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Abstract 

This article explores the concept of secularism in ancient India, focusing on different periods 
and contexts. While secularism, as understood in its modern form with a strict separation of 
religion and state, did not exist in ancient India, the country had a rich tradition of religious 
tolerance, pluralism, and coexistence. The article examines various historical periods, including 
the ancient and Islamic periods, and highlights the presence of diverse religious and 
philosophical traditions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and indigenous belief systems. It 
discusses the role of influential figures like Emperor Ashoka in promoting religious tolerance 
and non-discrimination. Additionally, the article examines the syncretism and integration within 
Hinduism, the development of ancient texts and scriptures, and the religious coexistence 
showcased in the Ellora cave temples. Although secularism as a distinct principle was not 
explicitly formulated, the historical context of ancient India demonstrates a spirit of inclusivity, 
coexistence, and respect for diverse beliefs, which laid the foundation for the evolution of 
secular ideals in later periods. 

Keywords: Ancient India, Religious Plurality, Secular Principles, Religious Coexistence, Religious 
Tolerance 

 

Introduction: 

Ancient India, with its rich tapestry of religious 
and philosophical traditions, provides a 
fascinating glimpse into a society that 
flourished through religious coexistence and 
pluralism. While the concept of secularism, as it 
is understood today with a clear separation of 
religion and state, did not exist in ancient India, 
the foundations for secular principles can be 
traced back to this ancient land. This article 
explores the diverse religious landscape of 
ancient India, highlighting the principles of 
religious tolerance, inclusivity, and coexistence 
that served as precursors to secular ideals. 

In ancient India, various religious paths thrived 
side by side, with Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, 
and indigenous belief systems flourishing and 

influencing one another. The ancient Indian 
society embraced a spirit of acceptance, 
allowing individuals and communities to follow 
their chosen beliefs and engage in 
philosophical and religious debates. Notable 
historical figures like Emperor Ashoka, whose 
reign exemplified religious tolerance and non-
violence, played pivotal roles in promoting 
inclusivity and supporting diverse religious 
institutions. 

Moreover, ancient Indian texts and scriptures 
showcased the willingness to engage with 
different perspectives and foster intellectual 
and spiritual growth. The Upanishads, for 
instance, offered dialogues between sages of 
various philosophical backgrounds, exploring 
fundamental questions about existence and 
reality. These dialogues exemplify the openness 

https://jss.iledu.in/
https://iledu.in/


 

 

26 | P a g e                 J o u r n a l  H o m e  P a g e  –  h t t p s : / / j s s . i l e d u . i n /    

ILE JOURNAL OF SOCIAL STUDIES 

VOLUME I AND ISSUE I OF 2023 (JULY 2023) 

APIS – 3920 – 0055 | ISBN - 978-81-964391-3-2 

Published by 

Institute of Legal Education 

https://iledu.in 

to diverse viewpoints and the spirit of 
exploration that characterized ancient Indian 
society. 

Additionally, the patronage and support of 
religious institutions by kings and rulers 
demonstrated a commitment to fostering 
religious diversity. The construction of temples, 
monasteries, and educational centers 
sponsored by the ruling elites contributed to the 
flourishing of various religious traditions, 
regardless of their specific faiths. 

Although the term "secularism" was not coined 
during ancient times, the essence of secular 
principles can be found in the historical context 
of ancient India. The principles of religious 
tolerance, coexistence, and inclusivity 
established a foundation for a pluralistic 
society, where individuals were free to practice 
their chosen beliefs and engage in 
philosophical and religious discussions. 

Through examining the development of ancient 
India, including the Islamic period, the 
syncretism and integration within Hinduism, the 
religious plurality in ancient Indian scriptures, 
and the symbolic harmony of the Ellora cave 
temples, we can better appreciate the journey 
towards modern secular ideals. These ancient 
foundations laid the groundwork for the 
eventual emergence of secularism in India, a 
concept that would find its place in the 
country's constitution after independence. 

Join us on this exploration of ancient India as 
we unravel the roots of religious coexistence, 
pluralism, and the early manifestations of 
principles that paved the way for the modern 
understanding of secularism. 

