
Page 287 
© GAS Journal of Arts Humanities and Social Sciences (GASJAHSS). Published by GAS Publishers 

 

 

 Journal of Arts Humanities and Social Sciences 
(GASJAHSS) 

  
Volume- 02 | Issue- 05 | 2024 Homepage: https://gaspublishers.com/gasjahss/ ISSN: 3048-5002 

Secularism in India: Balancing Constitutional Principles and 

Practical Challenges 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

India's secularism is founded on the principle of 'sarva 

dharma sambhava,' meaning equal respect for all religions, 

which differentiates it from the Western concept of secularism. 

The Indian Constitution specifically recognizes secularism in 

its Preamble, Fundamental Rights, and Directive Principles of 

State Policy. However, India's secularism sometimes provokes 

debates over intercommunal harmony, government meddling in 

religious matters, and religious neutrality. Given India's 

heterogeneous sociopolitical structure, this essay examines the 

secularist constitutional framework and evaluates its 

effectiveness in practice. 

Constitutional Basis of Secularism in India 

According to the Preamble of the Indian Constitution, India 

is a "sovereign, socialist, secular, democratic republic." 

Important clauses in favor of secularism include: 

1. Article 14: Guarantees equality before the law. 

2. Article 15: Prohibits discrimination based on religious 

beliefs. 

3. Articles 25–28: Balancing morality and public order 

with religious freedom. 

4. Article 44: Advocates for a Uniform Civil Code to 

harmonize personal laws. 

The dedication to a secular state that upholds equality and 

religious freedom is reflected in these constitutional articles. 

But how these ideas are applied and interpreted shows how 

difficult it is to achieve true secularism in a multicultural 

society. 

Historical Context of Secularism in India 

The freedom movement is where secularism in India 

first emerged. Leaders such as Jawaharlal Nehru and Mahatma 

Gandhi have emphasized the importance of religious unity and 

secular rule. Gandhi's "sarva dharma sambhava" philosophy 

and Nehru's idea of a modern, secular state laid the groundwork 

for India's constitutional structure. However, because of the 

severe religious divisions caused by the partition, the severe 

religious divisions caused by Partition in 1947 posed significant 

challenges to incorporating these principles, as the nascent state 

struggled to ensure intercommunal harmony. 
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Judicial Interpretations of Secularism 

Indian courts have played a significant role in the 

interpretation of secularism. In the landmark ruling of S.R. 

Bommai v. Union of India (1994), the Supreme Court 

emphasized that secularism is a basic feature of the 

Constitution. Similarly, cases such as Kesavananda Bharati v. 

State of Kerala (1973) highlighted the inviolability of secular 

principles in constitutional amendments. Other noteworthy 

instances include of: 

 Indira Gandhi v. Raj Narain (1975): Highlighted the 

political misuse of religion. 

 Minerva Mills v. Union of India (1980): Reinforced 

the balance between Fundamental Rights and 

Directive Principles. 

Judicial interpretations have often clarified the boundaries of 

state-religion interaction, but inconsistencies in rulings 

sometimes contribute to ambiguity in secular policies. 

Challenges to Secularism in India 

1. Religious Polarization: Secular values are 

undermined by electoral politics, which frequently 

take advantage of religious identities. Community 

divisions have widened as identity politics have grown 

in popularity. 

2. State Interference in Religion: Neutrality is called 

into doubt when the state regulates religious 

organizations, including temple administration. For 

instance, the autonomy allowed to institutions of other 

religions contrasts with the state's authority over 

Hindu temples. 

3. Uniform Civil Code (UCC): The controversy 

surrounding UCC brings to light conflicts between 

secular government and religious personal laws. 

Although a UCC is required by Article 44, certain faith 

communities oppose its establishment. 

4. Intercommunal Violence: The Gujarat riots of 2002 

provide as an example of how secularism fails to 

preserve intercommunal unity. These kinds of 

occurrences highlight the difficulties in striking a 

balance between religious sensitivities and law 

enforcement.  

