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Vinayak Damodar Savarkar (1883–1966) was an intellectual, ideologue, and anticolonial 
nationalist leader in India’s struggle for independence from British colonial rule, one whose 
anti-Muslim writings exploited India’s tensions in pursuit of Hindu majority rule. Savarkar 
and the Making of Hindutva is the first comprehensive intellectual history of one of the 
most contentious political thinkers of the twentieth century.

Janaki Bakhle examines the full range of Savarkar’s voluminous writings in his native 
language of Marathi, from political and historical works to poetry, essays, and speeches. 
She reveals the complexities in the various positions he took as a champion of the 

beleaguered Hindu community, an 
anticaste progressive, an erudite if 
polemical historian, a pioneering 
advocate for women’s dignity, 
and a patriotic poet. This critical 
examination of Savarkar’s thought 
shows that Hindutva is as much 
about the aesthetic experiences that 
have been attached to the idea of 
India itself as it is a militant political 
program that has targeted the Muslim 
community in pursuit of power in 
postcolonial India.

By bringing to light the many legends 
surrounding Savarkar, Bakhle shows 
how this figure from a provincial 
locality in colonial India rose to world-
historical importance. Savarkar and 
the Making of Hindutva also uncovers 
the vast hagiographic literature that 
has kept alive the myth of Savarkar 
as a uniquely brave, brilliant, and 
learned revolutionary leader of the 
Hindu nation.
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This introductory chapter provides a background of 
Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, an Indian revolutionary 

nationalist who believed uncompromisingly that 
armed struggle was the only way for India to free herself from British colonial 
rule. He is one of the most important figures associated with right-wing 
Hindu nationalism. Born in Bhagura, his early life seemed to lead naturally to 
revolutionary nationalism. Savarkar never doubted that he was a legendary leader 
of global significance, and his hubris served him well in crafting for himself a near 
mythological persona for posterity. He did so through his writings, which ranged 
across the genres of history, biography, historical novels, and Marathi poetry. 
Always under surveillance, Savarkar threw himself into the political conversations 
about caste, minorities, and the nation with other nationalists inside and outside 
Maharashtra. The chapter then considers two especially important moments in the 
history of nationalism, and around Gandhi's canonical role in that history, that offer 
a sharp portrait of Savarkar's developing nationalist thought and persona. The first 
has to do with Gandhi and his nonviolent movement, while the second moment 
concerns the Khilafat movement.

This chapter discusses the role of the 
British colonial surveillance system 

in Vinayak Damodar Savarkar's ascent to 
political prominence. The background 
of this story begins in 1857, when British 
concern about an international Islamic 
conspiracy first began to overtly surface 

in police documents. British surveillance of anticolonial agitators began soon after 
the suppression of the 1857 Rebellion, when the colonial government completely 
reorganized the Indian police force. Initially, ordinary Muslims bore the brunt of 
surveillance, as police documents reveal—a process that continued through the 
Indian Khilafat movement and beyond. While the British police were especially 
worried about Muslims making extraterritorial alliances with Turkey or Afghanistan, 
they were also concerned that Hindu nationalists might join the Islamic conspiracy. 
Savarkar and his two brothers were clearly identified as revolutionary “terrorists” 
and were surveilled from an early age. Yet the British police in India not only 
released him from prison but refrained from arresting him again when he 
continually violated the terms on which his release was based. The chapter argues 
that, a time when fears of global Islam were enhanced, Savarkar became a useful 
mouthpiece for the colonial government. In effect, Savarkar ventriloquized the 
colonial British fear of Muslims and did so eloquently, passionately, and constantly, 
focusing over and again on Muslims and Gandhi.

This chapter focuses on the “Muslim 
question” and looks at Vinayak 

Damodar Savarkar's anti-Muslim writings. It 
shows that, for Savarkar, there were few to 
no “good” Muslims—that he saw Muslims 
in the language of race as genetically 
and characterologically untrustworthy, 

incapable of being true patriots of India. The demands of the Khilafatists proved 
for him that all Muslims were part of an international conspiracy to steal Hindu 
sovereignty. In fact, Khilafat meant a great deal to the Muslim community in India 
in large part because it revealed the community's deep feelings of insecurity about 
its place in the post-British India being imagined around them. While Gandhi 
recognized the affective hold of the idea of Khilafat and supported the movement, 
Savarkar was not only aghast at the idea of Muslim loyalty to a political idea based 
outside India but also at the role Gandhi played in fanning what in his view were 
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anti-nationalist flames.

This chapter examines how Vinayak Damodar Savarkar viewed caste. If he was reactionary and 
xenophobic about Muslims, on caste Savarkar articulated a progressive and at times aggressive 

reformist agenda. This allows his supporters to argue that, since his anticasteism was often couched 
in angry and deprecatory language, he criticized Hindu and Muslim communities equally, the former 
for its casteism, and the latter for its fanaticism. Savarkar's stance on caste was unquestionably 
radical. It was aimed, however, solely at the orthodox Hindu community and voiced from within it, 

using its own dearly held sacred literature to demonstrate the absurdity and illogicality of caste division. Savarkar was unwilling 
to concede leadership to anyone, so his caste reform was as much a Brahmin-led effort as it was securely anchored in his own 
upper-caste community. Ultimately, Savarkar's challenge to caste and untouchability was primarily motivated by his desire 
to rebuild a lost Hindu sovereignty, while keeping Muslims—whom he imagined as always seeking to convert Hindus—from 
capitalizing on disaffected lower-caste Hindus or Dalits. 

