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In 1905, the Bengal Presidency of British India was
partitioned into two sepatrate provinces in the name of
administrative convenience. Bengal, the government
argued, had become too cumbersome to govern effec-
tively as a single unit. But if administration alone was at
stake, Bengali critics of the scheme were quick to reply,
there was no reason why new provinces could not have
been carved out of the large, non—Bengali-speaking
populations of Orissa and Bihar rather than by dividing
Bengal proper. The real motives underlying the govern-
ment’s plan were not difficult to see: firstly, to divide the
troublesome Bengalis of Calcutta from the troublesome
Bengalis of the eastern districts; and secondly, to pro-
mote the interests, and thereby court the favor, of the
large Muslim population of eastern Bengal as a com-
munal counterweight to the overwhelmingly Hindu
“educated middle class” that dominated the lively poli-
tics of the region.! The response to the partition has
entered the historiography of South Asia as the first
major attempt in the history of Indian nationalism at
popular mobilization under the leadership of the new
middle class that had developed under British rule. Led
by a new generation of leaders such as Aurobindo
Ghosh, Bipin Chandra Pal and Brahmabandhab Upad-
hyay, Swadeshi nationalists, calling for a boycott of
British manufactures and the promotion of the nation’s
economic, social and spiritual autonomy, quickly shifted
the focus of their rhetoric from the fact of partition to
a direct struggle against British rule as such. This essay
represents a revisionist attempt to make sense of the
internal ideological rationality that structured this new
nationalist program.

The Historiographical Problem

The historiography of modern South Asia has fun-
damentally failed to develop an adequate framework for
grasping the specifically ideolygical dimensions of colonial
discourse—that is to say, the historically determinate
nature of its truth-claims. There has been, first of all, a
long tradition in both non-Marxist and Marxist histori-
ography that has sought to interpret the emergence of
nationalist discourses in the Indian context as a function

of the competition of social interests. On the non-
Marxist side, the Cambridge school argued that nation-
alist politics emerged from the specific ways in which
ambitions were channeled and shaped through the in-
terconnections of structures of power and governance
at the local, provincial, and all-Indian levels.2 Yet for all
the insights of this literature, a crucial remainder stood
unexplained: namely, the core ideological content of
nationalism itself, “a feeling of national solidarity
against imperialism, an alien political and economic
force that stood against the interests of the population
of the Indian subcontinent as a whole]” a sentiment that
“could not be reduced to a catalogue of rivalries be-
tween Indian and Indian vying for government patron-
age.”? Even within Marxist historiography, it is hardly a
new observation that the actual content of nationalist
ideologies cannot simply be deduced from competing
economic interests in a class society. In a study of the
Swadeshi movement that was seminal to the Gramscian
turn in the scholarship of modern South Asia, Sumit
Sarkar had been forced to conclude thirty years ago that
“economic distress”—for which, I submit, one might as
easily read “economic interests” in the broadest sense—
“could lead to nationalist politics only via the ‘media-
tion” of an ideology.”* Yet Sarkar was able to provide
few meaningful clues as to how the historical availability
of this “ideology” was to be explained if it was not itself
the universalization of some particular social interest.

In contrast to these approaches, an alternative tradi-
tion has instead emphasized the discursive effectivity of
the global, modular replication of certain institutional
and tropological forms—most notably, the nation-state
itself.> From this perspective, colonial discourse is seen
as “derivative,” a kind of non-reflective reiteration of
Western tropes and thematics due to the interpellative
effects of “epistemic violence,” which served to “con-
solidat|e] the self of Europe by obliging the native to
cathect the space of the Other on his home ground.”
From this perspective, the agency undetlying colonial
discourse is located in a Western will-to-power, effec-
tively reducing the native subject to a passive mouth-
piece of a discourse whose constitutive historical foun-
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dations lie elsewhere.” Seen from this perspective, the
question of the categorial logic of colonial discourse
dissolves into Western intellectual history—or, in a
more refined formulation, into the institutionalization of
Western thought as “colonial knowledge.””

Faced with the vacuum of ideological content in the
first approach and the vacuum of native subjectivity in
the latter, one possible resolution was to synthesize the
two—an instinct acted on brilliantly in Partha Chatter-
jee’s well-known work, Nationalist Thought and the Colonial
World. Chatterjee sought to hitch a Gramscian analysis
of the ambitions of an “emergent bourgeoisie” to
“moral-intellectual leadership” over the peasantry (what
he called the “problematic” of colonial nationalist dis-
course) with a structuralist emphasis on the derivative
nature of the epistemic horizons of nationalist truth-
claims (its “thematic”).’ Reading the “problematic”
through the “thematic,” the colonial elite would appear
to have attempted a partial appropriation of the popular
energies of the peasant masses in order to displace the
colonial Master in the name of that Master’s own form
of rationality. Chatterjee’s synthesis brought in epistemic
violence to remedy the vacuity that “sociological deter-
minism and functionalism” ascribed to nationalist ideol-
ogy “by emptying it of all content.”’'? Less successful,
however, was his converse attempt to bring in class to
combat the vacuity of derivative discourse. Even leaving
aside questions about the coherence of the Gramscian
narrative, it is clear that by the end of his book, Western
Reason has triumphed precisely through the success of
nationalism’s passive revolution.!! Ultimately, there still
seemed to be little room for a reflective intellectual
content to colonial discourse beyond the instrumental
considerations of class ambition.

In order to push beyond this impasse, we need an ap-
proach that speaks directly to the practical constitution
of the ideological terrain of Swadeshi nationalism. To
this end, I analyze the categories of Swadeshi national-
ism as fetishistic expressions of the logic of the com-
modity-form. By tying the organizing logic of Swadeshi
ideology to the mediating practices that structure capi-
talist society, I seek to explain Hindu nationalism’s link-
age of an indigenist cultural politics with a “produc-
tionist” vision that grounded rationality in the historical
constitution of subjective freedom through labor. This
linkage in turn constituted the standpoint for a political-
economic critique of British rule, an ethical critique of
commercial and civil society, an idealist critique of mate-
rialism, and a historicist critique of abstraction. From
the critical standpoint adopted in this essay, epistemic
frameworks cannot be treated as separable from the
historical structures of practice in which they are em-
bedded and the “problematics” to which they give rise.
Chatterjee’s acute identification of the “inherent contra-
dictoriness in nationalist thinking” when “it reasons

within a framework of knowledge whose representa-
tional structure corresponds to the very structure of
power nationalist thought secks to repudiate” should
not then be understood as an invitation to #ranscend the
horizons of the global modern in the name of indige-
nous particularity.!? Rather, this must instead be read as
an invitation, or provocation, to zzmanent critigue.

