WHOSE IMAGINED COMMUNITY?

Partha Chatterjee

Nationalism has once more appeared on the agenda of world affairs. Almost
every day, state leaders and political analysts in Western countries declare that
with ‘the collapse of communism’ (that is the term they use; what they mean is
presumably the collapse of Soviet socialism), the principal danger to world
peace is now posed by the resurgence of nationalism in different parts of the
world. Since in this day and age a phenomenon has first to be recognized as a
‘problem’ before it can claim the attention of people whose business it is to
decide what should concern the public, nationalism seems to have regained
sufficient notoriety for it to be liberated from the arcane practices of ‘area
specialists’ and made once more a subject of general debate.

However, this very mode of its return to the agenda of world politics has, it
seems to me, hopelessly prejudiced the discussion on the subject. In the 1950s
and 1960s, nationalism was still regarded as a feature of the victorious anti-
colonial struggles in Asia and Africa. But simultaneously, as the new institu-
tional practices of economy and polity in the postcolonial states were disciplined
and normalized under the conceptual rubrics of ‘development” and ‘moderniza-
tion’, nationalism was already being relegated to the domain of the particular
histories of this or that colonial empire. And in those specialized histories
defined by the unprepossessing contents of colonial archives, the emancipatory
aspects of nationalism were undermined by countless revelations of secret deals,
manipulations, and the cynical pursuit of private interests. By the 1970s,
nationalism had become a matter of ethnic politics, the reason why people
in the Third World killed each other — sometimes in wars between regular
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armies, sometimes, more distressingly, in cruel and often protracted civil wars,
and increasingly, it seemed, by technologically sophisticated and virtually
unstoppable acts of terrorism. The leaders of the African struggles against
colonialism and racism had spoiled their records by becoming heads of corrupt,
fractious, and often brutal regimes; Gandhi had been appropriated by such
marginal cults as pacifism and vegetarianism; and even Ho Chi Minh in his
moment of glory was caught in the unyielding polarities of the Cold War.
Nothing, it would seem, was left in the legacy of nationalism to make people in
the Western world feel good about it.

This recent genealogy of the idea explains why nationalism is now viewed as a
dark, elemental, unpredictable force of primordial nature threatening the
orderly calm of civilized life. What had once been successfully relegated to
the outer peripheries of the earth is now seen picking its way back toward
Europe, through the long-forgotten provinces of the Habsburg, the tsarist, and
the Ottoman empires. Like drugs, terrorism, and illegal immigration, it is one
more product of the Third World that the West dislikes but is powerless to
prohibit.

In light of the current discussions on the subject in the media, it is surprising to
recall that not many years ago nationalism was generally considered one of
Europe’s most magnificent gifts to the rest of the world. It is also not often
remembered today that the two greatest wars of the twentieth century, engulfing
as they did virtually every part of the globe, were brought about by Europe’s
failure to manage its own ethnic nationalisms. Whether of the ‘good’ variety or
the ‘bad’, nationalism was entirely a product of the political history of Europe.
Notwithstanding the celebration of the various unifying tendencies in Europe
today and of the political consensus in the West as a whole, there may be in the
recent amnesia on the origins of nationalism more than a hint of anxiety about
whether it has quite been tamed in the land of its birth.

In all this time, the ‘area specialists’, the historians of the colonial world,
working their way cheerlessly through musty files of administrative reports and
official correspondence in colonial archives in London or Paris or Amsterdam,
had of course never forgotten how nationalism arrived in the colonies. Everyone
agreed that it was a European import; the debates in the 1960s and 1970s in the
historiographies of Africa or India or Indonesia were about what had become of
the idea and who was responsible for it. These debates between a new
generation of nationalist historians and those whom they dubbed ‘colonialists’
were vigorous and often acrimonious, but they were largely confined to the
specialized territories of ‘area studies’; no one else took much notice of them.

