
 

 
Review of ReseaRch 

ISSN: 2249-894X 
Impact Factor : 5.7631(UIF) 

Volume - 9 | Issue - 7 | April - 2020  
                                                             

 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Journal for all Subjects : www.lbp.world 

1 
 
 

CONTESTING LIBERALISM: DIVERGENT PATHWAYS  
IN INDIAN POLITICAL THOUGHT 

 
Shridattatreya Nayak  

Research Scholar 
 

Dr. Sushma Rampal 
Guide 

Professor, Chaudhary Charansing University Meerut. 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 This study explores the complex and contested terrain of 
liberalism within Indian political thought, examining how diverse 
ideological traditions—ranging from classical liberalism and 
Gandhian ethics to Marxist, Ambedkarite, and Hindu nationalist 
frameworks—have engaged with, reinterpreted, or rejected liberal 
principles. While liberalism, with its emphasis on individual rights, 
constitutionalism, and democratic governance, has significantly 
influenced India’s constitutional and institutional architecture, its 
normative dominance has been persistently challenged. Thinkers like 
B.R. Ambedkar, M.K. Gandhi, and Jawaharlal Nehru, though shaped by 
liberal ideals, articulated unique visions that critiqued Western liberalism’s limitations in addressing caste, 
community, colonialism, and socio-economic inequality. The paper analyzes these intellectual divergences 
to argue that Indian political thought does not fit neatly into the Western liberal canon. Instead, it reveals 
a plurality of normative commitments that contest, transform, and provincialize liberalism. In doing so, 
this inquiry contributes to a more nuanced understanding of political modernity in India and the ongoing 
contestations around democracy, rights, and justice in a postcolonial context. 
 
KEYWORDS: Indian Political Thought , Liberalism , Postcolonial Theory , Gandhian Philosophy , 
Ambedkarite Politics , Hindu Nationalism , Constitutionalism , Democracy in India Caste and Politics.. 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Liberalism has long occupied a central place in the narrative of modern political thought, with 
its emphasis on individual rights, constitutional democracy, secularism, and the rule of law. In 
postcolonial India, liberal principles played a foundational role in shaping the country's Constitution 
and institutional framework. However, the Indian political landscape has never embraced liberalism in 
a singular or uncontested form. Instead, it has been marked by a vibrant plurality of ideologies—many 
of which challenge, reinterpret, or significantly depart from the liberal tradition. From the anti-colonial 
period to contemporary debates, Indian thinkers and movements have continually grappled with 
liberalism’s promises and limitations. M.K. Gandhi's ethical-political vision emphasized duty over rights 
and community over individualism, reflecting deep discomfort with Western liberal individualism. B.R. 
Ambedkar, while a staunch advocate of constitutional democracy and civil liberties, critiqued 
liberalism’s failure to address entrenched caste hierarchies. Similarly, thinkers within Marxist, socialist, 
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and Hindu nationalist traditions have offered alternatives to liberal democracy rooted in class struggle, 
cultural identity, or civilizational ethos. 
 This contestation reflects not merely a rejection of liberalism but an attempt to reconfigure it 
within the specific socio-historical context of India. Indian political thought, rather than following a 
linear liberal trajectory, has evolved through multiple, often conflicting, pathways that reflect diverse 
understandings of justice, freedom, and social transformation. This study seeks to examine these 
divergent engagements with liberalism in Indian political thought. It asks: How have Indian thinkers 
and movements contested the liberal tradition? In what ways have they redefined or resisted its core 
principles? And what do these contestations reveal about the nature of political modernity in India? By 
exploring these questions, this inquiry aims to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of India’s 
ideological diversity and the evolving nature of its democratic project. 
 
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
Aim: 
 To critically examine how liberalism has been contested, reinterpreted, or transformed within 
Indian political thought, and to understand the implications of these contestations for India’s 
democratic and ideological landscape. 
 
