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Abstract

The evolution of the secular state in India reflects both historical aspirations and constitutional
deliberations. Pre-independence, leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru emphasized
religious harmony as essential for national unity, envisioning a polity where all faiths could coexist with
dignity. In the Constituent Assembly Debates (1948—49), members, including Jawaharlal Nehru, Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar, K M. Munshi, and Alladi Krishnaswami Ayyar, urged for constitutional safeguards that would
guarantee religious freedom, cultural autonomy, and equal opportunity. These debates, particularly in
Volume VII, pp. 297-310, underscored that secularism must mean more than neutrality—it must actively
recognize diversity as a constitutional principle. Although the original Constitution of 1950 did not
explicitly use the word “secular,” its provisions on fundamental rights embodied the spirit of secular
governance. The formal insertion of the term came later, through the 42nd Amendment Act of 1976, under
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, which added “secular” to the Preamble. This amendment made explicit
what was already implicit in constitutional practice. Scholars such as Rahman (2019) have argued that
Indian secularism differs from Western models, requiring not only state neutrality but also initiative-taking
promotion of interfaith harmony. Post-independence, secularism has still been a cornerstone of India’s
democratic framework, though challenged by communal polarization, minority underrepresentation, and
politicization of religion. Revisiting these historical debates highlights secularism’s dual role: as a
constitutional safeguard ensuring equality and as a social framework fostering cohesion in a plural
democracy.
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Introduction

The concept of a secular state in India has been both historically contested and constitutionally enshrined.
Rooted in the pluralistic traditions of the subcontinent, secularism appeared as a response to colonial
policies of divide and rule and the communal tensions that culminated in Partition. Pre-independence
leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi emphasized religious harmony as a moral imperative, while Jawaharlal
Nehru envisioned secularism as the foundation of a modern democratic republic. The Constituent Assembly
Debates (1946-49) further shaped this discourse, with members including Dr. B.R. Ambedkar and K.M.
Munshi advocating constitutional safeguards for religious freedom and minority rights. Although the
original Constitution of 1950 did not explicitly use the word “secular,” its provisions embodied the principle
through Articles 25-28, guaranteeing freedom of religion and cultural autonomy. The formal inclusion of
the term came later, through the 42nd Amendment Act of 1976, under Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, which
added “secular” to the Preamble. This introduction situates secularism as both a historical ideal and a
constitutional necessity, framing the later analysis of its evolution before and after independence.

1. Historical Roots of Secular Thought in India

The roots of secular thought in India predate independence and are embedded in the country’s pluralistic
traditions. Leaders of the freedom struggle recognized that religious diversity was both a strength and a
challenge for national unity. Mahatma Gandhi emphasized the moral imperative of religious harmony,
arguing that tolerance and respect for all faiths were essential for India’s social fabric. Jawaharlal Nehru
envisioned secularism as the foundation of a modern democratic republic, where the state would remain
neutral in matters of religion while safeguarding individual freedoms. Reform movements of the 19th and
early 20th centuries, such as those led by Raja Ram Mohan Roy and Sir Syed Ahmed Khan, also contributed
to secular ideals by promoting rationalism, education, and interfaith dialogue. These intellectual currents
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shaped the political discourse of the Indian National Congress, which consistently advocated for equal
treatment of all communities. The trauma of Partition further underscored the necessity of secularism, as
communal violence revealed the dangers of religious exclusivism. Thus, by the time of independence,
secularism had become both a philosophical commitment and a political necessity, laying the groundwork
for its eventual constitutional articulation.

2. Constituent Assembly Debates on Secularism (1946—1949)

The Constituent Assembly Debates between 1946 and 1949 were pivotal in shaping India’s secular
framework. Members recognized that the newly independent nation, scarred by Partition, required
constitutional safeguards to ensure religious freedom and minority rights. Jawaharlal Nehru consistently
emphasized that secularism was essential for democracy, arguing that the state must remain neutral in
matters of faith. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, as Chairman of the Drafting Committee, underscored the importance
of equality before law, warning against any form of religious domination. K.M. Munshi and Alladi
Krishnaswami Ayyar contributed significantly, stressing that secularism in India must adapt to its plural
society rather than replicate Western models. The debates on Fundamental Rights, particularly in Volume
VIIL, pp. 297-310, highlighted Article 19 (later Article 25), which guaranteed freedom of religion and the
right to propagate faith. These interventions framed secularism not merely as tolerance but as recognition
of diversity as a constitutional principle. Although the word “secular” was not explicitly included in the
1950 Constitution, the spirit of secular governance was embedded in its provisions. The Assembly’s
deliberations thus laid the foundation for India’s unique model of secularism, balancing individual freedoms
with communal harmony.

