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ABSTRACT

This article examines the emergence of a Hindu nationalist “deep-
er state” in India through the expanding role of vigilante organ-
isations aligned with the Sangh Parivar. It argues that Hindutva
vigilantism is not merely episodic mob violence or spontaneous
popular reaction, but a routinised form of cultural policing em-
bedded in the long-term organisational project of the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). Focusing especially on the Bajrang Dal
and related cow-protection and anti- “love jihad” campaigns, the
article shows how vigilante actors enforce moral, religious, and so-
cial norms through coercion while claiming legitimacy in the name
of Hindu community and sacred duty. The article further argues
that the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) rule has enabled a deepening
collaboration—and in some cases interpenetration—between vig-
ilante groups and state institutions, especially the police and lower
judiciary. This produces a “vigilante state” in which official and un-
official actors jointly sustain Hindutva governance. Such a configu-
ration threatens democracy by weakening the rule of law, shielding
violence from accountability, and allowing majoritarian power to
persist beyond electoral office.

Keywords: Hindutva; vigilantism; RSS; Bajrang Dal; democracy;
deeper state; rule of law; Hindu nationalism; majoritarianism; po-
litical violence

La formacion de un Estado profundo nacionalista hinda
en la India: el vigilantismo contra la democracia

RESUMEN

Este articulo examina el surgimiento de un “estado profundo” na-
cionalista hindu en la India a través del creciente papel de las or-
ganizaciones paramilitares alineadas con el Sangh Parivar. Sostiene
que el vigilantismo hindutva no es simplemente violencia colecti-
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va episodica o una reaccién popular espontanea, sino una forma
rutinaria de control cultural integrada en el proyecto organizativo
a largo plazo del Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). Centran-
dose especialmente en el Bajrang Dal y las campaias relacionadas
de proteccion de las vacas y contra el “amor yihadista’, el articulo
muestra como los actores paramilitares imponen normas morales,
religiosas y sociales mediante la coercion, al tiempo que reivindi-
can su legitimidad en nombre de la comunidad hindu y el deber sa-
grado. El articulo argumenta ademas que el gobierno del Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) ha propiciado una colaboracién cada vez mayor
—y en algunos casos, una interpenetracion— entre los grupos pa-
ramilitares y las instituciones estatales, especialmente la policia y
el poder judicial inferior. Esto genera un “estado paramilitar” en
el que actores oficiales y no oficiales sostienen conjuntamente la
gobernanza hindutva. Esta configuraciéon amenaza la democracia
al debilitar el estado de derecho, eximir de responsabilidad a la vio-
lencia y permitir que el poder mayoritario persista mas alla de los
cargos electorales.

Palabras clave: Hindutva; vigilantismo; RSS; Bajrang Dal; demo-
cracia; Estado profundo; estado de derecho; nacionalismo hindd;
mayoritarismo; violencia politica
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Introduction
igilantism is on the rise across
the globe. Gilles Favarel-Gar-

» rigues and Laurent Gayer de-
fine it as “a voluntary and apparently
autonomous practice, minimally rou-
tinized, involving the use of force to
right wrongs or enforce norms (both
legal and moral precepts), in the name
of a community of reference that is the
primary audience of the self-styled law
enforcers. Vigilante activity has a tem-
porality of its own—it is not eruptive, as
in some cases of lynching, or stable over
the long term, unlike the regular police.
Having various sociological profiles,
but usually linked to conservative or
reactionary circles, vigilantes have no
qualms about breaking the law to main-
tain the order in the name of which they
patrol, hunt and punish their prey™

