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Secularism in India
A “Gandhian” Approach
Farah Godrej, University of California, Riverside

M. K. Gandhi is sometimes thought of as the “spiritual father” of Indian secularism, despite the fact that he is clearly not a secularist in the common Western
sense of the term.1 This contradiction arises from what appears to be ambivalence in Gandhi’s thought toward the notion of secularism. On the one hand, he
insists that politics must be infused with religion or spirituality (terms he uses
interchangeably). At other times, he expresses a strong sentiment that religion
and the state should remain separate, and that the state should never interfere
with matters of religion. How might this apparent contradiction be explained?
I argue that this requires distinguishing between the different senses in which
Gandhi used the term “religion.” Gandhi uses the term idiosyncratically: religion
understood in one particular way is to be brought to bear on politics, while understood in another way, religion is a pernicious force in political life. His multifaceted understanding of religion challenges the conceptual distinction between
“public” and “private” as understood within Western discourses on secularism. In
so doing, he both offered an idiosyncratic understanding of religious “freedom,”
and challenged traditional Western secularist understandings of the relationship
between individuals and communities.
This chapter also traces the dynamic and contested trajectory of “secularism” in
post-Independence India, demonstrating that while many contemporary Indian
thinkers have attempted to engage Gandhian understandings of secularism, few
have recognized precisely how prophetic his opposition was to Westcentric secularism. I identify a continuum along which thinkers are more or less inclined to see
Western liberal secularism as appropriate for the Indian context, with those most
critical of secularism’s applicability in India closest to Gandhi. Although these
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critics do not always explicitly offer a distinctly Gandhian approach to Indian secularism, reading their critiques in conjunction with my interpretation of Gandhi
explains some contradictions of contemporary Indian secularism in ways that also
illuminate Gandhi’s own concerns.
T H E C HA L L E N G E : A N A P O R E T IC G A N D H I

“For me,” Gandhi observes, “every . . . activity is governed by what I consider
my religion.”2 “I cannot conceive of politics as divorced from religion,” he says.
“[R]eligion should pervade every one of our actions.”3 Gandhi made no distinction
between the spiritual and the moral,4 and considered each of these realms as synonymous with truth-seeking. Thus, when he claims that “politics are not divorced
from morality, from spirituality, from religion,”5 he means simply that politics is
to be guided by the quest for truth, which to him is synonymous with dharma
(duty or moral order) or spirituality.6 For those who understand secularism as
strict separation of religion from politics, Gandhi’s views thus seem anti-secular.
Yet at other times Gandhi expresses a deep, abiding commitment to what he
calls secularism. “If I were a dictator, religion and state would be separate,” he
asserts. “I swear by my religion, I will die for it. But it is my personal affair. The state
has nothing to do with it. The state would look after your secular welfare . . . but not
your or my religion. That is everybody’s personal concern!”7 Elsewhere he claims
that the state “should undoubtedly be secular. Everyone in it should be entitled to
profess his religion without . . . hindrance.”8 In what sense, then, can we speak of
Gandhian “secularism” or “religious freedom,” given his apparent desire for politics and religion to be complementary, rather than separate? Of course, one possible explanation is that Gandhi conceived of politics quite apart from the state, as
occurring in the realm of daily personal interaction, not simply in the impersonal
and bureaucratic sphere of statecraft. But I suggest that there is more to the story. A
deeper exploration of Gandhi’s idiosyncratic usage of the term “religion” will reveal
a foresighted critique of modern liberal notions of secularism, one which coincides
remarkably with contemporary critiques of secularism in India.
In what follows, I offer a reading of Gandhi’s position on religion, religious
freedom and secularism that is syncretic, rather than strictly exegetical. That is, it
deliberately constructs an interpretive view through reliance on a combination of
textual material and interpretations by other scholars. Gandhi’s writings are deeply
aporetic: he rarely offers analytically unambiguous conclusions following from
clearly stated assumptions. His political thinking is often scattered across treatises,
pamphlets, newspaper articles, editorials, letters, and speeches, and characterized
by ambiguity and nuance. The interpretive challenge this presents is compounded
by the fact that many of his works were written in English, while many others (such
as the seminal Hind Swaraj) were written in Gujarati, and subsequently translated
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either by himself or by close associates. Linguistic nuances have often intervened
to introduce interpretive plurality into the meaning of a concept or category, and
even his own retranslation of his work multiplies rather than limits the possible
meanings of his statements.