An Alternative Civic Discourse

In the course of public debates over cotton duties
and food-grain exports through the last three decades of
the nineteenth century, the claim that the British state
was the institutional instrument of Manchester had
come to attain the status of a truism in Bengal.!? By the
Swadeshi period, to identify Britain in terms of the Na-
poleonic quip, “a nation of shopkeepers,” or as a blood-
sucking “vampire,” was simply commonplace.'* Sak-
haram Ganesh Deuskat’s Desher katha (About Our Conn-
try), a best-selling Bengali-language popularization of
the Congtess critique of Britain’s exploitation of India’s
wealth, was hailed as a work which it was “as incumbent
a duty of all Bengalis to study as the [Bhagavad] Gita
itself.”’!> The Briton, “the greedy son of a needy house-
hold,” “was a trader in the beginning and he is still a
trader,” his duties as a sovereign having proven unable
to “drive the shopkeeper’s instinct out of |his| brain.”1¢
Belonging to a world that was but “a shop on an enor-
mous scale in which self-interest is the commodity of
trade,” the English rulers took money as the “be-all and
end-all of their life.”17 Selfishness was their “national
characteristic.”!® The “habits, manners and customs” of
their civilization served only to make “the struggle for
existence harder day by day,” creating “newer and newer
artificial wants,” even as, under the “shadow of free
trade,” they “sucked all the substance out of India.”’1?

There was a time when India had been the “Store-
house of the Goddess of Wealth”—before the Eng-
lishman came and converted it into a “bazaar of shop-
keepers.”20 Despite the frequent recurrence of famine as
a result of British rule, there had never been any genu-
ine shortage of food-production in India. Rather, “while
fields of grain stand beside our households, we are dy-
ing in droves for want of food” because, plundered of
its wealth by the British, India had lost the power to
purchase its own sustenance.?! Not only was the price of
rice being pushed up by “the exportation of enormous
quantities of that article,” but cultivators were also re-
placing food-grains with jute, an export-crop, under the
“mistaken” impression that “they derive greater profit
from jute than from paddy, because jute brings them
more ready money than paddy does.”?2 Whereas food-
grains represented a potential source of national wealth,
jute represented only the skewed relation of exvhange
valne under colonial conditions.

The opposition of an indigenous society embodying
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the production of wealth and a superimposed colonial
order representing (venal and exploitative) commercial
exchange had its roots in transformations in the struc-
ture of eastern India’s socio-economic order around the
middle of the nineteenth century. The failure, in the
wake of economic crises in the late 1840s, of collabora-
tive enterprise between European and indigenous capital
dramatically undermined the confidence of Bengali in-
vestors in the commercial world, leading to a general
evacuation of Bengali capital into the safer havens of
landed property, where their rentier investments had
alone stood firm.2> Compounding this were a number of
other factors that together made for an absence of in-
digenous capital from the commercial sector of eastern
India’s economy in the second half of the nineteenth
century unparalleled elsewhere in the subcontinent: the
longer-term process of the displacement of indigenous
commercial interests, closely tied to the East India
Company and its rise to power, by the increasing and
massive inflow of metropolitan capital (intensifying to-
wards the middle of the century); the annihilating power
of the overwhelming concentration of that new com-
mercial investment in and around Calcutta; and the
complex of institutions and social networks that held
together and bolstered the advantage of an increasingly
racially-exclusive European business community in Ben-
gal.?* It is from this period that one can date the clear
bifurcation of eastern India’s colonial economy. The
Calcutta-centered commercial sphere of circulation
would definitively be marked as “white,” against which
was contrasted a neo-traditional agrarian sector in the
hinterlands, producing cash-crops for export, and identi-
fied as quintessentially “native.”’?

In the first half of the nineteenth century, it had
seemed relatively unproblematic to apply the categories
of European political economy to the colonial restruc-
turing of the social order of rural India. A category like
“rent,” for example, functioned in terms of the same
Malthusian or Ricardian “differential” calculations as it
did in the West.2° But in the wake of the deepening bi-
furcation of eastern India’s colonial socio-economic
order, the transpatency of this universalization came
into fundamental question. British policy advocates,
their insecurities further exacerbated in the wake of the
major political upheaval of the 1857 Mutiny (followed
closely by widespread rural unrest in Bengal in 1859-
1860), began to emphasize the perduring differences
between the ruling and ruled races, contrasting the lib-
eral, rational, and commercial attributes of the former
to the irrational, hierarchical, and customary traditions
of the latter.?” It was in this context that Indian “rent”
was increasingly seen to be “not rent at all in a Malthu-
sian sense,” but rather a payment fixed by “custom.”
This put it definitively beyond the rationality of political
economy, for the “principles of political economy apply

only to rents settled by free competition. In the Mofussil
[hinterland] there is no such thing known.”?® This im-
plied the necessity of a new, relativized political econ-
omy that “takes its date and forms its inferences from
the state of society” found in traditional India; for to
assume that competition-rents were “more natural than
customary rents” represented a flawed attempt to “gen-
eralise to the whole wotld from a part of it.”?

Parallel transformations in the terms of social and
political discourse in the Bengali public sphere were also
contemporaneously evident. From the 1870s, the mid-
century liberal discourse of “reform” came under in-
creasing attack from a new generation of proto-
nationalist critics. When early nineteenth-century re-
formists like Rammohun Ray had appealed to the ra-
tionality of individual emancipation to challenge the
legitimacy of certain instituted forms of inequality, their
orthodox opponents had accused them of innovation
and worldliness, but “Westernization” was simply not a
term in the debate But in the second half of the
nineteenth century, it became increasingly difficult to
advocate for liberal social reforms without appearing to
be “Westernized.” Whereas the logic of liberal emanci-
pation was linked to a commercial sphere of circulation
that had come to appear as the essential, constitutive
attribute of “Western” societies, the new voices began
to ground their political and ethical claims in the alleg-
edly immanent rationality of native society.3!

This shift was symbolized above all by an intensified
anxiety about the liminal status of a service class of
Western-educated, high-caste Hindus, thematized
through the ubiquitous stereotype of the effete, ineffec-
tive, verbose, and deracinated “Bengali babu.”32 It had
been precisely by aspiring to become “judges, clerks,
deputies and lawyers,” wrote a pamphleteer in the heat
of the Swadeshi upsurge, that Bengalis had been re-
duced to a “nation of slaves.” In pursuing such service-
professions, the Bengali sacrificed the greater interest of
the country, along with his own independence, by im-
mersing himself utterly in the pursuit of his own “ines-
sential” selfish interests.?® For Aurobindo Ghosh, one of
the most important leaders of the Swadeshi movement,
the weakness of modern Bengal lay precisely in the pre-
dominance of this “new middle class)” who valued
wealth, position, comforts, and luxuries above all else,
and who, having “got some little idea of the machinery
of English politics...are eager to import it along with
cheap Liverpool cloth, shoddy Brummagem wares and
other useful and necessary things which have killed the
fine and genuine textures.”>* As the bastard-children of
British rule, the Indian “bourgeoisie” sought to distin-
guish themselves from their countrymen by aping the
ways of the English, and unreflectively mouthing their
thoughts. “We read of and believed in English economy,
while we lived under Indian conditions, and worshipped
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the free trade that was starving us to death as a nation.
We professed notions of equality, and separated our-
selves from the people, of democracy, and were the ser-
vants of absolutism.” The consummation of this entire
process was the “mendicant,” “un-National” Congress
itself, “which yearly passed resolutions it had no power
to put in practice.”® In other words, the Indian bour-
geoisie was a class that had no ground under its feet—in
“character, ideas, habits and manners, dress, in every-
thing they are altogether unlike those they are professing
to represent...and know nothing of the real wants and
grievances of the country.”3¢ At the very moment that it
made its rarified appeal for justice in the language of
“rights,” this bourgeoisie was reinscribing its depend-
ence on the colonial state as the juridical mediator of
these claims.