Secularism in ancient India 

Secularism, as a modern concept with a 
separation of religion and state, did not exist in 
ancient India in the same form as it is 
understood today. However, ancient India had a 
rich tradition of pluralism, religious tolerance, 
and coexistence that can be considered as a 
precursor to secular principles. 

In ancient India, various religious and 
philosophical traditions coexisted and 
influenced one another. Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Jainism, and other indigenous belief systems 
thrived alongside each other, with individuals 
and communities practicing and propagating 
their respective faiths. This religious diversity 
was acknowledged and respected, allowing for 
the existence of multiple religious paths and the 
freedom to follow one's chosen beliefs. 

The Mauryan Empire, under the rule of Emperor 
Ashoka (3rd century BCE), is often cited as an 
example of religious tolerance in ancient India. 
Ashoka's edicts, inscribed on pillars and rocks 
throughout the empire, promoted ethical 
conduct and respect for all religious traditions. 
These edicts reflect a commitment to inclusivity 
and non-discrimination, encouraging 
individuals to follow their own faith while 
promoting social harmony and moral values. 

Additionally, ancient Indian texts and scriptures 
contain discussions on religious and 
philosophical debates, reflecting a willingness 
to engage with diverse perspectives. For 
instance, the Upanishads, which are part of the 
Hindu scriptures, include dialogues between 
sages of different philosophical backgrounds, 
exploring fundamental questions about 
existence and the nature of reality. 

Furthermore, ancient India had a tradition of 
patronage and support for various religious 
institutions and scholars, regardless of their 
specific faiths. Kings and rulers often sponsored 
the construction of temples, monasteries, and 
educational centres, contributing to the 
flourishing of diverse religious traditions. While 
secularism as a distinct principle separating 
religion and state may not have been explicitly 
formulated in ancient India, the historical 
context demonstrates a spirit of religious 
tolerance, coexistence, and inclusivity. These 
values laid the foundation for a pluralistic 
society where individuals were free to practice 
their chosen beliefs and engage in 
philosophical and religious debates. The 
ancient Indian approach to religious diversity 
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can be seen as an early manifestation of 
principles that align with the ideals of 
secularism. 

Islamic Period  

Before the arrival of Islam in the 12th century, 
India was home to a rich tapestry of indigenous 
religions, philosophies, and cultural practices 
that coexisted and evolved together for many 
centuries. This period is often referred to as the 
"ancient" or "classical" period of Indian history. 

One of the dominant religious traditions during 
this time was Hinduism, also known as 
Sanatana Dharma. Hinduism encompassed a 
wide range of beliefs and practices, providing a 
flexible and inclusive framework that allowed for 
the incorporation and assimilation of diverse 
spiritual traditions. It emphasized the pursuit of 
truth, righteousness, and spiritual liberation, with 
various paths and practices available to 
individuals based on their inclinations and 
abilities.  Alongside Hinduism, other religions 
and philosophies thrived in ancient India, 
including Buddhism, Jainism, and various 
indigenous belief systems. Buddhism, founded 
by Gautama Buddha in the 6th century BCE, 
gained significant popularity and patronage, 
spreading throughout the subcontinent and 
beyond. Jainism, established by Mahavira at the 
same time, also flourished as a distinct tradition 
emphasizing non-violence and asceticism. 
These different religious and philosophical 
traditions coexisted and influenced each other, 
with ideas, practices, and even followers flowing 
between them. Dialogues and debates among 
scholars and practitioners of different traditions 
were common, contributing to the intellectual 
and spiritual growth of Indian society. 

Moreover, the concept of religious tolerance 
was deeply ingrained in ancient Indian society. 
Kings and rulers, such as Emperor Ashoka of the 
Mauryan Empire (3rd century BCE), promoted 
religious tolerance and non-violence, allowing 
different religions to flourish under their 
patronage. The Mauryan Empire saw the 
dissemination of Buddhist teachings and the 

establishment of missionary activities 
throughout the region. Trade and cultural 
exchanges also played a significant role in the 
coexistence and evolution of Indian religions. 
India's geographical location at the crossroads 
of trade routes facilitated the exchange of 
ideas, beliefs, and practices with other regions, 
including Central Asia, the Middle East, and 
Southeast Asia. This resulted in the assimilation 
and integration of foreign influences into the 
existing religious and cultural fabric of India. 

