 The incentive system of this type of electoral bargaining is the 

following.  A polity-wide party would be severely constrained against 

entering into an electoral alliance with a territorial nationalist party, which 

                                                             
53 See the article on political parties by E. Sridharan ÒThe Fragmentation of the Indian Party System, 1952-
1999: Seven Competing ExplanationsÓ in Zoya Hasan, ed., Parties and Politics in India (Oxford and Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2002). Also see Balveer Arora, Ò Negotiating Differences: Federal Coalitions and 
National CohesionÓ in Francine R. Frankel, Zoya Hasan, Rajeev Bhargava, and Balveer Arora, eds., 
Transforming India: Social and Political Dynamics of Democracy ( Oxford and Delhi: Oxford University 
Press,2000), pp.176-206. 
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articulates, or is widely believed to harbor, secessionist ambitions, because it 

would be attacked throughout the rest of India by polity-wide parties for 

contributing to the ÒdisintegrationÓ of India.  For its part, a regional cultural 

nationalist party would be severely constrained against entering into an 

alliance with any polity-wide party that voted in the federal legislature for 

the imposition of assimilationist policies, because it would fear losing votes 

to other cultural, or even territorial, nationalist parties.   

 Tamil Nadu in 1971 illustrates the complex electoral and policy trade-

offs that can make an apparently cultural nationalist ÒregionalÓ party, in 

effect, Òcentric-regionalÓ, and a Òpolity-wideÓ party, in effect, supportive of 

regional cultural nationalism.  Let us explore this complicated, but 

absolutely crucial, aspect of Indian federalism. 

 By the late 1960s the Congress Party had split into a Congress (R) 

faction led by Indira Gandhi, and a Congress (O) faction.  The Tamil cultural 

nationalist parties had also divided into the DMK and another group that 

later became the ADMK in 1972.  Congress (R) was primarily interested in 

how it did in the federal Lok Sabha elections, and the DMK was primarily 

interested in how it did in the Tamil Nadu state assembly elections.  Both the 

Congress (R) and the DMK felt they would be greatly helped in forming a 

strong government in their respective spheres of greatest interest if they 

could work out an electoral alliance.  In the end Congress (R) agreed in 1971 

not to compete against DMK in state assembly races but to form a DMK-led 

coalition. Even though the DMK-Congress (R) coalition only won 53 

percent of the votes, they won an overwhelming 78 percent of the seats to 

the state assembly. The alliance thus meant that the DMK won strong 

control over the political arena most vital to its goals, the provincial 

legislative assembly. 
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   In return, the DMK agreed to help the Congress (R) by not running 

against them (and urging their followers to support them) in selected federal 

seat constituencies where Congress (R) could, with DMK support win more 

federal seats, and also by supporting Congress with DMK votes in the Lok 

Sabha. Due to this agreement of non-competition and mutual support, the 

Congress (R)-DMK alliance won a total of 35 out of 39 Lok Sabha seats. 

The DMK won 25 seats and Congress (R) won the 10 constituencies where 

the DMK agreed not to run a candidate. Furthermore, in the federal lower 

chamber, the DMK lent its 25 votes to Congress (R) on all key issues such 

as bank nationalization and budgets as long as it did not hurt its power base 

back home in Tamil Nadu. Thus, this alliance meant that the Congress (R) 

was significantly strengthened in its most important arena, the lower house 

of the federal centre, the Lok Sabha.54   

 Barnett succinctly captures the reinforcing incentives by which the 

leading cultural nationalist party in Tamil Nadu - indeed then in all of India - 

became what we would call a Òcentric-regionalÓ party deeply integrated into 

the federal political system.  
    

 ÒAlthough the DMK alliance with Indira GandhiÕs Congress    

(R) seems paradoxical, given previous DMK separatist tendencies, it 

is in fact consistent with DMK priorities and cultural nationalist 

orientation.  In analyzing DMK  political activities and policies 

on the national level, it is essential to remember  that the primary 

party priority was consolidation of their state-level base.   