The shallowness of babu-liberalism was intimately
tied then to the failure of India’s creative and develop-
mental energies under a regime of colonial exploita-
tion.’7 The awakening of the productive forces of the
nation would provide scope for the fuller exercise of the
range of human capacities than the narrow duties of the
service-professions. To this end, Swadeshists took a vow
not to purchase or use foreign goods, and instead to
support indigenous (“svadesh?’) manufactures even when
they were more expensive.’ For both Congress Moder-
ates and their new critics, it was ultimately in the renewal
of native industry—the very heart of the Swadeshi boy-
cott campaign—that India’s hopes were placed. The
practice of free exchange—and the liberal values that
were underpinned by it¥—needed then to be (at least)
deferred in the name of a protectionism that could es-
tablish a level playing field in the face of the political-
economic structures of British domination. The great
political economists of the Congress—Naoroji, Ranade,
R.C. Dutt—had accepted that economic renewal was a
necessary presupposition for any meaningful political
independence, and questioned the alleged multilateral
benefits of integration into the international system of
free exchange underpinned by British imperial power.
They drew on the writings of the great critic of
Smithian “cosmopolitical economy,” Friedrich List, who
had argued for the necessity of a strong regime of pro-
tectionism to allow peripheral economies like those of
the German states to develop their productive powers
free from the crushing competition of British manu-
factures. Moderates tended to defer the structure of
equal exchange (rather than negate it outright) through
the juxtaposition of “natural” economic development
under conditions of relative equality, and the deforma-
tive influence of the imbalance of political and eco-
nomic power expressed by and exercised through impe-
rial rule.® In this sense, they sought to salvage the liberal
project through the leveling effects of a developmental
economics of protectionism, arguing that “liberty and

freedom could not possibly mean freedom to foreigners
to ruin India’s nascent enterprises through unlimited
competition and that, in fact, in Indian conditions real
liberty would come only through protection and ‘artifi-
cial nourishment,” while Free Trade meant giving pro-
tection to England, the stronger party.”!

The young “Nationalist” or “Extremist” critics of the
Congtess, who had emerged to prominence during the
1890s, drew their economic analysis of colonial rule
wholesale from these same Moderate political-
economists, even as they excoriated their “mendicant”
methods.#2 Extremists, however, were even motre in-
clined to attack the presuppositions of any liberalism
grounded in the global sphere of circulation as funda-
mentally hostile to India’s national interest, and alien to
India’s national genius.*> The old-school liberal opposed
the boycott as contrary to “the motives and de-
sires...that guide men in life” and to “the great eco-
nomic law of supply and demand,” argued Aurobindo;
but they forgot that “no real student of economics, who
must be a student of life, has ever claimed for the pos-
tulates of political economy a binding reference to the
man of the nation struggling forward to an act of self-
sacrifice by a determined effort of the will.”# National-
ists saw the boycott of British goods as just one element
in an overall program of marginalizing the British state
and British capital from India’s national metabolism.
Extremists quickly consigned the partition to secondaty
relevance. The politics of boycott was tied to the neces-
sity of a collective agency to pursue a direct political
confrontation with the British rulers and thereby achieve
India’s purna svaraja—total independence in every aspect
of national life. The “sentiment of unity” could only be
completed by the “practice of unity,” that is, the prac-
tices of the “organic State” that the British had system-
atically suppressed.*> As Brahmabandhab Upadhyay’s
Sandhya explained, “we shall create a new independent
system, which will regulate our education, the protection
of our lives and our properties, our trade and com-
merce, our agriculture, our laws and our courts, our
rents and our dealings.”#¢ Extremists reasoned that none
of the nationalist programs could be realistically
achieved while India remained politically subordinated
to British interests through the machinery of imperial
rule. This made the establishment of an independent
state as a coordinating agent of national activities the
highest priority of all Swadeshi activities.*” Cooperation
and collective power were the keys to awakening India’s
dynamism. “It is impossible to save India from destruc-
tion now by anything except a combination of the entire
Indian people into a great nationality.... A Japanese
gentleman on one occasion being asked what his relig-
ion was, responded that his religion was the religion of
Japan. Similarly henceforth every Indian if similarly
questioned must reply that his religion is the religion of
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India.”4

It was precisely because Bengalis had inverted “the
natural relation between the home and the outside
world” that they had become like “algae in the current,”
swept along by heteronomous forces*  Self-
determination was to be realized not through the pursuit
of worldly things—the regulative principle of worldly
affairs pursued in civil society—but through the renun-
ciation of that desire—the regulative principle both of
capital accumulation and of a “Hindu tradition” recon-
structed through the patrilineal and patriarchal practices
of the Bengali middle class.3 The secret key to Asia’s
imminent rebirth was this ability to “go down to the
roots, this gift of diving down into the depth of self
and drawing out the miraculous power of the Will, this
command over one’s own soul.”> Against the pettiness
of English materialism and “the fighting, the pushing,
the materialistic, I was going to say, the cruel democra-
cies of Europe and America,” the Swadeshi generation
sought to pit an alternative civic discourse that
grounded a protectionist economics in the higher cul-
ture of indigenous social principles wherein democratic
equality was founded not on the free pursuit of individ-
ual interests in civil society, but on “the equality of the
divine nature, the divine possibilities and the divine des-
tiny of every individual being.”> The new freedom was
grounded in a eritique of consumption—and especially of
the consumption of luxuries and foreign goods—in the
name of a political subject who renounced any desire
for the fruits of his activity through the practice of
nishkama karma, the ideal of selfless, desireless action
taught in the Bhagavad Gita (the newly privileged
scripture of neo-Hinduism33). In its overtly political-
economic form, the emphasis on accumulation through
self-sacrificing labor would not only have the more ob-
vious consequence of stemming the flow of money out
of the country that resulted from the purchase of for-
eign commodities, but it was also linked to a theory of
capital accumulation through joint-stock practices that
would combine the small capitals accumulated through
self-restraint into more effective magnitudes of investa-
ble capital available to society. At the ethical level, eman-
cipation was to be conceived on a profoundly different
model from classical liberalism’s grounding in free ex-
change, wherein the pursuit of private interests was
validated so long as it remained regularized in accor-
dance with law and the rights of others. “There is a
wortld of difference between a bania (trader) and a 1e-
dantist (follower of the Vedanta philosophy),” argued the
Navashakti. Nationalists wanted the real substance of
“autonomy, not certain rights; independence, not happi-
ness; emancipation, not self-gratification.”>* By welding
an ethical critique of the (heteronomous) desiring sub-
ject of civil society with a political economy of accu-
mulation through renunciatory practice, Swadeshi na-

tionalists were seeking to elaborate a mode of political
subjectivity adequate to serving a “nation” conceived, as
we shall see, as a productive organism.