In summary, before the arrival of Islam, followed 
by Mughal and colonial rule, India experienced 
a long period of religious coexistence and 
evolution. Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and 
other indigenous belief systems thrived side by 
side, interacting, influencing, and learning from 
one another. The spirit of religious tolerance, 
intellectual exchange, and cultural assimilation 
allowed for a diverse and vibrant religious 
landscape in ancient India. This period laid the 
foundation for the unique religious and cultural 
diversity that continues to characterize India to 
this day. 

Syncretism and Integration: The Development 
of Santana Dharma (Hinduism) as a Holistic 
Religion in Ancient India 

In ancient India, the Sanatana Dharma 
(Hinduism) indeed developed as a holistic 
religion by embracing different spiritual 
traditions and attempting to integrate them into 
a common mainstream. However, it's important 
to note that the concept of secularism, as 
understood in modern times with a strict 
separation of religion and state, did not exist in 
ancient India. Nevertheless, there were elements 
and practices in ancient India that laid the 
foundation for the principles of secularism. Here 
are the details: 

1. Pluralistic society: Ancient India was 
characterized by a pluralistic society where 
various religious and philosophical traditions 
coexisted. Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and 
other indigenous belief systems thrived 
alongside each other. This religious diversity 
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fostered an environment of tolerance and 
acceptance, allowing individuals to follow their 
chosen beliefs and practices. 

2. Coexistence and mutual influence: Ancient 
Indian religious and philosophical traditions 
often interacted and influenced each other. 
Dialogues, debates, and exchanges of ideas 
took place between scholars and practitioners 
of different traditions. This interplay resulted in 
the development of syncretic practices, where 
elements from various traditions were 
combined or adapted. 

3. Flexibility and inclusivity of Hinduism: 
Hinduism, as a comprehensive religion, 
provided a flexible framework that allowed for 
the inclusion of diverse spiritual traditions. It 
recognized multiple paths to spiritual realization 
and allowed individuals to choose their own 
path based on their inclinations and abilities. 
This flexibility and inclusivity contributed to the 
integration of different spiritual practices into 
Hinduism. 

4. Influence of kings and emperors: Kings and 
emperors in ancient India played a significant 
role in promoting religious tolerance and 
pluralism. They often patronized multiple 
religious institutions and supported scholars 
from different traditions. Emperor Ashoka, as 
mentioned earlier, is a notable example of a 
ruler who emphasized non-violence and 
religious tolerance in his empire. 

While secularism, as a distinct concept, did not 
exist in ancient India, these aspects of the 
society demonstrate a spirit of inclusiveness, 
coexistence, and mutual respect. The principles 
of religious tolerance, respect for diversity, and 
the assimilation of different spiritual traditions 
that characterized ancient India laid the 
groundwork for the evolution of secularism in 
later periods. Modern concepts of secularism 
were further developed and incorporated into 
the Indian Constitution after independence in 
1947. 

Religious Plurality in Hinduism: The 
Development of Vedas, Upanishads, and 
Puranas 

Secularism, as a concept of separating religion 
and state, developed over time and was 
influenced by various factors. While the concept 
of secularism, as understood in its modern form, 
may not have existed in ancient India, there 
were elements and practices that laid the 
foundation for the evolution of secular ideals. 
Here are the details: 

1. Religious Plurality in Hinduism: 

- The development of the four Vedas (Rigveda, 
Samaveda, Yajurveda, Atharvaveda) 
showcased the religious diversity within 
Hinduism. 

- Each Veda represented different aspects of 
ritual, hymns, chants, and philosophical 
speculations, allowing for multiple perspectives 
and interpretations. 

- The evolution of the Vedas was accompanied 
by the emergence of Brahmanas, Aranyakas, 
and Upanishads, which further expanded the 
religious and philosophical dimensions of 
Hinduism. 

2. Upanishads:  

- The Upanishads, part of the Vedic texts, 
explored profound metaphysical and spiritual 
concepts. 

- Different interpretations and perspectives 
emerged, leading to various philosophical 
schools, such as Advanta Vedanta, 
Vishishtadvaita Vedanta, and Dvaita Vedanta, 
each with its own understanding of the nature 
of reality and the self. 