OBJECTIVES: 
 To trace the historical evolution of liberalism in India, particularly in the context of colonialism, 

anti-colonial resistance, and constitutional development. 
 To analyze the perspectives of key Indian thinkers such as M.K. Gandhi, B.R. Ambedkar, Jawaharlal 

Nehru, and others on liberal ideals like rights, freedom, and democracy. 
 To explore ideological alternatives and critiques of liberalism in India, including Marxist, Gandhian, 

Ambedkarite, and Hindu nationalist approaches. 
 To assess the relevance and limitations of Western liberalism when applied to the unique socio-

political realities of Indian society, including caste, community, and identity. 
 To contribute to the broader discourse on political modernity by highlighting India’s pluralistic and 

contested intellectual traditions. 
 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 The contestation of liberalism in Indian political thought has attracted growing scholarly 
attention, especially in the context of postcolonial studies, democratic theory, and critical engagements 
with Western political philosophy. Scholars have traced how liberalism—often equated with Western 
notions of individual autonomy, secularism, and minimal state intervention—has undergone significant 
transformation when encountered by India’s complex social, cultural, and historical realities. 
 
1. Liberalism in Indian Context 

Works such as Bhikhu Parekh’s "Colonialism, Tradition and Reform" (1989) and Sunil Khilnani’s 
"The Idea of India" (1997) explore how liberal values were absorbed and adapted during colonial and 
postcolonial phases. Khilnani, in particular, emphasizes the centrality of liberal democratic institutions 
in India’s post-independence nation-building project, even as these values often clashed with deep-
rooted social hierarchies. 

 
2. Gandhian Alternative to Liberalism 

M.K. Gandhi’s thought presents a radical departure from liberal modernity. Scholars such as 
Rajeev Bhargava and Akeel Bilgrami argue that Gandhi rejected liberal individualism in favor of a 
communitarian ethics grounded in dharma, non-violence, and self-rule (swaraj). Gandhi’s political 
philosophy prioritized duties over rights and envisioned a decentralized polity, challenging the liberal 
ideal of a centralized constitutional state. 
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3. Ambedkar’s Critical Engagement 
B.R. Ambedkar, though a staunch advocate of constitutionalism and civil liberties, critiqued 

liberalism’s inability to dismantle caste-based oppression. Scholars like Anand Teltumbde and Sharmila 
Rege highlight how Ambedkar redefined liberal ideas of equality and justice through the lens of Dalit 
emancipation. His insistence on social democracy as a precondition for political democracy stands as a 
profound critique of formalistic liberalism. 

 
4. Marxist and Socialist Interventions 

Indian Marxists such as E.M.S. Namboodiripad, P.C. Joshi, and later Partha Chatterjee, critiqued 
liberal democracy for masking class inequalities under a veneer of political rights. Chatterjee’s concept 
of "political society" in contrast to "civil society" reveals how subaltern groups operate outside liberal 
norms while still engaging with the state. 

 
5. Hindu Nationalist Rejections of Liberalism 

Hindu nationalist ideologues, notably V.D. Savarkar and M.S. Golwalkar, dismissed liberal 
pluralism in favor of a majoritarian and culturally unified Hindu rashtra. Scholars such as Christophe 
Jaffrelot and Jyotirmaya Sharma analyze how these ideologies seek to replace liberal secularism with 
ethnonationalist ideals, often at odds with constitutional liberalism. 

 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive, and analytical methodology grounded in political 
theory and intellectual history. It focuses on critically examining the ideological contestations 
surrounding liberalism in Indian political thought, using textual analysis and conceptual critique as 
primary tools. 

 
1. Research Design 

The research is theoretical and interpretive in nature. It does not involve empirical fieldwork 
but engages deeply with primary texts (writings, speeches, and debates of key Indian thinkers) and 
secondary scholarly literature to understand how liberalism has been received, contested, or 
transformed in India. 

 
2. Data Sources 
Primary Sources: 
 Original writings and speeches of M.K. Gandhi, B.R. Ambedkar, Jawaharlal Nehru, V.D. Savarkar, and 

other relevant thinkers. 
Secondary Sources: 
 Scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal articles, and essays in political theory, postcolonial studies, 

and Indian political history. 
 

3. Analytical Framework 
 The research uses conceptual analysis to unpack the meanings and assumptions behind key 

political ideas such as liberty, equality, democracy, justice, and secularism. These concepts are 
explored through the lens of different ideological traditions—liberal, Gandhian, Ambedkarite, 
Marxist, and Hindu nationalist. 
 

