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Abstract 

The study of Indian Nationalism its origin and features is a very vast area. The approaches 

and explanations of the origin of Indian Nationalism are so varied and complex in character. In 

this study some seminal approaches are studied so that some understanding of the thought process 

of the writers could be understood. The key words used are Approaches, the romantic school, 

historical materialism, the educated class and group competition. 

Michael Foucault (1991) states that history has been an endless process of interpretation by 

the historian. By giving his version of social reality he uses his imagination and also tools such as 

analysis, assumptions, models and styles. And these have become a part of the historian‟s 

experience. The approaches to Indian Nationalism taken for study are  

1. Annie Besant and the Romantic school 

2. ManabendraNath Roy and the perspective of the Historical Materialism 

3. B.T. Mccully and the theory of the educated class 

4. Anil Seal and the theory of group competition  

Annie Besant and the Romantic school 

Besant outlines her views on nationalism in her book “How India Wrought for Freedom” 

(1915). According to her the national consciousness or patriotism is not a modern or a recent 

thought, but it is deeply embedded in the Indian psyche, whose origins can be traced in the early 

Aryan civilization.  This civilization laid strong foundation for the development of tradition, 

legends, songs and also religious practices of the day. This created a strong foundation for Indian 

Nationalism states Besant. She further states that education has also altered and strengthened the 

Indian nation building spirit. 

Besant‟s views reflect the Romantic school of thought which the Theosophical Society set 

to popularize. She further says that Indian civilization was an ancient one and the so called 

European advancement in the field of science, politics, religion and ideologies were not unknown 

to India.  But her approach fails to recognize the distinction between ethno-centricism and 
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Nationalism. Her approach fails to recognize the formation of Nation-states but instills a sense of 

national pride for people under colonial rule. 

ManabendraNath Roy and the perspective of the Historical Materialism 

ManabendraNath RoyapproachedIndian Nationalism through Marxian eyes. He was an 

ardent follower of Indian Communist Movement in the 1920‟s. In his book entitled “India in 

Transition” (1922) he views Indian Nationalism, working on two lines of thought. One is to 

extricate from the foreign domination and the other to revamp the old institutions to suit the 

changing needs. These developments ushered in the major socio-economic change in the Indian 

context and paved the way for the struggle for Independence. He negated the approach of the 

Romantic school of thought and stated that during the process of economic development, the 

bourgeoisie as a class wanted to be a prime player in the governing of the nation. He reasons out 

that the feudal elements aligned with the British. The introduction of education did bring about 

major changes and saw the emergence of intellectuals. He extensively quotes examples from 

Indian history. 

Roy‟ extensively uses Marxist theory of history to explain Indian Nationalism. Like Marx, 

Roy also theorizes that the economic interests determine other areas of the society such as 

religion, politics art and the rest. But other scholars disagree with Roy and question the basis of 

Indian Nationalism being reduced to a mere class struggle. 

B.T. Mccully and the theory of the educated class 

Mccully‟s research findings on the origin of Indian Nationalism was published in a 

monograph called „English Education and the origins of Indian Nationalism‟ (1940). Mccully 

cannot claim any connection with the movement but states that the English education acted as a 

catalyst and brought about the zeal and the resurgence of nationalism in India. For him the concept 

of nationalism was alien to India and the first generation of English educated Indians participated 

in the freedom movement. These freedom fighters saw that they need to hone the skills in order to 

be employed in different spheres of activities. At the cultural and social level too many battles 

were fought by the newly English educated Indians. 

Like Roy, Mccully sees nationalism as a new phenomenon in the Indian freedom struggle. 

He never confuses nationalism with ethno-centricism and the traditional resistance movements 

like the Mutiny or Revolt of 1857. But he overlooks the economic factors in the making of a 

nation and national spirit. His arguments never elaborate the role of the group of the English 

educated class in the Indian society. 
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Anil Seal and the theory of group competition 

Anil Seal‟s work „The Emergence of Indian Nationalism: Competition and Collaboration 

in the late Nineteenth Century‟ (1968) offers a new perspective that is the role of the western 

educated class and their active participation in the freedom struggle. The surveys conducted by 

Seal shows that the people of the higher castes were first to receive western education. He further 

says the gap between the Raj and the educated class widened as the educated class entry into 

administrative services was limited. Unevenness in the spread of education gave rise to intra-

group rivalry.  Seal never considers the role of the Congress Party at all. 

Seal shares his view with Roy‟ and Mccully‟ on the role of educated classes. Seal never 

recognizes the role of castes and the role of economic factors in the Indian Freedom Struggle. For 

him the educated class came from the dominant caste and they wanted to claim power to preserve 

the feudal elements in it. Seal never recognizes the role of common people in Indian freedom 

struggle. 

Conclusion 

The study of the approaches to Indian Nationalism by the freedom fighters and writer has 

been very sketchy. But some seminal points of commonality could have seen such as the role of 

English educated class, the economic factors and the rest. Since the major source of study is 

history we need to harness the subaltern resources such as transgressed or marginalized literature 

as opposed to literatures written in the dominant pre-colonial idiom in the post colonial context. 
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