Gandhi’s writings have long been the subject of multiple, conflicting interpretations, and extrapolating his views requires engaging creatively with this polyvocality.9 Arriving at a single, ostensibly “accurate” or “authentic” interpretation
of Gandhi belies this understanding of the interpretive process as necessarily
polyvocal, and so is deeply problematic. Nevertheless, polyvocality should not
lead to impressionistic or relativistic interpretations that float free of a rigorous
connection to the texts, ideas, or life-worlds they are intended to illuminate. All
interpretations are appropriations of a sort; yet we can distinguish between those
that are respectful, careful, and credible, and those that are disrespectful, ungenerous, or epistemically violent.10 My reading here seeks to reconstruct a Gandhian
understanding of religious freedom and secularism, excavating his understanding of the relationship between the state and religious groups (commonly called
“church-state relations” in the West), and among various religious groups, in a
multireligious polity.
R E L IG IO N 1 : “P R I VAT E” T RU T H - SE E K I N G

Religion 1 (hereafter R1) is my term for Gandhi’s conception of religion as a “private” activity of truth-seeking. When he calls religion one’s “private” or “personal”
affair, he has a very specific meaning of “private” in mind. Understanding this
requires a brief detour through Gandhi’s metaphysical views, including the crucial
distinction between Absolute and relative truth that is foundational to the entirety
of his political thinking. Having been deeply influenced in his early life by the Jain
tradition in his home state of Gujarat, Gandhi always acknowledged the debt of his
metaphysical position to the Jain doctrine of anekantavāda, or “many-sidedness.”11
Like some of the Vedic texts from which it stems (but from which it ultimately
departs), Jain doctrine holds that reality manifests itself within a plurality of material forms and phenomena, many of which may conflict with one another. Truth
and reality are perceived differently from diverse points of view, and no single
point of view is the complete truth.12 Human beings are only capable of partial
knowledge; consequently, no single, specific, human view can claim to represent
absolute truth. Apparent contradictions in the earthly world of human ideas are
thus an indication of the flexibility, fluidity, and plurality of ultimate reality.13 On
this view, to hold any particular viewpoint as final is to hold a limited picture of
reality. Rather than relying on establishing the validity of any given proposition,
solutions to moral problems become concerned with investigating the multiplicity
of truths and working through them in a nondichotomous fashion.
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This way of inquiring into problems defies the absolutist logic employed by
many normative frameworks in Western political thought. Gandhi repeatedly
emphasized that his own understanding of various truths, even as he held steadfastly to them, was always provisional and contingent, until further examined and
tested through the nonviolent encounter. He distinguished between “Absolute”
and “relative” truths. Absolute Truth was “the Eternal Principle, that is God,” while
relative truths are our own individual perceptions of the many-sided and pluralistic Absolute Truth.14 Absolute Truth is so pluralistic, many-sided, and fluid, that
no single human mind can capture it entirely. Human life is most often a struggle
to approximate a series of “relative” truths. Because human knowledge of this
Absolute Truth is fallible, human beings are destined to see Truth only through
the fragmented prism of their relative, everyday perceptions.15 This leads to an
epistemic fallibility, a sense of contingency about one’s conclusions, and an ability
to keep them open to correction at all times.16
It is important to emphasize that Gandhi privileges the activity or process of
truth-seeking over definitive knowledge of truth. That is, he is mainly interested in
arriving at less ambitious and provisional truths about the right action to be taken
in a specific situation for a specific reason.17 While the goal of attaining Absolute
Truth is always present, Gandhi reminds us of the danger of resting with the belief
