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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

HISTORY, IDENTITY POLITICS AND SECURITIZATION: RELIGION'S ROLE IN
THE ESTABLISHMENT OF INDIAN-ISRAELI DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS AND

FUTURE PROSPECTS FOR COOPERATION

by
Michael Mclean Bender
Florida International University, 2016
Miami, Florida

Professor Mohiaddin Mesbahi, Major Professor

This dissertation aims to provide an understanding of the historical and
contemporary dynamics of India’s foreign policy towards Israel within the context of
religious identity from 1947 to 2015. A historical analysis of the relationship between
India and Israel exhibits the ways that religious identity has served as a primary factor
impeding as well as facilitating relations between the two nations.

The analysis was done within the context of the historical Hindu-Muslim
relationship in India and how the legacy of this relationship, in India’s effort to maintain
positive relations with the Arab-Muslim world, worked to inhibit relations with Israel
prior to normalization in 1992. However, the five years leading up to normalization, and
thereafter, the dynamic is reversed with this legacy playing an increasingly progressive
role in India-1srael relations via the social construction of shared meanings and identities
between India’s Hindu majority with Israel’s Jewish majority. Social construction of
shared meanings and identities are based, in part, within an historical/modern-day context

of conflict with a minority, religious Other (Islam), and through bridges of connection



based in other historical, cultural, social, and religious areas. Formal interviews, archival
primary-source analysis of government documents, and secondary-source review were
methods employed in the evaluation of the role of religion in India’s foreign policy
towards Israel.

In conclusion, this dissertation demonstrates the normative and functional effects
that religious identities have played, and continue to play, in determining India’s foreign
policy towards Israel given the fundamental role religious identity has historically played
in the structuring of social perceptions, interactions and worldviews within Indian society

up and through the present-day.
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INTRODUCTION

“Relations between Israel and India tend to grow stronger when tensions
between New Delhi and Islamabad rise, or when India experiences a
rightward shift in anti-Muslim public opinion or in leadership” (Pfeffer,
2008).

The above quotation was taken from an article in an Israeli newspaper written in
the days following the violent terror attacks in Mumbai in late November 2008. The
attacks targeted several public buildings around the city, two of which were the Taj
Mahal Palace & Tower hotel and the Nariman House Jewish community center in the
city’s downtown?. These deadly acts were carried out by a Pakistani-based,
fundamentalist Islamic jihadi group known as Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT). LeT’s targeting of
a Jewish establishment as a part of a major terrorist attack within India worked to send a
violent message to their dually perceived enemies of the Indian state and the Hindu world
on one hand, and Israel and the Jewish community on the other.

The quotation further implies that this sort of violence, experienced by both
societies with great frequency over the last few decades, highlights a more encompassing
narrative and a deeper pattern of behavior. This is a narrative implicitly defined by
identity and ultimately determined by threats to security. Indeed, Israel and India
currently enjoy a very warm, albeit low-key, diplomatic relationship with one another,
but to what extent, if at all, does the opening quotation be explain the primary motivating

factor in the Indian-Israeli relationship since normalization? Has the history of conflict

! This series of attacks lasted 3+ days and killed 164 people across several areas of the city. Other targeted
areas of this attack included the Cama and Albless hospital, the Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus railway
station, the Metro Cinema, the Leopold Café, and the Oberoi-Trident Hotel. (“Mumbai terror attacks”,
2015)



through the modern day with neighboring Islamic nations, which Israel and India have in
common, been a foundation for growth of friendly ties? Can this foundation be seen to
include deeper religion-based cultural ties and affinity? Will this historical commonality
continue to provide a base of stability for a friendly and progressive relationship,
characterized by a greater frequency of cooperative measures, between the two nations
for the foreseeable future? Conversely, prior to normalization what role did religiously-
based national or cultural identity play, directly or indirectly, in preventing normalization
of relations between India and Israel from the time of Israeli independence? Do the over-
arching, religiously-based national or cultural identities of the primary parties involved in
these historical conflicts operate in a normative and/or functional capacity with regard to
a presumed role in the historical Indian-Israeli relationship?