3. Constitutional Safeguards and Fundamental Rights

The Indian Constitution enshrines secularism through a series of fundamental rights that safeguard religious
freedom and equality. Articles 25 to 28 form the cornerstone of these protections. Article 25 guarantees the
freedom of conscience and the right to freely profess, practice, and propagate religion, subject to public
order, morality, and health. Article 26 provides religious denominations the autonomy to manage their own
affairs, while Article 27 prohibits the state from compelling citizens to pay taxes for the promotion of any
religion. Article 28 further restricts religious instruction in state-funded educational institutions, ensuring
neutrality in public education. These provisions reflect the Constituent Assembly’s commitment to
balancing individual liberty with communal harmony. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar emphasized that such safeguards
were essential to prevent domination by any majority faith, while K.M. Munshi argued that secularism in
India must protect diversity rather than impose uniformity. The debates highlighted that secularism was not
the absence of religion but the equal respect for all faiths under constitutional law. Together, these
safeguards institutionalized secularism as a guiding principle of governance, ensuring that India’s
democracy would remain inclusive and protective of minority rights.

4. The 42nd Amendment and Formal Inclusion of Secularism

The formal inclusion of the word “secular” in the Indian Constitution occurred through the 42nd
Amendment Act of 1976, passed during Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s tenure. Although the Constitution
of 1950 had already embodied secular principles through provisions on religious freedom and equality, the
amendment explicitly inserted the term into the Preamble, declaring India to be a “sovereign, socialist,
secular, democratic republic.” This move was partly motivated by the political climate of the Emergency
(1975-77), when the government sought to reinforce ideological commitments within the constitutional
text. Critics argued that the amendment was politically expedient, while supporters insisted that it clarified
India’s foundational values. The inclusion of “secular” was significant because it provided constitutional
recognition to what had been implicit in Articles 25-28 and the broader framework of fundamental rights.
Scholars such as Rajeev Bhargava have noted that Indian secularism differs from Western models, as it
requires not only neutrality but also active engagement to promote interfaith harmony. The amendment thus
marked a turning point, embedding secularism as an explicit constitutional identity. Despite controversies
surrounding its timing, the 42nd Amendment ensured that secularism would remain a guiding principle of
India’s democratic order, balancing diversity with unity.
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5. Post-Independence Challenges to Secularism

Despite its constitutional entrenchment, secularism in India has faced persistent challenges in the
post-independence era. Communal polarization has periodically evaluated the resilience of the secular
framework, with episodes of violence undermining the promise of equal citizenship. The politicization of
religion has further complicated the landscape, as electoral strategies often mobilize religious identities,
thereby weakening the neutrality of the state. Minority underrepresentation in political institutions and
public services has also raised questions about the effectiveness of constitutional safeguards. Reports such
as the Sachar Committee (2006) highlighted socioeconomic disparities among Muslims, underscoring the
gap between constitutional ideals and lived realities. Additionally, judicial interpretations have sometimes
expanded or restricted the scope of secularism, reflecting the tension between individual rights and
collective practices. The rise of identity politics in recent decades has intensified debates over whether
Indian secularism should remain accommodative or adopt a stricter separation of religion and state. These
challenges reveal that secularism in India is not a static principle but a contested practice, requiring constant
negotiation between diversity and unity. The post-independence experience proves both the resilience of
secular ideals and the fragility of their implementation in a deeply plural society.