that we have in fact attained it, because it takes us away from the continued activity
of seeking. Gandhi scholars have reminded us that there is a privileging in Gandhi
of truth as experiential rather than cognitive.18 Truth is instantiated through
everyday practices of truth-seeking, rather than in any formal, doctrinal, or final
manner. It is not to be understood as an abstraction, but rather as something experienced through the everydayness of practice.19
To connect this back to R1: when Gandhi claims that religion should be a “private matter,” he is using religion to mean the dharma (duty) of truth-seeking as a
private process, activity, or practice, rather than a steady state. Gandhi’s R1 conception of religion is private in a very particular way. The individual conscience is central for Gandhi in every endeavor of truth-seeking. The conscience, for Gandhi,
is “the voice of God . . . of Truth.”20 The “call of the individual conscience” is the
main vehicle for accessing truth, and the practices of truth-seeking are to constitute a kind of systematic training of the individual will.21 Thus, when Gandhi calls
religion a “private” and “personal affair,” he means this in an existential sense: it is
between you and your God.22 R1 is a deeply experiential and interactive relationship with the deepest part of the self, the part which Gandhi believes has a special
connection to the Truth that is God.23
But crucially, this does not mean that those private practices of truth-seeking
driven by the conscience cannot be brought to bear on collective, public life. In fact,
the opposite is the case: Gandhi was particularly adept at taking “private” practices
of truth-seeking—such fasting or celibacy—and bringing them to bear on public
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matters.24 In so doing, he would exemplify his experience of a relative truth-claim
rather than engage in dogmatic declarations of truth as principled commitment.
When Gandhi says there can be no politics without religion, he is referring to R1,
characterized by private activities and experiences of truth-seeking.
Of course, there is also a communitarian sense in which Gandhi uses the term
“religion,” as something shaped by the power of tradition and community. Yet, as
many scholars have demonstrated, Gandhi was hardly univocal on the question of
deference to traditional community guidance: time and time again, he ran afoul of
Hindu religious authorities in reinterpreting traditional religious guidance in ways
that were reformist, claiming to do so on the basis of individual epistemic authority legitimated by the call of conscience.25 Religious communities for him function
as a support or supplement to the truth-seeking of the conscience, “ancestral practices” that serve as “action heuristics, instructing the individual on how to become
a better human being.”26 Such supporting or supplementary guidance comes precisely in the form of everyday practice, rather than through the belief in Absolute
Truth.27 These guiding practices derive their truth from the fact that they have
been handed down from generation to generation. Practice and experience continue to take precedence over doctrinal belief.28
We are now in a position to understand why Gandhi may be thought of as
an anti-secularist. He is keen that practices and experiences of truth-seeking be
brought to bear on actions in the political realm, leading to a marriage between
political life and truth-seeking.29 Certainly, one’s relationship to Truth, God, the
Inner Voice, is deeply private in the sense that it is subject to one’s own inner experience. At the same time, Gandhi would want R1 and private truth-seeking to serve
as the “repository or expression of moral values,” available for checking corruption, violence, and other ills of public life.30 Moreover, when this form of private
faith is brought to bear on public political matters, Gandhi insists that it be done
in an experiential, exemplary, and action-oriented manner: that is, not through
declaring principled commitment to doctrinal truths, but through practices that
demonstrate through exemplary engagement the activity of truth-seeking. We can
now make sense of Gandhi’s claim that politics cannot be divorced from spirituality or religion, when religion is understood in a very particular way as R1.
