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What Is Behind India’s Politics of Renaming?

WILLIAM GOULD

The movement to change
India’s national symbolism under
the BJP deliberately targets the
principal ideas underpinning the
vision of India as a secular state.

YOGI Adityanath, the
chief minister of Uttar Pradesh
and well known Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) Hindu-right
hardliner, announced a change
of name of one of north India’s
most  historically  important
cities (and its associated district)
— Allahabad. The new city,
henceforth, is to be officially
known as Prayagraj, a name that
connects to Prayag, meaning
“place of offerings,” and reflecting
the significance of the city in
Hindu mythology as the point of
the confluence (sangam) of three
rivers — the Ganga, Yamuna and
the mythical Sarasvati.

The attempt to erase aspects of
India’s Indo-Islamic culture here
is clear: Allahabad had become a
city of political and administrative
importance through the 17th
century, following the siting of
a fort there by Emperor Akbar in
1584 and its foundation as a large
imperial city under the name
of Allahabad. The grandson of
Akbar, Shah Jahan, subsequently
named the city Allahabad
following his accession to the
Mughal throne in 1628.

The city was home to both the
most important of the country’s
high courts and was pivotal in
the development of India’s anti-
colonial nationalist leadership,
being home to the Nehru
family. The city’s constituencies
had, through the 1950s and
1970s, supported Nehru and
his Congress Party associates.
Socialism had also been strong
in the city, which was the home
of Ram Mohan Lohia. In social
terms, Allahabad’s elite has been
pivotal in India’s modern political
history, being largely dominated

by three powerful Kashmiri
families — Nehru, Katju and
Sapru — and boasting one of

the most historically important
university student unions.

The name change, then, is
clearly part of a large scale and
more systematic process of
political iconoclasm that has
a range of implications for the
Sangh Parivar’s (the family of
Hindu right-wing organizations)
self-projection. In the case of
Allahabad, the name change has
proximate and more profound
aspects. On the one hand, for the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
(RSS, a right-wing volunteer
movement associated with the
BJP), the city was important
as a base for some of the
organization’s key leaders in last
part of the 20 century; the name
Prayag is routinely used by the
RSS. The city is also the location
for one of the most important
large-scale festivals of the Hindu
calendar, the Kumbh Mela, which
takes place every 12 years. And,
importantly, the city’s existing
name itself is associated with the
Muslim minority in India.

POLITICAL ICONOCLASM
In the short term, Adityanath’s
move seems to have backfired,
as social media is flooded with
memes ridiculing the chief
minister’s petulance in renaming

places to make them sound
more Hindu. The renaming of
Allahabad, however, points
to more profound changes:
the unraveling of some of the
principal national symbols in a
manner which signals a deliberate
attempt to transform historical
consciousness and shape new
ideas of national belonging.
In some cases this is more
appropriation than deletion.

The most spectacular initiative
in the former category has been
the projected giant iron statue
of Vallabhai Patel, the so-called
“Iron Man” of India and its first
home minister. Patel has been
repeatedly evoked by the Hindu
right as a conservative Congress
leader sympathetic to many
of its ideas. A Gujarati, like
Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
Patel’s immortalization as the
world’s largest statue reflects the
gigantism of India’s new regime,
from the exaggerated projections
of the so-called Gujarat model
of economic development to the
popular circulation of Modi’s 56-
inch chest as a prerequisite for the
achievement.

The giant statue is planned to
oversee the massive dam project
at Sardar Sarovar, which has
also seen the displacement of a
number of Tadvi tribal villages
and their religious sites (Sadhu
Tekri). Protests against this state
gigantism and its use of national
icons has come, over the medium
to longer term, from celebrities
including Arundhati Roy and
Aamir Khan, and especially the
Narmada Bachao Andolan —
an Adivasi movement that has
coopted human rights activists.

Adityanath, then, is following
a well developed trend in his
naming campaign, which goes
right back to the deliberate attacks
on established nationalist legacies
in India from the beginning of
BJP rule. Modi’s 2014 election
tour, particularly toward the
end of the campaign, illustrated,
for example, the enormity of
the post-independence era for
the symbolic construction of
state development and national
freedom, and the potential desire
to rethink its significance for a
putative new regime.

The BJP made as much
mileage as possible out of
dissatisfaction with the long-
standing dynastic politics of the
Nehru family. In one of Modi’s
speeches in Amethi in Uttar
Pradesh in May, for example, the
sound bites were clear: “India is
done with this [Nehru-Gandhi]
dynasty. India has had them for
over 60 years. It’s time for the
poor and the dispossessed to rise
to the top ... the government of
mother and son is about to go,
nothing can stop it now.” The
most direct and salacious attack
of all was a poster containing an
image of Jawaharlal Nehru and
Edwina Mountbatten (wife of
Britain’s last viceroy of India)
alongside the words “Deshi
Videshi patni premi” (native
foreign-wife lovers), versus Modi
as “Desh premi” (country lovers),
making a reference to the alleged
love affair between Nehru and
Edwina.