4. Comparative Approach 
A comparative ideological analysis is undertaken to contrast different responses to liberalism, 

highlighting areas of convergence and divergence. For example, Gandhi and Ambedkar both challenged 
liberalism but from fundamentally different philosophical and moral standpoints. 
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5. Scope and Delimitation 
The study focuses primarily on modern Indian political thought (19th–21st century) and does 

not include pre-modern political philosophies in detail. The thinkers selected are representative of 
diverse ideological trajectories and serve as case studies to explore broader intellectual currents. 

 
6. Limitations 

As a conceptual and textual study, the research does not include empirical data such as surveys, 
interviews, or statistical analysis. The emphasis is on interpretive depth rather than quantitative 
breadth. 

 
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Liberalism, as a dominant framework in Western political thought, has significantly influenced 
India’s constitutional design, democratic institutions, and public discourse. However, its application and 
acceptance in the Indian context have been far from uniform or uncontested. While the Indian state 
formally adheres to liberal principles such as individual rights, secularism, and the rule of law, these 
ideals have been persistently challenged by alternative ideological traditions within Indian political 
thought. Thinkers such as M.K. Gandhi, B.R. Ambedkar, and V.D. Savarkar, among others, have critiqued 
and reinterpreted liberalism in response to India’s unique social realities, including caste hierarchies, 
colonial legacy, religious pluralism, and economic inequality. These divergent intellectual pathways 
expose the limitations of viewing Indian political development solely through the lens of Western 
liberalism. Despite the growing scholarship on individual thinkers, there is a lack of integrative analysis 
that maps these ideological contestations in a comparative and coherent manner. The central problem, 
therefore, lies in understanding how liberalism has been accepted, modified, or rejected within Indian 
political thought, and what these engagements reveal about the nature of Indian democracy and 
political modernity. Addressing this gap is essential for developing a more nuanced and context-
sensitive understanding of India's political evolution. 

 
FURTHER SUGGESTIONS FOR RESEARCH 
1. Comparative Studies Across Postcolonial Societies 
a. Future research could explore how liberalism has been contested in other postcolonial nations—

such as South Africa, Nigeria, or Indonesia—and draw parallels with the Indian experience. Such 
comparative work would enrich global political theory by highlighting how local contexts reshape 
universal ideologies. 

2. Contemporary Political Movements and Liberalism 
a. Further inquiry could investigate how current political and social movements in India—such as 

feminist collectives, Dalit rights activism, environmental movements, or student protests—engage 
with or critique liberal frameworks of rights and justice. 

3. Regional Political Thought and Vernacular Traditions 
a. Much of the existing scholarship centers on nationally prominent thinkers. Future studies could 

delve into lesser-known regional intellectuals and vernacular traditions that articulate unique 
critiques or reinterpretations of liberalism in diverse cultural and linguistic contexts. 

4. Digital Democracy and the Crisis of Liberalism 
a. In an era of digital governance and rising populism, research could examine how digital 

technologies and social media platforms are reshaping liberal norms in India—especially in relation 
to freedom of expression, surveillance, and political polarization. 

5. Revisiting Constitutional Liberalism in Practice 
a. An empirical follow-up could assess how India's liberal constitutional values have been upheld or 

undermined in practice by political institutions, judiciary, and civil society over time, particularly 
under changing regimes. 
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SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS 
Scope of the Study 

This research explores the multifaceted contestations of liberalism within Indian political 
thought, focusing on key thinkers and ideological traditions from the late 19th century to the 
contemporary period. It aims to: 

Analyze how liberal principles—such as individual rights, secularism, democracy, and 
constitutionalism—have been interpreted, redefined, or challenged by Indian thinkers and movements. 