R E L IG IO N 1 V E R SU S R E L IG IO N 2 : P R I VAT E T RU T H SE E K I N G V E R SU S D O C T R I NA L T RU T H

Gandhi’s R1 can now be explored through a contrast with what I call Religion 2
(hereafter R2). In contrast to R1 understood as private practices of truth-seeking, R2 may be understood as principled commitment to absolute or doctrinal
truth. I argue that Gandhi is deeply troubled by and suspicious of R2. He is referring to this conception of religion when he says the state should be “secular,”
or remain apart from religion. In describing R2 as doctrinal truth or principled

Secularism in India    155

commitment, I rely on analyses by scholars who have described the Semitic or
Abrahamic concept of religious truth, in which religions are seen as a matter of
mutually exclusive truth or falsity of doctrines, propositions, and beliefs.31 Each
of these religions claims to be a unique revelation to humanity, and that its own
doctrines are therefore the true self-disclosure of the divine.32 Other traditions are
seen as false doctrines or rival claims to truth. This leads in turn to the obligation
to proselytize, for if one believes in a universally valid truth, all others are necessarily false, and one is obliged to combat false doctrines. In contrast, the overall
ethos of anekantavāda permeates most non-Abrahamic faiths of the subcontinent, even as its conceptual roots can be traced specifically to Jain theology and
metaphysics. Hindu, Jain, Buddhist, and Sikh traditions do not ascribe “exclusive”
truth predicates to their doctrines or beliefs.33 As we have seen, other traditions
are viewed not as competing doctrines, but rather as the transmitted “ancestral
practices” of communities.34
Why might Gandhi be troubled by the intervention of this R2 conception of
religion into political life? Gandhi repeatedly claims that “all faiths are true and
divinely inspired, and all have suffered through the necessarily imperfect handling
of men.”35 There is, he states, “no such thing as one true religion, every other being
false.”36 Elsewhere he claims that “my Hindu instinct tells me that all religions
are more or less true.”37 Or: “Religions are different roads converging to the same
point. What does it matter that we take different roads so long as we reach the same
goal?”38 Such statements are consistent with his understanding of anekantavāda:
ultimate Truth cannot be completely grasped by finite human perception, and religious doctrine is a result of such finite perception. In such a world, all religious
traditions are seen as parts in an ongoing human search for ultimate truth, containing portions of some truth and some error. Gandhi suggests therefore that it is
best to follow one’s own, but hold others as dear and close.39
In addition, let us recall that Gandhi’s commitment to anekantavāda involves
an “epistemic humility” that leaves him skittish about claiming to have reached
the Absolute Truth.40 It is not simply that it is difficult to know the truth; one must
come to know it through a lifetime of practice rather than belief. Thus, the notion
that one “has reached” the truth leads to an emphasis on belief and doctrine over
practice and experience. It takes us away from constant seeking, allowing us to
rest in the certainty that we “have” the truth. Gandhi believes this R2 conception
of religion as inflexible or principled commitment to be a destructive force in
politics. He repeatedly warns us that the claim to infallibility, in having reached
Absolute Truth, “would be a most dangerous claim to make.”41 Karuna Mantena
has reminded us that Gandhi is sensitive to the danger that idealism and attachment to principle can facilitate ideological entrenchment in politics. “The worry
is that when political disagreements are framed as arguments over fundamental
principles, the potential for political progress may dissipate in an atmosphere of
increasing hostility and polarization.”42
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There is yet another sense in which Gandhi fears the preponderance of R2 over
R1. When Gandhi says religion is a “personal” or “private” affair, I read him as
being deeply concerned that this private conception of religion (R1) should not
be subject to the doctrinal authority of institutionalized faiths (R2) attempting to
control the conscience.43 If an R2 conception of religion gains predominance over
R1, then the individualized, everyday, action-based understanding of religion as
conscientious truth-seeking could be displaced by a doctrinal and absolutist one,
privileging “truth professed” over “truth lived.” One way we can see this is by following the debates around Gandhi’s aversion to proselytizing, to which he was
staunchly opposed. In his often tense communications with Christian missionaries, Gandhi insists that Christianity is simply one among many true religions (each
of which also contain some measure of error). He repeatedly questions the missionary goal of obtaining the confession of cognitive belief in Christian principles,
instead of simply practicing truth through exemplary action and encouraging others toward such action.44
For Gandhi, when religions function as rival movements entitled to gather as
many adherents as they can, this encourages the view of religion as “private” in
the wrong sense. It turns the realm of belief into an ideological battlefield where
doctrinal belief systems square off against each other by attempting to win the
allegiance of individual consciences. The conscience, that delicate instrument of
R1, comes under pressure to pledge allegiance to doctrinal principles, rather than
engaging in practices of truth-seeking. This conception of the “private” sphere is
exactly the wrong one, if it means that the privacy of the individual’s struggle with
her own conscience (R1) becomes the object of appropriation by doctrinal religions attempting to win validity for their truth claims (R2). This model of religious
competition in the so-called “private” sphere is focused on pursuing commitments
to abstract ideals more than on providing guidance regarding exemplary practices
for living well. When the notion of “freedom of conscience” is reduced to competition among doctrinal truth systems, religion is no longer “private” in the sense
that truly matters for Gandhi. Instead, the tendency is to reify doctrine, belief, and
principle over practice and exemplary lived experience.