Against the debilitating practice of freedom through
exchange in an alien sphere of circulation, Swadeshi
discourse counterposed an alternative political and ethi-
cal imperative: “There is only one way to prevent our
intelligence, our heart, and our sensibility being sold off
on a daily basis for a pittance: we must consciously,
forcefully, dynamically and totally become precisely what
we ourselves are.”>> Whatever the differences of empha-
sis among the new Nationalist voices of Bengal, “they
are united by a common faith and a common spirit; a
common faith in India, not in an Anglicised and trans-
mogrified nation unrecognisable as Indians.”’5 While “a
strong central authority” was necessary to act as “a
means of self-expression and united actions,” its actions
and policies could not be guided by principles external
to the society it was to represent and govern, but rather
would need to be founded on the immanent propensi-
ties of Indian society, in its traditions of man-making
and ethical life.>” “If a nation were an artificial product
that could be made,” Aurobindo explained, “then it
might be possible for one nation to make another. But a
nation cannot be made,—it is an organism which grows
under the principle of life within.”’® To reconnect with
these immanent propensities of the collective life, the
educated people of the land would have to give up imi-
tating the English and “wander about the villages and
pathways in search of that heart of the country,” so as
to reacquaint themselves with the illiterate masses
through “intimate intercourse, sympathy and service.”?
When a “natural bond of unity” had been reestablished
between intellectual and manual labor, “then what the
head will decide the hand will carry out.”¢0

The Discourse of Immanent Monism

The “radical reformer” and “abstract cosmopolitan,”
Bipin Pal explained in 1904, “believes that man is man,
and there exists nothing on earth of any vital value, ex-
cept the individual here below and God above” He
therefore must necessarily regard “all racial differences
and national peculiarities as superstitions and short-
comings, which, in the highest stages of ethical and
spiritual life, are absolutely overcome and obliterated.”¢!
Pal was thinking above all of the reformist and cosmo-
politan tradition that stemmed from Rammohan Ray—a
tradition with which he had himself earlier identified.
Rammohan had been a relentless critic of idol-worship
and Brahmanical priestcraft, that is, of institutions that
mediated the individual’s relationship with God. The
egalitarianism and social reformism so characteristic of
Brahmoism, Rammohuns Hindu-Unitarian religion,
instead aimed to release individuals from these corrupt
agencies and restore their capacity, regardless of caste or
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status, to seek direct knowledge of the Absolute—while
at the same time coming to enjoy worldly prosperity as a
result of their new-found emancipation into civil soci-
ety.2 Pal was thus not wrong in drawing attention to a
social correlate to this kind of theological argument.
“The prevailing and popular social philosophy of the
Brahmo Samaj has so far been more pronounced on the
cosmopolitan than on the national side. As in Brahmo
theology nothing mediates between the individual and
the Universal, so in Brahmo sociology nothing stands, as
a medium of relation or realisation, between individual
man and universal humanity.”63
For Bipin Pal, then, this cosmopolitan reformer of
Brahmo Vedantism was closely related to the subject of
civil society—a figure who could only confront social
structures of institutional authority from a primordially
external standpoint of individual autonomy.®* As a result
of their English education, Bipin Pal complained, many
young Bengalis had gotten caught up in “the contagion
of European rationalism of the last century, and thus
set up [their| individual conscience as the ultimate arbi-
ter of both what is true and what is good.”¢> But this
“individualistic rationalism,” epitomized by the Brahmo
Samaj, “ignored the fact that neither our individual rea-
son nor our individual conscience works by itself but is
practically dependent for its conclusions upon what may
be called the social reason and the social conscience.”%
Against this illusion of isolated individuality, Pal pos-
ited the idea of the organic constitution of society. A
nation is not just one more form of “association,” of
the kind one sees in civil society, wherein individuals
“stand by themselves” even when “moved by a common
impulse.”
In a nation, the individuals composing it stand in an
organic relation to one another and to the whole of
which they are limbs and organs.... Organs find the
fulfillment of their ends, not in themselves but in the
collective life of the organism to which they belong...
An organism is logically prior to the organs. Organs
evolve, organs change, but the organism remains itself
all the same. Individuals are born, individuals die,—
but the Nation liveth for ever.¢’
That all members of society are of a single organic sub-
stance beneath their phenomenal variety is an insight
grounded in what Pal claimed was the fundamental
principle of Hindu thought: the undetlying non-duality of
self and not-self.68
The monistic doctrine had been most famously pos-
tulated in Shankaracarya’s advaita (non-dualistic) Vedan-
tism, which argued that the phenomenal world was a
mere “ilusion” (maya) cloaking a transcendental, un-
changing, and undifferentiated divine reality. This form
of Vedanta had risen to prominence in Calcutta in the
early nineteenth century and had been adopted as the
theological underpinning for Brahmoism’s critique of all

concrete mediations between the individual conscious-
ness and the “pure consciousness” of the abstract God-
head as forms of worldly attachment grounded in illu-
sion. But a somewhat different understanding of
Vedantism could also be taken to underpin the meta-
physics of shakti (power). The “mataran” or “Mother”
in the ubiquitous Swadeshi war-cry, “bande mataram’”
(“Hail to the Mother”) was the “adya shakti bbagabati)
the goddess who embodied the primordial substance
that constitutes, shapes, and moves the phenomenal
world. While Shiva represented the masculine principle
of the godhead’s transcendent and eternally unchanging
aspect, his female consort represented the active quality
of the godhead’s powers. So whereas Shankaracarya’s
disciples argued that the multiplicity of the phenomenal
world—including individual selfhood—was a false
ovetlay to the indivisible, indescribable, and undifferen-
tiated substance of the pure consciousness of the God-
head, the Tantric tradition of shaksi worship, which
dominated the religious life of Bengal’s upper castes,
instead posited the necessity of approaching the god-
head’s unity from within the phenomenal world, which, it
held, was more than just illusion. In the best-known
Bengali defense of Tantric theology against Brahmo
reformism, the pundit Siva Candra Vidyarnava Bhatta-
carya explained in the 1890s that:
Despite the essential truth of the monistic principle,
its comprehension by all is an impossibility in this
dualistic phenomenal Samsara [flux of worldly at-
tachments].... The Tantra Sastra does not, there-
fore, at the outset ignore this visible, palpable dual-
istic world. As, to ascend a precipice, one must
advance slowly, stepping on the earth itself, so also,
in order to realise monistic truth, one must progress
slowly through the dualistic world.... When direct
knowledge of the truth of Sakti is gained, the Sad-
haka [one striving for spiritual realization] will per-
ceive that the entire Samsara is nothing but the
wealth of the Sakti of Visvesvari [the World-
Goddess].%
In Bengal’s shakta tradition, maya was not, then, simply
false as such; rather, its “illusoriness” lay specifically in
its tendency to obscure the spiritual substance that per-
meated its phenomenal multiplicity. The devotee who
was able to separate himself from attachment to materi-
ality was able in turn to recognize the flux of existence
as the embodiment, rather than the negation, of the un-
derlying monistic unity of the divine consciousness.”
Not only was such a monism compatible with devotion
to embodied deities, as a practice mediating the ap-
proach to the absolute, but it was specifically the female
representations of the godhead that were the primary
object of worship.
Nationalists adopted this precolonial figure of the
Mother to represent and embody the collective power of
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the Indian nation, not as an assemblage of individuals in
civil society, but as an organism logically prior to that
assemblage.”’ Denying their base instincts and worldly
desires, devotees would be able to re-appropriate their
bodily selves and worldly environments as modalities of
shakti, spiritual substance. Subjective freedom would
thus lie not in the negation of the mediating authority
of Brahmans and idols (the negative freedom of Brah-
moism and of civil society), but in the use of concrete
mediations to see beyond the material particularity of
the phenomenal world to its reality as the embodiment
of divine spirit. The social fabric of indigenous society
was understood as a uniform substance in this shakta
understanding of Vedanta, an authentic reality that sub-
sumed the apparently isolated individual of civil society,
whose apperception of social disembeddedness was the
result of a failure to pierce the veil of waya, the diversity
and ephemerality of shak#s form of appearance that
causes individuals to experience themselves as separate
nodes of consciousness rather than moments of one
indivisible godhead. The capacity to harness both world
forces and the nation’s own immanent power, this rheto-
ric argued, presupposed the capacity to see beyond the
fractiousness of private interests to the underlying unity
of an organic substance that pervaded the phenomenal
world of the social. While classically tied to the philo-
sophical problematic of the relationship of the phe-
nomenally particular and ephemeral to universal es-
sence, Jshakti was thus being appropriated in the
Swadeshi era as a foundational category of an indijgenist,
idealist sociology that attempted to grasp the substance of
national society beyond the commercial, contractual,
and associational forms of civil society; that is, to grasp
the nature of abstraction in modern society.

