Understanding Secularism

Imagine yourself as a Hindu or Muslim living in a part
of the United States of America where Christian
fundamentalism is very powerful. Suppose that despite
being a US citizen, no one is willing to rent their house
to you. How would this make you feel? Would it not
make you feel resentful? What if you decided ta
complain against this discrimination and were told to
go back to India: Would this not make you fee! angry?
Your anger could take two forms. First, you might react
by saying that Christians should get the same treatment
in places where Hindus-and Muslims are in'a majority.
This is @ form of refaliation. Or, you might take the
view that there should be justice for all. You may fight,
stating that no orie should be discriminated against
on grounds of their religious practices and beliefs. This
statement rests on the assumption that all forms of
domination related to religion should end. This is the
essepce of secularism. In this chapter, you will read
more about what this means in the Indian context.




Historr provides'us with many examples of discrimination,
esclusion 2nd persécution on the grounds of ehmon. You
mar have read about how Jews were persecuted in Hitler's
Germany and how several mullions were knlled Now however,
ﬂlﬂjﬂ"i‘iﬁh State of Tersel treats it own Muslnt and Chastan
minorities guite badiy In Sandi Arahia non-AMuslime are not
allowed to build 4 temple, church et , and norcan thev pather
i & public place for pravess

In-all of the sbove ezamples, members of one r=hgous
community either persecute or discniminate sgaingg

membérs of other =higions commumties. These acis of

discomination take plice more sasily when one telivion is

siven offical recogmition by the State at the expenie of other

religions Cleady no one would wish to be discrintinated apanst.
because of their relipon nor domunated by another relimon.
In Incia. can the State discnnunate ag'aiﬂ:-;t eitizens on the
grounds of their rehipnn?

What 1s Secularism?

In the previous chaptér, you réad aboot how the Indian
Constitulion contains Fundamental Rights that proteet us
apanst State power a5 well a5 gganst the tyranoy of the
majorsty. The-Indian Constitation allows mdrmdoals the
freedom to biwe by thew rebigious beliefs and practices as
ther nterprer these In kc—epmg with this idea of relimous
freedom for all ‘India sleo adopted a stratepy of ¢éparstng
the povrer of relipion and the pover of the State, Scculanzm
refers to thus sepamaton of relipton from the State,
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Re-read the introduction to
thi= chapter. Why do you
think retaliation i not the
proper respanse to this
problem? What would
happen if different groups
followed this path?
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Discuss in class: Can there be
different vicws within the =ame
religion?
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Why is it Important to Separate Religion
from the State?

Az discussed shove, the most mhpontant aspect of secularer
18 113 separation of religion from State power. Tlus 15
importarnt for 3 cougtey to function democeaticalle. Almnst
all countries of the world w1ll have more than one rehigrous
group hwing in them. Within theze sehmous proups. thege
will moét likely be one proup that 13 1n & msonty If this

., majonty sehgons group has sccess to Stuate power, then it
- could quite easily uiethis power and financial fezources to

discominate apanst and persecnie persons of other
relisions. This tyranny of the majorty could rewult in the
discnmination. coescion aad 2t times even.the killing of
religious minorittes, Thé majone could quite cas:ly
prevent munofities from practising ther religions. Any
fort of dominavien Bated on religion i in tinlation of the
rigiits that a democratic soaety guarantees to each and every
citizen wfespective OF their relipon Therefnre, the trzanny
of the mfjenty aad the molation of Fundamerital Rishee
that can result 12 one reason why it 1S important to teparate

the State and relipion in democranic soastics

Ancther regson thatir i imporiant (o séparate rehgion
from the-State in democrabic socienes 1 becavse we alto
need to protect the freedom of indimduals to exit from
therrelipson, embrace another rehmon or have the freedom
1o interpiet sehsious teachinge differently. To understand
this ‘point better, let us take the practice of vntouchabilits.
You mught feel that vou dishke this practice within
Hinduism and therefore, vou want to toy and reform it
Howerez, :f State powes were in the hands of those Hindus:
who suppor untouchgbiliy, then do vou think that vou
would have an easy task to try and change thist Evenaf you
were part of the dominant religicus group, vou might face
2 lot of resistance from fellow membess of vour
commumiy. These members who havé control of State
power might sav that there is only one interpretation of
Hinduissn and thai vou do not have the freedom 1o mterpret
thes differentle.
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What is Indian Secularism?