In this dissertation | aim to provide a greater understanding of the historical and
contemporary dynamics of India’s foreign policy towards Israel within the context of: 1)
The role of identity regarding its religious majority of Hinduism and its largest religious
minority of Islam; 2) the role of the religious identity in maintaining positive relations
with the Arab-Muslim world and the resulting negative relations with Israel prior to
normalization; and 3) the progressive role religious identity has played/can play via
shared meanings and identities of Israeli Jews with India’s Hindu majority post-
normalization. Shared meanings and identities are based, in part, within a modern-day
historical context of conflict with a minority, religious “Other” (i.e. the Indo-Pak conflict
as ‘Hinduism v. Islam’ and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as ‘Judaism v. Islam’), a
dynamic that refers to both nations only since their near simultaneous independence in

the late 1940s. | will examine the Indian-Israeli relationship with regard to similarities in



the development and history of each respective nation-state, each of which are
highlighted by the shared experience of Partition movements that have come to be
defined by the existence of a narrative of conflict with an Islamic “Other”. This research
seeks to address three main questions concerning the historical nature and potential future
of the Indian-Israeli relationship that combine to form the thesis of this work. First, what
has been the functional and/or normative role of religion-based national and cultural
identity (Hindu, Jewish and Islamic) in the history and establishment of Indian-Israeli
state-to-state relations? Second, since normalization, how crucial has identity been in
reinforcing the burgeoning strategic/security relationship that exists today and also in
reifying the importance of factors of religion-based cultural or national identity? This
question is evaluated in the context of political and strategic developments, enveloped in
a nature of religion-based nationalism, that have taken place in India and Israel over the
last twenty years. It also considers the strong religious element present in both countries’
contemporary concerns of cross-border terrorism by Islamic radicals originating in
neighboring states. Finally, since normalization, to what extent are the religion-based
national and cultural identities of (Hindu) India at the sub-state level (religious leaders,
business elite, etc.) internalized and work to propagate the same dynamic that | argue
exists to a relevant degree at the state level (e.g. “Hindu’ nation vs ‘Islamic’ nation),
ultimately resulting in a reinforcement of this state-level dynamic?

Throughout my analysis of this topic, the use of several different, but interrelated,
terms will be used in reference to the “identity” of both India and Israel. References,
categorizations, and descriptions of identity in this case will include the frequent use of

the terms “culture”, “religion”, “nationalism” and combinations of the three. The



interchangeable nature of the manner in which I use these terms throughout this writing
comes with solid conviction and a legitimate explanation. An understanding of this
explanation relates directly to recognizing Hinduism and Judaism as both traditionally
being non-universal religions of “orthopraxy” or, put another way, “lived” religions. As
“lived” religions, these traditions come to include several identifiable characteristics
considered to be of a religious nature and action which would fall outside the standard
Western understanding of what is and what is not a part of religion. This includes, but is
not limited to, ideas of nationhood and ethnicity bound by a sacred language/land, strict
dietary regulations, extensive systems of law and jurisprudence, and frameworks for
social organization to name a few. A detailed explanation of orthopraxy as it relates to
Hinduism and Judaism, and the significance this explanation has as a foundation in
understanding of my overall argument, will be presented in chapter two. In short, if their
classification as orthopraxic religious traditions is considered, Hinduism and Judaism
cannot be compartmentalized as other institutionalized religions or religious practices
would be according the standard Western understanding of what is and is not religious in
nature.

It is also very important to make clear that the argument | will be making
regarding the role of religious identity and the Islamic “Other” is particular to the Indian-
Israeli case and their relationship with one another and not to either country’s identity as
a whole. While my argument may be applicable to India’s and/or Israel’s relations with
other states, this is not the claim | will be making nor addressing. As Desch notes,
“Cultural theories that may not be amenable to generalization across cases might still lead

to generalization within cases across time. In other words, they may not offer general



theories of all states” behavior but may suggest theories of a particular state’s foreign
policy behavior over time” (1998, p. 155). Desch’s point is directly applicable to this
work and my argument presented here regarding India’s foreign policy behavior towards
Israel.

It is also significant to note that the Hindu nationalism | describe is a broadly
construed, politicized version of what traditional Western scholarship identifies as the
Hindu religion. Furthermore, its role in the Indian-Israeli relationship that | argue for is
but one construction of the Hindu identity in India among many. As such, it is not a
representative view of all 948+ million Hindus in India nor of India’s approximately
260+ million non-Hindu citizens, a majority of whom (approximately 170+ million) are
in fact Muslims. (Ghosh & Singh, 2015)?