Adherents of Vaishnavism—the worship of Krishna
and Radha that was the other great current of Bengali
Hinduism—were contemporaneously developing strik-
ingly similar formulations. The theology of Bengali
Vaishnavism had posited as homologous the relation-
ship between God and the devotee and the relationship
between God and his own “powers” (a homology sym-
bolized above all by Radha, both Krishna’s lover and his
shakti). Yet this tradition had long understood itself as
critical of Shankaracatrya, because it held that God and
his powers were 7ot identical despite the commonality of
their substance. By positing a relationship of acintyabbed-
abbeda  (inconceivable difference-and-non-difference)
between devotee and deity, Vaishnavism claimed to sub-
sume advaita Vedanta’s critique of the appearance of
phenomenal multiplicity, but without negating the reality
of the phenomenal as a self-differentiated moment of
the divine.”

The important late—nineteenth-century guru, Bijoyk-
rishna Gosvami, had, after a youthful conversion to
Brahmoism, gradually drifted back to his Vaishnavite

roots until he left the Brahmo fold entirely in 1886.73
His disciples would include four of the most prominent
Swadeshi leaders, including Bipin Pal. To Pal, engaged in
a self-conscious struggle over his guru’s legacy, the im-
portance of Bijoykrishna lay in his recovery of Bengali
Vaishnavism’s immanent rationality through the re-
emphasis of an allegedly monistic substratum to its
thought: “I myself heard from his own lips that no one
could understand the message of Sree Chaitanya Maha-
prabhu [the mediaeval founder of Bengali Vaishnavism]
who had not acquired a knowledge of Brahman [the
Absolute].”’ He thus extracted an immanent monism
trom the acintyabbedabbeda doctrine: “Every object is a
thought of God—materialised; every man is the Spirit
of God—incarnated. So is every nation the manifesta-
tion and revelation of a Divine Ideal.”””® Vaishnavite
devotional practices were privileged vehicles for the
sublimation of all human relations and affections into a
spiritual connection with God, leading to a vision of
“the Spiritual Being manifested in or as Man.”7¢ Pal was
thus adopting the Vaishnavite idiom to elaborate an in-
digenous idealism capable of articulating a unified but
differentiated rational substance of the social against the
principle of “competition,” which, “economic or oth-
erwise, was a sin against God and man.”7’

The Social Logic of Idealism
Both Shaktism and Vaishnavism were being adopted
as the bases of an immanent monism. These theological
alternatives to abstract monism did not, of course, have
to be invented in the late nineteenth century: they drew
upon the rich theologico-philosophical tradition of »ish-
ishtadyaita (qualified monism). But to get from the or-
thodox reaction of Rammohun’s contemporary critics
to the idealist sociology of the Swadeshi era did demand
more than a debate internal to Hindu tradition. It is
hard to understand how we otherwise might derive the
rational unfolding of the Idea in history, which both
Aurobindo and Bipin Pal expounded as the heart of the
national ideal, from the conception of the phenomenal
world as the fluctuating form of appearance of shak#.7®
It is therefore hardly surprising to find this Swadeshi-
era reconstruction of Hindu idealism being mediated by
themes drawn unmistakably from German idealism. In
fact, Pal could make it sound as if Hinduism was virtu-
ally Hegelianism avant la lettre.
[A]s in higher Christian thought and philosophy the
ideal of humanity has grown around the conception
of Logos, even so in higher Hinduism the ideal of
humanity has grown around the conception of
Narayana. Narayana is the Indweller, severally in indi-
vidual souls, and collectively He is also the Soul, so to
say, of the whole human race. And this dual concep-
tion of Narayana as manifested in human units and
constituting the basal unity and continuity of individ-
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ual life and consciousness, and as eternally revealing

and realising itself—to use Hegelian terminology—in

and through the progressive evolution of the collec-

tive life and consciousness of the human race, lends a

much deeper significance to the Hindu’s conception

of humanity than is found anywhere outside the very
highest level of Christian idealism. But the underlying

monistic or pantheistic ideas of Hinduism have lent a

strength to the Hindu ideal of humanity both in its

individual and collective aspects, which, owing to its

essential dualistic emphasis, Christianity has not been

able to impart to it in either of these aspects.”
The fact that Vedantism was being rearticulated with
Hegelian insights in mind should not really strike us as
surprising, given Hinduism’s longstanding positioning by
German philosophers and Indologists as the primitive
ancestor of modern idealism; the ascendancy of philo-
sophical idealism in Britain at the end of the nineteenth
and beginning of the twentieth centuries; and the ex-
plicitly Hegelian allegiance of Brajendranath Seal, one of
the most influential and prominent philosophers in
Bengal at the time.8 But just as the internal logic of
Hindu theology cannot explain the development of this
new Hindu idealism at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, nor can this appeal to German philosophical con-
cepts stand in as a sufficient cause—for intellectual
lineages will not do to explain the plausibility of particu-
lar conceptual frameworks in particular historical con-
texts.