Vigilantes’ practices are often
(if not always) illegal, but they appear
legitimate because they are presented
as enforcing morality or, even better,
religious principles. Indeed, vigilantes
usually perceive their mission as sa-
cred. Since they truly are “outlaw law
enforcers” (to borrow another formula
from Favarel-Garrigues and Gayer?),
they need to get the blessing of the state
—and in particular, the support (pas-
sive or active) of the police—something
they may get because of ideological
affinities or material interest, or both.
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When such a cooperation between vig-
ilante groups and the state apparatus
prevail, we see the making of a deeper
state, a state that combines the official
administration (including the police
as well as the judiciary) and unofficial
forces which form a dense network of
activists at the grassroot level: this state
is deeper because instead of relying on
independent institutions separate from
society, it is embedded in society, with
well entrenched militants claiming to
embody societal, moral and/or sacred
values. This process is taking place
in India today. The Hindu nationalist
forces which have developed vigilante
groups for almost one hundred years
to penetrate society have now captured
the federal state for one decade and in
some states—that they have sometimes
captured for more than 25 years (like
Gujarat), “governmentality,” the way
Michel Foucault defines it, is jointly
produced by politicians and vigilantes.
Vigilantism, the Hindutva Way
igilantism is inherent in the
‘ / mission that the RSS assigned
itself from its inception. The
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS—
The National Volunteers Association)
was created in 1925 for implementing
the Hindu nationalist doctrine codi-
fied two years before by V.D. Savarkar
in Essentials of Hindutva, a book that
was to be rechristened, Hindutva, Who
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is a Hindu? The modus operandi of
the organization is typical of vigilante
groups—its objective was not to con-
quer power, but to conquer society for
defending it against outsiders as well as
the enemy within. The former were pri-
marily the Muslims who were perceived
as posing a threat to Hindus in the con-
text of the Khilafat movement that from
1919 onwards had resulted in several
communal riots in many parts of India,
including Nagpur, the birthplace of RSS
in India. The enemy within were the
Hindus who contested the ethos of the
promoters of Hindutva—who were all
brahmins eager to defend the social or-
der, including the caste system,* and to
resort to force vis-a-vis Muslims in par-
ticular. In the 1920s, this ethos appeared
to be threatened by Dr. Ambedkar, the
first Dalit national leader, and Mahatma
Gandhi—who had taken over power of
the Congress in the 1920 Nagpur con-
ference and had also become the head of
the All India Khilafat Committee.

The shakha (local branch) tech-
nique that the RSS invented in the
1920s (and that has remained the same
since then) to resist these enemies was
typical of vigilante groups: the mem-
bers of a shakha started to meet every
morning and every evening for para-
military drills (including the plying of
the lathi [a stout wooden staff]) and
lectures by the full-time cadres (in-
cluding pracharaks). Soon after, they
adopted the uniform of the British po-
lice (black cap, white shirt, Khaki shorts
and boots) and started to patrol their
towns or cities. These parades gradually
became shows of strength aimed at in-
timidating their enemies. The RSS was
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keen to arm the Hindu community by
penetrating society. Its leaders’ priority,
therefore, was to develop a dense net-
work of shakhas in order to crisscross
the social space and spread its ideas by
exerting some social control. RSS, since
its inception, is a vigilante organization
in the sense that, like militias, it exerts
cultural policing. However, it only very
rarely resorted to the use of force itself,
preferring to rely on persuasion and
outsource its coercion through violence
to some of its affiliates.

Among them, we could scru-
tinize the role of several components
of the Sangh Parivar (the family of the
RSS) which took shape immediately af-
ter independence, including its student
wing, Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Par-
ishad (ABVP—the All-India Student
Union), which was started in 1948 to
fight against communists on the uni-
versity campuses. I will focus here on
the Bajrang Dal, an organization cre-
ated in 1984 as the youth wing of the
Vishva Hindu Parishad (the Universal
Hindu Assembly), another subsidiary
of the RSS.?

In contrast to the RSS, the Baj-
rang Dal resorts to violence uninhibit-
edly, provided it is for a “good cause.”
As early as the 1990s, Bajrang Dal set
up training camps at which its activ-
ists were put through grueling physical
exercises. In 2004, the organization’s
president justified the activities at these
camps by pointing to the Muslim threat,
claiming they were “to defend society
and the social fabric against abductors
and molesters of women, thieves, Paki-
stan’s Inter-Services Intelligence agents
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and Bangladeshi infiltrators.”® Although
guns made their first appearance in the
Bajrang Dal in the mid-1980s, the outfit
places greater attention on bladed and
other melee weapons. The movement’s
preferred instrument is the trishul (tri-
dent), a weapon associated with Shiva,
which as a result is exempt from the
provisions of the Indian Arms Act.