Ten years ago, it was one such area specialist who managed to raise once
more the question of the origin and spread of nationalism in the framework of a
universal history. Benedict Anderson demonstrated with much subtlety and
originality that nations were not the determinate products of given sociological
conditions such as language or race or religion; they had been, in Europe and
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everywhere else in the world, imagined into existence. He also described some
of the major institutional forms through which this imagined community came
to acquire concrete shape, especially the institutions of what he so ingeniously
called ‘print-capitalism’. He then argued that the historical experience of
nationalism in Western Europe, in the Americas, and in Russia had supplied
for all subsequent nationalisms a set of modular forms from which nationalist
elites in Asia and Africa had chosen the ones they liked.

Anderson’s book has been, I think, the most influential in the last few years in
generating new theoretical ideas on nationalism, an influence that of course, it is
needless to add, is confined almost exclusively to academic writings. Contrary
to the largely uninformed exoticization of nationalism in the popular media in
the West, the theoretical tendency represented by Anderson certainly attempts
to treat the phenomenon as part of the universal history of the modern world.

I have one central objection to Anderson’s argument. If nationalisms in the rest
of the world have to choose their imagined community from certain ‘modular’
forms already made available to them by Europe and the Americas, what do
they have left to imagine? History, it would seem, has decreed that we in the
postcolonial world shall only be perpetual consumers of modernity. Europe and
the Americas, the only true subjects of history, have thought out on our behalf
not only the script of colonial enlightenment and exploitation, but also that of
our anti-colonial resistance and postcolonial misery. Even our imaginations
must remain forever colonized.

I object to this argument not for any sentimental reason. I object because I
cannot reconcile it with the evidence on anti-colonial nationalism. The most
powerful as well as the most creative results of the nationalist imagination in
Asia and Africa are posited not on an identity but rather on a difference with the
‘modular’ forms of the national society propagated by the modern West. How
can we ignore this without reducing the experience of anti-colonial nationalism
to a caricature of itself?

To be fair to Anderson, it must be said that he is not alone to blame. The
difficulty, I am now convinced, arises because we have all taken the claims of
nationalism to be a political movement much too literally and much too
seriously.

In India, for instance, any standard nationalist history will tell us that
nationalism proper began in 1885 with the formation of the Indian National
Congress. It might also tell us that the decade preceding this was a period of
preparation, when several provincial political associations were formed. Prior
to that, from the 1820s to the 1870s, was the period of ‘social reform’, when
colonial enlightenment was beginning to ‘modernize’ the customs and institu-
tions of a traditional society and the political spirit was still very much that of
collaboration with the colonial regime: nationalism had still not emerged.

This history, when submitted to a sophisticated sociological analysis, cannot
but converge with Anderson’s formulations. In fact, since it seeks to replicate in

239



NATIONAL SELF-DETERMINATION AND NATIONALIST MOBILISATION

its own history the history of the modern state in Europe, nationalism’s self-
representation will inevitably corroborate Anderson’s decoding of the nation-
alist myth. I think, however, that, as history, nationalism’s autobiography is
fundamentally flawed.

By my reading, anti-colonial nationalism creates its own domain of sover-
eignty within colonial society well before it begins its political battle with the
imperial power. It does this by dividing the world of social institutions and
practices into two domains — the material and the spiritual. The material is the
domain of the ‘outside’, of the economy and of state-craft, of science and
technology, a domain where the West had proved its superiority and the East
had succumbed. In this domain, then, Western superiority had to be acknowl-
edged and its accomplishments carefully studied and replicated. The spiritual,
on the other hand, is an ‘inner’ domain bearing the ‘essential’ marks of cultural
identity. The greater one’s success in imitating Western skills in the material
domain, therefore, the greater the need to preserve the distinctness of one’s
spiritual culture. This formula is, I think, a fundamental feature of anti-colonial
nationalisms in Asia and Africa.”

There are several implications. First, nationalism declares the domain of the
spiritual its sovereign territory and refuses to allow the colonial power to
intervene in that domain. If I may return to the Indian example, the period of
‘social reform’ was actually made up of two distinct phases. In the earlier phase,
Indian reformers looked to the colonial authorities to bring about by state
action the reform of traditional institutions and customs. In the latter phase,
although the need for change was not disputed, there was a strong resistance to
allowing the colonial state to intervene in matters affecting ‘national culture’.
The second phase, in my argument, was already the period of nationalism.

