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CHAPTER 6

Hindutva and Secularism

Enrico Beltramini

“India will be a land of many faiths, equally honoured
and respected, but of one national outlook.”

—Jawaharlal Nehru, January 24, 1948 (quoted in: T.N. Madan, 
Locked Minds, Modern Myths: Secularism and Fundamentalism in 

India (Oxford University Press, Delhi 1997), 233.)

Introduction

The construction of Indian secularism is one of the most precious, cele-
brated, and fragile fruits of post-Independence India. The edification of 
the secular, a space autonomous from confessional religion, was supposed 
to be a remedy for the effects of the interreligious tensions, particularly 
between Hindu and Muslims. The father of Indian secularism, Jawaharlal 
Nehru, with the Congress Party of India, has been celebrated for creating 
secular institutions and, most importantly, a climate of tolerance among 
members of different faiths. The Constitution of India is adamant that 
India is “a sovereign socialist secular democratic republic that secures for 
all its citizens … liberty of thought, expression, belief, faith and worship” 
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(emphasis added).1 Despite being a nation overwhelmingly Hindu, the 
Constitution places all religions on the same level and does not give pref-
erence to any religion over another. Unity in diversity was the guiding 
principle of the founding fathers of India. Nehru and his colleagues 
believed that only a pluralistic democracy could hold the people of differ-
ent religions together and keep India united. Their project was a form of 
Indian nationalism, namely, a nation based on the notion of Indianness. 
Another form of nationalism, however, was challenging Nehru’s national-
ism: it promoted the idea to convert India into a Hindu state. A Hindu 
state is built on Hindu culture, which is a distinct culture, and includes all 
those who were not either Muslims or Christians. At the center of the 
Hindu nationalist project is the notion of Hindutva, one that encom-
passes all Indians, including those belonging to other religions (with the 
exception of Muslims and Christians), seen as Hindus. In the words of 
Veer Savarkar (1883–1966), leader of the Hindu Mahasabha, the Hindus 
“are not only a nation but a Jati (race), a born brotherhood” (Savarkar 
1923: 89).2 The concept of Hindutva, in other words, refers to an ethni-
cized Hindu identity and has been adopted by the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) in its 1996 election manifesto in terms of “a unifying principle 
which alone can preserve the unity and integrity” of India (BJP 1996); it 
has remained the party’s guiding philosophical principle ever since.3

Indian secularism has shown itself to have limited and fragile roots in 
Indian society. Increasingly, the strategy of secular containment, by which 
Nehru meant that there should be a distance between state and the ubiq-
uitous presence of religion in the public sphere, has been criticized and 
eventually marginalized. More importantly, the strategy of protecting and 
nurturing the reality of religious pluralism in the country through the 
agency of a secular state has lost its verve. The retreat of secularism began 
in the last decade of the twentieth century, with the famous demolition of 
the Babri Mosque in Ayodhya in 1992, when the Hindu nationalists 
pulled down a mosque after a populist campaign because it was assumedly 
on the same spot as a former temple of a Hindu god. Today, India is ruled 
by a Hindu nationalist, Prime Minister Narendra Modi. He belongs to a 
Hindu nationalist political party, the BJP, and he spent his formative years 
working for a nationalist group called the Rashtriya SwayamSevak Sangh 
(RSS). He pushes a strategy of homogenization of Indian society centered 
on the cultural, religious, and political guidance of Hindu identity.

Scholarship on the crisis of Indian secularism and the raise of Hindu 
nationalism is the result of two strands of debates. The first strand revolves 
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around the political agenda and the policies advanced by Hindu national-
ists. The second strand interprets Hindu nationalism in cultural terms. A 
reflection on the destiny of Indian secularism in an era of Hindu national-
ism belongs to this second strand. In sum, Hindu nationalism approaches 
Indian secularism as a historical product of colonialism that has been in 
formation since the nineteenth century, but scholars and defenders of 
Indian secularism see it as an ontological reality, an inherent and transhis-
torical component of Indian identity. Before proceeding, however, I need 
to define the terms ‘secular,’ ‘secularization,’ and ‘secularism’ and explain 
what I mean by ‘Hindu nationalism.’