Among Bajrang Dal’s primary
targets, in the 1990s and 2000s were art-
ists who it did not believe showed Hin-
du culture sufficient respect. Its initial
target was the celebrated painter M.F.
Hussain, who was accused of show-
ing Hindu gods disrespectfully in his
work—and who found refuge in Qatar
where he died.” But non-Muslim artists,
including film-maker Deepa Mehta,
were also attacked because of their cri-
tique of Hindu traditions, like the plight
of Hindu widows, as shown in Mehta’s
2005 film Water.

However, the Bajrang Dal played
a more significant role during commu-
nal riots, against Christians (in partic-
ular in Orissa) and Muslims (especially
in Gujarat where they took part in the
2002 Godhra pogrom). In these erup-
tions of violence, the Bajrang Dalis are
easily recognized because of their saf-
fron headband where one can read “Jai
Ram,” a celebration of this Hindu god
whose main aide, Hanuman carried a
“Bajrang,” the weapon that gave its name
to the Dal (organization). This lexicon
reflects the sacred quality of these vigi-
lantes’ mission—they look at themselves
as above the law because they defend a
higher cause—they are the custodian of
Hinduism and serve their god.

This motivation is particularly
strong among the plebeians that Ba-
jrang Dal recruits. If RSS cadres used
to come from elite groups—including
Brahmins and other upper castes—the
Dal attracts young men from the low-
er castes and/or the lower middle class,
among non-English speaking milieus.
In a society where unemployment af-
fects millions of people, the Bajrang
Dal offers opportunities to regain some
self-esteem to young men who are idle
the whole day anyway.

Lately, the Bajrang Dalis have
invested their time and energy in three
movements initiated by the RSS, which
continues to coordinate the activities of
the Sangh Parivar at large: the reconver-
sion drive (known as ghar vapsi [home
coming]) aims at bringing back into the
Hindu fold those who had become Mus-
lims or Christians; the anti-“love jihad”
program consists in preventing Muslim
men from interacting with Hindu girls
(on university campuses, in the street,
in the bus etc.), so as to defeat their
unwavering agenda of seducing and
marrying Hindu girls in order to con-
vert them to Islam (the so-called “love
jihad”); and, the cow protection move-
ment, also directed towards Muslims
who are suspected of taking bovines to
the slaughter houses. These three move-
ments allow the Hindu nationalist vigi-
lantes to show their strength, especially
when their action takes a violent turn,
including the lynching of Muslim farm-
ers accused of sacrificing a cow, the sa-
cred animal par excellence, a scene that
is filmed and posted on social media for
making a bigger impact and showing
the heroic deeds of the vigilantes. Pub-
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licity, indeed, plays a major role in their
attempt at regaining a sense of dignity
and at intimidating the enemies of Hin-
duism: to defend a sacred cause only
makes sense if it is widely known and
popularly appreciated.

Indeed, in most of the cases the
murderers are on bail soon after their
release and congratulated by large
crowds when they go out of jail. One
of the assailants in the Hapur case, who
was arrested and then released—a typ-
ical scenario that will be discussed in
greater detail further on—told NDTV
reporters when he came out of prison,
“People welcomed me with open arms,
I felt very proud”—and added that he
was prepared to do the same thing
again.®

The role of these activists has
made observers of the Indian public
sphere believe that this form of violence
was spontaneous. By doing so, they are
victims of the discourse of the Hindu
nationalists who claim that these attacks
result from the way popular sentiments
are hurt, in other words people simply
defend themselves. The Supreme Court
itself analysed the killings of Muslim
farmers and others mentioned above as
“mob lynching” and invited the govern-
ment to pass a law creating a separate
offence for this type of violence. But the
perpetrators of these crimes are, most
of the time, well trained vigilantes® who
have learned the art of physically deal-
ing with their enemies." Vigilantism is
more than a spontaneous reaction, it is
the expression of the RSS core agenda
aiming at conquering society to impose
an ethos based on hierarchical values—
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which does not mean that vigilantes do
not factor in the state in their equation.