That Hindu idealism was being understood in
Swadeshi discourse as a preeminently socia/ category
particularly marked it as profoundly modern, despite the
archaic sources of its idiom. The declaration of Swami
Vivekananda (one of the immediate ideological precur-
sors of Swadeshi thought) that social work was the
highest path to self-realization represented a crucial
break even from his own guru, Ramakrishna, who had
been deeply suspicious of “philanthropy” as a form of
wortldly attachment. “Dare you say that you have the
power to do good to othersr” Ramakrishna had repri-
manded Bankimchandra Chatterjee. “Those who want
to build hospitals and dispensaries and are satisfied with
that, are also good people, but they are of a different
grade. The real devotee seeks nothing but God.”s! The
intense, sensual immediacy of the relationship between
man and God—a relationship that mediated the Tantric
relationship between man and the phenomenal world
(understood as shakt), and even the relationship be-
tween man and man—was interrupted by Vivekananda’s
interposition of the category of society which, in medi-
ating the relationship between men, could also stand in
as the medium of one’s devotion to God.

The individual’s life is in the life of the whole, the in-

dividual’s happiness is in the happiness of the whole;

apart from the whole, the individual’s existence is in-

conceivable;—this is an eternal truth, and is the bed-
rock on which the eternal is built. To move slowly to-
wards the infinite whole, bearing a constant feeling of
intense sympathy and sameness with it, being happy
with its happiness and being distressed in its affliction,
is the individual’s sole duty.... This is the law of Na-
ture; and who can throw dust in her ever-watchful
eyes? None can hoodwink society and deceive it for
any length of time. However much there may have ac-
cumulated heaps of refuse and mud on the surface of
society,—still, at the bottom of those heaps the life-
breath of society is ever to be found pulsating with
the vibrations of universal love and self-denying com-
passion for all.8?
“Society” has become an embodiment of the universal
rather than, as it had been for Ramakrishna, an instance
of phenomenal form that exercised a strong pull away
from the immediate striving to see God.

The newness of this re-conception of Hindu idealism
as a social discourse is marked not least by the absence
of any term in Sanskrit that would adequately denote
the modern concept of “society” that lay at the heart of
both Vivekananda’s and the Swadeshists’ concerns. As
Daya Krishna has suggested,

This is perhaps because what we call society today was

not a natural unit, but an artificial, logical construction

from existing groups for which there were a myriad of
names. The terms varna, jati, kula, sangha, sreni, gana,
puga, vrat, naigam, sammba, parisad, carana found in the

Smrti literature of India refer to actually existing and

functioning organizations which deal with familial,

commercial, civic, craft and administrative functions.

The idea of something overarching all of these and

interrelating them was indicated by such concepts as

loka, parampara, dharma vyavabara (in the sense of law)

and rajya.%3
If, then, classical Indian thought tended to see “society”
as a scale of specific social institutions and functions
structured in relation to a transcendental cosmic order,
the concept of “society” in the modern wotld seems to
represent something more fundamental and, as Krishna
puts it, “natural” than this cumulative scale of forms.
But what?

Marx suggested an answer in Capital3* Individuals in
modern capitalist society, he argued, tend to produce
primarily in order to acquire the products of others.
(From this perspective, a “subsistence peasantry” that
“subsists” by cultivating cash-crops is very different
from a “subsistence peasantry” that “subsists” on its
own product.) But the relationship between individuals
in the sphere of circulation is one that takes the practi-
cal form of “a social relation between the products of
labour,” that is, in the relative exchange values of those
products. Commodities, in so far as they are universally
exchangeable, embody a certain za/ue which can be
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measured in relation to any other commodity in terms
of a single, homogenous substance—abstract human la-
bor—which is constituted by the practice of production
for exchange, but which is indifferent to the concrete
specificities both of the labor that produced the prod-
uct, and of the product itself (its “use value”). But while
what fundamentally mediates the relationship between
the individual and other individuals with whom the
products of labor are exchanged is /abor, it appears to be
a function of the relative values inhering in the objects
themselves. The commodity-form thus “reflects the
social relation of the producers to the sum total of la-
bour as a social relation between objects, a relation
which exists apart from and outside the producers.”’s5
The socially mediating function of labor, in other
words, does not appear transparently as labor, but as a
value-property that regulates the exchange of the prod-
uct of labor. Exchange relations between individuals,
therefore, are always mediated by abstract labor, that is
to say, by the totality of value-producing labor. This
regulative, mediating function of labor thus appears to
stand outside of the individuals who exchange their
product, despite the fact that abstract labor is itself
continuously reconstituted by the generalized practice of
exchange. Juxtaposed then to the individuals who, as we
have already argued, appear to stand disembedded from
external social determinations precisely through the act
of exchange in the sphere of circulation, is the homo-
geneous, abstract substance that becomes the social
ether in which those individuals operate and through
which their relationships with each other are, at the
most fundamental level, regulated. It is this abstract me-
diation that is reified as society. Modern “society” is not
then to be understood primarily as a cumulative scale of
institutions and arrangements; for in capitalist society, it
is labor itself, in the guise of a relationship between ob-
jects, that forms the most fundamental mediation be-
tween individual and individual—and abstract labor, that
historically peculiar quality of labor under capital, which
therefore constitutes the substance of the social whole.
From this critical-Marxian perspective, “society” cannot
simply be assumed as a foundational category for social-
scientific analysis. Rather, it becomes a category which
itself is grounded in the structures of practice constitu-
tive of, and constituted by, a capitalist social formation.s¢
The class-interest analyses that have dominated the
critical histotiography of modern Bengal have com-
monly interpreted the political turn to religious idioms
in the Swadeshi era as the compound result of, on the
one hand, an incomplete modernization on the part of
the educated middle class themselves, and, on the other,
their manipulation of popular religious icons to mobi-
lize a mass political base in the context of a pre-modern
society.8” Yet, while it was an openly avowed aim of the
new nationalist program to appeal to the masses

through religion, the interest-based instrumentalism of
this kind of analysis still gets us no closer to under-
standing the sincerity with which the nationalist leader-
ship appeared to pursue their agenda as a genuine ethi-
cal imperative in their own personal lives—visible, for
example, in Aurobindo’ own transformation after the
subsidence of the Swadeshi movement into the re-
nowned yogi of Pondicherry. We need, then, to ground
the nigh-universal turn to the idiom of Vedantic ideal-
ism in something more fundamental than the instru-
mental convenience of class interest.