The primary theme or assertion of my argument is that religious identity and
concerns related to religious identity have historically had, and continue to have,
legitimate effects on the status of the Indian-Israeli relationship. This argument, however,
is not one of exclusive causality vis-a-vis the historical non-relations and eventual
normalization between India and Israel. The non-relations and the process of
normalization were ultimately the result of several important ideational, domestic, and
systemic factors at play at various times throughout the historical period in question. In
this respect, my goal is not to demonstrate the absolute role of religious identity as the
sole causal mechanism responsible for the historical circumstance in question. Rather, the

goal is to highlight religion-based national and cultural identity in the case of India and

2 The cited article denotes numerical values, in part, through the use of the term ‘crore’. Note that 1 crore is
equal to a sum of 10,000,000 units.



Israel as one of the most critical factors responsible for determining the status of relations
between these two countries and is an effort at demonstrating and encouraging critical
thought on the impact of identity on state-to-state relations and foreign policy as a whole.
Finally, and perhaps most critically, I would like to point out my awareness of the
other dynamics involved in the conversation assessing the Indian-Israeli relationship,
specifically with regard to historical Hindu violence against those perceived to be non-
Hindus. Anti-Muslim violence exemplified in the 1992 Babri Masjid incident and the
2002 Gujarat riots, as well as violence against Christians across India, and particularly in
the state of Orissa since 1999, are but just a few of the unjustifiable acts of violence
committed by Hindu factions in India against non-Hindus over the last few decades.
Although some of these incidents will be mentioned at times throughout the course of my
dissertation, they are not the focal point of this study. For the sake of this research, | am
focusing on the Hindu-Jewish/Indian-Israeli dynamic as described previously. The
arguments | make regarding this topic are not intended to ignore, down-play or otherwise
justify other dynamics related to my argument, especially those dealing with violence
committed in the name of Hindu identity or Hindu Nationalism against Muslims,

Christians or others.

Chapter Outline

The chapters of my dissertation will be set up in the following manner with six
chapters in total. Chapter 1 contains an introduction to the topic being researched as well
as my thesis statement and the aims of my research. Included here are an outline of all

chapters that will follow as well as a description of what this research contributes to the



field and the scholarship on this subject. Chapter 2 includes an explanation of key terms
and concepts, the literature review and both my theoretical and analytical framework and
method sections. The literature review will include the works most relevant to my study
from the following fields and sub-fields: the history of Hindu-Jewish relations, identity in
Indian-Israeli relations, and the politics of identity as analyzed in the field of International
Relations. The theory and method sections of this chapter are key for understanding and
framing the rest of the discussion and the arguments that | put forth regarding the role of
identity in the historical Indian-Israeli relationship.

Chapter 3 details the historical beginnings and trajectory of three key nationalist
movements based in religion up until the approximately the middle of the 20" century,
including: 1) the development, evolution and role of Hindu Nationalist ideology, and
what would eventually become the Hindu Right, in India’s domestic political realm; 2)
the onset of Muslim nationalism in India, the establishment of the All India Muslim
League and the eventual creation of the world’s first Muslim national state of Pakistan;
and 3) the concurrent rise of Israel through the Jewish nationalist (i.e. Zionist) movement
which began in the 19th century and culminating in the establishment of the state of
Israel in 1948. The histories of these religiously-based political movements are
chronicled in order to explain what | later argue to initially be a primary source of
conflict between India-Israel and, later, a source of progression and normalization
between the two countries through the recognition of one another’s “shared” identity and
historical experience.

Finally, religion’s role in India’s relations with Israel from pre-Partition to the eve

of normalization (approximately 1980) will be analyzed as well. This analysis is done



within a framework that shows how religious identity negatively affected the
normalization process, ultimately institutionalizing a view of Israel that would prevent
the establishment of relations throughout the time frame under review.