                                                             
54 The 1971election was not an exception but a precedent. Since 1977 the DMK has had to compete with a 
spin-off party, the ADMK. In the vast majority of these elections since 1977 one or both of these once 
Dravidian parties have been in alliances with non-Dravidian, polity Ðwide parties. 
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 After the November 1969 Congress party split, a unique 

opportunity was created for the DMK to enhance its national image, 

improve relations with the centre, and most importantly, consolidate 

its state support base by linking itself to the left-leaning economic and 

social policies of Indira Gandhi.Ó55 

 Since 1971 the DMK has been solidly Òcentric-regional.Ó  Given the 

coalitional incentive system we have just described, even the DMKÕs major 

cultural nationalist competitor, the AIADMK, routinely enters alliances with 

polity-wide parties, so it too, is subject to the same Òcentric-regionalÓ 

incentive system. 

Tamil Nadu: 1968: Cultural Assimilation No, Political and Career 

Integration; Yes 

 

 By 1968, Tamil-speaking India controlled a major political entity of 

India named after the Tamils(Tamil Nadu)  and administered that state in 

Tamil.  There has never been any cultural nationalist assimilation into Hindi 

speaking India in Gellnerian or Millian terms.  As we have seen there is a 

strong intellectual and political body of opinion that is worried that such 

Òcultural conquestsÓ will go down the slippery slope toward Òterritorial 

nationalism,Ó and eventual violent demands for separatism and 

independence.   

 In the Tamil Nadu case however, we have seen that many cultural 

nationalists, such as students and lawyers, who sparked off the 1965 anti-

Hindi movement also had material interests in maintaining access to All 

                                                             
55 Barnett, The Politics of Cultural Nationalism Ibid., pp. 292-293. 
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India-wide political, administrative, and legal careers. 56 Tamil businessmen 

also had interests in continued access to the Indian common market.  

However, if their cultural nationalist demands regarding a separate political 

state with its own language had been thwarted, if English had been 

eliminated as a link language for the Indian federation, and Hindi imposed as 

the sole official language of the federation as a whole, cultural nationalism 

might easily have begun to merge into territorial nationalism as it did in Sri 

Lanka.  Even as late as 1965, if the centre had insisted on Hindi-only 

cultural assimilation, no provincial government would have supported it 

because, in the words of the Madras based observer Forrester,  ÒNo Madras 

government could in present circumstances make the study of Hindi in 

schools compulsory and survive.Ó57 But, once the centre renounced the goal 

of Hindi dominance in the federation, English de facto accepted as a 

permanent link language, and the Tamil language made secure as the 

language of regional power, virtually no key Tamil leaders ever again spent 

major resources on the goal of achieving independence and a separate 

independent country. In fact, in terms of the definitions advanced earlier, 

Tamil India remained deeply multi-cultural , but was no longer Òpolitically 

robustly multinational.Ó  

 Barnett administered a poll in Tamil Nadu to DMK and Congress 

party activists in 1968.  Of the 459 local DMK party leaders who were asked 

the question: ÒWhat do you consider the most important problem in your 

district?Ó, only 2% mentioned issues of language as the first problem, and 

                                                             
56 Thus, Narendra Subramanian, writing about Tamil Nadu, correctly asserts that Òthe material interests of 
many core DMK supporters were not directly linked to secessionismÓ. See his Ethnicity and Populist 
Mobilization, p.313. 
 
57Forrester, ÒThe Madras Anti-Hindi Agitation, 1965Ó, p. 34. 
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none mentioned independence.  Of the thirty eight members of the DMK 

General Council who were asked about their reasons for being active in the 

DMK movement, none mentioned Tamil Nadu separatism as the first reason, 

but 7.8 per cent did mention Tamil language and culture, and 10.5 percent 

mentioned the two-language policy.58  

  In this context, worries about cultural nationalism, or threats to 

integration, were not salient even for the 120 state-level Congress party 

leaders interviewed in Tamil Nadu.  Indeed, in 1968 only 2.5 percent listed 

as their first worry Òthreats to national integration.Ó59  The responses to these 

questions, by both DMK and Congress party activists, are further support for 

our overall argument that a potential issue of separatism in Tamil Nadu, had 

by the early 1970s, become a non-issue in IndiaÕs Òstate-nationÓ.  

