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In this conference, we are to study the implications of the religious and the secular distinction for knowledge about human beings and their societies. Because time is short, let me begin straightaway by providing a crude outline of a history, which forms the background to my talk.

I
Most of us know that, as a historical fact, Christianity made a distinction between the religious and the secular. Most of us also know, even if we have not studied the history of the use of this distinction in Christianity, that the words ‘religious’ and ‘secular’ have acquired multiple meanings over the millennia. Further, I also suppose we know that Christians considered their religion to embody ‘the truth’.

As a matter of logic (I have in mind the richest logic we currently know, namely the classical propositional and predicate calculus), ‘truth’ and ‘falsity’ come as a pair: each is the negation of the other. From its earliest days, Christian theology has made the distinction between the true and false religions, a distinction that Islam and Judaism also make. When Christianity made the distinction between the religious and the secular, we need to realize that it was not a binary but a triad instead: true religion, false religions and the secular; or, the religious, the idolatrous (or the profane) and the secular. The predicates ‘truth’ and ‘falsity’ were applied to specific actions: true religion was the act of worshipping the true God, while false religions worshipped false gods. In this sense, any act of worshipping God was true religion; any and every act of worship of the Devil was false religion; the secular emerged as the leftovers of actions that belonged neither to the true religion nor to the false religion. That is to say, historically speaking, the notion of the secular emerged only after the distinction between the true and the false was made. It was also the case that some action (say, wearing trousers, eating alone, participating in the New Year celebrations, being a spectator in games, etc) was allowed into the domain of the secular if and only if it was deemed neither to belong to the domain of the true religion nor to the domain of idolatrous or the profane.

Because of the internal divisions within Christianity (whose major split was between the Catholics and the Protestants first and among the Protestants subsequently), there were debates about what true religion was, what idolatry was and, as a consequence, what secular was and what it was not. In the eyes of the reformers, for example, the Catholic Church itself was idolatrous; it was a human creation that falsely pretended to be the ‘true’ Christian Church, i.e., it was actually a ‘secular’ institution that claimed falsely to be ‘religious’ in nature; the Monk and Priest were not religious distinctions but merely designations of a ‘secular’ office and so on. Both even before and after this major split in Christianity, the issue of idolatry was important: it was prominent in the early days of Christianity; it became prominent once again during the iconoclastic controversy; it came to the forefront during reformation and so on. That does not mean that it disappeared during the intervening periods. There was a continuous discussion of idolatry in Christianity: money was the mammon (as we know, the personification of wealth portrayed as false god is the mammon in the Bible), usury was idolatry and hence forbidden, and greed is one of the cardinal sins. The sphere of the secular was constantly filtered by the notion of idolatry and only what was not idolatrous could be practiced by the Christian believers in their daily lives because it was pronounced secular. The secular, in this sense, had a ‘dark side’: idolatry and the worship of the Devil. ‘False’ religions were always a threat to the practice of ‘true’ religion. In the history of Christianity, the notion of the secular always required (and continues to require) the presence of ‘true’ and ‘false’ religions.
II

Consequently, to a Christian believer, there is no conceptual problem involved in making the secular and religious distinction because his theology helps him specify what true and false religion are and, as a consequence, what the secular is. If that theology tells him that saluting the flag and kissing it is not to worship either the flag or the nation but to merely “render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s”, then, he would not accept a description that attempts to portray his act as a religious act. The reason is not far to seek: the mere possibility of describing, say, Nationalism or Patriotism as ‘religious’ acts, do not make such acts religious any more than the possibility of describing human beings as ‘children of God’ makes us effectively into children of God. One can describe an act or an object in multiple ways: just because we can speak of faith in the market, this possibility (on its own) does not make the market into a religious entity. For that to happen, in the case of the believer, we need a theology which says that human beings are worshipping false gods, namely money and the market. This is completely analogous to image worship: in this case too, humans worship their own creations. Both the faith in the image and the faith in the market occupy the same status: they are idolatrous. Because the theology of the Christian believer enables him to distinguish between true and false religion, it also helps him in identifying the secular as something that does not belong to the domain of the religious, whether false or true. In other words, the believer operates with a triad: the religious, the idolatrous and the secular. If he so chooses, he could simply say that the secular is anything that is not religious with the proviso that the ‘religious’ contains both the true and the false religion.
At the other end of the spectrum, a consistent atheist would not face a problem either: to him, all religions are embodiments of false beliefs. His theory about religion effaces the distinction between religious and secular and provides him with a story that makes neither nationalism nor market into a religious phenomenon. According to this theory, any attempt to describe these as religious phenomena would provide us with a false description of reality. 