We are now in a position to understand how Gandhi envisioned the appropriate relationship between individuals and religions in a multireligious polity.
When he claims that everyone should be allowed to profess their religion without hindrance, he means that each person should be left alone on their own private path to truth-seeking. Here, I do not use the phrase “left alone” in a literal
sense: Gandhi clearly sees a role for traditional ancestral guidance. Rather, I use
“left alone” in an existential sense, as individuals struggle to find truth for themselves through repeated practice and struggle. Gandhi envisions a truly individual,
conscience-driven search for truth, instantiated through practice, with the occasional guidance of a community, to be accepted or rejected as conscience sees fit.
When this traditional guidance in the practice of truth-seeking gets transformed
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into a competition among the inflexible doctrinal truth claims of various religions,
the relationship between individuals and religious communities starts to go awry.
Individual consciences can come under pressure and be led away from the private
activity of truth-seeking, rightly understood, as communities focus on ideological entrenchment grounded in the certainty of one’s own truth and the falsity of
others’. In contrast, Gandhi suggests that the individual activity of truth-seeking
(R1) should not be subject to appropriation by the forces of religious doctrine
(R2). Instead, individual truth-seeking must not only focus on habituation and
practice, it must be brought to bear on public matters through exemplary actions,
rather than through doctrinal belief. It is in this sense that Gandhi claims that there
should be no separation between religion and politics. Let us now see what role the
state might play in all of this.
SE C U L A R I SM I N P O S T- I N D E P E N D E N C E I N D IA

For most Western theorists, secularism means the strict disestablishment of religion from state, or the strict exclusion of religion from all state affairs for the sake
of promoting the religious liberty and equal citizenship of all individuals.45 Rather
than conforming strictly to the Westcentric model of church-state separation,
secularism has been defined in India, not as neutrality toward all religions, but as
“equal respect” for all religions (sarva dharma sambhava). The precise meaning
of this is rarely clear, but it has often manifested itself as equal tolerance toward,
intervention in, and sometimes embrace of, myriad public and private expressions
of faith. Meanwhile, the state’s intervention in the majority religion (Hinduism)
through the legal abolition of untouchability coexists uneasily with its reluctance
to intervene in the gender-biased legal practices of Islam, a minority religion in
India. Rather than requiring a strict distance and equal neutrality from all religions, the Indian state reserves the right to selectively intervene in and engage with
religions and religious practices. The Indian Constitution, even as it implies the
strict separation of state and religion, recognizes the rights of religious minorities,
commits the state to give aid to educational institutions established and administered by religious communities, and permits religious education in institutions
partially funded by the state.
Contemporary theorizing about secularism in India has long been divided
around the question of whether the liberal-democratic institutions adopted in
post-independence India were Western theoretical impositions alien to indigenous
ideas and practices. This issue has become particularly salient since the emergence
of a religious and caste-based politics of identity in India. The rise of an assertive
political Hinduism has been accompanied by: instances of mass religious violence;
the reemergence of a sociopolitical hegemony privileging the Hindu majority; a
desire to reassert the rights of upper-caste Hindus; and subsequently, rising anxiety about the rights of minorities such as Muslims, Christians, and lower-caste
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Hindus.46 By the turn of the millennium, both the conceptual apparatus and
practice of secularism in India were said to be in crisis.47 Such anxiety has been
heightened by the election as prime minister of Narendra Modi, a right-wing politician who is widely known to have incited religious riots involving the massacre
of Muslims by Hindus.