  

 

 

A Post-Script: The Surprising Results of the Indian Election Study; 2004 

 and the  SDSA; 2005 Survey: Tamil Nadu versus India-wide Responses 

  

 

 The original 2003 version of this chapter, ended with the above 

discussion of the state of politics in Tamil Nadu in the late 1960s. However, 

since then, we have all participated, under the coordination of Yogendra 

Yadav, in preparing some questions for the Indian National Election Study 

,2004, and the five country State of Democracy in South Asia:2005 survey. 

Since the original text virtually stands as written in 2003, the incorporation 
                                                             
58 Barnett, The Politics of Cultural Nationalism in South India, pp. 203-205. 
 
59 Ibid. 
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of these new survey results is thus a Post-Script. The surveys are an 

invaluable source of information concerning opinions in Tamil Nadu toward 

India, thirty-five years after the events described in this chapter. We should 

also add that the three of us worked particularly hard on questions that 

would shed light on our conceptual approach to Òstate nationÓ politics, and 

to such issues that we consider central to this argument such as some 

common symbols, and also Òmultiple but complementary identities.Ó What 

do these survey findings add to, or detract from, our argument? On the basis 

of these survey results what, if any of our concepts, might be tested, and 

refined in further research? 

  Before we get to the survey results we should note that in 1971, in the 

elections to the state assembly, what we call ÒpolityÐwideÓ parties such as 

Congress, or the BJP, won 55.6% of the vote. However, in 2001 Òpolity-

wideÓ parties only won 9.1% of the total Tamil Nadu state assembly votes. 

Does this weaken our argument about Òcentric regionalÓ parties in state 

nation parliamentary politics? For the thirty year decline in Tamil Nadu 

State Assembly elections of polity wide parties see Table 3.1.  

 

    Table 3.1 goes here 

 

    

 

 

 
Table 3.1 
 

Decline of ÔPolity WideÕ Parties in Tamil Nadu:  
Vote Share of Polity Wide Parties in State Assembly Elections, 1952-2001 
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Election 
year 

Vote share 
of Ôpolity 

wideÕ 
parties (%) 

1952 63.3 
1957 55.3 
1962 63.9 
1967 50.1 
1971 43.2 
1977 55.6 
1980 29.7 
1984 24.4 
1989 26.5 
1991 23.4 
1996 13.0 
2001 9.1 
 
Source: CSDS Data Unit, Delhi, based on the official returns of the Election 
Commission of India. 
Note: The tableÕs identif ication of Ôpolity wideÕ parties follows the Election Commission of IndiaÕs official 
classification of Ôrecognised nationalÕ parties. This did not apply in the first general election of 1952. In that 
election the following parties have been identif ied as ÔnationalÕ: Indian National Congress, Communist 
Party of India, Socialist Party, Kisan Majdoor Praja Party, Bhartiya Jana Sangh and Republican Party of 
India. 
 
 
 

 Some of our survey results also demonstrate the continuing strength 

of  the Tamil Nadu identity. The three authors agreed that we would like to 

replicate for India and Tamil Nadu, the five point scale of identity that we 

had cited in Chapter 1 for Catalonia in Spain, and for Flanders in Belgium. 

The results to this question, taken by itself, would seem to refute some of 

our main arguments about the successful integration of Tamil Nadu into 
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Indian politics. There is a much higher Òonly TamilÓ identity in Tamil Nadu, 

(33.8%), than an Òonly CatalanÓ identity in Catalonia (11.0%), or an Òonly 

FlemishÓ identity in Flanders (3.5%).60 Moreover, when we compared the 

Tamil Nadu responses with those in other Indian states, the percentage of 

respondents in Tamil Nadu, who answered that they were Òonly IndianÓ, was 

17.1 points lower than the Indian average, and the Òonly regionalÓ response, 

21.5 points higher than the Indian average. See Table 3.2.  

