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1. Introduction: Mapping the Terrain of Indian Political Thought 

The field of Indian political theory presents a rich and complex landscape for doctoral 

research, extending far beyond a singular tradition. This report aims to serve as a 

comprehensive guide for aspiring scholars, providing an overview of key intellectual debates 

and offering a framework for developing novel research questions. Rather than simply 

applying Western theoretical models, a successful research project in this area requires a 

nuanced engagement with India's unique historical context, drawing from ancient 

philosophical foundations, colonial-era resistance, and the ideological contests of the post-

independence period. The concepts, thinkers, and movements discussed here demonstrate a 

vibrant intellectual heritage that continues to inform and shape contemporary political life in 

India, presenting fertile ground for scholarly inquiry. 

A fundamental methodological consideration for any scholar of Indian political thought is the 

challenge of avoiding a Eurocentric analytical approach. The historical analysis of ancient 

Indian political thought, as evidenced in sources like the Arthashastra, often employed 

concepts and tools distinct from their Western counterparts. For example, the Indian 

understanding of secularism, defined as a "principled distance" rather than a strict separation 

of religion and state, requires its own unique theoretical framework for comprehension. A 

doctoral dissertation in this area, therefore, has the opportunity to make a significant 

contribution by either 

re-contextualizing established global theories or by developing indigenous analytical models 

rooted in India's own intellectual traditions. This approach moves beyond a simple case study 

to offer a deeper, more profound analysis of India's political evolution. 

2. The Classical Canon: Re-engaging with Foundational 

Concepts 

2.1. Reinterpreting Dharma and Danda for Modern Governance 

Ancient Indian civilization developed a sophisticated political consciousness rooted in its 

philosophical and spiritual traditions. The cornerstone of this thought was the interplay 
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between religion and the state. Texts such as the Vedas, Upanishads, Mahabharata, and 

Dharmashastras like the Manusmriti and Arthashastra are considered foundational sources of 

Indian political thought, reflecting on concepts such as governance, justice, and social order. 

A central and all-encompassing concept from this period is dharma. Far more than a synonym 

for "religion," dharma embodies an ethical and moral duty that individuals and rulers must 

uphold. It was the basis for state laws and administration, with the king's responsibility, known 

as Raja-dharma, being to protect and uphold this moral order. A potential research topic could 

examine how this ancient concept of a morally-grounded state might be reinterpreted in a 

modern, secular, and pluralistic democracy. How can the ethical and moral duties of a ruler be 

articulated and enforced without infringing upon the religious freedoms and constitutional 

rights of citizens? 

In contrast to dharma's moral authority, danda represents the coercive power of the state to 

punish and enforce laws. The Mahabharata even suggests that the king was created by God to 

help subjects follow religious rules, underscoring the divine and foundational nature of this 

power. For a prospective PhD scholar, a compelling research question could explore how the 

classical concept of danda—a power superior to all and responsible for maintaining order—

can be reconciled with contemporary democratic principles, such as the rule of law, due 

process, and the protection of individual liberties from state overreach. 

2.2. The Political Philosophy of Ancient Indian Environmentalism 

Ancient Indian thought exhibited a profound ecological awareness that provides a powerful 

counter-narrative to Western anthropocentrism, where humans are seen as separate from and 

dominant over nature. This worldview, found in Vedic and Upanishadic traditions, emphasizes 

a symbiotic, interconnected relationship between humans and the natural world, which was 

often revered as a divine and maternal entity. This perspective is directly linked to core 

political and ethical principles. 

The principle of ahimsā (non-violence) extends to all forms of life, advocating for the 

protection of nature as harming it is seen as harming oneself and the divine. Texts and teachings 

promoted conservation through practices like sacred groves (Tapovana) and rituals (yajnas) 

aimed at maintaining ecological balance. This stands in stark contrast to the utilitarian 

approach often found in Western environmental ethics. A doctoral dissertation could explore 

whether these indigenous philosophical traditions could offer a more effective, culturally 

resonant ethical framework for a national environmental policy in India today. For instance, a 

research project could analyze the historical commitment to environmental conservation in 

ancient Indian texts and evaluate its potential as a guiding principle for addressing 

contemporary issues like climate change and biodiversity loss within India’s political 

landscape. 
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3. Pillars of Modern Indian Political Theory: Re-engaging with 

Seminal Thinkers 

3.1. Mahatma Gandhi and the Politics of Morality 

Mahatma Gandhi's political philosophy remains a cornerstone of modern Indian thought, 

offering a radical critique of both state power and economic systems. His philosophy of 

Satyagraha, or non-violent resistance, had a profound influence on India's independence 

struggle and inspired civil rights movements worldwide. Satyagraha is more than a tactic; it is 

a full-fledged political theory where the purity of the means is paramount to achieving a just 

end. Gandhi believed that violence was an unacceptable means to achieve a desired end 

because a person's understanding of "absolute truth" is limited, making them unqualified to 

inflict suffering on another. Instead, Satyagraha emphasizes winning over an opponent 

through persuasion, 

self-suffering, and non-cooperation with unjust laws. A potential PhD topic could explore the 

strategic application and effectiveness of Gandhian Satyagraha in a contemporary context, 

analyzing its use by modern social and political movements in India and beyond. 