Chapter 4 begins by looking at a brief comparative analysis of the histories of
conflict with domestic and external Muslim factions or nations that both India and Israel
have experienced. The respective histories of each nation as modern-states in this regard,
will work to create a comparative historical and normative context within which my
argument for the role of identity can be understood. This is followed by a thorough
analysis of the decade immediately preceding the normalization of relations between
India and Israel where the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) made their initial rise to
relevancy in parliament. In contrast to the previous chapter, | argue here for factors of
religion-based national and cultural identity being facilitators of India’s relations with
Israel, rather than an obstacle to them. It is the identity of the Hindu Right, combined
with its unprecedented rise to political prominence during this decade, which | argue is
absolutely critical to the “why” and the “when” of the establishment of relations. Chapter
5 looks at relations since normalization took place in 1992. It highlights the evolution of
Indo-Israeli security cooperation and its status as the linchpin of relations today, while
also maintaining how this cooperation emanates from notions of religion-based identity.
This chapter will also detail alternate bridges of the Indian-Israeli relationship including
trade, tourism, technology exchange and agriculture and the role identity has in
underpinning these relationships. Chapter 6 will be the final chapter and will include
conclusions found in my research, research challenges and competing explanations, as

well as future prospects for Indian-Israeli relations.



Research Contribution

There is a clear lacuna in the literature concerning the role of identity in the
Indian-Israeli relationship, concerning both state and non-state actors. Additionally, there
also exists little focused scholarship on how religion-based national and cultural identity
functions generally in each of these country’s international state-to-state relations as well
as how non-state actors from these countries interact with other actors at the international
level. In this regard, this research is highly original and will be a novel contribution to the
extensive field of identity politics, the sizable regional sub-fields of South Asian and
Middle Eastern Studies, and the narrowly focused area of Indian-Israeli relations in
particular.

My contribution will fill this deficit in the small but increasingly important
literature on Indian-Israeli relations, specifically with regard to their official state-to-state
interaction and how non-state factions affect the perception and role of each state’s
religion-based national and cultural identity in this interaction. The inclusion of, and
focus on, the role of non-state actors in the Indian-Israeli also will contribute to the
literature on the effect of bottom to top interaction and influence in state-society relations
and what this means for state-to-state interaction. The context and aim of my research is
not only highly original but becomes seemingly indispensable when considering current
events and emerging patterns in the contemporary international system. My research is
also relevant to the current debate and development taking place in the field of
international relations when considering three global developments in particular: identity

conflict, the rise of non-state actors as a threat to state security, and globalization.



The increase and frequency of identity-based or identity-involved conflict
worldwide is difficult to argue against, especially in the third-world, developing countries
and most recently, parts of Russia and the former Soviet Union. Identity here is a term
inclusive of any category used by groups as a primary mechanism for differentiating
themselves from the “Other” such as ethnicity, religion, nationality, etc. Furthermore, it is
a feature which I believe requires sufficient attention to be given to it in order to gain a
comprehensive understanding of today’s international conflicts and relationships. In
addition to the regions that include India and Israel, one can observe several examples of
conflict which bring questions about identity to the forefront including ethnic wars
throughout sub-Saharan Africa, sectarian violence between Sunni and Shia across the
Islamic world, ethno-nationalist conflict in Eastern Europe and ethno-religious strife in
the Caucasus to name just a few.

Religiously-motivated violence and conflict is an area of particular concern at the
time of this writing, with several regions of the globe under varying degrees of threat
from conflict of a religious nature or based in religious ideology. The imminence of such
religiously associated conflict is reflected most notably in examples such as the fallout of
the Arab Spring, highlighted by Syria’s brutal civil war, and the subsequent rise of the
radical Islamic “State”, the 2014 election of Hindu nationalists as a majority in the state
parliament, including the position of prime minister, in India the world’s largest
democracy, and Russia’s resurgent support of the country’s Christian Orthodoxy under
the Putin regime as a means of reconstituting a nostalgic grand narrative of Russian

dominance and empire.
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The rise of the non-state actor as a serious or primary state security threat began
to make headway in the early 1990’s with the fall of the Soviet Union and the end of the
Cold War. The spike in ethnic-based conflict in Africa, the Balkans and parts of Asia
during this time period, coupled with a steady increase in the occurrence of terrorism in
various parts of the globe, gave reason for a potential shift in the focus of a state’s
security concerns to the realm of non-state actors. This potential shift was catapulted to
the forefront of global security concerns almost overnight due to 9/11 and the USA’s
reconfiguration of the global security narrative defined by the new “global war on terror”.
Fifteen years and two major US-led wars in the Islamic-world and thousands of incidents
of terror across the globe later, the concerns implied by this narrative still remain at the
forefront of the perceived state security concerns of countries worldwide. In the absence
of confirmatory statistics from a research group like SIPRI3, few other countries in the
world experience more cross-border terrorism than India and Israel. The state security
concerns that they prioritize, | would argue, reflect not only a major linchpin in their
cooperation with one another currently, but also the continued relevance and critical
importance of the increasing role of the non-state actor as it relates to state security
concerns.