 

    Table 3.2 goes here 

                                                             
60 See Tables 1:1 and 1:2. in Chapter 1. 
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                                 Table 3.2           
 

 
          Five-point Scale of Identity in Tamil Nadu 
                       and the Rest of India, 2005 

 
 Tamil Nadu Rest of India 
Only Indian 23.6 40.7 
More Indian 
than regional 

12.1 13.7 

Equally 
Indian and 

region 

15.1 22.4 

More 
regional than 

India 

15.4 10.9 

Only regional 33.8 12.3 
N   

 
Note: Table 3.2 entries are for per cent of valid responses. DK has been 
treated as missing value. 
 
Source: SDSA 2005, India main dataset, weighed by state electorate, CSDS 
Data Unit, Delhi. Question C16: 
  ÒWhen we ask people as to who they are, we get different answers. Some 
people say that they are only Indian, while others say they are more Indian 
and less regional (e.g. Tamil).Some people say they are only Indian, while 
others say they are as Indian as they are regional (e.g. Tamil). And others 
say they are more regional and less Indian, while others say they are only 
regional (e.g. Tamil). How do you identify yourself?Ó 
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How do we evaluate the seeming collapse of Òpolity wideÓ parties in 

the elections for the Tamil Nadu State Assembly? Are the Tamil parties no 

longer the Òcentric regionalÓ parties we showed they were in the 1971 

elections? Also, if Òonly TamilÓ identities are so comparatively strong, are 

there actually, as we argued, Òmultiple but complementaryÓ state nation type 

political identities in Tamil Nadu? 

 The first question is easier to answer. In 2004-6, despite the fact the 

polity wide parties had won less than 10% of the state assembly votes in the 

most recent elections, the DMK was more than ever engaged in highly 

rewarding Òcentric- regionalÓ party politics in the context of IndiaÕs 

parliamentary system . The DMK and two Dravidian allies-- helped by their 

alliance with the polity-wide  Congress Party-- not only controlled the Tamil 

Nadu Assembly but, in terms of seats, were the third largest party in the 

CongressÐled ruling coalition at the center. For this, they were rewarded 

with the crucial federal cabinet portfolio of the Ministry of Finance, and five 

of the other twenty-seven cabinet posts.61 Indeed, a strong case can be made 

that for the last fifteen years the state of Tamil Nadu, has occupied more 

influential positions at the center than any other state in India.  

(Yogendra: August 22, 2006) Can you add a powerful, well footnoted 

paragraph, to strengthen our point IN THE ABOVE PARAGRAPH? 

Mention the Tamil parties that were in alliance with the ruling BJP and 

what they got? Some still in alliance with BJP?  Tie it into our “centric 

regional” argument if appropriate? THANKS!  Al,   

                                                             
61 See E. Sridharan, ÒElectoral Coalitions in 2004 General Elections: Theory and EvidenceÓ, Economic and 
Political Weekly, 39, (December 18, 2004), pp.5418- 5425  
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 The second question about strongly Tamil, but also strong state nation 

type complementary identities, is more complicated. It is true that a much 

higher percentage of Tamils expressed an Òonly TamilÓ identity than did  

respondents for comparable questions in Catalonia or Flanders. But, the 

indicator value of the identity question, standing by itself, may mean less 

than we would have originally thought because almost twice as many Tamil 

respondents said they had a Ògreat deal of trust in the Central governmentÓ ( 

58.4%) as did the all Indian average respondents (29.5%). Also 81.5% of 

Tamil respondents had a Ògreat dealÓ of trust in the Indian Army compared 

to the 63.9% all India average. Very importantly, 34.9% of Tamils stated 

that they were Òvery satisfiedÓ with the way democracy works, almost 12 

points above the all India average. On these results Tamil Nadu, despite 

there very strong Òonly TamilÓ identification respondents in Tamil Nadu 

seem to confirm our hypotheses about their State nation integration into 

Indian politics. See Table 3.3. 