The Indisn Constitunion mandates that the Indian Smte be

seeuler According to the Constirunion oniy a secular State

can-realise 115 ojechves [ ensurs the fc-]lamﬂg'

L that one *Eh.r.* 101 Conmny Lar'r does nor dominsis
another,

fb

that some-membrers do not dormnste ‘other members of
the same relipions community,

thar the State does not enforee any pamcular relision
tor take away the teliprous frecdom of mdimidoale

_l'Mu

The Indian State works mn vanous wars (o prevent the above
dommnzton Fiest, 1t uszes & stzatepr of distancing itself from
rebgmon The Indian Staté 15 not muled by 2 religiobs group
and por deces it support any one religion. In India
government spaces hiké law courts, police stations,
government schoals and offices are not supposed o displar

or promote say oné ehmon
Chapter 2 Understanding Seculais "
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In a government schoaol in
Seemapur, studenis want to
celebeate a religious Testival,

Sie, thiere i & bty religioun
fentreal pext month; Wive
never eelehraied e achenl ] 11 e
Ean w11 the year!

I'm sant Sl n't poradic
Aeldza Thin i 2 gowenment
siocl YWe cannot gree
enpertunre i &5y mne feligie
Frivzte =hooh may da that,
Gevtriime=t sthoaky das)
refrhrate any religines
Etivals my the scheed promss
Mt peligions Testiaib e puble
haldays w that we c=n
celebesie these at hame

i
i

| wieaer thesuht of it this
wag | pues we oan alwaye

Epflsbiratr 0 sutsad= arhusl

hnymsy W wers
plannming te cefebrate o
it e leeafity.

In the above storyboird, the celebration of the r2howous
testival within the school would have been 3 wenlation o

In the sbove storyboard,
discuss the amwer given
by the teacher.
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the povernment's peliey of treating 4ll rehgians equally.
Government schools cannst promote any one zeligon
cither 10 their mormng pravess or through rehpous
celebrations. Thus rule does not apply to pavate schools.

024,25




The zecond w3r in which Indizn seculansm works to
prevent the above donuration s through 2 stmategy of non-
intérference. This means that in order to respect the
sentments: of al'L rebmons and not interfere with rehmons
, the State rmakes certain c=copnons for parhicular

!}Ei?."._
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meeting to go for a ride together,

Hey, | bepe you hawe 3 helmet
You keerw the b i Delh tesguirs
thas you wesr e Why zren't
Vel weAtieg B bl

T you - waht tu he fined?

Pent womy | wil
not be fined

A group of friends wha've recently bought scooters are

ey Parnmpin! Why
gros't yoil be Fitked?

Government schools often hawe
sludents from different
religious backgrounds.

Re-read the three ohjectives of
2 secular State and write two
sentences on why it is
imporiant that government
schools do not promate any
agae icligion?

Far Sikhy, wemring
J Pogn T a very
impertant pars ol
aur religyon The
giwetfiieish| can ot
fores mpe bmoweat
o el

I the abore o
hare to wear a hd_rnet. Thit 1= becavse the:Indian State

syboard, Parangt, ‘the Sikh vouth. doss not

recogmses that weanng a pren (Michan) ¢ central:to 3 Sikh’s:

relig10Us pracuce md n order not 1o interfere with this,
g the law

2;.‘3""": arn f_LE""‘T_lu"'J.

The third wav 1 which Indan seculansm works 1o prevent

the domuinstion heted earlier is throuph 2 strategy of
intervent:on. You read earher an thes chapier about
untouchahabty. This 2 2 good ezample where members of
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I the Uriited Stses al Srestics most childre

N BOVEITWNENT SEhOnEE Mate B DEEIM Ml
sehol diy reating e Tledze of Allegiance
This Pledge Bchides the wards “undar Gad” 1t
vkl adsaiiched mtre than 50 w=ais afe thet
pesErnmenT sthoal CILfeniE HE noT regusec in
wenile The Piedge ¢ 1 confiicts Wiih et
elijpivus baliely Dispiss this, hese hawe heen
szverel Igal chillengas obipctng 1o e phraze
“ynder Sod” sEymg that it weaizs The
sepaation hedeen threh @ Sram That me
Frat Awendmant of the LS Catzithtian
DUBETAn R

e sos ahod SeveE Shidens kg e
Pledge 3T Allsiianne’ b 3 goimrtireznl swhood i
the USA
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the same relipjion (“upper-caste’ Hindus) dominafe other
members (some Jlower castes’] within it In order to
prevent this religon-based exclusion and discnimination
of “lower castes’. the Indian Constitution bans
untouchability. In this nstance, the Stafe &5 mtervening n
rehmion 10 order toend 4 social pracoce thar it beheves
discriminates and ezcludes, and that wiolates the
Fundamental Riphte of lower castes’ who are citizens of
this country. Similarly, to ensuce thar laws reloting to equal
hentance: rights are respected, the State may have
intervene in the relision-based ‘personal laws' of
commumties.