Towards a Vigilante State

he relation between the Hin-

du vigilantes and the state is a

function of which party is in
office. In a state where the BJP, the po-
litical front of RSS, has been in office
for years, like Gujarat where it took
over power in the mid-1990s and has
(almost) not lost it since then, we can
observe a deep interaction resulting in
some osmosis. This is largely due to the
fact that policing is a state subject, and
therefore, even when the Union gov-
ernment was not dominated by the BJP,
the Sangh Parivar could easily indulge
in illegal actions. However, naturally,
the Hindutva forces have been in an
even stronger position since 2014, after
the BJP gained an absolute majority in
the Lower House (Lok Sabha) of the In-
dian Parliament and allowed Narendra
Modi to become Prime Minister. Then,
the collaboration between the state and
the vigilantes found expression in many
different ways.

First, BJP leaders occupying of-
ficial positions defended them. For in-
stance, Jayant Sinha, the Union Minis-
ter of State for Civil Aviation (2016-19)
took up the defense of seven gau rak-
shaks (cow protectors), even feted them
upon their release from prison by plac-
ing garlands around their necks." The
ensuing controversy took on still great-
er proportions when another member
of the government, Nitin Gadkari, jus-
tified these actions in the name of “free
speech”* A BJP Member of Legislative
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Assembly (MLA) from Hyderabad even
argued that lynchings would continue
as long as the cow was not recognized
by law as “Rashtra Mata” (Mother of
the Nation)'* and another, from Uttar
Pradesh, claimed that they were due
to Muslim population growth.'* BJP
leader Vasundhara Raje Scindia, then
Chief Minister of Rajasthan, ascribed
the lynchings to the underemployment
affecting Indian youth."”

Secondly, at the state level, col-
laboration between the police and the
vigilantes made cow protection a kind
of joint venture. Haryana is a case in
point. In this state conquered by BJP in
2015, the most visible Hindu national-
ist organization involved in this activity
was the Gau Raksha Dal (GRD — The
Cow Protection Association), whose
emblem was none other than a cow’s
head flanked by two AK-47s. In 2016,
Ishan Marvel, in The Caravan, recounts
how he managed to be accepted into
a GRD group in Haryana patrolling
the highway linking Chandigarh and
Delhi. Armed with field hockey sticks,
gau rakshaks searched trucks likely to
be transporting cows and beat up the
drivers when they were Muslim (Hin-
dus merely received a reprimand). The
GRD existed before the BJP came to
power in Haryana in 2014, but after
the formation of BJP government, the
GRD and the police have arrived at a
division of labor. Marvel explains that
the night he joined the gau rakshaks for
their nocturnal highway patrol—on the
pretense of helping them—their SUV
was already parked near police vehicles.
One of the policemen told Marvel,
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We put up checkpoints and wait.
The volunteers [the GRD vigi-
lantes] keep driving around, and
call us when they find some-
thing. See, we have a hundred
other things to think of beside
cows. These guys do the job. It’s
good, right? Prashasan bhi poo-
ra saath de raha hai ab [now, the
administration is also support-
ing them fully].'¢

In Haryana, the gau rakshaks have even
organic ties with the state. The pres-
ident of the Haryana branch of the
GRD, Yogendra Arya, sits on the board
of the Gau Seva Ayog, a cow welfare
institution established by the Haryana
government. Arya himself outlined the
terms of GRD collaboration with the
authorities: “We have a huge network
of volunteers and informants. As soon
as someone sees something fishy, they
call us up, and we then inform the vol-
unteers of the relevant district, and the
local police, who then set up joint nakas
(checkpoints) to catch the smugglers”
He added that GRD activists usually
reach the spot before the police. “Po-
lice can’'t do what we do, they have to
follow the laws. They don't have the re-
sources and network we have,” he said.
“Besides, our boys work with great reli-
gious zeal”"’

