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THE SECULAR IMAGINARY

Given the popularity and success of the Hindu right in India’s electoral 

politics today, how may one study ostensibly ‘Western’ concepts and ideas, 

such as the secular and its family of cognates, like secularism, secularisation 

and secularity, in non-Western societies without assuming them to be simply 

derivative or colonial legacies or contrast cases of Western societies? In other 

words, what is the discourse of secularity in modern India? While recognising 

that the dominant language of political modernity of Western societies is not 

easily translatable in non-Western societies, The Secular Imaginary elaborates 

upon an intellectual history of secularity in modern India by focusing on the 

two most influential political leaders – M. K. Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru. 

It is an intellectual history of both idea(s) and intellectuals which sheds light 

on Indian narratives of secularity  – the Gandhian sarva dharma samabhava, 

Nehruvian secularism and ‘unity in diversity’. It revisits this dominant 

narrative of secularity of the twentieth century, which influenced and shaped 

the imagination of the modern nation-state.

Sushmita Nath is a postdoctoral fellow at Cluster of Excellence, Contestations 

of the Liberal Script (SCRIPTS), Freie Universität, Berlin. Her research engages 

with issues in Indian political thought and Indian politics, such as secularism, 

nationalism and populism, in relation to the emerging field of comparative 

political theory.
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December 2019 was a season of faith’s perfection when India saw country-

wide protests in response to an Act passed by the parliament which challenged 

the secular spirit of the Indian constitution.1 Many of these peaceful protests 

were accompanied by ritualised reading of the preamble of the Indian 

constitution, and with this simple act, ‘We, the people of India’ sought 

to reaffirm the idea of India as a secular democratic republic. The post-

colonial state in India today shows alarming impunity towards individual 

and minority rights, accompanied by a disregard for and dismissal of norms 

and values on which the ‘idea of India’ stands.2 One such value that has 

increasingly become marginal and seemingly only of symbolic importance to 

the state in contemporary India, most visibly after the demolition of the Babri 

Masjid in 1992, is secularism. This political ideal, which found expression in 

the ‘Gandhi–Nehru tradition’ through popular slogans like ‘unity in diversity’ 

and sarva dharma samabhava during the Indian national movement and in 

Nehruvian secularism after independence, from being dominant and indeed 

one of the defining features of Indian nationhood, stands at the margins 

today. One may even go as far as to argue that today India is a ‘secular republic’ 

only nominally. Right-wing politics today does not simply reject secularism. 

1 The Citizenship (Amendment) Act, 2019.
2 I borrow this famous phrase from Sunil Khilnani’s book, where he argues that 

the founding idea of India, based on pluralism and democracy, was not simply 

a commitment to abstract values but borne out of and rooted in a practical 

understanding of the compulsions and constraints of Indian politics. Sunil 

Khilnani, The Idea of India (New Delhi: Penguin, 2012 [1997]).
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viii PREFACE

It has re-defined the secular ideal; it is homogeneous and majoritarian. The 

Gandhi–Nehru tradition, by contrast, is based on ideals of pluralism and 

equality. The unfolding crisis in India’s post-colonial history makes it urgent 

for us to revisit the inclusive ideas and ideals that marked the beginning of 

this nation. By examining Gandhi and Nehru’s thought and politics on the 

question of the religion–state–society relationship, this book revisits the 

Gandhi–Nehru tradition in order to gain moral and political insights that 

may guide contemporary India’s imperilled secular imaginary. Both the 

intellectual and political decline of the Gandhi–Nehru tradition of secularity, 

from a dominant one in the twentieth century to a marginal one in the twenty-

first century, are tinged with irony when seen through the lens of intellectual 

history. On the one hand, late-twentieth-century writings on Gandhi and 

Nehru are replete with hagiographical accounts. On the other hand, many 

contemporary writings have moved in a direction where a defence or a critical 

appraisal of secularism in India is closely tied to a defence or criticism of 

the personalities of Gandhi and Nehru themselves. In this book, I attempt 

to move away from such academic proclivities and polemical arguments. 

By locating the Gandhi–Nehru tradition in the global intellectual history of 

secularity, in this book, I wish to draw attention to the possibilities as well as 

the limitations of Gandhian and Nehruvian thought and practice. My hope is 

that, instead of outright dismissal of ideas and thinkers, we may engage with 

concepts and ideas in ways that can question and challenge contrived binary 

narratives, such as those positing religion/tradition/Indian/Gandhian against 

secular/modern/Western/Nehruvian, and thereby effectively respond to the 

post-colonial state’s irreverence towards constitutional secularism.
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In writing this book I have accrued several unrepayable debts. I owe immense 

gratitude to my PhD supervisor at Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), Rinku 

Lamba, as the first iterations of this book emerged as a doctoral dissertation 

under her supervision. Her patience and willingness to enthusiastically 
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of chasing it. I would like to thank my PhD examiners, Tridip Suhrud and 
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arguments in the book. Tridip’s show of humility and generosity gave me the 
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student into a scholar.
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workshops and conferences. The joint coffee-break on Tuesdays, the delectable 

Eranos and the monthly ‘Screening Religion’ added colour to an already 

engaging and interactive environment. At KFG, I found the opportunity 

to interact with scholars whom I have read and admired, and learnt about 

secularities around the world, across time. Here I also learnt how one may 

sincerely engage in comparative social and political theorisation. I would like 

to thank the Fritz Thyssen Foundation for granting a year-long postdoctoral 
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