Globalization has ostensibly contributed to the rise in the frequency of identity-
based/identity-involved conflict. It is also a trend that is highlighted by characteristics
highly visible in the Indian-Israeli relationship including technology development and

exchange, increased economic cooperation and a thriving of the travel and tourism sector.

3 Stockholm International Peace Research Institute

11



Globalization is undoubtedly, and faster than ever before, bringing into contact
individuals and groups who historically have had little or no interaction with one another.
As the world becomes a “smaller” place, one result has been for groups to reaffirm
particular identities in the face of the encroaching “Other” which subsequently leads to
conflict of varying degrees.

Conversely, globalization can also be a force for cooperation and constructive
development. It is a process that has been greatly facilitated recently by the development
of internet technology, the advent of widespread social-media, and the existence of rapid,
global transit, all of which contribute to an environment of expanding communication
and exchange of ideas. These developments as well as others have played a major role in
the interaction between Indian and Israeli societies at every level, generating awareness
of the “shared” identity factor, and positively contributing to the growth of the Indian-

Israeli relationship as it stands today.
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LITERATURE REVIEW AND EXPLANATION OF CONCEPTS, THEORY AND METHOD

My review of existing writings relevant to this research topic will be organized
into three general bodies of literature. The first will survey the rich but relatively compact
body of scholarship on Hindu-Jewish relations from ancient times to the modern-day. |
focus here particularly on the historical Jewish experience in a predominately Hindu
Indian society. A look at Hindu-Jewish relations significantly aids in creating a context
for understanding the historical relationship between the indigenous and predominant
cultures within both Indian and Israeli society and how they interact on the international
stage. These are cultures that, | argue, underpin how these identities function in Indian-
Israeli relations as well as underpinning the religious and nationalist identities at the
center of my inquiries.

Next, | review the more established literature on identity politics. The notion of
identity that | prioritize in this research is characterized by a cultural hybrid cultural and
religious inclusive of conflated ideas of religion, ethnicity, and culture, the effects of
which currently manifest themselves most notably through the Indian-Israeli security
dynamic. Further, 1 will argue that this provides a base for engagement and a variety of
interactions between Indian and Israeli societies, from the state or government level down
to the individual as described in my theory section.

Lastly, I will review the minimal literature that exists on the role of identity in
Indian-Israeli relations, primary of which are the works of P.R. Kumaraswamy and
Nicolas Blarel. Several volumes and articles have been written on India and Israel,

especially since normalization in 1992, but scholarship focusing on the causal or

13



normative effect regarding factors of religio-nationalist/cultural identity in the
relationship is an area that is greatly lacking. Although several authors give varying
degrees of attention to this subject matter in their writings on the Indian-Israeli

relationship, an extensive inquiry into the topic is yet to be done.

Hindu-Jewish History

Hindu-Jewish relations have existed for centuries and the history of this
relationship provides fitting examples of why the groups continue to have genuinely
friendly relations. The Hindus and the Jews are not strangers to one another with contact
between the two groups possibly reaching as far back as one thousand BCE as the
Hebrew Bible indicates by its description of trade between Solomon’s kingdom and
India. (Katz, 1999, p. 13) Nathan Katz suggests the plausibility of India’s earliest Jewish
community in what is today’s Cochin, Kerala dating back to the years shortly after the
destruction of Jerusalem’s Second Temple in 70CE. (2000, p. 30)

Looking at the medieval period, Malekandathil describes extensive trade and
commerce network that the Jews of Kerala were involved in. He notes the importance of
Jews as a mercantile group who successfully integrated themselves into Hindu society
and bolstered their economic status through matrimonial arrangements and firm family
ties. (2007, p. 7) Chakravarti echoes this assessment in his discussion of the evolution of
Indo-Judaic contact and trade from the first to the twelfth centuries of the Common Era.
(2007, p. 24-38)