The Haryana government did
not only help the vigilantes via the po-
lice, but by changing the law too, via
the “beef ban” act which legitimised
the GRD activities. The same thing
happened in Maharashtra where the
BJP-led government made beef con-
sumption a criminal offense in 2015.
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Then, the state government appointed
Honorary Animal Welfare Officers to
implement this new law, hiring former
gau rakshaks for the job.'® They took
pride in now having an official status
with which to undertake their activi-
ties.”” Never had the lack of distinction
between non-state actors and govern-
ment authorities been so great.

Indeed, beyond collaboration,
in some states, we observe a process
of interpenetration between vigilante
groups and the police,” the boundary
between them becoming largely blurred
as Bajrang Dal members entered the
police and vice versa.” In Gujarat, the
paramilitary Home Guards—a civilian
force used by the authorities to main-
tain law and order at the local level—
have recruited vast numbers of RSS and
Bajrang Dal members when Narendra
Modi was Chief Minister. A senior po-
lice officer explained that the District
Commanders of the Home Guards be-
gan to change as soon as the BJP came
to power in Gujarat.** This infiltration
of the police was made easier after BJP-
ruled states amended the service rules
to allow bureaucrats to join RSS, and
vice versa. “Infiltration,” here, is not too
strong a word, as evidenced from the
testimony of Captain Ganesh Karnik,
a BJP Member of Legislative Council
(MLC) in Karnataka, who told jour-
nalists from Cobrapost and Gulail.com:
We have tried to send some of our boys
into police. When I talk to students, I
tell them to join the police. So, when we
need help there are a lot of karyakartas
[activists] of RSS. Sixty percent of the
young constables are our students.”

48

The police are not the only in-
stitution affected by the vigilantes™ en-
tryism or willingly collaborating with
them: the judiciary is another case in
point, at the local level, as evident from
the way lawyers have dealt with “love ji-
had” cases or inter-caste love affairs (or
even love marriages).

For fighting against what they
call “love jihad, Hindu nationalists
have formed special groups, such as
the Hindu Behen Beti Bachao Sang-
harsh Samiti (Save Hindu sisters and
daughters committee). Activists of-
fered to help parents who lamented
their daughter’s affair or marriage with
a Muslim or a low caste man. For being
more effective, they have developed a
network of informers in police stations
and courts where parents might go to
report a missing daughter (when she
runs away to either get married or after
her wedding), file a complaint for ab-
duction, or to keep abreast of a case.*
This network of informers indicates the
degree of osmosis that exists between
the state apparatus and the Sangh Pari-
var.” In a city of Rajasthan, this activity
relied “on an informal intelligence net-
work [that the local Bajrang Dal chief]
has cultivated in courts, tehsil offices
and marriage registration offices”—
largely made up of clerks and lawyers
—to tip him off about inter-faith mar-
riages.*

Journalists working for two in-
vestigative news websites, Cobrapost
and Gulail.com have documented the
proximity between the vigilantes, the
police and the judiciary.”” One of their
interviewees, Sanjay Agarwal, a Hindu
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activist who ran in the Muzaffarnagar
municipal elections under the BJP ban-
ner in 2014, admitted to having forced
false testimony out of Hindu girls go-
ing out with a Muslim boy in general,
so as to file fake rape and kidnapping
charges against him.”® Once the case is
filed, Agarwal says, “Judges help us, so
does the SSP [Senior Superintendent of
Police] [...] The judge gives the girl to
us in his judgment. He hands her over
to her parents. Once she is under her
parents’ control, we can get her married

»29

in three days.