The colonial state, in other words, is kept out of the ‘inner’ domain of
national culture; but it is not as though this so-called spiritual domain is left
unchanged. In fact, here nationalism launches its most powerful, creative, and
historically significant project: to fashion a ‘modern’ national culture that is
nevertheless not Western. If the nation is an imagined community, then this is
where it is brought into being. In this, its true and essential domain, the nation is
already sovereign, even when the state is in the hands of the colonial power. The
dynamics of this historical project is completely missed in conventional histories
in which the story of nationalism begins with the contest for political power.

I wish to highlight here several areas within the so-called spiritual domain that
nationalism transforms in the course of its journey. I will confine my illustra-
tions to Bengal, with whose history I am most familiar.

The first such area is that of language. Anderson is entirely correct in his
suggestion that it is ‘print-capitalism’ which provides the new institutional space
for the development of the modern ‘national’ language.® However, the specifi-
cities of the colonial situation do not allow a simple transposition of European
patterns of development. In Bengal, for instance, it is at the initiative of the East

240



PARTHA CHATTERJEE

India Company and the European missionaries that the first printed books are
produced in Bengali at the end of the eighteenth century and the first narrative
prose compositions commissioned at the beginning of the nineteenth. At the
same time, the first half of the nineteenth century is when English completely
displaces Persian as the language of bureaucracy and emerges as the most
powerful vehicle of intellectual influence on a new Bengali elite. The crucial
moment in the development of the modern Bengali language comes, however, in
midcentury, when this bilingual elite makes it a cultural project to provide its
mother tongue with the necessary linguistic equipment to enable it to become an
adequate language for ‘modern’ culture. An entire institutional network of
printing presses, publishing houses, newspapers, magazines, and literary socie-
ties is created around this time, outside the purview of the state and the
European missionaries, through which the new language, modern and stan-
dardized, is given shape. The bilingual intelligentsia came to think of its own
language as belonging to that inner domain of cultural identity, from which the
colonial intruder had to be kept out; language therefore became a zone over
which the nation first had to declare its sovereignty and then had to transform in
order to make it adequate for the modern world.

Here the modular influences of modern European languages and literatures
did not necessarily produce similar consequences. In the case of the new literary
genres and aesthetic conventions, for instance, whereas European influences
undoubtedly shaped explicit critical discourse, it was also widely believed that
European conventions were inappropriate and misleading in judging literary
productions in modern Bengali. To this day there is a clear hiatus in this area
between the terms of academic criticism and those of literary practice. To give
an example, let me briefly discuss Bengali drama.

Drama is the modern literary genre that is the least commended on aesthetic
grounds by critics of Bengali literature. Yet it is the form in which the bilingual
elite has found its largest audience. When it appeared in its modern form in the
middle of the nineteenth century, the new Bengali drama had two models
available to it: one, the modern European drama as it had developed since
Shakespeare and Moliére, and two, the virtually forgotten corpus of Sanskrit
drama, now restored to a reputation of classical excellence because of the
praises showered on it by Orientalist scholars from Europe. The literary criteria
that would presumably direct the new drama into the privileged domain of a
modern national culture were therefore clearly set by modular forms provided
by Europe. But the performative practices of the new institution of the public
theatre made it impossible for those criteria to be applied to plays written for the
theatre. The conventions that would enable a play to succeed on the Calcutta
stage were very different from the conventions approved by critics schooled in
the traditions of European drama. The tensions have not been resolved to this
day. What thrives as mainstream public theatre in West Bengal or Bangladesh
today is modern urban theatre, national and clearly distinguishable from ‘folk
theatre’. It is produced and largely patronized by the literate urban middle
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classes. Yet their aesthetic conventions fail to meet the standards set by the
modular literary forms adopted from Europe.

Even in the case of the novel, that celebrated artifice of the nationalist
imagination in which the community is made to live and love in ‘homogeneous
time’,* the modular forms do not necessarily have an easy passage. The novel
was a principal form through which the bilingual elite in Bengal fashioned a new
narrative prose. In the devising of this prose, the influence of the two available
models — modern English and classical Sanskrit — was obvious. And yet, as the
practice of the form gained greater popularity, it was remarkable how fre-
quently in the course of their narrative Bengali novelists shifted from the
disciplined forms of authorial prose to the direct recording of living speech.
Looking at the pages of some of the most popular novels in Bengali, it is often
difficult to tell whether one is reading a novel or a play. Having created a
modern prose language in the fashion of the approved modular forms, the
literati, in their search for artistic truthfulness, apparently found it necessary to
escape as often as possible the rigidities of that prose.