This chapter evaluates Vinayak Damodar Savarkar's poetry in two parts. It begins by surveying 
a small representative sample of his poetry, published and unpublished, translated and 

untranslated, well-known in his native Maharashtra and obscure. The chapter then looks at 
Savarkar's recasting of one of the most beloved of Marathi ballads, from a genre called povāḍā. The 
genre itself is performative, didactic, historical, and elegiac, and the chapter examines how Savarkar 
nationalizes (and Brahminizes) one of the region's best-known and well-loved povāḍās, making it 

not just a local myth, but potentially a national one that resonates with the ideal Hindu nation he is building. Where the original 
by a bard named Tulshidas stars Chhatrapati Shivaji's general Tanaji Malusare, Savarkar's version emphasizes the ruler. While 
this could seem like simple poetic license rather than structural shift, the chapter argues that it indexes a larger transformation 
in which Savarkar releases his poems into the sacralized milieu of an emerging middle-class Marathi community and gave the 
beginning of Maratha power in the subcontinent a Brahminic gloss and a continuous history. 

This chapter juxtaposes four of Vinayak Damodar Savarkar's representative historical 
works with those of the historical writings of one of his contemporaries, the eminent 

historian Tryambak Shankar Shejwalkar. It shows how Savarkar hijacked the writing of 
history as memory work, even as other historians in his native region were trying to ensure 
that historical writing was rooted in disciplinary rigor and the careful use of primary-source 
evidence. He wrote his four major works in 1909, 1922, 1925, and 1965–66, the last just before 

he died. The first, on the Rebellion of 1857, was written when he was a student in London; the second, Essentials of Hindutva, was 
published just after his return to India from the Andaman Islands; the third, Hindu-Pad-Padashahi, was written from Shirgaon; 
and the last, Six Glorious Epochs, from Mumbai. Despite consigning all of Indian history to memory (work), Savarkar repeatedly 
invoked the importance of history. The books were both calls for and examples of his argument that historical writing should 
serve the needs of agitprop; in each of them, he positioned himself as the model historian for others to follow. 

This chapter assesses how Vinayak Damodar Savarkar and others have used the story of his 
life, looking at selections from three examples of this continuous Marathi memorialization. 

The first is Savarkar's biography—Life of Barrister Savarkar (1926)—and his memoirs, which 
spell out the core narrative of his life and function almost as a template-gospel. The second 
is a sampling of authorized biographies, beginning with Sadashiv Rajaram Ranade (1924) and 
followed by R. G. Bhope (1938), M. S. Gokhale (1940), and S. L. Karandikar (1943). Meanwhile, the 
third set of works can be called the darśana-dakṣiṇā (witness-homage) literature. These are 

books that are linked to the biographies, but they offer a humanization of the remote myth of Savarkar with an authorizing gloss. 
All this literature is central in spreading the secular gospel of Savarkar, who remains widely known within Maharashtra in large 
measure because of this literature. Even today, commemorative biographies of Savarkar continue to be written. 

This concluding chapter explores the legacy of Vinayak Damodar Savarkar. Outside of Maharashtra, 
Savarkar had seemed to fade into obscurity after Gandhi's assassination, even as his writings remained 

a steady influence on the anti-Nehru/Gandhi right wing. However, Savarkar was resurrected locally and 
nationally in the 1990s, and his vision has roared back into such prominence that one wonders if he really was ever that obscure a 
figure. Narendra Modi, Prime Minister of India since 2014 and leader of the Bharatiya Janata Party, claims that Savarkar is his muse, 
his greatest influence, his guiding star. As Hindu fundamentalism began to assert its political power in India, Savarkar began to 
eclipse Gandhi and Nehru as the most influential nationalist thinker for modern India, the touchstone for rising nationalist pride 
in Hinduism and the growing rejection both of secularism and the place of Muslims as a respected minority.
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P R A I S E  F O R  T H E  B O O K 
Outstanding. Savarkar emerges in these pages as a celebrated poet and playwright, a histo-

rian, a reformist critic of caste, and a bearer of visceral antipathy toward Muslims. Importantly, 
Bakhle helps us see the deeply different sensibilities that separate English-language scholarship 
on modern India from publications in the regional languages. A brilliant and enduring achieve-
ment, this book is essential reading for anyone interested in the intellectual history of Hindutva. 

—DIPESH CHAKRABARTY, University of Chicago

The strength of this book is its incisive analysis of Savarkar’s voluminous literary writings in 
Marathi. Bakhle gives us a coherent account of Savarkar’s rationalism, hatred for Muslims, and 

anticaste campaigns, and thereby explains why he is such a revered figure in Maharashtra even 
among those who do not subscribe to his politics. 
—PARTHA CHATTERJEE, Columbia University

In a remarkable achievement, Janaki Bakhle has written the definitive study of Savarkar and 
the making of Hindu nationalism. Revealing the complex intellectual debates from which the 
man and his ideas emerged, she has provided us with the most important piece missing from 

the story of modern India. 
—FAISAL DEVJI, University of Oxford

A monumental achievement. With dazzling scholarship and prose that moves along with a 
propulsive power, Bakhle provides the best intellectual account we have of Savarkar’s imagina-

tive universe. I expect every page of this book to be widely read and scrutinized in political and 
literary circles. 

—PRATAP BHANU MEHTA, Princeton University
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