A history of the Hindu-Jewish relationship in the modern period is chronicled by

Katz who, in addition to describing the pre-modern origins of the Jewish settlement in
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Kerala, describes the history and practice of the two other major Jewish communities in
Indian history: the Bene Israel of Bombay and the Baghdadi Jews of Bombay and
Calcutta. (2000) The earliest Western descriptions of the Bene Israel note how they
became low-caste oil pressers, scattered along India’s Konkan coast in the modern-day
state of Maharastra, eventually reaching numbers of 50,000 at one point. Their origin in
India is a topic of high debate, however. Despite claims of reference to the Bene Israel by
Maimonides at the turn of the thirteenth century, and a pseudo-history that attaches the
Bene Israel to the legend of the ten lost tribes of Israel, the time of their arrival in India
has not been determined. (2000, p. 92-93)

The Jews of Arab and Persian descent, who would come to be identified as
Baghdadis, established a community in Surat by the mid-eighteenth century. By means of
commercial and entrepreneurial enterprise these Jews quickly spread to India’s major
port cities like Bombay and, by 1798, eventually established the first Baghdadi
community in Calcutta. (Katz, 2000, 128-130) Joan Roland’s extensive research on the
Jews of India gives a narrative of all three of the previously mentioned Jewish
communities in India, particularly the Baghdadis. Roland highlights the arrival of many
Baghdadis to India due to increasing persecution in their countries of origin as well as the
rise of the great Sassoon family whose success as merchants, beginning in 1833 and
lasting until the early twentieth century, is one of the most well-known in modern India
history. (1998, p. 15-19)

Since the establishment of Israel in 1948 and a consequent trend of immigration
there, India’s relatively small, thriving Jewish community has become a shell of its

former self. Bombay still maintains the largest population of Jews in India, and is said to
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have as many as five thousand. As for the rest of India, small numbers of Jews are
scattered in places like Delhi and Calcutta, where a few dozen can be found, and in
Cochin, where only a single-digit remnant of Jews remains in India’s most ancient Jewish
community.

The Jewish experience in India described by religious and societal freedom, and
absence of persecution, has greatly informed the Hindu-Jewish encounter of the modern
day by providing an inviting context within which a sound dialogue has been created. As
Bender (2014) details, in 2007 and 2008 the world saw the first Hindu-Jewish Summits in
Delhi and Jerusalem. This brought together leadership factions from each religion headed
by the Chief Rabbinate of Israel representing the Jews, and the Hindu Dharma Acharya
Sabha representing the Hindus. Included among the major breakthroughs at these
dialogue sessions were: 1) the Jewish acceptance of Hindu self-definition as monotheists;
2) the mutual recognition of both traditions as orthopraxic, non-proselytizing religions
threatened by Islamic and Christian conversion efforts, secularism and the terrorism of
religious extremism: and 3) the misrepresentation and distortion of sacred history and
symbols, most notably the ‘swastika’. (Bender, 2014) The dialogues are viewed as having
been a highly successful enterprise for understanding and growth between the two
religions and the societies which they inherently dominate and reflect. As Rabbi
Abraham Benjamin, India’s only current rabbi, stated at the first Summit in Delhi, “We
[the Jews] were never in fear of observing any of our customs, or losing our traditional
ways. We never faced persecution. This is what India has given to the Jewish

community” (Benjamin, 2007).
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Politics of Identity

Theoretically, the study of the politics of identity finds its place under the
umbrella of Constructivism and proposes a way to understand religion, ethnicity,
nationalism and other types of inter-subjective groupings. (Hopf, 1998) Wendt (1992)
emphasizes how the identity and interests of states are socially constructed within and
between each other. Hopf (1998, p. 193) also draws attention to the notion of differences
of identity within states, pointing out that the state is not one, but various different actors
as far as international relations and politics are concerned, with states behaving
differently towards one another based on the identities of or within each. While I do not
necessarily agree with Hopf’s conclusion that we should “expect different patterns of
behavior across groups of states with different identities and interests”, this basic
assertion regarding various actors operating within states holds great relevance to my
theoretical discussion on the simultaneous nature of states as “both composite and
unitary” (Mesbahi, 2011).

Weldes et. al. (1999, p. 13) reaffirm that actors act towards one another and
objects based on the socially constructed meanings those opposing actors or objects have
for them. Kratochwil (2008) highlights the notion that the things we perceive are a
product of conceptualization which, in part, is a result of our social constructions. These
ideas about perception play a key role then in defining our identity and the identities of
those who are not us (i.e. the “Other”), the effect of which implies interests, preferences
and consequent actions of states and non-state actors as well. (Hopf, 1998) Speaking
about states, Hopf (1998) emphasizes the Constructivist assumption that identities are

variable, formed by political, social, cultural and historical contexts. Considering this, the
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establishment of relations between India and Israel could be viewed at a basic level as the
result of similarities in the perception, and subsequent identification, of themselves and
one another.