A second key concept is Gandhi's doctrine of Trusteeship, presented as a pragmatic and 

non-violent alternative to both capitalism and communism. Gandhi's political thought 

rejected the centralized and coercive nature of both liberal and socialist states, arguing that 

a concentration of power was inherently flawed. The Trusteeship model posits that the 

wealthy, driven by a moral metamorphosis, should voluntarily act as "trustees" of their 

wealth for the benefit of society, thus resolving the conflict between labor and capital 

through cooperation 

rather than class struggle. This concept is highly relevant today, as India's post-1991 economic 

liberalization has led to a widening gap between the rich and poor, and allegations of "crony 

capitalism" have emerged. A doctoral thesis could investigate the relevance of Trusteeship in 

addressing India's current economic disparities, examining its potential through a case study 

of modern corporate social responsibility initiatives or new philanthropic models. This would 

directly engage with the complex political consequences of India's shift to a market-based 

economy. 

3.2. B.R. Ambedkar and the Project of Social Democracy 

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar's political theory is a powerful, ethical, and indigenous project of social 

democracy, deeply rooted in the lived experience of caste-based oppression. As the principal 

architect of the Indian Constitution, he laid the groundwork for an egalitarian society by 

enshrining principles of equality, liberty, and fraternity. His seminal work, Annihilation of 

Caste, argued that social reform must take precedence over political and religious change in 

India. He provided a meticulous critique of the caste system, arguing that it was not merely a 

division of labor but a "division of laborers" that destroyed public spirit and made genuine 
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social cohesion impossible. He contended that a socialist revolution was unattainable as long 

as the caste system persisted, highlighting the need to destroy the "religious notions upon 

which caste is founded". 

For Ambedkar, democracy was more than a form of government; it was a "mode of associated 

living" and a form of social organization where liberty, equality, and fraternity were realized 

in their truest spirit. He emphasized that political democracy could only succeed if it was 

accompanied by social and economic democracy, and he worried that without a strong "social 

and moral conscience," the constitutional protections for rights would be ineffective. A 

doctoral dissertation could explore the ongoing struggle to realize Ambedkar's vision by 

analyzing the effectiveness of constitutional provisions and affirmative action policies in 

challenging entrenched caste hierarchies. A researcher could also study how contemporary 

Dalit movements, building on Ambedkar's legacy, continue to fight for the realization of social 

democracy in the face of persistent caste-based discrimination and political marginalization. 

4. The Fault Lines of Post-Colonial India: Contesting Ideologies 

4.1. Secularism and the Rise of Cultural Nationalism 

Post-colonial India's political landscape is defined by competing interpretations of its founding 

ideals, particularly the concept of secularism. The constitution's framers envisioned a state that 

would be modern and liberal, ensuring citizens' rights while maintaining a unique approach to 

religion. Indian secularism, unlike its Western counterpart, requires the non-establishment of 

a state religion but does not enforce a strict separation of religion and state, instead opting for 

a model of "principled distance" and equal treatment of all faiths. 

This model is currently facing a significant ideological challenge from the rise of Hindutva, 

an ethno-centric discourse that promotes Hindu supremacy and rejects the very idea of 

secularism as a state policy. Proponents of Hindutva aim to establish a homogeneous national 

identity based on a shared cultural outlook, which they believe is the necessary foundation for 

nationhood. A compelling PhD topic could be a comparative analysis of these two competing 

ideologies. A researcher could ask: "How has the political theory of Hindutva, as a project of 

homogeneity, challenged the foundational principles of Indian secularism and pluralism, and 

what are the political and legal implications for religious minorities?" The research material 

explicitly notes that the rising influence of Hindutva has had a demonstrably negative impact 

on civil liberties and poses a "clear danger to Indian secular democracy". 

4.2. Federalism, Regionalism, and the Union of India 

India's political identity is a complex interplay of pan-Indian nationalism and a mosaic of 

distinct regional, linguistic, and cultural identities. The initial political integration of India was 

a formidable task, with leaders like Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel using a combination of 

negotiations and military action to ensure the "primacy of the central government" over the 

http://www.irjmsh.com/


IRJMSH       Vol 17 Issue 8  [Year 2026]    ISSN  2277 – 9809 (0nline) 2348–9359 (Print) 

International Research Journal of Management Sociology & Humanity ( IRJMSH ) Page 355 

www.irjmsh.com 

princely states. This historical act laid the foundation for a strong central state. 