These two possibilities tell us that the distinction between religious and secular is not purely linguistic in nature. This is made within a theory about religion and is a theoretical distinction. Thus, the problems that arise in distinguishing between the secular and the religious are not conceptual problems endemic to the distinction itself. If one argues that there are no ‘essential’ and ‘universal’ meanings to words like ‘religious’ and ‘secular’, one can only suggest that the meanings are context dependent. If the meanings of words are dependent on the context, the distinction between these words also depends on the context. In that case, one can only formulate the following conditional claim: in certain contexts, the distinction between the ‘religious’ and the ‘secular’ creates problems. 

In this talk, I propose to look at two contexts. The first is the framework of contemporaneous western liberal democracy, which constitutes our social context; the second is born in the past that British Colonialism is and extends to the present conflict between the Hindu right, the so-called Hindu Fundamentalism, and the Indian secularists. My questions: what are the problems involved in making the distinction between the religious and the secular in these contexts, and what are its consequences?
III

Let me begin with our social context. In a country like, say, the US or Britain, multiple Christian groups live together. Each of these identifies different things as secular and different things as religious. To a Protestant, the Church is a civil institution that presents itself ‘falsely’ as a religious one; to a Catholic, just the opposite is the case. To an atheist, religion itself is a human product that should be treated on par with other human products, like, say the IMF or a trade union or with products like art and philosophy, whereas to some believers, religion is God’s gift to human beings. In the absence of a universally accepted scientific theory about religion, if the state is not to favor one interpretation of religion above the others, there is only one route open to it: it has to accept that multiple things are described as ‘religions’ by its citizens. In doing so, it has to take notice of the fact that some religions not only make the distinction between the domain of religion and those things that do not belong to this domain but also that this distinction is actually a triad: ‘true’ religion, ‘false’ religions and a domain that belongs to neither.
Historically speaking, the western liberal democracies began by accepting the Protestant theological circumscription of religion, which is also subscribed to by all the three Semitic religions: religion is an act of worshipping God. Because the state cannot define what God is or what it means to worship this entity and still remain neutral and impartial, it transforms truth-functional statements (“religion is an act of worshipping God”, “God is such and such an entity”) about the world into a claim about beliefs: “some citizens believe that religion is an act of worshipping God.” As laws respecting this belief are promulgated, these cannot be about the beliefs held by citizens but about their actions in the polity. This requires the state to acknowledge that ‘truth’ in religious matters involves applying this predicate to actions and entities. Thus, the state embraces a bit more of Christian theology: religions (as acts of worship) are candidates for truth. If that is the case then it follows that some are true acts of worship, while some are false acts of worship. However, the State is not a source of theological authority and it cannot legislate what constitute acts of worship. So, even here, the State transforms truth claims about actions into claims about beliefs through a series of remarkable moves.
First, having endorsed the belief that religion is an act of worship, the State assumes an agnostic position with respect to truth. It refuses to say what true acts of worship are by pleading inability to determine the truth in matters of religion. In that case, what about ‘false’ acts of worship? Here, agnosticism is not an option. One cannot be agnostic towards falsity the way one is agnostic towards truth because truth and falsity are asymmetrical in logic: while we might not be able to determine what the truth is, we can recognize falsity. We can have gnosis of falsity. The only way the state can plead agnosticism here is by pointing out that what is ‘false’ to some is ‘true’ for others. Thus, the state transforms claims about ‘false’ acts of worship into claims about their ‘truth’ by referring to the beliefs of other groups and citizens in the polity. In this way, it hopes to continue to be agnostic. This is the second move. But, this has a serious and debilitating consequence. As a matter of some contingent fact (say this or that act of worship) the state can indeed take an agnostic position by transforming claims about falsity into claims about truth. But, as a matter of logic, this strategy will not and cannot work: the state has to take a stance towards falsity, when it pleads agnosticism about truth. What happens in such a case?