The younger Marx had undertaken a critique that had
famously sought to turn Hegelian idealism “on its
head,” by showing that the subject of historical process
was not the Idea, but rather the concrete, alienated
worker laboring under conditions of bourgeois private
property.8¢ As Moishe Postone has argued, however,
Marx’s mature critique of Hegelian idealism was of a
fundamentally different nature from this more familiar
mode of ideological critique. In capitalist society, labor’s
peculiar role as a socially mediating activity necessarily
relates each instance of concrete labor to the totality of
social labor functioning as abstract human labor. While
Marx’s later critique still attempted to ground abstract
categories in real social practices, it also recognized that
abstract human labor was a structure of social practice
that had no specific concrete subject (classically, the
proletariat). In other words, the “identical subject-
object” of history was not any specific cass, but rather,
as Hegel had suggested precisely through the language
of idealism, the abstract Subject of a historical process
that did not directly depend on the volition of individ-
ual agents for the reproduction of its constitutive prac-
tices—but was not distinct and separate from those in-
dividual agents either (since it was continually
reconstituted by their labor). Marx’s mature “material-
ism” did not mean reducing the abstract to an obfusca-
tion or legitimation of concrete social relations and
agents. Rather, it meant grounding this (real) abstraction
in historically-specific structures of mediating practice.
The “rational core” of Hegel’s philosophy was in fact its
idealistic apprehension of the abstractness of the Subject
of modern history, even as it misrecognized that Subject
as transhistorical Spirit.%

Swadeshi discourse, I suggest, articulated this very
same idealist insight into the nature of social mediation
when it set Vedantism on its dialogical relationship with
Hegelianism. “[B]ehind the best work lies a quiet supet-
consciousness—knowledge that the work itself is not
the great thing but the spirit that speaks in it,” explained
Aurobindo in 1909. “Nationality will be the synthesis of
all righteous forms of effort.” By juxtaposing the
deeper truth and spiritual primacy (saffva) of the total
social organism to the maya (llusion) and famasa (dark-
ness and inertness—the quality of maya that obfuscates
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its real spiritual substratum) of both the culture of civil
society and the “inessential” selfish interests that struc-
tured it, Swadeshi discourse was struggling to develop
an indigenous philosophical language with which to
grasp the nature of the social, as something more fun-
damental and abstract than a mere assemblage of indi-
viduals or scale of institutional forms.”!

The Nation as a Critique of Exchange

For Nationalists, however, it was not simply an oppo-
sition of individual and society that was at stake, for the
generality of the category “society” does not quite cap-
ture the concrete specificity of the nation-form which,
they insisted, constituted its natural organic unit, and
therefore the proper subject of the aspiration to histori-
cal and political self-realization.”? “God is one, and Hu-
manity is also one,” Bipin Pal acknowledged. “But, at
the same time, as the Divine Unity is not an undifferen-
tiated but a self-differentiated Unity, even so the unity of
the human race is also a unity which exists in and real-
ises itself through endless varieties—some personal and
individualistic and some national and collectivistic.”3
The spatial structure undetlying Indian national dis-
course can be grounded non-functionalistically in the
contradictions of the process of infrastructural integra-
tion that took place in the second half of the nineteenth
century. The rapid extension of infrastructures of
transportation and communication in the post-Mutiny
era—part and parcel of the attempt to lock the subcon-
tinent into the dual role of producer of primary goods
for export on the one hand and consumer of British
manufactures on the other—more tightly articulated
Indian practices of production and consumption with
the world-market, yet simultaneously constituted a more
integrated economic space within the subcontinent. It
was this bounded social and economic space that was
articulated through the categories of “nation” and “na-
tional economy,” and against which the international
structure of imperial domination and exchange was
counterposed.”

This bounded national space was, however, also the
category through which Swadeshi nationalism sought to
negate the heteronomous realm of civil society where
“ImJen in their ordinary utilitarian course of life do not
feel called upon to serve any one except themselves”
and each individual “is propelled by the inertia of his
own individual needs.”> Alongside a process of the spa-
tial differentiation of (in principle) formally equivalent
national entities, there was also a process of gualitative
differentiation between the imperial and national scales
of polity. For nationalists, British rule represented a su-
perimposed, parasitical and unnatural global structure of
exchange relations. The nation represented a #atural unit
of productive activity and the genuine substance of wealth.
In an explicitly economic sense, this distinction is not

difficult to see: the ubiquitous juxtaposition of fertile
tields of grain and recurrent famine, of natural wealth
and financial poverty, of the hard work of India’s
masses and their lack of remuneration, precisely articu-
lated the contradictions between productive forces and
exchange relations, between a potentially autarchic na-
tional economy and a superimposed global market, be-
tween the nation and the imperium.

Bengal lost her independence not when the English

acquired political power in the country, but

only...when her people began to depend on foreign-
ers for such necessaries of life as food and clothing.

And any country which depends upon a foreign

country for food or clothing or any other article of

domestic use is a subject country. In this sense, for

England also loss of independence has begun.%
Nationalists therefore proposed, in Aurobindo’s formu-
lation, “to establish a popular government which may be
relied upon to foster and protect Indian commerce and
Indian industry conducted by Indian capital and em-
ploying Indian labour.”*7 Only thus could the sphere of
circulation be rationally subordinated to the productive
propensities of the nation. The organic relationship
between capital and labor would be overtly grounded in
the common substance that constituted both, so that the
expansion and accumulation of capital would become
the foundation of the growth and development of the
nation rather than, as under imperial rule, the cause of
its impoverishment and degeneration.

Less obviously, yet perhaps more fundamentally still,
the nationalist critique of the absorption of the Bengali
middle class in the professional and clerical sectors was
itself undertaken from the perspective of a philosophy
of practice which saw the expansion of human powers
taking place through the exercise of those powers.”8 The
nation, argued Aurobindo, required a state, not just to
defend it from external attack and internal disorder, but
to create the “proper conditions which will give free play
for the development of its activities and capacities—
physical, moral, intellectual.” Unlike the individual, the
nation could not afford to specialize, but needed a
many-sided development of all “these functions of the
organism” in order to remain fit “for the struggle for
lifeNo government, therefore, can really be good for a

nation or serve the purposes of national life and de-

velopment which does not give full scope for the de-
velopment of all the national activities, capacities and
energies. Foreign rule is unnatural and fatal to a na-
tion precisely because it throws itself upon these ac-
tivities and capacities and crushes them down in the
interests of its own continued existence.”
National renewal would thus have to rely heavily on a
system of pedagogy that would redress the one-sided
development of the national character through a com-
prehensive program of intellectual, moral, spiritual, and
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physical culture deeply grounded in indigenous tradi-
tions.1 Through the free functioning of a national life
underpinned simultaneously by a renewed ethic of re-
nunciation and by an organic and independent state,
man was to be given the opportunity to “adjust the
physical environments in a manner favourable to the
expansion of his soul” and thereby “bring forth its la-
tent energy.”19! Both the nation and freedom were, in
the end, categories of collective practices of self- and
world-constitution—that is to say, in Hegelian terms,
subjective freedom realized through practices of objecti-
fication.102

The Historical Nation

A critique of the isolated individual of civil society
the “abstract cosmopolitan” who views the
particularities of national history from the debilitating
petspective of an illusory “outside” to time and
place!®>—was thus being undertaken in the name of a
subject who through his practical activity shared a
common substance both with his fellow men and with a
physical environment inscribed by the nation’s collective
history. As Vivekananda had put it, “All the actions that
we see in the wotld, all the movement in human society,
all the works that we have around us, are simply the
display of thought, the manifestation of the will of
man.... [T]his will is caused by character, and character
is manufactured by Karma” where “Karma,” it was
noted, should be understood “in its widest sense” of
“work” or activity in general.!% Through practical
activity, explained another philosopher of the Swadeshi
era, humanity would pass through the three conditions
of spirituality: “(a) recognition of matter, (b) co-
ordination of matter and (c) conquest and conversion of
matter.” Matter was thus reduced from “an alien order
to be obeyed and borne with” to “a submissive vehicle
of life’s expression,” as a very Hegelian “Spirit”
reappropriated “its own echo, reflex, eject.”’105