Terms

A discussion of the secular requires establishment of some basic analytical 
distinctions between ‘the secular’ as a central modern epistemic category, 
a synonym, ‘secularity,’ and two similar terms, ‘secularization’ and ‘secu-
larism.’4 While the former, ‘secularization,’ is a genealogical conceptual-
ization of modern world-historical processes, the latter, ‘secularism,’ 
operates as a world-view and historical embodiment of the secular. All 
three concepts, ‘the secular,’ ‘secularization,’ and ‘secularism,’ are obvi-
ously related but are used to describe three different phenomena operat-
ing in three distinct realms of knowledge.

‘The secular’ is a central modern category to construct, codify, grasp, 
and experience a realm or reality differentiated from ‘the religious.’ One 
can explore the different types of ‘secularities’ as they are codified, institu-
tionalized, and experienced in various modern contexts and the parallel 
and correlated transformations of modern ‘religiosities’ and ‘spiritualities.’ 
In brief, ‘the secular’ stands for a (ontological) reality. ‘Secularization’ 
refers usually to the genealogy of the secular, that is, the actual empirical-
historical patterns of transformation and differentiation of ‘the religious’ 
(ecclesiastical institutions and churches) and ‘the secular’ (state, economy, 
science, art, entertainment, health and welfare, etc.) institutional spheres 
from western early modern to contemporary societies. The thesis of ‘the 
decline’ and ‘the privatization’ of religion in the modern world have 
become central components of the theory of secularization. Both the 
decline and the privatization theses, however, have undergone numerous 
critiques and revisions in the last 30 years. In sum, ‘secularization’ is the 
genealogy and the theory of secularization; it explains how and why the 
modern became secular. ‘Secularism’ refers more specifically to the kind of 
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secular world-views (or Weltanschauungen), which may be either con-
sciously held and explicitly elaborated or taken for granted. But modern 
secularism also comes in multiple historical forms, in terms of different 
normative models of legal-constitutional separation of the secular state 
and religion, or in terms of the different types of cognitive differentiation 
between science, philosophy, and theology, or in terms of the different 
models of practical differentiation between law, morality, and religion, etc. 
In the end, ‘secularism’ is both the ideology and the historical incarnation 
of the secular; it is the way the secular works.

Finally, I want to frame the borders of what I call ‘Hindu nationalism.’ 
Hindutva—Hindu nationalism, literally ‘Hindu essence’—is an ideology 
(‘one culture, one nation, one religion’) that aims to create a Hindu rash-
tra (nation) by replacing ‘Indianness’ on the unique criteria of national 
identity, the ultimate goal being to move India toward becoming a Hindu 
nation. In the words of Vinayak Domodar Savarkar, who coined the term, 
“Hindutva embraces all the departments of thought and activity of the 
whole being of our Hindu race.” He added that “Hinduism is … a part of 
Hindutva.”5 That said, Hindu nationalism is a political project that 
employs religion for political purposes. Additionally, it reinterprets tradi-
tional Hindu symbols and practices in a nationalist context. Hindu nation-
alists challenge both intellectually and practically people of other faiths as 
a way to protect themselves from what they consider outside invaders, that 
is, Christians and Muslims, even though Christian and Muslim witness has 
been circulating in India for centuries.

Hindu nationalism is growing and has been building strength for 
decades. It seems now to be working in symbiosis with the ruling Hindu 
nationalist party, BJP. Here I do not pay attention to the generic, although 
criminal, actions of Hindu fundamentalist organizations such as the RSS, 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP), Bajrang Dal (DB), and Akhil Bharatiya 
Janata Party (ABVP), driven by the intent of organized and systematic 
persecution against Christians and Muslims and incitement of communal 
violence. I instead specifically refer to those government-driven policies, in 
place or at least announced, such as (1) the denial of constitutional rights 
to practice and propagate one’s own religion, (2) the anti-conversion leg-
islation, (3) the revision of the Constitution of India with regard to two 
articles of the Constitution that seem to give significant concessions to 
minorities or the minority-dominated state, and (4) the ideologizing of 
history through rewriting history textbooks within the educational system 
(schools, educational institutions, and universities).6 That said, the list of 
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governmental policies listed above should be considered prudently. I have 
no doubt that many BJP politicians would like to revise the Constitution 
and place restrictions on religious minorities, but I understand that Prime 
Minister Modi has publicly disavowed any intention to revise the 
Constitution or introduce federal anti-conversion legislation. Again, I 
don’t doubt a larger agenda at work—but I think that one needs to give 
the government some credit. To put it differently, I locate ‘Hindu nation-
alism’ not at the social, cultural, or eventually broadly political level, but at 
the level of policy—at the level of the central government of the federal 
state, which in the mind of Jawaharlal Nehru, the main architect of the 
relation between the state and religion in India, is ultimately responsible 
for the secular governance of the public sphere in which secularism as well 
as religions operate.7