The miferrention of thiz State can also be itk form of
suppert. The Indian Constitation gsants the nght to
relision: comimumities th 4st up thelr own <chools and
colleges. It zlso pives them fmapeal-md on a non=

chﬁiiemj_ﬂ. banis,

In what war 15 Indian secilansm different from that of
other democranc counines”

Some of the show objichves are similar o those that have
been included in the Constitunons of secular democranc
countrie: m other parts of the world For ezamale; the Fost
Amendment of the US. Consutution prohibits the
lepslamuee from making laws “respecnng an estabhshment
of religion” or that “prolubst the free ezercrse of relipan™
What 1= meant by the word ‘esmblchment’ 12 that the
lezslature cannot daclare any relipion as the official
relipion Noz can they pive preferenes to one rehgion. In
the US A the separation between State and relimon means
that nesther the State not relizon can interfere n the affas
of one another

There it one sigmficant war in which Indisn seculadem
differs from the dominant understanding of seculansm as
prachised m the United States of Amenics This 1t becauss
unhke the stnet separation between rehgon and the State
11 Amenran secularsm, in Indisn seculasiem the State can
witervene 10 religrous affars. You have read sbout how the
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Indian Constitution intervened in Hindu relizicus practices
in order to abelish uarouchability. In Indian secularism,
though the State &5 not strictly separate from religion it
dcfsemamtam a principled distance vis-a-visreligion. This

means that anv interference in relizgion by the Stare hasro
be based on the ideals laid out in the Constitution. These
ideals cerve as the sandard through which we can judge
whetherthe State is or is not behaving according to secular
peinEiplis.

The Indian Srate is secular and works in various wayz o
prevent religious domination. The Indian Censtitution
guarantess Fundamental Rights that are based on these
secular principles, However, this s not te say that there is
no violation of these rights in Indian society, Indeed i1 is
precizely because such violations happen frequeﬂth that

we need a constitutional mechanism ro prevent them from
happening. The knowledge that such righes exist makes us

sensitive 1o their violations and snables us rotake action
when thesz violations take place.

religinus or gntﬁiual sqhslhf i

Can you think of an example
from India where individuals
or communitics of different
faiths came together o
promate social harmoeny and
celebrate constitutional
values?

; i-l?‘w:::ﬂng x’&zgﬁrmn wearing any conspicuous

ymbals such as the lslamic headscarf, the Jewish skulicap, of
large Christian crosses. This law has encountéred a ot 6f resistance from immigrants whe are
mainly from the former French colonies of Algesia. Tunisia and Moroceo. In the 1960s, France
had faced a shortage of workers and, thensfore, had provided visas for these immigrants to come
and work in the country. The daughtess of these immigrants often wear headscarves while

:ﬁmﬂmm Homnw,
their school for weanng head

h "y

‘the passing of this new Law, they have been expelled from
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Exercises

I, List the different types of religious practice that you find in your neighbourhood. This could be
different forms of prayer, worship of different gods, sacred siles, diffetent kinds of relisious
music and singing etc. Does fhis indicate freedom of refigious practice?

2. Will the governmenl 'hnm'mn' if some religious group says that their religion allows them 1o
practise infanticide? Give reasons Tor your answer.

3. Compleie the following table:

4. Look up the annual calendar of hutidnysnﬁi' your school. How many of them periain 1o differem
religlons? What does this hdlt:m:?

5. Find out some mmp&u‘ul‘ﬁlffcmumm' within the same religion.

6. The Indian State both keeps away from religion as well as intervenes in religion. This idea can be
quite conflsing. Discuss this-once again in cluss using examples [rom the chapter as well as
(huse thal you nﬂﬂi have cone up ‘with,



7. This posier dslongside highlighis the need Tor
‘Peace’. 1l says, “Peace 5 4 never—cnding
pricess.... 0t cannol ignore our dilferences or

"l et 1l Coeraes ﬂ-"'i‘

overlook our common interests” Write in it ot froan the Hasn

your own words what you think the above is the appowile of peste ==
« Garnoiildes

senfences are rying (o convey? How does il
relate 1o the need for religious tolerance?

Thiz chapler had three drawings on religions
tolerance made by students of vour age.
Design your own paster on rellgious tolerance
for your piers,

Cotrcion: To force somennt to do something. In the context of this chaptes, it refers
to the force used by a lega! autharity like the Siate

Freedom to interpret: The independence: that all persons shall have: to understand
things in their own way. In the context of this chapter, it refers to 3 person’s liberty
1o develop thelr own understanding and meaning of the religion they practice

Intervene: In the context of this chapter, it refers to the State’s efforts to influence
a partcular mati=r in sccordance with the principles of the Constitution.
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