One can identify several discernible strands along a continuum of contemporary Indian political thinking about the purpose and place of secularism in Indian
political life.48 On one end we have Nehruvians or liberal democrats committed to
the secularist project in the accepted Western sense. Nehru’s concept of secularism was recognizably modern, rationalist, and rooted in European Enlightenment
ideals.49 It is well known that Gandhi’s religiousness was both puzzling and mildly
annoying to Nehru, an agnostic who wished the state to observe neutrality with
regard to all religions, considering most Indian forms of religious belief backward,
superstitious, and antithetical to modernity. Nehruvian secularists insist that it is
precisely because of India’s religious diversity that it requires something like the
Western model of secularism, understood in terms of the religious neutrality of
the liberal state. Moreover, “to people like Nehru, to conceive of the high ideals of
rationality, secularism, or even socialism as ‘European’ was a mistake. These were
intrinsically universalist ideals that were generated by early modern European
debates.”50 For proponents of this position, secularism represents progress, liberty,
and the “operation of scientific temper and rationality.”51 The persistence of communalism represented the failure of Indians to modernize adequately and of religion to take its proper place in the private sphere.
In the middle of the spectrum, there are discourses that argue that some modification of the Westcentric secularist conception is required in order to apply it
to the distinctiveness of the Indian situation, a “deliberate crafting of different
rules to respond to a historically distinct situation.”52 Rajeev Bhargava argues, for
instance, that Indian secularism can be redefined as “principled” distance, a doctrine through which the state can reserve the right to intervene in and engage with
religions and religious practices for the purpose of promoting certain values constitutive of secularism (however these are defined).53 Meanwhile, Partha Chatterjee
proposes a criterion by which the long history of intricate involvement of the
Indian state in the affairs of religious institutions can be justified as legitimate
and fair. Nonintervention in the affairs of a religious community should be predicated on internal representativeness and democratic structures: those members of
minority religious groups who demand noninterference from the state should also
demand that their group publicly obtain from its members consent for those practices that have regulatory power over the lives of members.54 Other thinkers in this
range of the spectrum argue that secularism is in fact “an empty category devoid of
any stable meaning,” which has meant different things in different circumstances
of its contestation.55 In her excellent history of Indian secularism, Shabnum Tejani
lists a variety of Indian thinkers who have addressed the profound ambivalence

Secularism in India    159

at the heart of the secularist project, arguing that secularism in India can only be
understood when situated in the particularities of its historical context.56
Finally, at the other end of the continuum, we have discourses that question
the very viability of secularism within India, arguing that secularism is a Western
transplant with almost no intelligibility in the Indian context. It is this set of discourses that allows us to best understand the relevance of Gandhi’s thinking to
contemporary debates about secularism. One of the earliest proponents of this
position, T. N. Madan, called secularism “an alien cultural ideology, which lacks
the strong support of the state [and] has failed to make the desired headway in
India.”57 Madan claims that the creation of the secular state relies on the intellectual history of Christianity, and on a peculiarly Christian culture.58 “The transferability of the idea of secularism to the countries of South Asia . . . should not be
taken for granted,” he writes.59 “Neither India’s indigenous religious traditions nor
Islam recognize the sacred-secular dichotomy . . . therefore, the modern processes
of secularization . . . proceed in India without the support of an ideology that
people . . . may warm up to.”60
Other scholars say that secularism is a Western transplant that migrated to India
without its larger world view and conditions of intelligibility. It therefore has little
meaning in the Indian context, partly because there is no equivalent understanding of the separation between religious and secular, or even an equivalent understanding of what religion is. In such a situation, using the language of secularism
only exacerbates rather than ameliorates conflicts among religious groups.61 Ashis
Nandy, a prominent neo-Gandhian, alleges that the statist model of secularism in
India is itself responsible for much interreligious strife, because of its attempt to
exorcise religion from public life.62 Secularism is linked to an unnecessary emphasis on modernization and rationality, understood as a loss of meaning, a desacralization and erasure of religion from public life, a neglect of religious community
and sensibility, and a misplaced valorizing of statist intervention. If a religious way
of life “cannot find normal play in public life, it finds distorted expression in fundamentalism, revivalism and xenophobia.”63 As Madan argues, “it is not religious
zealots alone who contribute to fundamentalism . . . but also the secularists who
deny the very legitimacy of religion in human life and . . . provoke a reaction.”64
Thinkers in this last group of discourses are also concerned with the question
of the relationship between the state and various specific religions, and among the
adherents of these different religions. S. N. Balagangadhara and Jakob de Roover
argue convincingly that the problem of religious conflict in post-independence
India has been exacerbated rather than ameliorated by the so-called neutrality of the state.65 The position of liberal neutrality, according to which the state
is to remain strictly neutral with respect to all religions in a multireligious state,
has been considered the benchmark for a secular state. The framers of the Indian
Constitution tried to transplant the theory of the Western liberal state into Indian
soil. Its cognitive framework construed non-Semitic traditions like Hinduism as
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the structural equivalents of Christianity, viewing them as embodiments of doctrinal truth claims. This continued the colonial mechanism that had compelled
Indian religious traditions to refashion themselves according to the Semitic model
of religion, gradually pushing what were once fluid and open-ended religious communities to transform into rigid bodies that required specific religious texts and
doctrines as canonical for each community. Non-Semitic religious traditions like
Hinduism were forced to “semiticize” by aggressively defending their own practices and demonstrating their foundations in terms of “religious doctrines” and
“sacred texts.”66 When the post-independence Indian state adopted this Semitic
model of religions by allowing proselytization, it implicitly privileged the notion
that religion was a matter of doctrinal truth and falsity.67 This further transformed
the relationship between its religious communities from one in which all religions
were seen as equally legitimate paths to truth into a zero-sum conflict of competing
doctrines, in which communities now saw other religions as rivals to truth claims.