Indian Secularism

After the collapse of Mohandas ‘Mahatma’ Gandhi’s plan to promote 
Hindu-Muslim unity, in 1947 the Indian subcontinent was divided into 
two states, India and Pakistan. India portrayed itself as a pluralistic nation 
that welcomes ethnic, religious, and cultural diversity.8 However, the exis-
tence of a weak national identity, the potential for further Hindu-Muslim 
conflict, and the rise of secessionist and separatist aspirations forced 
Jawaharlal Nehru (the first Prime Minister of India) to counter the coun-
try’s ultimate risk of disintegration with the creation of a form of secular 
nationalism functioning as the ideology of a centralized federal state led by 
a strong central government. At that time, the main concern of the gen-
eration of leaders born out of the fight for independence was the protec-
tion of the unity and integrity of the nation.9 The strategy was to build the 
post-colonial India around a common Indian identity: Indianness. 
Indianness was one of the main ideas of the Congress Party during the 
pre-independence era, and it became a crucial ingredient to helping India 
remain united: ‘unity in diversity.’ Indian nationalism, a nation built on 
the Indian identity, would provide unity to the heterogeneous people of 
India. On the more practical side, the cornerstone of this strategy was the 
erection of a state that is officially secular and it is not leaning toward any 
specific religion. In this way, a modern, secular nationalism would operate 
as a nation-building force and give foundation to a new, unifying identity 
for all Indians. It would also contain, regulate, and facilitate the dialogue 
among the traditional, old-fashioned religious identities.
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Nehru understood the dominant role of religion in Indian society. He 
described the creation of a secular state in a religious society as the biggest 
problem that he had during his years in power. In 1961, just three years 
before his death, he wrote: “We talk about a secular state in India. It is 
perhaps not very easy even to find a good word in Hindi for ‘secular’. 
Some people think it means something opposed to religion. That obvi-
ously is not correct … It is a state which honours all faiths equally and 
gives them equal opportunities.”10 In these words there is, in nuce, the 
character of Indian secularism and the difference between Indian secular-
ism and western secularism.11 In post-Independence India, religion was 
not supposed to be limited or privatized. On the contrary, to borrow the 
words of Gandhi, religion would remain the source of absolute value, the 
single most important ingredient of social life; the state would support 
each and every religious community in the celebration of their own myths 
and rites. Religion would be public as much as politics, because, to men-
tion Gandhi once more, “those who say that religion has nothing to do 
with politics do not know what religion means.”12 That said, however, the 
public space hosts both religion(s) and state and is a place of continuous 
dialogue between religious traditions and between religions and secular-
ism.13 The public space is, ultimately, a place of dialogue, infused of, and 
rooted in, the religious, with the state operating as a secular margin, as an 
agent that is not allied with any particular religion or an instrument of any 
religious organization.

The generation of a nation-state based on secularism out of a multi-
religious reality like India could not come without difficulties. One diffi-
culty is related to the relationship between politics and religion. One 
simple way to see it is that the public sphere hosts a cohabitation of politics 
and religions, in which the former is responsible for maintaining the unity 
and integrity of the nation, guaranteeing the administration of the coun-
try, resolving disputes among religions groups, and protecting the consti-
tutional right of religious freedom. The latter conserves its grip on Indian 
consciousness and remains the metaphysical ground on which individuals 
and communities stand. A second way to understand the politics-religion 
relationship is to consider politics and religion distinct from yet entangled 
with each other. Although in distinct fashions, both politics and religions 
pursue tolerance, seek justice, and fight hunger, war, and exploitation. In 
that sense, there is no political factor that is not at the same time a reli-
gious factor; there is no religious factor that is not ultimately political. This 
is Gandhi’s view. Politics without religion becomes instrumental and 
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cynical; religion without politics become irrelevant and unswervingly 
otherworldly.