However, the enduring presence of diverse identities has fueled regionalist movements, which 

seek greater political power, autonomy, or even secession. While some scholars view these 

movements as inherently opposed to nationalism, the dynamic is far more nuanced. The 

research suggests that regional identities, though territorially and linguistically defined, can 

coexist within a broader sense of "a unified civilisation". A doctoral research project could 

explore this paradoxical relationship. For example, a thesis could investigate "The political 

theory of regional identity movements in post-colonial India: How have demands for 

autonomy, and the creation of new states, reshaped the federal structure and redefined the 

meaning of Indian nationalism?" Recent PhD dissertations on regional movements and parties 

in Northeast India, including studies on the Bodo, Chakmas, and Karbi homeland movements, 

confirm this is an active area of contemporary research. 

5. Subaltern Voices and Identity Politics: Movements from the Margins 

5.1. Dalit Political Thought and the Subaltern School 

Dalit political thought is a crucial component of Indian political theory, providing a 

perspective from the margins of society. The Dalit movement, inspired by reformers like 

Jyotirao Phule and led by figures like B.R. Ambedkar, has long challenged Brahmanical 

dominance and fought for social justice, equality, and dignity for marginalized communities. 

This political mobilization has been a central theme in academic research, particularly within 

the Subaltern Studies school of historiography, which seeks to understand the voices and 

contributions of marginalized groups independently of elite narratives. 

A key theoretical development in this field is the preference for Antonio Gramsci's concept of 

the "subaltern" over Karl Marx's "proletarian" to analyze the Dalit experience. The Marxist 

framework, which idealizes the working class as the sole agent of revolution, is often seen as 

inadequate for capturing the unique forms of social and cultural oppression experienced by 

Dalits. Gramsci's concept, however, is more flexible, recognizing that subaltern groups are 

fragmented and that their consciousness, while subject to elite hegemony, retains a dynamic 

and revolutionary potential. A compelling PhD thesis could investigate how this Gramscian 

framework is applied by modern Dalit political movements and intellectuals like Kancha Ilaiah 

Shepherd. A research question could be: "How do contemporary Dalit political movements 

and intellectuals challenge dominant hegemonic structures by mobilizing a 'subaltern 

consciousness' that transcends purely economic class distinctions?" 

5.2. Gender, Caste, and Rights 

Feminism in India is a deeply intersectional and multifaceted field that has challenged 

patriarchal structures and fought for equal political, economic, and social rights for women. 

The history of Indian feminist thought can be traced from 19th-century social reformers like 
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Savitribai Phule, who established the first girls' school in India, to post-independence 

movements. A central critique within the movement has been the perceived imitation of "white 

feminism" and a failure to adequately address the specific needs of poorer and lower-caste 

women. This underscores the necessity of an analytical framework that understands how 

gender identity is inextricably linked with other social axes, such as caste and class. 

The women's movement has actively engaged in political action, from advocating for legal 

reforms like the Hindu Marriage Act and the Dowry Prohibition Act to participating in 

environmental movements like the Chipko and Narmada Bachao Andolan. A promising PhD 

topic could be a historical or contemporary analysis of the political theory of Dalit feminist 

thought, which uniquely challenges both patriarchal and caste-based systems of oppression 

simultaneously. Such research could explore how Dalit women's movements, building on the 

legacy of early reformers and critiques of mainstream feminism, articulate a distinct political 

philosophy that seeks to dismantle a system of "structural hierarchies and injustices". 

6. New Frontiers: Emerging Topics for a Globalized India 

6.1. Digital Governance and the Theory of the State 

The advent of information and communications technology (ICT) has ushered in a new era of 

governance in India, presenting a rich, new field for political theory. The "Digital India" 

initiative and e-governance programs are framed as a quest for "good governance" that 

promises to deliver services more efficiently, enhance transparency, and weed out corruption. 

The goal is to create a "Simple, Moralistic, Accountable, Responsive and Transparent 

(SMART)" government that can bridge the gap between citizens and the state. 

A crucial area for doctoral research is the political theory of digital identity, using India's 

Aadhaar program as a case study. The Aadhaar initiative aimed to provide all citizens with a 

unique biometric ID to improve the delivery of welfare services, reduce fraud, and bring 

millions into the formal economy. However, this program has generated significant theoretical 

debates regarding the evolving nature of the state and citizen rights. A PhD thesis could ask: 

"Does the political theory of digital democracy in India, as embodied by the Aadhaar program, 

strengthen democratic participation and accountability or facilitate a new form of state 

surveillance and exclusion?" This question addresses the tension between administrative 

efficiency and civil liberties, a central critique of the program. The legal framework for 

Aadhaar has been criticized for its silence on privacy and for expanding government access to 

data, revealing a profound lack of priority for data protection and individual rights within the 

program's design. 