Religious conflict was exacerbated as each tradition’s orthodox factions
entrenched their attempts to establish their “doctrines” as the superior form of
religion in Indian society. Balagangadhara and de Roover cite this as the most
compelling explanation for the rise of Hindu fundamentalism and the consequent
breakdown of cultural pluralism and interreligious harmony in contemporary
India. Ashis Nandy claims that distorted or perverted versions of religion circulating in modern or semi-modern India owe their origins to the perception of the triumph of secularism.68 Religious zealots looked longingly at more “monotheized”
Western faiths and attempted to replicate their doctrinal power and authority.69 As
Ajay Skaria notes, religion for Gandhi only became undemocratic and intolerant
when identified with the modern Western conception of it.70
How might we connect all of this back to Gandhi’s seemingly idiosyncratic
and contradictory understanding of “secularism”? The cited criticisms of secularism’s “transplanted” nature would seem to explain the contradictions of secularism in India in ways that converge most closely with Gandhi. His thought can be
interpreted as a warning to Indians about the dangers of the modern secular state
adopting the R2 conception of religious truth, moving us away from a conception
of religion as activity and practice (R1), and toward religion as a set of doctrinal
truth-claims (R2). These warnings are visible in contemporary critiques of secularism in which Gandhi’s R1 and R2 conceptions, and the primacy of anekantavāda,
are reflected. These critiques point to the problems of ideological entrenchment
stemming from a conception of religion as reified doctrinal truth rather than as
exemplary individual practice based on truth-seeking by the conscience.
The Western secular liberal state is able to sustain its claim to neutrality with
respect to the truth-value of religious claims—while extending the freedom of
proselytization to all religions—only because it shares with Semitic religions their
beliefs about what constitutes religion.71 In so doing, it has privileged a certain
conception of religious truth. When the postcolonial Indian state adopted this
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model of liberal secular neutrality after independence, making proselytization
legally permissible as a condition of “religious freedom,” it implicitly took a position on the nature of religion, and adopted a Semitic theology that was hardly
neutral, especially in comparison to anekantavāda. The ostensibly neutral, secular
state has seemed all the more intrusive and violent in a society constituted mainly
of non-Semitic faith traditions. The state’s commitment to a specific understanding of religious truth—and thus to a non-neutral metaphysical claim—is at odds
with the non-Semitic one that has historically been predominant among its citizens.72 The Indian state encourages an understanding of religion as closer to R2 in
Gandhi’s sense, and further away from R1 and anekantavāda, exerting a cultural,
interpretive power over social understandings of religion.73
Thus, Gandhi’s contention that proselytization should be impermissible is
more than a seemingly odd and oppressive stance toward what is construed as
religious “freedom” in the West. Instead, it can be understood as a decoding of,
and a resistance to, the underlying Semitic metaphysical commitments of the liberal secular state. It can also be seen as a reenvisioning of the meaning of religious
freedom as R1 rather than R2, a call to remain free from the imposition of an
R2 conception. The fact that the modern secular state wishes to extrapolate politics away from truth-seeking is only one reason—albeit perhaps the most commonly cited one74—that Gandhi finds such a state to be flawed. But on the reading
I have offered, the modern state is intrusive and coercive for Gandhi because it has
implicitly privileged an R2 (or Semitic) view of the relationship between religions.