The nation, as the collective embodiment of both
living and objectified labor, was not “a mere word, a
mete abstraction, a mete idea,” explained Bipin Pal. “It is
something very tangible, something very concrete. It is
both word and thought, both an idea and its symbol and
manifestation,—z7 is both abstract and concrete”’1% Conse-
quently, the basis of the new politics, rather than being
“evolved out of the head” of the individual reformer
from purely abstract precepts, would have to “be sought
for in the past history and evolution of the nation it-
self,” where the process and logic of the successive con-
crete manifestations of the “regulative idea” of the na-
tion could be seen unfolding. “A right understanding of
the meaning and purpose of Indian history” is, there-
fore, the “primary duty of every nation-builder in mod-
ern India.... Patriotism that does not feed upon history
is like religion that rejects the help of the scriptures—
rootless, fanciful, unreal.””107

otless, fanciful, unreal.”107

Swadeshi nationalism’s “nation” was, as I have sug-
gested above, the reified embodiment of the abstract-
ness that inhered in concrete laboring activity. If the
nation was thus the negation of the homogeneous
empty time of a civil society inhabited by atomized in-
dividuals pursuing their own personal ends, history was
the specific mode of temporality in which the collective
substance of the nation had been constituted though
the concrete process of objectification through labor.108
The alien quality of abstract labor—that is to say, its ap-
pearance as a form of social mediation external to the
individual subject and embodied in the act of exchange
in the sphere of circulation—was substantialized in the
colonial context in terms of a Western propensity to
pursue materialistic ends in a spirit of utilitarian indi-
vidualism. The impersonal structure of civil society was
thus understood to be an expression of a foreign rule
that cloaked mercantile interests in the regularities of
the rule of law. The overthrow of foreign rule would
not just remove an oppressive regime as such. More
fundamentally, it would negate abstract mediation in the
sphere of circulation in the name of a concrete collec-
tive subject that constituted itself through the idealized
process of concrete labor. The nation would cease to be
the servant of (foreign) capital, and become instead the
historical embodiment of capital’s constitutive activity
and substance. The culmination of this process of the
realization of subjective freedom was, in the view of
most Swadeshists, the development of modern industry
in the hands of indigenous capital (“to the almost com-
plete exclusion of interests purely commercial”).10?

By secking to ground the new politics in the imma-
nent propensities and latent dynamics of the nation,
Swadeshi nationalism imagined the possibility of hitch-
ing political autonomy and national development to the
dynamic temporal dimension of capital. At the same
time, by resuming their organic connection with a nation
whose immanent potential for rationality resided in its
productive propensities, nationalists saw themselves as
negating the heteronomous forces that structured their
“babu” existence in civil society. By reintegrating them-
selves as the political center and intellectual “head” with
the social “body,” they would draw together the scat-
tered energies of the nation into a coordinated organism
actively pursuing the dynamic logic of development in-
scribed in its history of practical constitution. The In-
dian nation could claim such an autonomous dynamic
development because the temporality of capital was
projected back into the pre-colonial history of the na-
tion, in its social practices and its systems of thought,
even in its (Aryan) “racial” constitution.

Against the historical particularity of modern prac-
tices of free exchange (what Vivekananda called the age
of the Vaishya) was posited the historical universality of
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the laboring subject. Such a subject did not negate the par-
ticularity of national history and indigenous society in
the name of cosmopolitan individuality. Yet nor did it
have to negate the universally human, for universality
inhered (as abstract labor) in the concrete history of
labor that constituted particularity. Whereas the emanci-
patory rationality of exchange in the sphere of circula-
tion constituted only the negative freedom of an individ-
ual unobstructedly pursuing his own interests in a realm
of necessity that seemed to confront him as an external
means to his own ends, Swadeshi envisaged a form of
positive freedom whereby the rationality of the abstract-
universal was to be approached through concrete prac-
tices that simultaneously constituted the ethical self, and
the capacity of that ethical self to command nature to
its own spiritual ends. The individual’s cultivation of
worldly agency and ethico-spiritual development thus re-
integrated him into the dynamic, concrete temporal di-
mension of “history,” the unfolding process of the na-
tion collective subjective appropriation of the envi-
ronment to its own spiritual nature. The subjective
freedom that had been achieved through man’s progres-
sive self-liberation from subjection to nature would
from this standpoint represent a simultaneous process
of universalization and particularization—the first be-
cause concrete labor embodied the substance of ab-
stract labor; the latter because, as activity that definition-
ally always took concrete forms, concrete labor always
embodied the abstract bistorically in specific ways and in
specific environments. As Satishchandra Mukherjee put
it, the “spirit of universalism, the very breath of all pro-
gress upwards, is not inconsistent with, but is highly co-
operant towards a special study of systems of thought
and belief which is equally necessary to a special evolu-
tion of each individual spirit. Each race, therefore,
should cultivate this double line of progress.”110

India’s “spiritual” predisposition was, then, precisely
its privilege. Hindu social institutions—the hierarchies
of caste and the patriarchal family, the guru-disciple re-
lationship, and even the observance of idol worship—
were to be understood neither as utilitarian instruments
for the regulation of relations between atomized indi-
viduals pursuing selfish ends, nor as arbitrary and op-
pressive forms of authority to be negated in the name
of the cosmopolitan subject of reform. Rather, in their
proper place and time, they became instances of the
concrete historical realization of the abstract—the me-
diating institutional forms that tied the individual to the
nation’s collective history of objectification.!'! Whereas
the “West is full of interest in phenomena,” Hindu soci-
ety had been engaged for thousands of years in gather-
ing the “collective strength of society” through the
genius of its social institutions, a form of strength far
superior to mere force of arms—a dormant force that
“permeates our life in every aspect of it” and has merely

awaited awakening.!'? This was the basis of India’s abil-
ity to “go to the roots” and “draw out the miraculous
power of the Will” with which its new nationalism, “the
politics of the twentieth century,” would combat a
rootlessly alien and spiritlessly materialistic foreign re-
gime.!3 In this sense, the “movement of which the first
outbreak was political, will end in a spiritual consumma-
tion,” as Asia teaches Europe how to overcome the
shallowness of its social and political imagination and
thereby attain an ethical collective life.!"* Once again,
India was to be the world’s guru.

Swadeshi nationalism was, then, much more than a
strategic inversion of an Orientalist thematic or the re-
cuperation of a subaltern realm of consciousness.!!
Such intellectual genealogies may be in an immediate
sense accurate, but they can tell us very little about why
any specific ideological paradigm should have been
compelling to any particular subject in any particular
historical context. This essay has instead argued that the
plausibility of Swadeshi ideology for Bengalis of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was grounded
fundamentally neither in interest nor in Western intel-
lectual authority nor in indigenous tradition, but rather
in a one-sided critique of the circulatory dimensions of
capitalist society from the standpoint of its production-
ist logic.
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