6.2. Politics of Inequality and Economic Liberalization 

The economic reforms initiated in 1991 marked a fundamental shift in the Indian state's role, 

moving from a primary instrument of resource allocation and redistribution to an entity that 

increasingly relies on market-based policies. This has had significant political consequences, 

http://www.irjmsh.com/


IRJMSH       Vol 17 Issue 8  [Year 2026]    ISSN  2277 – 9809 (0nline) 2348–9359 (Print) 

International Research Journal of Management Sociology & Humanity ( IRJMSH ) Page 357 

www.irjmsh.com 

including widening income inequality across regions and classes, and a growing alliance 

between the state and big business. This dynamic has given rise to a new set of research 

questions for political theorists. 

A remarkable paradox has emerged in post-liberalization India: despite the rise in inequality, 

the poor and disadvantaged castes demonstrate a higher rate of voter turnout than the rich, and 

they continue to express a strong faith in the democratic process to provide fair opportunities 

and reduce barriers. Furthermore, the state has shown a responsiveness to these demands, 

evidenced by the legal recognition of new rights, such as the right to education and food 

security. A doctoral thesis could investigate this complex relationship between democracy and 

economic inequality. A research topic could be: "The political theory of inequality in 

post-liberalization India: How does the democratic process both reproduce and challenge 

economic disparities, and what does this reveal about the enduring nature of India's social 

contract?" This would require a nuanced analysis of how democratic politics has remained a 

powerful tool for redistribution even as the state's economic function has shifted. 

7. Contemporary Research in Indian Academia: A Review of Active Themes 

To provide a practical guide for prospective scholars, a review of recent doctoral research and 

faculty interests in prominent Indian universities is illuminating. While some data on recent 

dissertations may be a few years old, it confirms a consistent engagement with core themes in 

Indian political thought. 

At Jawaharlal Nehru University's (JNU) Centre for Political Studies, faculty research is 

concentrated on areas such as democratic theory, political ideas in modern India, and the 

relationship between the state and development. Other key research areas include: 

●  Dalit and radical movements. 

●  Gender issues and multiculturalism. 

●  Federalism, language politics, and secularism. 

●  Civil society and human rights. 

Research from other universities in India further highlights active areas of inquiry. These include: 

●  Regionalism and Identity Politics: Studies on ethnic movements and identity 

politics, particularly in the Northeast of India, focusing on groups like the Bodos 

and Chakmas. 

●  Political Mobilization: Research on the "Scheduled Caste Politics" of 

legislators in Assam and analyses of civil rights movements, such as Irom 

Sharmila's struggle. 

●  Comparative Thought: Dissertations comparing the political philosophies of key 

leaders like Jawaharlal Nehru, Subhas Chandra Bose, and Vinayak Damodar Savarkar 

to understand their distinct visions for India's nationalism, socialism, and democracy. 

●  Emerging Topics: Interdisciplinary research is also prominent, with topics such 

as political communication in Hindi cinema, the politics of groundwater 

governance, and public-private partnerships in urban development. 

These themes collectively demonstrate that contemporary academic research in India is 

http://www.irjmsh.com/


IRJMSH       Vol 17 Issue 8  [Year 2026]    ISSN  2277 – 9809 (0nline) 2348–9359 (Print) 

International Research Journal of Management Sociology & Humanity ( IRJMSH ) Page 358 

www.irjmsh.com 

dynamic and robust, reflecting a deep engagement with both historical legacies and 

emerging socio-political challenges. 

8. Conclusion: From Ideation to Realization 

This report has provided a comprehensive overview of potential doctoral research topics within 

the rich and diverse landscape of Indian political theory. The key takeaway is the need for 

prospective scholars to move beyond a superficial understanding of India's political ideas and 

engage with the profound philosophical, historical, and social contexts that shape them. A truly 

valuable contribution will arise from a project that either develops indigenous theoretical 

frameworks or critically adapts existing global ones to India's unique circumstances. 

In summary, the thematic areas outlined in this report—from the classical concepts of dharma 

and danda to the modern visions of Gandhi and Ambedkar, and from the post-colonial fault 

lines of secularism and federalism to new frontiers in digital governance and economic 

inequality—all present fertile ground for original research. The following table provides a 

concise summary of some key debates and potential research questions to guide an aspiring 

scholar in formulating a research proposal. 

Ultimately, a successful doctoral journey begins with a well-defined question and a clear 

understanding of the theoretical landscape. The information presented here should be a 

valuable starting point, enabling a prospective scholar to transform their nascent interests into 

a rigorous and impactful research proposal. The intellectual horizons of Indian political theory 

are vast, and the opportunity to make a unique and lasting contribution to this field is immense. 
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