The desire to construct an aesthetic form that was modern and national, and
yet recognizably different from the Western, was shown in perhaps its most
exaggerated shape in the efforts in the early twentieth century of the so-called
Bengal school of art. It was through these efforts that, on the one hand, an
institutional space was created for the modern professional artist in India, as
distinct from the traditional craftsman, for the dissemination through exhibi-
tion and print of the products of art and for the creation of a public schooled
in the new aesthetic norms. Yet this agenda for the construction of a
modernized artistic space was accompanied, on the other hand, by a fervent
ideological programme for an art that was distinctly ‘Indian’, that is, different
from the “Western’.> Although the specific style developed by the Bengal school
for a new Indian art failed to hold its ground for very long, the fundamental
agenda posed by its efforts continues to be pursued to this day, namely, to
develop an art that would be modern and at the same time recognizably
Indian.

Alongside the institutions of print-capitalism was created a new network of
secondary schools. Once again, nationalism sought to bring this area under its
jurisdiction long before the domain of the state had become a matter of
contention. In Bengal, from the second half of the nineteenth century, it was
the new elite that took the lead in mobilizing a ‘national’ effort to start schools
in every part of the province and then to produce a suitable educational
literature. Coupled with print-capitalism, the institutions of secondary educa-
tion provided the space where the new language and literature were both
generalized and normalized — outside the domain of the state. It was only when
this space was opened up, outside the influence of both the colonial state and the
European missionaries, that it became legitimate for women, for instance, to be
sent to school. It was also in this period, from around the turn of the century,
that the University of Calcutta was turned from an institution of colonial
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education to a distinctly national institution, in its curriculum, its faculty, and its
sources of funding.®

Another area in that inner domain of national culture was the family. The
assertion here of autonomy and difference was perhaps the most dramatic. The
European criticism of Indian ‘tradition’ as barbaric had focused to a large extent
on religious beliefs and practices, especially those relating to the treatment of
women. The early phase of ‘social reform’ through the agency of the colonial
power had also concentrated on the same issues. In that early phase, therefore,
this area had been identified as essential to ‘Indian tradition’. The nationalist
move began by disputing the choice of agency. Unlike the early reformers,
nationalists were not prepared to allow the colonial state to legislate the reform
of “traditional’ society. They asserted that only the nation itself could have the
right to intervene in such an essential aspect of its cultural identity.

As it happened, the domain of the family and the position of women
underwent considerable change in the world of the nationalist middle class.
It was undoubtedly a new patriarchy that was brought into existence, different
from the ‘traditional’ order but also explicitly claiming to be different from the
‘Western’ family. The ‘new woman’ was to be modern, but she would also have
to display the signs of national tradition and therefore would be essentially
different from the “Western’ woman.

The history of nationalism as a political movement tends to focus primarily on
its contest with the colonial power in the domain of the outside, that is, the
material domain of the state. This is a different history from the one I have
outlined. It is also a history in which nationalism has no option but to choose its
forms from the gallery of ‘models’ offered by European and American nation-
states: ‘difference’ is not a viable criterion in the domain of the material.

In this outer domain, nationalism begins its journey (after, let us remember, it
has already proclaimed its sovereignty in the inner domain) by inserting itself
into a new public sphere constituted by the processes and forms of the modern
(in this case, colonial) state. In the beginning, nationalism’s task is to overcome
the subordination of the colonized middle class, that is, to challenge the ‘rule of
colonial difference’ in the domain of the state. The colonial state, we must
remember, was not just the agency that brought the modular forms of the
modern state to the colonies; it was also an agency that was destined never to
fulfil the normalizing mission of the modern state because the premiss of its
power was a rule of colonial difference, namely, the preservation of the alienness
of the ruling group.