  

         Table 3.3 goes here 
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                                                       Table 3.3 

Higher Levels of Trust in Tamil Nadu than in the Rest of India: 

 Levels of Trust in Central Institutions and Satisfaction with Democracy, 
 Tamil Nadu and Rest of India, 2005 

 
 
Respondents saying that they had 
Ògreat deal of trustÓ in É  

Tamil Nadu Rest of India 

ÉC entral government 58.4 29.5 
ÉA rmy 81.5 63.9 
ÉE lection Commission 48.8 43.2 
Respondents saying they were Òvery 
satisfiedÓ with the way democracy 
works in our country 

34.9 23.0 

 
Source: SDSA 2005, India main dataset, weighed by state electorate, CSDS 
Data Unit, Delhi. Total number of respondents in Tamil Nadu are 391 and in 
the rest of India 4811. The exact N varies slightly for each question due to 
some missing cases 
Note: table entries are per cent of valid responses. ÔDonÕt knowÕ has been 
excluded to control for the effect of variation in levels of education between 
Tamil Nadu and the rest of India.  
Questions: 
 C 13a: ÒHow much trust do you have in the Central Government?Ó 
 C 13f: ÒHow much trust do you have in the Army?Ó  
 C13j: ÒHow much trust do you have in the Election Commission?Ó 
C12: ÔOn the whole, how satisfied are you with the way democracy works in 
our country- very satisfied, somewhat satisfied, somewhat dissatisfied, 
totally dissatisfied?Õ 
. 
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  In our initial theoretical presentation of our state nation ideal type in 

Chapter 1, we made the case that if multinational societies are to approach 

the state nation ideal type Ð as opposed to only being a state with a group of 

aspirant, or emerging, nation states within its territoryÑ  it should become a 

Òpolitical communityÓ with some shared symbols. Collective memories of 

some state icons play a crucial roll here. If some of the Òfounding fathersÓ 

are remembered and respected in one part of the country and not in the rest, 

it can be a source of difficulty. We decided to try to test this in our surveys 

for India as a whole, and especially for Tamil Nadu.  We designed our 

question to explore three dimensions: (1) name recognition in India and 

Tamil Nadu, (2) positive ratings in India and Tamil Nadu, and (3) negative 

ratings in India and Tamil Nadu.62  

The answers to our questions indicate that India and Tamil Nadu are 

indeed a Òpolitical communityÓ. Of the seven political leaders on our list, 

Mohatma Gandhi, the major mobilizing leader of the Indian Independence 

movement and the Congress Party, had the greatest name recognition, 91.6% 

in India, and the highest positive rating, 71.9%. In Tamil Nadu, Gandhi also 

ranked first in both categories, but with slightly higher scores, 96.2%, and 

78.8 %, respectively. 

                                                             
62  See the note to Table 3.4 for how we constructed an index for positive and negative ratings. 
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 Jawaharlal Nehru, a major independence leader who was Prime 

Minister of India from Independence in 1947 until his death in 1964, ranked 

second in both categories, with a name recognition of 85.9%, and a positive 

ranking of 58.2%, in India, but with a higher name recognition, 93.3%, and 

positive approval ratings almost as high as GandhiÕs, 76.8%.  

Thus the two major political leaders of India, even though both are 

North Indian, are shared icons among Tamils and Indians alike.  

The ÒFather of the ConstitutionÓ, the North Indian Dalit, Ambedkar, 

has a quite comparable positive rating in Tamil Nadu (50.4%) and the rest of 

India (53%). 

Of the seven political figures on our list, the closest to being a 

polarizing figure is, Vinayak Savakar, the founder of the Hindu Mahasaba, 

an early ideologue of ÒHindutvaÓ, or Hindu fundamentalist politics. 