A second difficulty is concerned with the practical functioning of the 
secular. The Constitution of India recognized the equal right to freedom 
of conscience as well as the right freely to profess, practice, and propagate 
religion (art. 25:1); it also defends the fundamental rights of minority 
(religious) groups and prohibits the Indian state from discriminating 
against any citizen on the grounds of religion, race, caste, sex, or place of 
birth (art. 23:2); finally, it declares that there shall be no official state reli-
gion, no religious instruction in state schools, and no taxes to support any 
particular religion (arts. 25–28). A decisive article of the Constitution per-
mits religious and linguistic minorities to establish and run their own edu-
cational institutions (art. 30:1). That said, the Constitution does not 
define accurately what is meant by a secular Indian state and how politics 
and religion should be distinct yet entangled. Moreover, the Constitution 
grants the state the right to regulate “any economic, financial, political or 
other secular activity which may be associated with religious practice” to 
provide for social welfare and reform to all sections (art. 25:2).14 But it 
does not explain how this right should be exercised in combination with 
the right to freely profess one’s own religion. In general, the Constitution 
does not give clear directives as to how the pragmatic and diplomatic role 
of the state is to be implemented with regard to religion and disputes 
between religious groups; therefore, the remedy for these difficulties is to 
be found at a more practical level, at the level of the central (federal) gov-
ernment, which has far greater powers than, for example, the central (fed-
eral) government of the United States. In the end, how secularism works 
in India might be found not in the law of the Constituent Assembly but in 
the praxis of the centralized government.

Crisis of Indian Secularism

In the last few decades, the Indian secularism debate has focused on 
detecting and analyzing the crisis of secularism in the face of the rising 
forces of Hindu nationalism.15 This debate is important because it has 
contributed to clarification of certain elements of both the nature and the 
genealogy of Indian secularism. As a matter of fact, some have claimed, 
with some reason, that the very same notion of ‘secularism’ in India is 
ambiguous and that it means different things to different people.16
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On the one side, there are the critics of Indian secularism who emerged 
during the time of the struggles for independence, framed by leaders like 
Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar.17 Thanks to them, the Constitution of the 
country remained secular, giving equal regard for all the religions and 
denying the status of state religion to any one particular religion. In the 
past two decades, however, Hindu nationalism has labeled secularism 
assured by the Constitution as ‘pseudo secularism’ of the minorities in 
order to propagate their religions. In their view, secularism was imposed 
by foreign westernized elites onto a profoundly religious Indian popula-
tion. Revered Indian historian and leading scholar on ancient India Romila 
Thapar questions whether secularism belongs to Indian civilization.18 To 
put it differently, the idea of secularism is an alien import in India and has 
failed to take root there. Some have chosen a different line of criticism, 
according to which the main cause of the crisis of the secular is internal to 
the secular state. In fact, although India has professed to be a ‘secular 
state,’ a state which treats all religions impartially, the state has never been 
completely impartial or detached from religion.19 On the contrary, the 
state has regularly intervened to regulate the affairs of some religious com-
munities while leaving others alone (e.g., with regard to temple manage-
ment and supervision of fairs and pilgrimages).20 A further line of criticism 
is articulated by some, who argue that secularism’s regulation of religion 
in Indian society has led to a backlash and radicalization in the form of 
Hindu nationalism.21 Regarding this, I mention a book by Elizabeth 
Shakman Hurd, Beyond Religious Freedom; although not focused on India, 
Hurd offers an illuminating analysis of the unintended consequences of 
the liberal state’s secular regulating instinct toward religion.22

In summary, on the one hand, the critics of the status quo raise concerns 
about secularism as a regulatory agent of religion and as being alien to 
Indian society. On the other hand, the defenders of the status quo, namely, 
the Indian secularism that emerged out of Independence, claim that 
Indian secularism has its roots in the historical and social realities of India 
and is quite different from western secularism.23 Those people argue that 
a specifically Indian form of secularism has come into being because of the 
historical conditions under which it emerged.24 For example, some claim 
that Indian secularism is distinct from western secularism, for it was trans-
formed in the process of responding to problems like caste discrimination 
and extreme religious diversity. Gary Jacobsohn calls the result of this pro-
cess, “the ameliorative model,” which “embraces the social reform impulse 
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of Indian nationalism in the context of the nation’s deeply rooted religious 
diversity and stratification.”25 In this context, Rajeev Bhargava asserts that 
secularism has a clear meaning, that is, “a separation of organized religion 
from organized political power inspired by a specific set of values.” But 
these elements can be interpreted in several ways. Therefore, secularism 
has no fixed content but “multiple interpretations which change over 
time.”26

What is interesting here is that Hindutva frames Indian secularism as 
the result of the effects of western secularism in India, effects that should 
be unveiled and reversed. For Indian nationalism, Indian secularism is 
only a mythos, a distinct story that transcends reasoning. As such, it can-
not be refuted, only out-narrated. And the counter-narrative of Indian 
nationalists is that Indian secularism is a historical product which has been 
in construction since the time of British colonialism and that it is too 
strongly based on a western representation of India as multiethnic and 
religiously plural. By rejecting secularism, India would be able to return to 
its roots and recover the ancient tradition of Hindu civilization and 
its values.