In turn, this leaves non-Semitic faiths at a disadvantage, subject to proselytizing
by Semitic faiths, while their own notions of religion are ignored and pressured to
change in favor of a Semitic one.
C O N C LU SIO N S

My reading of Gandhi’s approach to secularism and religious freedom is not taken
from a literal or strict exegetical approach to his textual corpus. Gandhi himself
did not use the terms R1, R2, Semitic or non-Semitic religions, liberal neutrality, and so forth. Rather, I suggest he was responding to the categories that were
invading India through the colonial process, providing a reception to epistemically loaded terms from Abrahamic traditions. Whether or not he directly engaged
the framework from which these terms arose, he was able to anticipate the dangers
with which their reception in India was fraught. It is this responsive reception that
I have attempted to excavate here. Gandhi’s suspicion of an R2 conception of religion over an R1 one had to do with precisely the sorts of critiques that contemporary critics of Indian secularism raise: an emphasis on doctrinal truth claims over
practice and action, and a lack of epistemic humility stemming from the inflexible
or doctrinal commitments of religion understood as R2. I have also argued that
Gandhi was concerned about the atmosphere of hostility and polarization that
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results when religions are seen as competitors attempting to win validity for truth
claims. Indeed, this appears to be precisely the scenario that contemporary India
finds itself in, since the language of modern secularism has forced communities to
conform to an alien understanding of religious truth, while introducing a steady
stream of distortion into their self-understandings. Meanwhile, it destroys a historically stable, age-old model of interfaith harmony, in which adherents of various religions saw their respective practices as complementary, nonexclusive paths
to truth, often involving fluid processes of intercultural borrowing and assimilation. The secular Indian state presents itself as a “neutral” power standing above
competing claims to religious truth, while all along privileging the Semitic conception of religious truth.
What has resulted is exactly what Gandhi appeared to have feared: a competition among the inflexible, principled doctrinal truth claims of various religions
(R2). Meanwhile, the individual conscience, rather than engaging in the activity
of truth-seeking understood as “private” in Gandhi’s sense (R1), becomes engaged
in the work of ideological entrenchment grounded in the certainty of knowledge
about doctrinal truth, and the concomitant falsity of “other” truths (R2).
To say that Gandhi was resistant to the modern liberal language of secularism,
and found it to be a “parochialism claiming universal provenance,”75 is not news to
us. But he prophetically reminds us that the language and operation of the liberal
secular state violate the assumption of anekantavāda according to which all religions are equally “true” paths. When the state takes a position on what religion is,
this leads to a competition among abstract doctrinal truth claims, while getting in
the way of the truly private practice of religion in Gandhi’s sense. This allows us
to understand Gandhi’s apparently contradictory claims—that “the state should
undoubtedly be secular” and that he “cannot conceive of politics as divorced
from religion”—in a way that relies on more than simply the semantic distinction
between “the state” and “politics.” Gandhi’s understanding of secularism may be
read as a warning about the violence inflicted by the secular state when culturallyspecific notions of “religion” and “neutrality” are transplanted into non-Semitic
contexts. While Gandhi’s usage of terms such as “religion,” “secularism,” “private,”
and “public” was admittedly aporetic and idiosyncratic, I have offered here a knittingtogether of meaning, suggesting that he refigures the private/public distinction
in Westcentric discourse, and gives the “private” practice of religion a whole new
meaning. He also offers an understanding of religious “freedom” predicated on an
understanding of the relationship between individuals and communities, as well
as among different religious communities. Above all, I have attempted to show
that his fears about the encroachment of Westcentric conceptions of religion in
the non-Western context were not entirely unfounded. Rather, they coincide with
contemporary discourses about the distortions wrought by postcolonial secularism in India, resulting from the transplanting of secularism from the Abrahamic
to the Indian cultural context.
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