However, even Savakar is ranked the same Ð lastÑ in terms of positive, and 

explicitly negative, rating in India as a whole and in Tamil Nadu. The key 

difference is in the lowness of the positive ratings, 6.9% in Tamil Nadu 

versus 32.6% in the rest of India, and the greater explicit negative rating, 

58.3% in Tamil Nadu, versus 17.7% in the rest of India. No one on our list is 

a major polarizing icon that profoundly divides the Indian political 
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community.63 For a more complete presentation and explication of our 

results concerning political heros in the Indian political community see 

Table 3.4. 

 
Table 3.4 goes here 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                             
63 This said, we should acknowledge that upon later reflection, and unfortunately too late to be included in 
this round of surveys, we realized that our list had no Muslim, or South Indian leaders. In the next round of 
these surveys, we certainly will  include a major nationalist Muslim leader such as Maulana Azad, and 
leaders from South India like C. Rajagopalchari, Kamaraj and Periyar.  
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     Table 3.4 

 
Tamil Nadu Shares Political Heroes with the Rest of India: 

 Name Recognition and Evaluation of Some Major Political Figures, Tamil 
Nadu and the Rest of India, 2005 

 
Name 
recognition 

Positive rating Negative 
rating 

Name of the leader (place of origin, social category and 
ideological orientation) 

Rest 
of 
India 

Tamil 
Nadu 

Rest 
of 
India 

Tamil 
Nadu 

Rest 
of 
India 

Tamil 
Nadu 

MAHATMA GANDHI (Hindu merchant caste from Gujarat). 
Congress. Leader of mass mobilization in the freedom 
movement. Known as Ôfather of the nationÕ. Founder of a new 
political ideology centred around non-violence and critique of 
modern civilization. 

91.6 96.2 71.9 78.8 14.5 1.2 

JAWAHARLAL NEHRU (Kashmiri Brahmin settled in Uttar 
Pradesh). Congress. First Prime Minister, 1947-64. Modern, 
secular and democratic in orientation, strongly influenced by 
socialist ideology and state building. 

85.9 93.3 58.2 76.8 13.7 0.6 

BHIMRAO AMBEDKAR (Dalit from Maharashtra). Known as 
the Ôfather of the Indian constitutionÕ. Believed in equality and 
social justice. Opposed to the Congress. 

77.8 59.0 53 50.4 15.8 4.8 

BHAGAT SINGH (Sikh from the Punjab). Modern, secular and 
socialist. Opposed Congress and Gandhi. Advocated, and hung 
for, the use of revolutionary violence for nationalist purposes.  

71.3 64.1 55.4 19.7 14.6 7 

SARDAR PATEL (Peasant caste, Patidar from Gujarat) 
Congress. The f irst home minister. ÔIron manÕ responsible for 
the integration of principalities into the Indian union. Opposed 
to Ôappeasement of minoritiesÕ. 

66.5 62.9 49.4 20.0 10.4 9.5 

JAYAPRAKASH NARAYAN (Upper caste, Kayastha from Bihar). 
Leader of the socialist party and the Gandhian movement after Gandhi. 
Led resistance to ÔemergencyÕ in 1975-77. 

55.8 29.4 34 27.5 13.1 12.2 

VINAYAK SAVARKAR (Brahmin from Maharashtra). Founder of 
Hindu communal organization, the Hindu Mahasabha, an early 
ideologue of Hindutva politics. 

45 17.7 32.6 6.9 17.7 58.3 

 
Source: SDSA 2005 India main dataset, weighed by state electorate, CSDS Data Unit, Delhi 
Question: Q 59: Now I will read out the names of Indian leaders. You tell me about these leaders one by one, as to what 
was their contribution to Democracy in India. I will show you a ladder with 1 to 10 marked on it (Show Card). If 1 
represents such a leader who has contributed very little to democracy and 10 represents such a leader who has made 
great contribution to democracy, then where will you place ÉÉ É ? 
 