Inter-caste love affairs/marriages
are also dealt with by vigilantes. In Gu-
jarat, Babu Bajrangi, who had taken a
very active part in the 2002 Godhra po-
grom, soon after launched a campaign
to “rescue” Hindu girls who had mar-
ried a Muslim or a man of a different
caste.” One of his pamphlets explained
that love marriages harmed Hindu tra-
ditions, and that rescuing a Hindu girl
was equal to saving 100 cows.’ In the
space of a few months, Hindu girls were
thus “rescued,” persuaded to abort when
they were pregnant and remarried to a
man of their caste. Some parents whose
daughter had “married beneath her sta-
tion” without their approval and run
away, usually to Mumbai, used Babu
Bajrangi’s services to find and return
them home. Some husbands filed crim-
inal cases with the tribunals of Gujarat
and Maharashtra—to no avail since the
police refrained from carrying out an
inquiry into Bajrangi’s activities.
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Conclusion

he Hindu nationalist organiza-

tions we have studied illustrate

very well the definition of vigi-
lantism by Favarel-Garrigues and Gay-
er. They use force against those they saw
as posing a threat to their values and
interests, claiming that this violence,
if it is illegal, is legitimized by the sa-
cred cause they defend. This brutal and
“moral” form of cultural policing, by
promoting a specific form of orthodoxy
and orthopraxy that is enshrined in
the Hindutva ideology helps tradition-
al elite to prevail at the grassroot level.
Vigilantism, therefore, enables RSS to
achieve its main goal, that is the con-
trol of society from below—a powerful
form of “governmentality”

However, the Indian case brings
something more to the study of vigi-
lantism through its relation to the state.
If RSS never prioritized the capture of
state power, it realized that government
matters after Nehru banned the organi-
zation in the wake of the assassination
of Mahatma Gandhi by one of its mem-
bers in 1948. RSS leaders then decided
to enter the political arena by creating a
political party. Gradually, electoral vic-
tories at the state level and at the Centre
have allowed the Sangh Parivar to pro-
tect the illegal deeds of Hindu vigilantes
and to promote the infiltration of the
state apparatus, including the police.

The interpenetration of the
Sangh Parivar and the state has resulted
in the making of a vigilante state whose
actors—official and unofficial —have
joined hands in movements such as

ghar vapsi and the anti-love jihad. The
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vigilante state is deeper than any kind
of state because it connects the bureau-
cracy (including the police) to a dense
network of disciplined activists who are
deeply entrenched in society. Both, the
official and the unofficial now report to
the same source of authority, the RSS,
which has become the power behind
this huge iceberg whose tip is much
smaller than its multiple ramifications.

Such a configuration challenges
democracy. First, the rule of law is dai-
ly jeopardized by the attitude not only
of the government, but also, at the bot-
tom of the pyramid, by the behavior of
the police and the judiciary. Second,
the RSS leaders who play a major role
behind the curtain remain unaccount-
able to the voters. Third, and even more
important, in such a situation, the elec-
toral defeat of the ruling party does not
necessarily make any substantial differ-
ence. This is not only because the bu-
reaucracy has been colonized by sym-
pathizers of the defeated party (and to
eradicate these potential enemies of the
new government is not an easy task),
but also, and mostly, because if the par-
ty of the Sangh Parivar loses political
power, its vigilante organizations retain
societal power on the street and else-
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where. Any attempt to undo reforms
such as the beef ban will be met by ag-
itations in the name of Hinduism—the
same way any attempt to dilute the an-
ti-blasphemy law has been defeated by
self-proclaimed protectors of Islam in
Pakistan. Vigilantes using the religion
of the majority can even pretend that
they are democrats. In his interviews
with Cobrapost and Gulail.com, San-
geet Som, a BJP leader from Sardhana
in Meerut, gives the best definition of
majoritarianism in the militia state:

This is Hindustan and it does not
matter which party is running
the government. In a democratic
country like this, there are many
other ways to get things done.
The police knows it well that we
will do picketing, hold demon-
stration and all this will lead to
rioting. So, they perforce co-op-
erate with us.*

This statement illustrates a fundamen-
tal dimension of ethnic democracy, a
regime in which the majority lays down
the law owing to its legitimacy, and that
the law of the state can no longer do
very much to counter.
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