The criticism of secularism and the claim of its apparent failure in the 
Indian context are known features of the Hindu nationalists. But both 
criticism and claim do not belong exclusively to them. For several decades 
now, Indian thinkers of different religious traditions and political orienta-
tions such as Ashis Nandy, Triloki Nath Madan, Mushirul Hasan, and 
Pratap Banu Mehta have been suspicious of secularism as an ontological 
category and rather interpreted it as a historical process. To borrow a sen-
tence from Grace Davie, “an alternative suggestion is increasingly gaining 
ground: the possibility that secularization is not a universal process, but 
belongs instead to a relatively short and particular period of European his-
tory which still assumed (amongst other things) that whatever character-
ized Europe’s religious life today would characterize everyone else’s 
tomorrow.”27 An example of this post-secular perspective is the work of 
Ashis Nandy, who believes that secularism is an unintentional attempt to 
Christianize India. The entry point of Nandy’s argument is that in agree-
ment with Carl Schmitt’s political theology, the political history of the 
West after Hobbes has been at the same time a religious history, in the 
sense that political concepts are derivatives of theology.28
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Conclusion

The transplanting of secularism from England to India equates to an 
importation of Christian concepts. Like Gandhi, Nandy considered the 
West and India as belonging not to two different histories but to two fun-
damentally different myths. In his words, Gandhi “rejected history and 
affirmed the primacy of myths over historical chronicles.”29 The injection 
of secularism in the veins of Indian society, in Nandy’s opinion, is ulti-
mately responsible for Hindu nationalism, Muslim resistance, and Sikh 
defensiveness in the sense that secularism has artificially attempted to 
promise what the older religious traditions, primarily Hindu, had guaran-
teed for centuries before the coming of the Raj, that is, peaceful coexis-
tence in India. Other examples of critics are T.N. Madan and Mushiral 
Hasan. The former argues that secularism has failed to become part of the 
shared world-view of regular citizens and for the majority of people in 
India secularism is “a phantom concept.”30 The latter has observed that 
“delinking of state and religion remains a distant dream; secularization of 
state and society an ideal.”31 These and other scholars have raised the fun-
damental question of whether secularism—a transplanted concept in India 
of a universal organizational device for the political administration of the 
religious that supposedly contains within itself a mechanism for mediating 
cultural difference—has failed. Two misconceptions brought Indian secu-
larism to its demise: first, the Euro/western model of secularization, 
imagined as an ideological project, is also a historical model; second, the 
attempt to distance religion from the political and legal processes of a 
multicultural and religiously pluralist society is foreign to Indian tradition.

The stakes are not just abstractly intellectual; they are also deeply ideo-
logical and political. Hindu nationalists add to these highly intellectual 
criticisms, in fact, the identification of the ultimate cause of this failure, 
namely, a single religious group that is ‘other’ to the majority populace 
and its own religious rites and rights. Nationalism of any kind, Purushottama 
Bilimoria notes, is constantly desirous of a homogenous nation and 
reclaims nativism and demands loyalty and allegiance to a single cause.32 
One might add to that that nationalism is permanently committed to con-
demn those at the margins of difference as basically agents of disorder who 
are disinterested in conforming. The Indian state instituted a Hindu Code 
Act regarding a uniform civil code for all ‘Hindus’ in the nation (including 
Sikhs), although leaving Muslims to their own Personal Law.33 This is part 
of the reason that Hindu nationalists branded Indian secularism in terms 
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of pseudo-secularism. In the form of Bilimoria’s rhetorical question, “why 
should the Hindus alone have to bear the burden of the regulatory and 
reformative agenda under the watchful eyes of the secular state, bent on 
secularization every aspect of Hindu faith and life, while the Muslim is 
exempted and is a willing claimant to the Constitutional license to con-
tinue with their own religiously sanctioned social practices, customs, and 
laws?”34 The answer, unfortunately, has been raising anti-Muslim rhetoric 
and mobilization tactics and spreading of communal violence against reli-
gious minorities (including Christians).
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