Note: Table entries are in per cent of valid responses. ÔName recognitionÕ stands for those who responded in 
affirmative to the question about having heard the name. ÔPositive ratingÕ stands for percentage of respondents who 
rated the leader and placed him between 8 to 10 on the ten-point scale. ÔNegative ratingÕ stands for percentage of 
respondents who rated the leader and placed him between 1 to 3 on the ten-point scale. 
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  In terms of positive integration and identification with Indian 

democracy, we believe the survey data support our argument that opinions in 

Tamil Nadu viz-ˆ -viz India, approach those in a political community we 

would call a State nation. However, we would like to close this chapter with 

an excursus on the concept of identity. 

 

 A Concluding Excursus on the Measurement and Meaning of ÒIdentityÓ 

 in Political Analysis: Some Cautionary Notes   

 

 Throughout this book we have spoken of political identities. However, 

the pages we have just finished, concerning the difficulty of interpreting the 

political significance of Òonly TamilÓ identities, calls for explicit reflection 

on the uses and abuses of ÒidentityÓ in modern social science. Questions on 

identity can create a false appearance of polarization if only two choices are 

given, and the respondent is induced to choose one.  For example, a two 

point scale question, of the sort that explicitly asks respondents to give a 

Òprimary identityÓ (when they may not in fact  want to choose between their 

various identities) was used in the World Values Survey for the United 

States. The question itself would seem to have played an important role in 

producing the following responses. See Table 3.5 
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    Table 3.5 goes here    

 
               Two Point Self-Identification Scales May Well Produce 

An Appearance of Polarization That May Not Exist in Reality ( and   
almost certainly would not be produced in a five point scale): Self-
Identification of Americans when asked to respond to an Ò Above all, 
I am aÉ. .Ó Question 

 
 
 
 

United States 

Answers by Group Majority      
(Whites) 

Largest 
Historic 
Minority  
(Blacks) 

Largest 
Current 
Minority 

(Hispanics) 
Above all, I am an American 
first and a member of some 
ethnic group second. 

28.3   17.6 22.4 

Above all, I am a White 
American. 65.4   

Above all, I am a Black 
American.  80.2  

Above all, I am an Hispanic 
American.   75.5 

 
 
Source: World Values Survey: 1990-93, Ronald Inglehart et al., Inter 
University Consortium for Political and Social Research, University of 
Michigan, questions 208, 233. For the case of the United States a 
cross tabulation between questions 208 and 233 was used. Question 
208 is the following: “Which of the following best describes you?” The 
columns do not add up to 100 because of “Don’t Knows” and some 
isolated “other” answers. 
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 We ask the reader to carry out simple thought exercise. Assume that, 

instead of the two point scale in Table 3.5, the respondents were given a five 

point scale question of the sort we have reproduced for Spain, Belgium, and 

India. What do you believe the chances would be in a five point scale  

question that, ÒAbove all I am a white American, a black American, or a 

Latino (a #5 response), would be the modal response? Is there some chance 

that on a five point scale, #5, would be the least chosen, instead of the most 

chosen, response, for all three groups of US citizens? Is there a likelihood 

that the modal response among second and third generation Latinos would 

be in fact, as we think it probably would be, a #3 response, Òequally Latino 

and AmericanÓ?  

 But our excursus needs to go even further. The data we have produced 

about # 5, Òonly TamilÓ responses, for Tamil Nadu, raises another set of 

concerns of the sort that need to be more systematically incorporated into 

studies of identity-- especially of identities with some presumed political 

implications. Is it correct to assume that respondents who express very 

strong ethnic, regional, or national identity, such as Òonly TamilÓ, would 

have a lower degree of trust in the central government, or a lower degree 

satisfaction Òwith the way democracy worksÓ than the polity- wide average? 

We designed our battery of questions to shed light on such questions. In the 

case of Tamil Nadu, our results clearly call into doubt the index value of 

responses to identity questions, taken by themselves. Those respondents who 

self-identified as Òonly TamilÓ, were more than twice as likely (62.6%), as 

the all India average (29.5%), to also express a Ògreat deal of trust in the 

Central GovernmentÓ. The Òonly TamilÓ respondents, were also above the 

all India average, in saying that they were Òvery satisfied with the way 
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democracy works in our country.Ó For the complete results and breakdown 

see Table 3.6. 