As the institutions of the modern state were elaborated in the colony,
especially in the second half of the nineteenth century, the ruling European
groups found it necessary to lay down — in law-making, in the bureaucracy, in
the administration of justice, and in the recognition by the state of a legitimate
domain of public opinion — the precise difference between the rulers and the
ruled. If Indians had to be admitted into the judiciary, could they be allowed to
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try Europeans? Was it right that Indians should enter the civil service by taking
the same examinations as British graduates? If European newspapers in India
were given the right of free speech, could the same apply to native newspapers?
Ironically, it became the historical task of nationalism, which insisted on its own
marks of cultural difference with the West, to demand that there be no rule of
difference in the domain of the state.

In time, with the growing strength of nationalist politics, this domain became
more extensive and internally differentiated and finally took on the form of the
national, that is, postcolonial, state. The dominant elements of its self-defini-
tion, at least in postcolonial India, were drawn from the ideology of the modern
liberal-democratic state.

In accordance with liberal ideology, the public was now distinguished from
the domain of the private. The state was required to protect the inviolability of
the private self in relation to other private selves. The legitimacy of the state in
carrying out this function was to be guaranteed by its indifference to concrete
differences between private selves — differences, that is, of race, language,
religion, class, caste, and so forth.

The trouble was that the moral-intellectual leadership of the nationalist elite
operated in a field constituted by a very different set of distinctions — those
between the spiritual and the material, the inner and the outer, the essential and
the inessential. That contested field over which nationalism had proclaimed its
sovereignty and where it had imagined its true community was neither coex-
tensive with nor coincidental to the field constituted by the public/private
distinction. In the former field, the hegemonic project of nationalism could
hardly make the distinctions of language, religion, caste, or class a matter of
indifference to itself. The project was that of cultural ‘normalization’, like, as
Anderson suggests, bourgeois hegemonic projects everywhere, but with the all-
important difference that it had to choose its site of autonomy from a position of
subordination to a colonial regime that had on its side the most universalist
justificatory resources produced by post-Enlightenment social thought.

The result is that autonomous forms of imagination of the community were,
and continue to be, overwhelmed and swamped by the history of the post-
colonial state. Here lies the root of our postcolonial misery: not in our inability
to think out new forms of the modern community but in our surrender to the old
forms of the modern state. If the nation is an imagined community and if nations
must also take the form of states, then our theoretical language must allow us to
talk about community and state at the same time. I do not think our present
theoretical language allows us to do this.

Weriting just before his death, Bipinchandra Pal (1858-1932), the fiery leader of
the Swadeshi movement in Bengal and a principal figure in the pre-Gandhian
Congress, described the boarding-houses in which students lived in the Calcutta
of his youth:
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Students’ messes in Calcutta, in my college days, fifty-six years ago, were
like small republics and were managed on strictly democratic lines.
Everything was decided by the voice of the majority of the members of
the mess. At the end of every month a manager was elected by the whole
‘House’, so to say, and he was charged with the collection of the dues of
the members, and the general supervision of the food and establishment of
the mess. . . . A successful manager was frequently begged to accept re-
election; while the more careless and lazy members, who had often to pay
out of their own pockets for their mismanagement, tried to avoid this
honour.

... Disputes between one member and another were settled by a
‘Court’ of the whole ‘House’; and we sat night after night, I remember,
in examining these cases; and never was the decision of this ‘Court’
questioned or disobeyed by any member. Nor were the members of the
mess at all helpless in the matter of duly enforcing their verdict upon an
offending colleague. For they could always threaten the recalcitrant
member either with expulsion from the mess, or if he refused to go, with
the entire responsibility of the rent being thrown on him. . . . And such
was the force of public opinion in these small republics that I have known
of cases of this punishment on offending members, which so worked upon
them that after a week of their expulsion from a mess, they looked as if
they had just come out of some prolonged or serious spell of sickness. . . .

The composition of our mess called for some sort of a compromise
between the so-called orthodox and the Brahmo and other heterodox
members of our republic. So a rule was passed by the unanimous vote of
the whole ‘House’, that no member should bring any food to the house.. . .
which outraged the feelings of Hindu orthodoxy. It was however clearly
understood that the members of the mess, as a body and even individually,
would not interfere with what any one took outside the house. So we were
free to go and have all sorts of forbidden food either at the Great Eastern
Hotel, which some of us commenced to occasionally patronise later on, or
anywhere else.”