- This diversity of interpretations showcased the 
willingness to engage with different 
philosophical viewpoints within the broader 
framework of Hinduism. 

3. Puranas:  
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- The Puranas, a genre of Hindu scriptures, 
contained mythological narratives, genealogies, 
and accounts of gods, goddesses, and 
legendary figures. 

- Different Puranas originated in different 
regions and emphasized the worship of specific 
deities, reflecting the regional variations and 
diversity within Hinduism. 

- The Puranas contributed to the integration of 
local and regional traditions into the broader 
fabric of Hinduism. 

4. Historical Context: 

- Ancient India witnessed cultural exchanges 
and interactions with various civilizations, such 
as the Greeks, Persians, and Central Asians. 

- These exchanges led to the assimilation of 
foreign ideas and beliefs into the existing 
religious landscape, contributing to the religious 
pluralism of ancient India. 

While the term "secularism" may not have been 
used in ancient India, the principles of 
inclusivity, respect for diverse beliefs, and the 
willingness to engage with different 
philosophies and practices laid the groundwork 
for the development of secular ideals. Modern 
concepts of secularism in India emerged during 
the colonial era and were further enshrined in 
the Indian Constitution after independence. 
These concepts aimed to ensure equal 
treatment and protection of all religious 
communities, guaranteeing religious freedom, 
and preventing state favouritisms towards any 
religion. 

Religious Coexistence and Acceptance: The 
Ellora Cave Temples as a Symbol of Harmony 

Explaining the details of how secularism evolved 
specifically in relation to the Ellora cave temples 
would be inaccurate, as the concept of 
secularism, as understood in its modern form, 
did not exist during the time when these 
temples were constructed. However, we can 
discuss the religious coexistence and 

acceptance that is evident in the Ellora cave 
temples. Here are the details: 

1. Architecture and Layout: 

- The Ellora cave temples, located in present-
day Maharashtra, India, were constructed 
between the 5th and 10th centuries CE. 

- The complex consists of rock-cut temples 
representing different religious traditions, 
including Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain. 

- These temples were carved side by side and 
displayed a unique amalgamation of 
architectural styles and iconography 
associated with each respective tradition. 

2. Coexistence of Different Faiths: 

- The presence of Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain 
temples within the same complex highlights the 
coexistence of different religious traditions in 
ancient India. 

- The proximity of these temples showcases a 
spirit of acceptance and tolerance, where 
followers of different faiths were able to practice 
their respective religions alongside each other. 

3. Shared Cultural and Artistic Heritage: 

- The Ellora cave temples demonstrate the 
sharing and exchange of artistic and 
architectural techniques among different 
religious communities. 

- The intricate carvings, sculptures, and 
decorative motifs in these temples exhibit a 
synthesis of ideas and influences from multiple 
traditions, indicating a cultural exchange and 
mutual inspiration. 

4. Harmonious Coexistence: 

- The fact that these temples were built in 
proximity without any signs of conflict or 
animosity suggests a harmonious coexistence 
of different religious communities. 

- The shared space and collective appreciation 
for each other's religious expression reflect a 
spirit of acceptance and mutual respect. 
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While the Ellora cave temples do not directly 
illustrate the evolution of secularism, they do 
provide evidence of religious coexistence and a 
culture of tolerance in ancient India. These 
temples exemplify the acceptance of different 
faiths and the ability to create shared spaces 
where diverse religious traditions could thrive 
side by side. The principles of religious harmony 
and acceptance seen in the Ellora cave temples 
resonate with the values underlying modern 
concepts of secularism. 

Emperor Ashoka: Pioneer of Religious 
Tolerance and Non-Persecution in Ancient 
India 

The concept of secularism, as understood in its 
modern form, may not have existed during 
Emperor Ashoka's time in the 3rd century B.C. 
However, Emperor Ashoka's policies and edicts 
laid the foundation for the principles of religious 
tolerance and pluralism, which eventually 
contributed to the evolution of secular ideals. 
Here are the details: 

1. Ashoka's Conversion: 

- Emperor Ashoka was initially a ruthless ruler 
known for his military conquests. However, after 
witnessing the horrors of war, he experienced a 
profound change of heart and embraced 
Buddhism. 

- This conversion influenced Ashoka's policies 
and approach towards religion, leading to a 
shift towards non-violence, tolerance, and a 
promotion of moral principles. 