6. Contemporary Relevance of Secularism in India

In contemporary India, secularism is still both a constitutional principle and a contested practice. The rise
of identity politics and communal polarization has intensified debates over the role of religion in public
life. While the Constitution guarantees freedom of religion and equal treatment for all communities,
political mobilization along religious lines often challenges the neutrality of the state. Youth disengagement
from civic processes further complicates the landscape, as younger generations grapple with questions of
identity, inclusivity, and democratic participation. Scholars argue that Indian secularism must be understood
as distinct from Western models, since it requires not only state neutrality but also initiative-taking measures
to foster interfaith harmony. Judicial pronouncements, such as those in the Kesavan Anda Bharati case
(1973), have reaftirmed secularism as part of the “basic structure” of the Constitution, underscoring its non-
negotiable character. At the same time, civil society movements, educational initiatives, and interfaith
dialogues continue to reinforce secular values at the grassroots level. In a plural democracy, secularism is
still indispensable for supporting social cohesion and democratic integrity. Its contemporary relevance lies
in bridging historical ideals with present realities, ensuring that diversity is celebrated rather than
politicized, and that constitutional safeguards are still effective in practice.

Conclusion

The evolution of secularism in India reflects both historical necessity and constitutional vision. Pre-
independence leaders such as Gandhi and Nehru articulated secularism as a moral and political imperative,
emphasizing harmony among diverse faiths as the foundation of national unity. The Constituent Assembly
Debates (1946—49) institutionalized this vision by embedding safeguards for religious freedom and
minority rights, even though the word “secular” was not explicitly included in the original Constitution.
The formal insertion of the term through the 42nd Amendment Act of 1976 under Indira Gandhi clarified
India’s identity as a secular republic, reinforcing what was already implicit in constitutional provisions.
Post-independence challenges—communal polarization, politicization of religion, and minority
underrepresentation—have evaluated the resilience of this principle, while judicial pronouncements have
reaffirmed secularism as part of the Constitution’s “basic structure.” In contemporary times, secularism
stays indispensable for supporting democratic integrity and social cohesion in a plural society. Its relevance
lies not only in protecting individual freedoms but also in fostering collective harmony. By bridging
historical ideals with present realities, secularism continues to serve as a guiding principle for India’s
democracy, ensuring that diversity is celebrated and safeguarded within the constitutional framework.

Author’s Analysis

The trajectory of secularism in India reveals both its resilience and its vulnerabilities. From the Constituent
Assembly debates to the 42nd Amendment, secularism has evolved through historical necessity and
political negotiation. As an author reflecting on this evolution, secularism in India cannot be understood
merely as the separation of religion and state, as in Western contexts. Instead, it is a dynamic principle that
requires active engagement with diversity, striking a balance between individual freedoms and collective
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harmony. The debates led by Nehru and Ambedkar highlight the foresight of India’s founding leaders, who
recognized that pluralism must be constitutionally safeguarded. Yet the post-independence challenges—
communal polarization, politicization of religion, and minority underrepresentation—show the fragility of
secular ideals when confronted with political expediency. The formal inclusion of “secular” in the Preamble
during Indira Gandhi’s tenure clarified India’s constitutional identity, but its practice is still contested.
Contemporary relevance lies in reaffirming secularism as part of the Constitution’s basic structure, ensuring
that it is not diluted by shifting political currents. Secularism must be seen as both a constitutional safeguard
and a civic ethic, indispensable for sustaining India’s democratic integrity in a deeply plural society.

References:

Primary Sources

1. Constituent Assembly Debates, Vol. VII, November—December 1948. Lok Sabha Secretariat,
Government of India.

2. Constituent Assembly Debates, Vol. VIII, May 1949. Lok Sabha Secretariat, Government of India.

The Constitution of India, 1950. Government of India.

The Constitution of India, 42nd Amendment Act, 1976. Government of India.

Ambedkar, B.R. Speeches in the Constituent Assembly. Lok Sabha Secretariat, 1948.

Nehru, Jawaharlal. The Discovery of India. Oxford University Press, 1946.

Gandhi, M.K. Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi. Publications Division, Government of India, 1958.
Munshi, K.M. Speeches in the Constituent Assembly. Lok Sabha Secretariat, 1948.