To answer this question, we need to realize that the state, in accepting the Semitic circumscription of religion, has also accepted the difference between actions that belong to the domain of religion and those that do not belong to the realm of religion. The latter is the domain of the secular, i.e., actions that are neither religious nor idolatrous. This triad, as we have seen, does not create any conceptual conundrum to anyone who endorses it. While working with this triadic distinction, the state, however, remains silent about the domain of the idolatrous or the profane because the idolatry of the one (say, the Roman Catholic Church according to the Protestants) is the ‘true’ religion of the other (say, the Catholics according to their self-description). In generalizing this claim across the domain of religion, the state ignores all talk about ‘false’ religions or the idolatrous or the profane from its vocabulary. It banishes false religion on the ground that some others see the same as true religion.
Thus, in its third move, the State is compelled to reduce the triad to a binary. Even here, it is important to note that the binary is not the problem: it is the reduction of a triad to a binary. Instead of true and false religions, and the secular, we now get ‘the religious’ and ‘the secular’.  The consequence of this reduction is the answer to the following question: if one banishes the claims about the ‘false religion’ from the domain of ‘the religious’, where do the banished go to? There is only place they can go to, to the realm of the ‘secular’. But because they are not explicitly admitted into the domain of the secular, the ‘false’ and the ‘idolatrous’ live on there as illegal aliens, always troubling the discussions about ‘the secular’. The profane becomes the dark side not only of the secular but also of the very distinction between the religious and the secular.
Two further consequences are of importance here. The first is that the ‘religious’ itself loses all form and shape because the ‘false’ had provided the context in which the ‘true’ took shape. Some act of worship was ‘true’ religion, which differentiated itself from all other acts of false worship. The ‘true’ God is distinguished also though the act of identifying and rejecting all other false gods. However, if one does not speak about ‘false’ gods, who is the ‘true’ God? If one acknowledges that religion is a candidate for truth and pleads agnosticism towards this truth then one is compelled to take a stance about falsity. This leads to the second consequence. The ‘secular’ took form and shape as the domain of actions that was neither religious nor profane (i.e., idolatrous). The implicit banishment of the idolatrous to the secular domain makes the secular lose its form and shape as well: it now contains actions that belong to the domain of religion (even if it belongs to the domain of false religion) and to the domain of the secular. Or, an implicit opposition emerges between the ‘religious’ and the ‘secular’. Explicitly, however, this opposition has to be denied: after all, not all secular actions (say, riding a bicycle) express false religions.
Consequently, the state legislates about the secular, which now includes the idolatrous. However, the state leaves it to ‘the others’, the so-called experts, to determine whether or not something is ‘truly’ religious in determining the scope of its legislation.

IV

We see each of these moments playing out historically, when we focus on the second context, namely British colonialism in India. Here, we encounter something new as well. Today, it is a matter of consensus that ‘religious fundamentalism’ has to be demarcated from liberal secularism. These two are considered as opposing phenomena. I will suggest that, in India in any case, this opposition emerges as a historical and social consequence of the way the distinction was made between the ‘secular’ and the ‘religious’.