Keating (2008, p. 99-100) also discusses using culture, a broad ranging form of
identity of which religion nationalism, ethnicity, etc. can be considered sub-categories, as
a manner for understanding social and political behavior and institutions. Here elements
of culture can provide a framework for interpreting and constructing visions of the world,
producing histories and traditions which work to legitimize group definition, group
values and dominant group interpretations. (Keating, 2008 p. 109-111) This process
seems to be evident in the construction of India’s identity as “Hindu” vis-a-vis a
“threatening” Islamic “Other” by Hindu nationalists, particularly in the efforts of the
Bharata Janata Party during its initial rise to political prominence in the 1980’s.

Katzenstein (1996) looks to the cultural-institutional context of the political
environment and the political construction of identity in his analysis of national security
and its source(s). Jepperson et al (1996) are in agreement with this sentiment and endorse
the notion that norms, identities and culture “matter” in that they take the primary role in
causal arguments about national security policy, which is ultimately formulated due to
the existence of a perceived threat. The framework that these authors (Jepperson et al.,
1996) present provides the centerpiece of my theoretical assertion about the Indian-Israeli
relationship and, as such, will be elaborated in the section entitled “Theories and
Analytical Framework”.

Kowert (1998) speaks about the link between national identity and national

security with the latter depending on the former for its ability to, in part, allow states to
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distinguish enemy from friend. In a similar tone, Barnett (1996) analyzes the potential
advantage that identity offers over Realist explanations concerning the threat construction
of states and the subsequent alliances or security cooperation they then choose to pursue.
He highlights the central role of the emergence of a germane “Other”, and points to
examples of pan-Arabism’s early years and the Gulf Cooperation Council’s post-Gulf
War security patterns. (Barnett, 1996) Rousseau (2006) concurs in his central conclusion
that threat perception is a social construct, while going even further to suggest that
Realist and Liberal predictions result from the line that actors draw between the “Self’
and the “Other”. Again, the emergence of an “Other” is highlighted as playing a key role
in threat perception and, subsequently, security cooperation. This is relevant when
considering the mutual threat construction surrounding Muslim extremism that is shared
by India and Israel. Lastly, Desch (1998) discusses the explanatory power of culture in
cases in which structural environments are indeterminate (i.e. where both internal and
external threats to the state exist or neither exist), a circumstance that arguably has
applied to both India and Israel at different points in history as well as today.

This review provides a brief, yet well-rounded inclusion of some of the most
important ideas emerging in the last two decades regarding the politics of identity and

how they may be general applied to the case of India and Israel

Politics of Identity in the Indian-Israeli Relationship
The fairly minimal amount of scholarship on Indian-Israeli relations has yielded
little that explicitly focuses on the role of identity in this relationship. A primarily

descriptive argument denoting the combination of several variables as responsible for the
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historical trajectory of India-Israel relations is found in several lengthier writings on the
topic. (Rubinoff, 1995; Nair, 2004; Kumaraswamy, 2010; Blarel, 2014). Rubinoff (1995),
Kumaraswamy (2010) and Blarel (2014) are keen to speak about the role of identity in
India’s policy towards Israel domestically, specifically with regard to the sentiments of
India’s substantial Muslim population, as well as internationally regarding their
discussion of India’s relationship with the Arab Muslim world. In particular,
Kumaraswamy’s lengthy conversation on the role of Islam in Indian politics highlights
the notion of Israel being perceived, understood, and articulated through an “Islamic
prism” throughout most of India’s history, including those years leading up to Partition as
most notably seen in Gandhi’s use of Islamic motifs in his vocal support of the
Palestinian cause. (2010, p. 68) Blarel (2014) contends that the notion of a monolithic,
unchallenged Israel policy is false and looks to specify India’s Israel policy over time,
rather than just identifying multiple variables important in the history of this policy.
While Blarel discusses religion, he does not, however, give it a centralized role in India’s
policy towards Israel.