 

    Table 3.6 goes here 

( Yogendra: In your January 13, 2006 email this table was called 3.8) 
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     Table 3.6 

 
 ÒOnly TamilÓ Self-Identification does not lead to Weakening of Trust in the 

Indian Polity: 
 Identity by Level of Trust in Central Government and Satisfaction with 

Democracy in Tamil Nadu compared to India 2005 
 
 Those in Tamil Nadu who identify 

themselves as .. 
Those who say they 
É  

All- 
India 
average Only 

Indian 
More 
Indian 
than 
Tamil 

Equally 
Indian 
& 
Tamil 

More 
Tamil 
than 
Indian 

Only 
Tamil 

Are ÒVery satisfiedÓ 
with the way 
democracy works in 
our country 

23.0 37.3 31.6 54.3 22.7 30.9 

Have ÒGreat dealÓ of 
trust in Central 
Government 

29.5 70.7 45.0 60.8 50.0 62.6 

 
Source:  SDSA 2005 India main dataset, weighed by state electorate, CSDS 
Data Unit, Delhi. Total number of respondents in Tamil Nadu are 391 and in 
the rest of India 4811. The exact N varies slightly for each question due to 
some missing cases 
 
Notes: all figures in column percentage     
 
Questions:  
C 13a: ÒHow much trust do you have in the Central Government?Ó 
C12: ÔOn the whole, how satisfied are you with the way democracy works in 
our country- very satisfied, somewhat satisfied, somewhat dissatisfied, 
totally dissatisfied?Õ 
C 16: ÒWhen we ask people as to who they are, we get different answers. 
Some people say that they are only Indian while others say that they are 
more Indian and less Tamil. Some people say that they are as Indian as they 
are Tamil. And others say that they are more Tamil than they are Indian, 
while some other people say that they are only Tamil. How do you identify 
your self?Ó 
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 Questions that entail an Òeither orÓ response, or elicit answers such as 

Òabove all what is your primary identityÓ are methodologically flawed.  

They are bad social science that systematically produces evidence of 

patterns that may not exist (polarization), and systematically precludes the 

documentation of empirical patterns that may exist (multiple but 

complementary identities). 

  In fact, when we look at the results of our battery of questions on 

pride and identity for Tamil Nadu, it is clear that multiple and 

complementary identities are not only possible, but that they exist. By 

almost 30 percentage points, respondents in Tamil Nadu, expressed more 

pride in their regional identity, than did the rest of India; 76.3% versus 

48.9%. At the same time however, consistent with our Òstate nationÓ theory 

concerning multiple but complementary identities, respondents from Tamil 

Nadu, were also Òvery proud of being IndianÓ. Indeed, they were some what 

more proud of being Indian than the all India average; 72.8% versus 65.4%. 

See Table 3.7  

 

 

     Table 3.7 goes here 
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Table 3.7 
 
 

Multiple and Complementary Identities in Tamil Nadu: 
Percentage of Respondents who Said they Were ÒVery ProudÓ of being 

Tamil, and also ÒVery ProudÓ of being Indian: 2005 
 

 Tamil Nadu Rest of India 
Very Proud of state or 
regional identity 

67.3  48.9  

Very proud of being 
Indian 

72.8  65.4  

 
Source: SDSA 2005 India main dataset, weighed by state electorate, CSDS 
Data Unit, Delhi. Total number of respondents in Tamil Nadu are 391 and in 
the rest of India 4811. The exact N varies slightly for each question due to 
some missing cases. 
 
Note: Table entries are in per cent of valid responses. Questions: 

Q 48, ÒHow proud are you to be a (regional identity name e.g. Tamil) 
         Ð very proud, proud, not proud or not all proud?Õ and  
      Q 49 ÒHow proud are you to be an Indian - very proud, proud, not 
          proud or not all proud?Ó 

. 
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