When they landed in India, the British believed that the natives were aware of the existence of (the biblical) God and wanted to obey His law. To understand Indian society and to make the Indians understand their own society, one had to identify those texts which contained the core of God’s original revelation. One had to find their “ancient law giver”—the equivalent of Moses and Mohammed. This would become the key to decipher the Hindu religion and society. Thus, in 1793, when the East India Company became the governing power in Bengal, it decided that the laws of the Koran and the “Shaster” would be preserved in civil and religious usages.  British colonialism established a liberal state in India, which repeatedly reaffirmed “its ancient policy of perfect neutrality in matters affecting the religion of the people of India.” This stance was in conformity with the belief of the British that ancient Indian texts preserved the ‘core’ of God’s revelation. 
Therefore, most of the British were also convinced that one ought not to interfere in Hindu practices sanctioned by this “sacred scripture.” The rationale suggested that religion was a domain where (the biblical) God alone had authority. No human being could impose his or her own understanding of God’s will on others. Therefore, the Hindus had to be left free to live according to the principles which they wrongly believed was the divine law. Hence, the implication was reasonable to the Protestant Christians and the Deists: if a practice had its foundations in “Hindu sacred law,” no secular authority ought to interfere, because to do so would be to arrogate to civil powers the authority which God alone possessed. The non-interference thus had both a theological and epistemic foundation: theological because of the belief about the limits of human legislation and epistemic because of agnosticism towards truth.
However, this policy of the colonial state had the following consequence in India: introduction of a tendency to found certain kinds of practices in scriptures and doctrines. In fact, it involved almost a coercive mechanism to this effect. Indians were informed by the government that their ‘religious’ practices would be allowed, if they could prove that these had doctrinal foundations. Hence, not only the pundits in the courts but also Hindus in society set out on a mission to find scriptural sanctions for any number of practices. 
Thus, the Indian subjects quickly learned that they needed scriptural foundations to continue practicing their traditions under colonial rule. The seeds for Hindu fundamentalism were laid here first, where the Indians began to seek or manufacture evidence for legitimizing all kinds of practices: from Sati to drowning the aged and the sick in the Ganges. This was a child born from the liberal policies of the colonial state. It occurred because the colonial state operated within a theological framework that approached all traditions as variations on the biblical model of religion.

This transformation altered the pattern of dissent and disagreement within the Hindu society. The colonial toleration policy promoted the restructuring of Hindu traditions which soon acquired an institutional shape. 

This dynamic continued throughout the nineteenth century: the colonial intervention triggered the rise of Hindu reform movements. In their turn, these movements provoked traditional Hindus to organize themselves and defend a conservative interpretation of the “teachings of Hindu religion,” which sanctioned existing practices. The orthodox Hindu associations opposed the reform movement, but accepted its model of religion-as-doctrine.
V
This fueled the growing conviction in India that Hinduism, Islam and Christianity were rival religions with competing truth claims. Both reform movements and orthodox associations intended to defend Hinduism against the measures of the colonial state and the assaults of Christian missionaries. They were also hostile to Indian Muslims, who were seen as representatives of an aggressive religion and a colonial rule that had earlier attempted to destroy their traditions.
This conviction about the rivalry between religions was absent in the Indian culture before. In fact, the early modern encounters between Europe and India present us with a striking fact: when the Christian travelers, merchants and missionaries denounced the native traditions as “false religion,” and preached conversion to the “true religion,” Indians had reacted with incomprehension. They failed to grasp how one religion could be true and others false, and how different religions could be considered as rivals.  In this ‘Hindu religion’, no text, teaching, or body of law was considered central. While, before the nineteenth century, militant traditions did exist within the Hindu fold, these did not aspire to found Indian society on Hindu doctrines or principles.
Hindu fundamentalism emerged from this intervention of the liberal colonial state. The state operated within a particular theological framework, which construed the indigenous traditions of India as variants of the same phenomenon as Islam and Christianity. Colonial policies of toleration and neutrality induced the Hindu traditions to transform themselves according to this model. They were induced to identify scriptural foundations for their practices, in order to survive under the rule of the Raj.