Nair (2004) examines India’s evolving perception of and stance towards Israel
against the background of differing international political contexts, in particular those of
West-Asia in the second half of the 20" century and the dramatically dissimilar post-Cold
War world. As a part of this analysis, he includes a discussion that outlines India’s
historical West Asian policy, briefly touches on how Muslim identity affected India with
regards to the “Pakistani factor”, “the fear-psychosis of an Islamic bloc”, and “the
Kashmir issue” (Nair, 2004, p. 46-48) as well as the sentiment of India’s large Muslim

population towards West Asia (2004, p. 51, 63-66, 98) and the Indian National

20



Congress’s (INC) historical support of the Khilafat movement in the years immediate
prior to and after WWI. (p. 61-63; Blarel, 2014, p. 54-60).

A more promising outlook on the progression of Indian-Israeli relations can be
seen in the instance of the future Indian diplomat K.M. Panikkar in 1947 who, while
emphasizing the important role of Islam in Indian polity, envisioned a possible “Hindu
Perception” towards Zionist aspirations for an Israeli state, particularly regarding Indian
defense policy and a future Israeli state’s ability to off-set alliances among Islamic
countries. Furthermore, Panikkar explicitly highlighted that he saw a “great deal in
common” between Hindus and Jews. (Kumaraswamy, 2010, p. 81-83; Kumaraswamy,
1995) Gordon (1975, p. 231-233) briefly touches on news articles that describe the
connection between Jewish and Hindu nationalists, that imply Hindu-Jewish affinities
and that talk about how these affinities play out for India and Israel in the conflicts that
both were engaged in at the time.

Related to the effects of Panikkar’s possible “Hindu Perception” of Indian defense
policy, Singh (1999) discusses the potential influence and role of “Hindu” identity in
India’s strategic culture since Partition. This notion, which becomes quite relevant
regarding the centrality of India and Israel’s security relationship, is further analyzed by
Rosen (1996) who expands the argument to include India’s political culture and the
profound impact that the Hindu caste system has on Indian politics. Until the rise of the
Bharata Janata Party (BJP) in the years immediately preceding normalization, only a
select few groups, such as the pro-Hindu Jan Sangh party and the Pro-Sikh Akali Dal
party, would voice a perception underpinned by the anti-Muslim sentiments that would

lead them to favor Israel. (Kumaraswamy, 2010, p. 158-159) Furthermore, some believe
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that it was parties like these, particularly the BJP, whose stance on Israel had directly
influenced and led to the establishment of relations with Israel in 1992. (Rubinoff, 1995,
p. 504-505) There also existed a contingent of socialist parties in India which identified
with and supported Israel on ideological grounds due to the prominence of labor
movements in the country during the first few decades of its existence. (Kumaraswamy,
2010) Beyond the groups in previously described examples, however, a more progressive
stance towards Israel never materialized, and India’s policy towards Israel for the next 45
years following partition would remain much as it did prior to Partition.

Despite the discussion that exists in these works, both implicitly and explicitly,
dealing with the role of identity throughout the history of the Indian-Israeli relationship,
an in-depth examination of identity’s role remains elusive in the literature, especially

with regards to Hindu-Jewish factors of identity.

The Significance of “Religion”: Hinduism in India and Judaism in Israel as Culture,

Nation and Religious Practice

Culture, Nation and Religion

In order to build confidence in the theoretical underpinnings of my argument that
will be discussed in the next section, it is necessary to discuss and define certain key
terms and concepts. Comprehension of the role of religion-based nationalism in India’s
historical relations with Israel must commence with an understanding of what exactly is
being referred to when discussing religion-based nationalism and other interrelated, yet

specific, designations such as religion-based culture and religion-based politics.
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However, | will first lay out working definitions of the terms culture, religion, and nation,
which will then be followed by a brief explanation of combinations of these terms.

To begin, 1 would first like to look at what I argue to be the broadest and most
inclusive term of this list: culture. One of the earliest attempts at defining and explaining
what exactly is being referred to when using the term culture, E.B. Tylor, the founder of
the sub-discipline of cultural anthropology, is quoted: “Culture or civilization, taken in its
wide ethnographic sense, is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art,
morals, law, custom, an any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of
society” (1913, p.1; Scupin, 2008, p. 8). Inherent in this definition are characteristics
commonly found within most explanations of religion, nation, and politics as well as the
equation of culture with civilization. In this view then, the cultural enterprise comes to
include nearly every aspect of human activity. As such, culture the becomes t