Ground Realities of Secularism in India Today 

The contemporary socio-political environment in India 

underscores several challenges to secularism: 

1. Hate Speech and Online Polarization: The 

increasing use of social media platforms to spread hate 

speech against specific groups has caused rifts in the 

community. Targeted disinformation campaigns and 

online trolling have increased hostilities and 

endangered India's secular culture. 

2. Religious Processions and Violence: The increasing 

occurrences of communal conflict are exemplified by 

incidents such as the 2023 communal violence during 

religious processions in areas like Delhi and Haryana. 

During such events, aggressive slogans or behaviors 

are frequently the cause of these disputes. 

3. Legislative Developments: Discussions over the right 

to freedom of religion and the state's meddling in 

private affairs have been sparked by recent legislation, 

such as the anti-conversion laws implemented in 

Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. Critics argue that 

these rules, which often target minority communities, 

contradict the secular promise of the Constitution. 

4. Mob Lynching Incidents: The rise in mob lynchings, 

particularly those regarding the preservation of cows, 

is a concerning trend in which fringe groups act as 

moral enforcers and flout the law. These attacks 

disproportionately impact minority populations, 

making them feel even more insecure. 

5. Judicial Interventions: There are concerns regarding 

the discrepancies and delays in addressing situations 

that are sensitive to religion, notwithstanding the 

court's occasional intervention to uphold secular 

values. For instance, community tensions have 

persisted due to the drawn-out conclusion of cases like 

as the Gyanvapi mosque issue. 

6. Education and Textbook Revisions: Recent changes 

to school textbooks, especially those that minimize the 

contributions of particular groups or historical events, 

such as the Mughal era, have sparked worries about a 

skewed historical representation that may undermine 

secular principles in the minds of future generations.  

 

CASE STUDIES 

1. Shah Bano Case (1985): Draw attention to the 

conflict between personal laws and secular ideals to 

begin the conversation regarding the UCC. The case 

illustrated the tension between protecting minorities' 

rights and promoting gender equity. 

2. The 1992 demolition of the Babri Mosque: This 

incident exposed a change in communal politics and 

called into question the secular fabric. After the 

demolition, there was widespread dissatisfaction and a 

review of secular policy. 
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3. Triple Talaq Judgment (2017): By declaring that the 

practice of quick triple talaq was illegal, the Supreme 

Court reaffirmed its dedication to gender justice while 

finding a balance with secular norms. 

4. Delhi Riots (2020): The riots that erupted in Delhi 

during protests against the Citizenship Amendment 

Act (CAA) exposed the tenuous connection between 

religion and politics and generated discussion on the 

state's obligation to protect minorities and enforce the 

law.  

Role of Education and Media in Promoting 

Secularism 

Education and media play crucial roles in fostering 

secular values. A curriculum that emphasizes constitutional 

ideals and promotes interfaith understanding can bridge 

communal divides. Similarly, responsible media reporting can 

prevent the escalation of religious tensions. However, the rise 

of sensationalist media and misinformation poses challenges to 

these efforts. 

Way Forward 

1. Strengthening Legal Frameworks: Make changes to 

current legislation to uphold secular values. For 

instance, governmental neutrality can be guaranteed by 

more precise regulations governing religious 

organizations. 

2. Encouraging Civic Education: Use education to raise 

awareness of secular principles. Educating people about 

their constitutional rights and obligations can enable 

them to support secularism. 

3. Judicial Vigilance: To support secularism, promote 

proactive judicial scrutiny. Courts are required to make 

sure that executive and legislative activities are 

consistent with the principles of the constitution. 

4. Fostering Interfaith Communication: Forums for 

communication between religious groups can foster 

respect and understanding amongst them. 

5. Reducing Economic Disparities: The use of religious 

identities for political purposes can be lessened by 

lowering socioeconomic disparities.  

CONCLUSION 

While India's Constitution enshrines strong secular 

principles, persistent sociopolitical and legislative challenges 

necessitate collective action to uphold these ideals." The state, 

courts, and civil society must work together to close the gap 

between ideals and realities. Preserving India's secular 

foundation requires tackling modern issues including hate 

speech, legislative biases, and intercommunal violence. India 

may work toward the actualization of its secular values by 

fostering interfaith understanding, guaranteeing impartial 

governance, and fortifying its judicial system.
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