Rhetoric about the end of a
dynasty automatically evoked
the idea of the end of an era,

and a movement away from
autocracy to democracy, quickly
reflecting the idea of the end of
princes’ rule over most of India
shortly following 1947. Key to
Modi’s symbolic approach and
attack on Nehru was to connect
himself as directly as possible to
the historical drama of Nehru’s
conflict with Vallabhai Patel.
Again, in the first week of May in
a speech at Ambedkar Nagar, he
argued counterfactually that “if
Sardar Patel had become the first
prime minister things would have
been very different... This family
did not do justice with him. I
have come from Patel’s state.”
Personal hubris and historical
identification also played its part.

DELIBERATE
OBLITERATION

Since the election of Narendra
Modi in 2014, a range of other
central government projects have
been renamed or rebranded, in
most cases with a drive to remove
associations with the Nehruvian
legacy. Movement  between
different types of historical
figures has allowed the BJP to be
iconoclastic in some areas too,
especially around Congress’s key
anniversaries and hagiographies.
October 31 — Patel’s birthday
— has been renamed Unity Day
and the celebrations are to be
televised by Doordarshan from
Patel’s home village of Karamsad,
in Gujarat. This was a deliberate
obliteration of the use of the date
to commemorate the anniversary
of Indira Gandhi’s death.

The Modi regime has sought to
place it’s own man — Deen Dayal
Upadhayaya — as the symbolic
center of movements for rural
reform and tribal development.
It did so by relaunching and
renaming an older rural skills
program after the ideologue.
Similarly, a decision was made
to drop the name Nehru from the
Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban
Renewal Mission, and Indira
Awaas Yojna, the rural housing
scheme, was slated as being
changed to National Gramin
Awaas Mission.

Renaming development and
education programs is not simply
an exercise in re-signification. It
is a process, too, of establishing
a new intellectual and cultural
milieu that is distinctively Indian
by virtue of its historical depth as
“prior” to the West. Key here is
the idea of India’s “ancient” (and
therefore “prior” or *“superior”)
culture as a means of rejuvenating
the idea of the Indian nation in
contemporary India. Two recent
events serve as examples. The
head of the Indian Council for
Historical Research, Professor
Yellapragada Sudershan Rao,
has as his main agenda, — a
drive to “prove the historicity of
the [Indian epics] Mahabharata
and Ramayana.” In even more
bizarre fashion, Anand J. Bodas,
an attendee of the Indian Science
Congress, claimed that the first
human flight technologies had
taken place at the time of the
Vedas.

This has been a longer-term
approach of the BJP. In the 1980s
the party strongly supported the
decision by Doordarshan, the
Indian television broadcaster, to
televise versions of the Indian

epics like the Mahabharata and
Ramayana. All  post-colonial
regimes go through phases of
symbolic rejuvenation, and these
iconoclastic initiatives in some
ways reflect the earlier removal
of colonial era statues and names.
One of the key differences is
that in the 1950s, much of the
initiative in this area came from
the grassroots, whereas the Hindu
right’s iconoclasm and renaming
is state-driven. On May 14,1957
— the centenary of the Indian
Mutiny — the national parliament
debated the removal or change of
colonial era statues. Few powerful
voices argued that monuments
from the British period were
“offensive.” In fact, many MPs
were in favor of restoring and
maintaining them.

All the same, in a number of
cases statues, monuments and
cemeteries  were  desecrated,
defaced, destroyed or removed by
crowds and popular movements.
There were also agitations to have
statues of Queen Victoria removed
in various places, including one
in front of the Council Hall in
Bombay. Other memorials faced
more direct popular reaction.
Cemeteries became particular
targets. By April 1,1948, over
800 had been taken over across
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India, and there were reports of
desecration of the sites, especially
when they were located in remote
areas. The movement to change
India’s national symbolism under
the BJP is much less ambivalent.
In the last year, it has clearly been
associated with a parallel process
of institutional reorganization,
the silencing of universities by
placing university staff under the
jurisdiction of civil service rules
and the reconfiguration of research
and education by replacing
existing staff with BJP supporters.
Most importantly, these symbolic
shifts, name changes and projects
of iconoclasm have deliberately
targeted the principal ideas —
and the historical processes or
people representing them —
underpinning the vision of India as
a secular state.

This is a totalizing ideology,
which bears some resemblance
to the forms of political
religion in the symbols and
ceremonies of Nazism in the
1930s and 1940s. Along the
way, however, the definition of
who constitutes the “people” or
“volk,” and who is excluded is
a much more contested debate
in contemporary India when
compared to 20-century central
and southern Europe.
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www.yetiairlines.com

DEVELOPMENT

Celebrating our Past and
- Spearheading the Future

Yeti Airlines Domestic Pvt. Ltd., Tilganga, Kathmandu Nepal
Tel: +977-1-4465888, Email: reservations @ yetiairlines.com
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Yeti Airlines

You come first

JFUIGH/IDBRID : oG eI * BRI : JEoIIR, BIOAR! » Wl : 8OTORY, dI. : RTAYLTTY « 3det : abhiyan.weekly@yahoo.com « qgor : Feomen fifees U7, I0ER