 
Limitations of the Study 
Thematic Focus: The study is primarily conceptual and does not include an empirical investigation 
(e.g., fieldwork, surveys, or interviews). It is concerned with ideas, arguments, and texts rather than 
policy implementation or public opinion. 
Select Thinkers: Due to time and space constraints, the research focuses on a limited number of key 
figures and does not encompass the full spectrum of Indian political thought, particularly lesser-known 
regional or vernacular contributors. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 The contestation of liberalism in Indian political thought reflects a complex and layered 
engagement with a political philosophy that, while foundational to the country's constitutional order, 
has never been ideologically dominant or uncontested. Liberalism, with its emphasis on individual 
rights, constitutional governance, and secularism, entered the Indian political imagination largely 
through colonial exposure and the intellectual training of Indian elites. However, from the outset, 
liberalism was not passively absorbed but actively interrogated, transformed, and often resisted in light 
of India’s unique socio-cultural and historical realities. M.K. Gandhi articulated a profound critique of 
liberalism by rejecting its core assumptions of individualism and material progress. His vision of swaraj 
was not merely political independence but a call for moral self-rule, ethical living, and decentralized 
village-based democracy. Gandhi’s emphasis on duties over rights, spiritual over material values, and 
community over individual autonomy placed him in fundamental opposition to the liberal worldview. 
In contrast, B.R. Ambedkar, while a firm believer in constitutional democracy and civil liberties, viewed 
classical liberalism as inadequate in confronting caste oppression. Ambedkar's critique centered on 
liberalism’s formalism and its failure to achieve substantive equality in deeply hierarchical societies. His 
advocacy for social democracy and state intervention to ensure justice represents a radical reworking 
of liberal principles to suit India’s socio-political conditions. 
 Marxist thinkers in India, influenced by global socialist currents and grounded in local struggles, 
viewed liberal democracy as structurally incapable of addressing the exploitative nature of capitalism. 
For them, liberalism masked class interests under the guise of individual freedom and political equality. 
This line of critique saw liberal institutions as tools of bourgeois control, insufficient for achieving true 
emancipation. Meanwhile, Hindu nationalist ideologues rejected liberal pluralism altogether, 
envisioning a culturally homogenous Hindu nation. The writings of V.D. Savarkar and M.S. Golwalkar 
articulated a vision of India that privileged Hindu identity and saw secular-liberal values as foreign 
impositions that diluted national unity and strength. Postcolonial scholars have further complicated the 
liberal discourse by exposing its colonial entanglements. Uday Mehta’s work demonstrates how 
liberalism, far from being emancipatory during the colonial period, often served as an instrument of 
control under the guise of civilizational progress. Sudipta Kaviraj highlights the conceptual dissonance 
between Western political categories and Indian political realities, suggesting that India’s political 
modernity cannot be adequately captured through liberal frameworks alone. These insights challenge 
the presumed universality of liberalism and call for a rethinking of political theory from non-Western 
perspectives. 
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CONCLUSION 
 The trajectory of Indian political thought reveals that liberalism, while foundational to India’s 
constitutional and democratic framework, has never occupied an uncontested or absolute position. 
Rather than being uniformly adopted, liberalism has been consistently interrogated, redefined, and 
resisted by a range of thinkers and ideological traditions. This contestation does not signify a rejection 
of liberal values per se, but a recognition of their inadequacies in addressing the specific historical, 
social, and cultural complexities of Indian society. M.K. Gandhi’s critique of modernity and 
individualism, B.R. Ambedkar’s demand for social justice and caste annihilation, the Marxist focus on 
class struggle and structural inequality, and the Hindu nationalist vision of cultural unity—all reflect 
distinctive pathways that challenge liberalism’s universality. Each of these perspectives emerges from a 
specific socio-political location and seeks to reconstruct political ideals in ways that resonate more 
deeply with India’s lived realities. 
 The persistence of caste, communal tensions, economic inequality, and cultural pluralism in 
contemporary India underscores the limitations of applying Western liberal frameworks without 
critical adaptation. At the same time, the liberal principles of rights, democracy, and secularism 
continue to serve as important reference points for resistance, especially among marginalized groups 
seeking dignity and equality. By mapping these diverse ideological engagements, this study 
demonstrates that Indian political modernity is not a linear extension of Western liberalism but a 
dynamic and pluralistic field of thought. Understanding these contestations is essential not only for 
interpreting India’s past and present but also for imagining more inclusive and contextually grounded 
futures. The Indian case thus contributes significantly to global debates on democracy, justice, and 
political theory by showing how liberalism can be both foundational and fundamentally contested 
within a postcolonial society. 
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