This inspired a series of movements in nineteenth-century India to embark on a quest for “the true teachings and principles of Hindu religion.” Originally, they turned to the Vedas and Shastras. Given the lack of consensus and the diversity of traditions, however, the core of Hindu principles could not but become less precise. No set of scriptures or specific dogmas would be accepted by all Hindu traditions. Eventually, the Hindutva movement located its unity in notions of “Hindu tolerance.”

In this sense, liberal secularism and religious fundamentalism in India are two faces of the same coin. They are two mutually reinforcing moments of a mechanism that transforms the native traditions of India into variants of ‘religion’.
However, the British also thought that the Devil and his minions deceived the believers into a false understanding of this law: evil priests would have imposed their own fabrications as though these were a part of God’s will.  The Indians would be following such priestly creations as their sacred law. 
When the British arrived in India, many “knew” in advance what the basic structure of her native traditions would be. From the seventeenth century onwards, the descriptions were unequivocal: Indian religion had taken the form of a tyranny of priests, who were incidentally called “Brahmins” here. Like their Catholic counterparts, the Hindu priests had kept “the religious books” and “the sacred language” to themselves so as to protect their worldly interests.  That is to say, the ‘secular’ interests had corrupted the ‘religious’ purity. Here we see clearly how the ‘secular’ embraces and includes the profane and the idolatrous. It was the missionaries who spoke of idolatry; the state spoke only in terms of the ‘secular’.
Where this conceptual framework is used to look at India, there it is obvious how Indian traditions will have to be construed: as negations and corruptions of their religious norms. In so far as they were ‘corruptions’, they had little to do with ‘true religion’ but entirely with false religion. However, the state countenanced only ‘the secular’; the false was thus made a part of the secular. Even though the state would not legislate on the ‘religious’, it did legislate on “religious” issues, which the state considered ‘secular’ (for instance about how the Hindu temples should be governed). Consequently, in so far as this framework revolved around principles of religious liberty and equality, the native religions of India could only embody their opposites. 
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In the process of appropriating the British ideas about the distinction between the ‘religious’ and the ‘secular’, the Indians also distorted the concept of religious freedom. In Europe, it had referred to the right of each citizen to profess and practice any religious belief without interference from the state. As an individual right, it was called upon to protect dissenters from church orthodoxy. Hindu nationalists, however, adopted the principle of religious liberty in terms of their notion of a sacred core of Hindu-ness. Thus, the “Hindu nation” became the bearer of rights here. “Religious freedom” became a means to convince the followers of indigenous Indian traditions that they were one Hindu community with common interests, which constituted inviolable “rights.”

This suited the program of Hindu fundamentalism, which was fed by colonial liberalism in yet another way. Its proponents began to defend religious liberty as a right to engage in traditional practices, even where this provoked violence. Such an advocacy of religious freedom intensified Hindu-Muslim conflicts, rather than preventing them. It became worse when the principle began to refer to “Hindu rights” as the supposed interests of a community. The colonial legal system inspired, if not compelled, its subjects to adopt its language. In the process, the language of rights underwent distortions as well.
The western-educated Indian intelligentsia of colonial India adopted this mode of reasoning. Hence, while the freedom fighters desired to end colonial rule, it had become self-evident to many that a free India would also have to create a secular liberal state, or it would end up in religious despotism. This normative disjunction was perhaps clearest in the mind of Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first Prime Minister after Independence. His perspective allowed for two potential forms of political organization only: either a secular state or a religious theocracy. 

The Nehruvian secularism of post-Independence India reproduced the normative disjunction introduced by the colonial state. Civilization was equated to “the liberal secular state.” All opposition was conceived as “religious fundamentalism.” This framework allowed for only one form of opposition, namely, the normative negation of itself: the pursuit of a Hindu nation-state founded in principles of Hindutva. The clash between liberal secularism and Hindu fundamentalism in India, then, is a grand old colonial struggle.