The interesting point in this description is not so much the exaggerated and
obviously romanticized portrayal in miniature of the imagined political form of
the self-governing nation, but rather the repeated use of the institutional terms
of modern European civic and political life (republic, democracy, majority,
unanimity, election, House, Court, and so on) to describe a set of activities that
had to be performed on material utterly incongruous with that civil society. The
question of a ‘compromise’ on the food habits of members is really settled not on
a principle of demarcating the ‘private’ from the ‘public’ but of separating the
domains of the ‘inside’ and the ‘outside’, the inside being a space where
‘unanimity’ had to prevail, while the outside was a realm of individual freedom.
Notwithstanding the ‘unanimous vote of the whole House’, the force that
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determined the unanimity in the inner domain was not the voting procedure
decided upon by individual members coming together in a body but rather the
consensus of a community — institutionally novel (because, after all, the Calcutta
boarding-house was unprecedented in ‘tradition’), internally differentiated, but
nevertheless a community whose claims preceded those of its individual mem-
bers.

But Bipinchandra’s use of the terms of parliamentary procedure to describe
the ‘communitarian’ activities of a boarding-house standing in place of the
nation must not be dismissed as a mere anomaly. His language is indicative of
the very real imbrication of two discourses, and correspondingly of two
domains, of politics. The attempt has been made in recent Indian historiography
to talk of these as the domains of ‘elite’ and ‘subaltern’ politics.® But one of the
important results of this historiographical approach has been precisely the
demonstration that each domain has not only acted in opposition to and as a
limit upon the other but, through this process of struggle, has also shaped the
emergent form of the other. Thus, the presence of populist or communitarian
elements in the liberal constitutional order of the postcolonial state ought not to
be read as a sign of the inauthenticity or disingenuousness of elite politics; it is
rather a recognition in the elite domain of the very real presence of an arena of
subaltern politics over which it must dominate and yet which also had to be
negotiated on its own terms for the purposes of producing consent. On the other
hand, the domain of subaltern politics has increasingly become familiar with,
and even adapted itself to, the institutional forms characteristic of the elite
domain. The point, therefore, is no longer one of simply demarcating and
identifying the two domains in their separateness, which is what was required in
order first to break down the totalizing claims of a nationalist historiography.
Now the task is to trace in their mutually conditioned historicities the specific
forms that have appeared, on the one hand, in the domain defined by the
hegemonic project of nationalist modernity, and on the other, in the numerous
fragmented resistances to that normalizing project.

This is the exercise I wish to carry out. Since the problem will be directly
posed of the limits to the supposed universality of the modern regime of power
and with it of the post-Enlightenment disciplines of knowledge, it might appear
as though the exercise is meant to emphasize once more an ‘Indian’ (or an
‘Oriental’) exceptionalism. In fact, however, the objective of my exercise is
rather more complicated, and considerably more ambitious. It includes not only
an identification of the discursive conditions that make such theories of Indian
exceptionalism possible, but also a demonstration that the alleged exceptions
actually inhere as forcibly suppressed elements even in the supposedly universal
forms of the modern regime of power.

The latter demonstration enables us to make the argument that the uni-
versalist claims of modern Western social philosophy are themselves limited by
the contingencies of global power. In other words, “Western universalism’ no
less than ‘Oriental exceptionalism’ can be shown to be only a particular form of
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a richer, more diverse, and differentiated conceptualization of a new universal
idea. This might allow us the possibility not only to think of new forms of the
modern community, which, as I argue, the nationalist experience in Asia and
Africa has done from its birth, but, much more decisively, to think of new forms
of the modern state.

The project then is to claim for us, the once-colonized, our freedom of
imagination. Claims, we know only too well, can be made only as contestations
in a field of power. Studies will necessarily bear, for each specific disciplinary
field, the imprint of an unresolved contest. To make a claim on behalf of the
fragment is also, not surprisingly, to produce a discourse that is itself fragmen-
tary. It is redundant to make apologies for this.
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