2. Edicts of Ashoka: 

- Ashoka issued a series of edicts, inscribed on 
pillars and rock surfaces, which outlined his 
policies and moral teachings. 

- The Rock Edict XII, commonly known as the 
Kalinga Edict, is one of the most notable. In this 
edict, Ashoka expressed remorse for the 
suffering caused by his conquest of Kalinga and 
emphasized the importance of religious 
tolerance and non-violence. 

3. Non-Persecution of Religious Sects: 

- Ashoka's edicts proclaimed that the state 
would not prosecute or discriminate against 
any religious sect. 

- This policy ensured freedom of worship and 
allowed individuals to practice their chosen 
beliefs without fear of persecution. 

4. Support for Multiple Religions: 

- While Ashoka personally embraced Buddhism, 
he did not impose his faith on his subjects. 

- Ashoka's patronage extended to various 
religious traditions, including Hinduism, Jainism, 
and Ajivika sects. He supported the construction 
of religious sites, promoted the welfare of 
monks and nuns, and encouraged moral 
conduct across religious boundaries. 

5. Dhamma as a Common Ethical Framework: 

- Ashoka propagated the concept of Dhamma, 
a moral and ethical code, which transcended 
specific religious boundaries. 

- Dhamma emphasized principles such as non-
violence, compassion, honesty, and respect for 
all beings, providing a unifying framework for 
people of different faiths. 

While the term "secularism" may not have been 
used during Ashoka's time, his policies and 
emphasis on religious tolerance and non-
discrimination laid the groundwork for the 
development of secular ideals. Ashoka's 
commitment to pluralism and the recognition of 
multiple religious traditions fostered an 
atmosphere of coexistence and mutual respect, 
setting a precedent for future generations to 
embrace secular principles. 

Secular Elements in Ancient Indus Valley 
Civilization: Non-Dominance of Priests and 
Secular Expressions in Urban Life 

While the concept of secularism, as understood 
in its modern form, did not exist during the 
ancient Indus Valley civilization, there were 
certain aspects that laid the foundation for the 
principles of secularism. Here are the details: 
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1. Indus Valley Civilization: 

- The Indus Valley civilization, dating back to 
around 2500 BCE, was one of the earliest urban 
civilizations in the world. 

- The cities of this civilization, such as Harappa 
and Mohenjo-Daro, were characterized by a 
well-planned layout, advanced infrastructure, 
and a complex social structure. 

2. Non-Dominance of Priests: 

- In the Indus Valley civilization, there is no clear 
evidence of priestly dominance or a theocratic 
rule. 

- Unlike some other contemporary civilizations, 
the political power in the Indus Valley cities did 
not seem to be solely in the hands of religious 
authorities. 

3. Secular Nature of Dance and Music: 

- Archaeological findings suggest the presence 
of various artistic forms, including dance and 
music, in the Indus Valley civilization. 

- The depictions of dancing figures and musical 
instruments on artifacts indicate that these 
artistic expressions were not restricted to 
religious rituals but had secular aspects as well. 

4. Absence of Temples: 

- Unlike later civilizations, such as ancient Egypt 
or Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley civilization did 
not have grand temples or large religious 
structures. 

- The absence of monumental religious 
architecture suggests a decentralized religious 
authority and a potentially more egalitarian 
approach to spirituality. 

While the specific term "secularism" may not 
have been used during the Indus Valley 
civilization, the absence of priestly dominance, 
the secular nature of artistic expressions, and 
the decentralized religious authority indicate a 
certain degree of religious pluralism and a 
separation of religious and political power. 
These elements can be seen as early precursors 

to the principles of secularism. It is important to 
note that the development of secularism as a 
distinct concept and its evolution into a modern 
framework occurred over a long period of 
history, influenced by various philosophical, 
cultural, and historical factors. 

 Quest for Religious Tolerance and 
Coexistence: Freedom of Religion in Ancient 
India 

The evolution of secularism in ancient India can 
be traced through the emergence and 
development of Jainism, Buddhism, and the 
principles of religious coexistence. Here are the 
details: 

1. Jainism in India: 

- Jainism, founded by Lord Mahavira in the 6th 
century BCE, emphasized non-violence, truth, 
and non-possession as core principles. 