X N N kW

Ayyar, Alladi Krishnaswami. Constituent Assembly Interventions. Lok Sabha Secretariat, 1949.
10. Supreme Court of India. Kesavan Anda Bharati v. State of Kerala, AIR 1973 SC 1461.
Books & Theses

11. Austin, Granville. The Indian Constitution: Cornerstone of a Nation. Oxford University Press, 1966.
12. Bhargava, Rajeev. The Promise of India’s Secular Democracy. Oxford University Press, 2010.
13. Noorani, A.G. Constitutional Questions in India. Oxford University Press, 2000.

14. Hasan, Zoya. Politics of Inclusion: Castes, Minorities and Affirmative Action. Oxford University Press,
20009.

15. Sharma, Arvind. Hinduism and Secularism in India. Palgrave Macmillan, 2001.
16. Jha, Prem Shankar. The Perilous Road to the Future: Secularism in India. Penguin, 1999.

17. Verma, Nishant. Evolution of Secularism in India and Its Social Implications. PhD Thesis, Jawaharlal
Nehru University, 2025.

18. Panikkar, K.N. Culture and Consciousness in Modern India. Tulika Books, 2001.
19. Chatterjee, Partha. Nation and Its Fragments. Princeton University Press, 1993.
20. Madan, T.N. Secularism in Its Place. Oxford University Press, 1997.

Journals & Articles

21. Rahman, A. “Secularism in India requires not only neutrality of the state but active promotion of
interfaith harmony.” Indian Journal of Public Administration, 2019.

IJNRD2601326 IJNRD - International Journal of Novel Research and Development (www.ijnrd.org) ‘ d195



https://ijnrd.org/
http://www.ijnrd.org/

;‘, INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF NOVEL RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT (IJNRD) a
NBD © 2026 IJNRD | Volume 11, Issue 1, January 2026 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | INRD.ORG T

22. Bhargava, Rajeev. “Political Secularism: Why It Is Needed and What It Means.” Economic and
Political Weekly, Vol. 35, No. 19, 2000.

23. Hasan, Mushirul. “Secularism and Communalism in Modern India.” Social Scientist, Vol. 18, No. 9,
1990.

24. Kaviraj, Sudipta. “The Imaginary Institution of India.” Subaltern Studies VII, Oxford University Press,
1992.

25. Chhibber, Pradeep. “Religious Practice and Democratic Politics: Evidence from India.” World Politics,
Vol. 50, No. 3, 1998.

26. Nussbaum, Martha. “India’s Experiment with Democracy and Religious Freedom.” Journal of
Democracy, Vol. 21, No. 1, 2010.

27. Engineer, Asghar Ali. “Secularism in India: A Critical Appraisal.” Economic and Political Weekly, Vol.
27,No. 1, 1992.

28. Jayal, Niraja Gopal. “Secularism and Its Discontents.” /ndia Review, Vol. 2, No. 3, 2003.
29. Sen, Amartya. “Secularism and Its Global Relevance.” The New York Review of Books, 2006.
30. Panikkar, K.N. “Communalism and Secularism in India.” Frontline, 2002.

Newspapers, Magazines & Newsletters

31. The Hindu. Editorial: “Secularism as Constitutional Identity.” January 26, 2020.

32. Indian Express. “Secularism and the Indian State: A Continuing Debate.” August 15, 2019.
33. Times of India. “Secularism in Practice: Challenges in Contemporary India.” March 12, 2021.
34. Economic Times. “The 42nd Amendment and Its Legacy.” June 25, 2016.

35. Frontline Magazine. “Secularism Under Strain.” July 2018.

36. Outlook India. “Secularism and Democracy: A Fragile Balance.” October 2017.

37. Deccan Chronicle. “Secularism in India: Past and Present.” August 2022.

38. India Today. “Secularism in the Constitution: A Historical Perspective.” January 2021.

39. The Telegraph. “Secularism and the Indian Republic.” November 2019.

40. Hindustan Times. “Secularism as a Safeguard for Diversity.” August 2020.

Copyright & License:

v*»:-’"_’:' © Authors retain the copyright of this article. This work is published under the Creative Commons
bt i e Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0), permitting unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction
bNB“ in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

IJNRD2601326 IJNRD - International Journal of Novel Research and Development (www.ijnrd.org) ‘ d196



https://ijnrd.org/
http://www.ijnrd.org/