- The Jains promoted religious tolerance and 
non-discrimination, considering all living beings 
as equal. 

- Jain philosophy advocated respect for all 
religious beliefs and encouraged individuals to 
follow their own chosen path. 

2. Buddhism in India: 

- Buddhism, founded by Gautama Buddha in 
the 6th century BCE, emphasized the Four Noble 
Truths and the Eightfold Path. 

- Buddhism challenged the caste system 
prevalent in ancient India and emphasized the 
importance of compassion, equality, and the 
pursuit of inner enlightenment. 

- Buddhist teachings encouraged tolerance 
and acceptance of diverse religious beliefs, 
rejecting the notion of religious exclusivity. 

3. Freedom of Religion: 

- Ancient India, particularly during the Mauryan 
Empire under Emperor Ashoka, witnessed a 
promotion of religious freedom and the 
coexistence of different faiths. 
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- The state granted citizenship and protection 
to individuals, regardless of their religious 
beliefs. 

- The religious diversity in ancient India allowed 
for the flourishing of various spiritual traditions 
without persecution or discrimination. 

4. Cultural Assimilation: 

- Over time, as different religious traditions 
entered India, there was a process of cultural 
assimilation and syncretism. 

- Ideas, practices, and rituals from various 
religions intermingled, leading to the 
development of shared cultural elements and 
beliefs. 

- This cultural assimilation facilitated the 
coexistence of different faiths and contributed 
to the spirit of religious tolerance and 
acceptance. 

The principles of religious toleration and 
coexistence in ancient India exemplified the 
early stages of secularism. The recognition of 
individuals' freedom of religion, the emphasis on 
non-violence, the rejection of religious 
exclusivity, and the cultural assimilation of 
diverse beliefs and practices laid the 
groundwork for the evolution of secular ideals. 
These principles were further developed and 
enshrined in later periods, eventually influencing 
the modern concept of secularism in India. 

Conclusions: 

1. The ancient Indian civilization stands as a 
remarkable example of religious plurality and 
coexistence. Despite the presence of diverse 
religious beliefs, ancient India embraced a 
culture of religious tolerance and inclusivity. 

2. Secular principles were deeply ingrained in 
the fabric of ancient Indian society, promoting 
harmony and understanding among different 
religious communities. This laid the foundation 
for a culture that celebrated diversity and 
encouraged dialogue. 

3. The contributions of Emperor Ashoka in 
promoting religious coexistence and non-
violence were pivotal in shaping the ethos of 
ancient India. His patronage of Buddhism and 
emphasis on moral conduct influenced the 
society's values and ideals. 

4. The intellectual growth and exchange of 
ideas through institutions such as Upanishads, 
temples, and monasteries played a significant 
role in fostering a climate of religious 
syncretism and integration. 

5. The spirit of religious plurality and inclusivity 
continued even during the Islamic period, as 
exemplified by structures like the Ellora Cave 
Temples, where Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain 
elements were seamlessly blended. 

Suggestions: 

1. Modern society can draw inspiration from the 
ancient Indian civilization by embracing the 
principles of religious tolerance and secularism. 
Promoting an environment that respects and 
values diverse religious beliefs is crucial for 
fostering social harmony and peaceful 
coexistence. 

2. Governments and educational institutions 
should emphasize the study of ancient Indian 
scriptures and the history of religious pluralism 
to cultivate an understanding of the country's 
rich heritage and promote religious inclusivity. 

3. Encouraging interfaith dialogue and initiatives 
that foster cultural exchange can bridge gaps 
between different religious communities and 
promote mutual understanding and respect. 

4. Religious leaders, scholars, and influencers 
have a responsibility to advocate for religious 
tolerance and inclusivity, promoting the idea 
that diversity of beliefs enriches society rather 
than causing divisions. 

5. Upholding the principles of secularism and 
religious freedom enshrined in the Indian 
Constitution is vital for ensuring equal rights 
and opportunities for individuals of all religious 
backgrounds. 
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By reflecting on the ancient Indian civilization's 
achievements in religious plurality and 
secularism, we can strive towards a more 
inclusive and harmonious society, where 
individuals are free to practice their faith while 
respecting the beliefs of others. 
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