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Introduction 
In many nations, religion has a big hold on the national identity and culture. Although it is 
often a good thing in terms of national identity and traditions, it must be ensured that states 
do not discriminate or exclude any citizens based on religious choices. The following 
research report will explore the prevalence of state secularism as it stands across the globe 
today, as well as suggest ideas for solutions regarding how state secularism can be further 
ensured and established on an international scale.  
 
Key Terms 

Secularism: the separation of state and religion 
 
Secular State: a state that is officially neutral in terms of religion and hence treats all citizens 
equally 
 
Secular Movement: A social and political trend which began in the United States at the 
beginning of the 20th century, marked by the founding of the American Association for the 
Advancement of Atheism in 1925 and the American Humanist Association in 1941.  
 
Secularizing: A transformation in which a society moves from a state of close alignment 
with religious values towards non religious values and secular institutions.  
 
Sharia Law: Islam’s legal system, derived from the holy text of Islam: the Koran and 
enforced by the government of a country, which acts as a code for how Muslims should live 
their lives in accordance with God’s wishes.  
 
Sectarianism: prejudice or discrimination towards a particular group, usually religion 
 
Sectarian violence: a form of communal violence which is inspired by sectarianism, that is, 
between different sects of one particular mode of an ideology or religion within a 
nation/community.  1

 
 
 
 
 
 

1 “Cambridge Dictionary | English Dictionary, Translations & Thesaurus.” Cambridge.Org, 
2019, dictionary.cambridge.org. 
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Background Information 

Overview 

Secularism recognises religion and protects its independence, while at the same time ensuring 
that political agendas aren’t affected by religion. In many ways, the concept of state 
secularism makes sure that all people are given equal opportunities for political expression 
and contribution, ensuring that citizens do not face persecution, discrimination or receive 
lesser opportunities than people of different faiths. Since secularism prevents the government 
of a country from having an influence on political agendas or the political desires of the 
country’s citizens, secularism also encourages democratic policies by protecting one’s 
freedom of speech and expression, and preventing societal divisions based on religious 
discrimination. The three primary ‘pillars’ which the concept of secularism is comprised of 
are:  
 

● Separation of religious institutions from state institutions, which permit religion to 
exist in society separately from governmental bodies without possessing influence and 
domination over the country’s political system.  

● Freedom for citizens to follow their interpersonal beliefs choose to participate or not 
participate in the practice of religious activities or customs in a way which is safe and 
non-threatening to other people.  

● Equality for religious and non-religious persons alike, so that religious affiliations (or 
a lack thereof) play no role in determining the opportunities to which people are given 
access.  

 
Contrastingly to secular states, countries which are non-secular states declare themselves to 
follow a specific religion, imposing the views of said religion on its citizens and using the 
guidelines of the religion to dictate how laws are established in the country. For many 
countries across the globe today, state secularism is still a goal. Today, the majority of the 
countries which are classified as secular states, have legally established said title via written 
policy in their constitution. An important thing to note about a country’s ability to be 
considered secular through self-declaration, does not necessarily mean the country is totally 
impartial in concern to the religious affiliations of its citizens. For example, the Bangladesh 
constitution states that Bangladesh is both a secular and Islamic state. By this definition, a 
country can declare itself secular without remaining fully impartial in regards to the religions 
practiced by its citizens. 
 
The concept of state secularism is one which is very multi-faceted and applicable in many 
ways. A firm understanding of how religious minorities are defined in different parts of the 
globe will prove essential when considering the logistics of how establishing state secularism 
will be a different process for each nation individually. The terms secularist and secularism 
were first introduced by George Holyoake in the mid-nineteenth century, after founding a 
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nonprofit secularist activism society which aimed to abolish interparliamentary religious 
discrimination. 
 
Timeline 

4 October 1958 
Constitution of 1958 was signed declaring “France is an indivisible, secular, democratic and 
social Republic, guaranteeing that all citizens regardless of their origin, race or religion are 
treated as equals before the law and respecting all religious belief” being the first official 
secular state  2

 
April 2015 - December 2016 
Fez Process took place (see below) 
 
14th July 2017 
The Plan of Action for Religious Leaders and Actors to Prevent Incitement to Violence that 
Could Lead to Atrocity Crimes was signed 
 
15th March 2012 
UN Human Rights Council Resolution on Religious Intolerance Without Defamation 
Language  was signed  
 
Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

The United States of America  
The United States was one of the first secular states stemming from a collection of European 
nations. Other European nations followed suit decades later from separating state from 
church. The Declaration of Independence describes the rights as granted by “Nature’s God,” 
but the constitution itself starts with the phrase “We the people,” and does not mention God 
at all. 
 
 
 

2 Ministère de l’Europe et des Affaires étrangères. “Secularism and Religious Freedom in 
France.” France Diplomatie :: Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, France Diplomatie - 
Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, 2014, 
www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/coming-to-france/france-facts/secularism-and-religious-freedom-
in-france/article/secularism-and-religious-freedom-in-france. 
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Bangladesh  

Sharia Law: Sharia Law is the term used to describe Islam’s legal system, derived from the 
Koran and fatwas (the rulings of Islamic scholars). Sharia Law is most commonly practiced 
in Muslim countries, found predominantly in Middle Eastern and South-East Asian countries. 
Sharia Law is intended to act as a code for how all Muslims must live their lives in 
accordance with Allah’s wishes, and also details the punishments which a government can 
use against citizens who do not abide by the rules detailed in Sharia Law. According to 
Sharia Law, there are 2 divisions of punishment which can be applied to an individual who 
does not abide by Sharia Law: ‘hadd’ offenses which have set penalties, and ‘tazir’ crimes 
which are assigned punishments which are determined by a judiciary official. The UN has 
released a statement regarding one of the most popular forms of punishment for a hadd crime: 
death by stoning, which states: “it (stoning) constitutes torture or other cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment or punishment and is thus clearly prohibited". Today, the leaders of 
countries which follow Sharia Law have expressed concern with the concept of adopting state 
secularism, because it would diminish Islam’s political and social influences on citizens - as 
well as be recognised as a source of foreign colonial domination. 

France  

France is a proud secular state that has also been a front runner in separating church from 
state in europe. Article 1 of the French Constitution discourages religion to have any 
involvement from the government. Vice versa, it also does not tolerate the government 
getting involved with any religious affairs. However,  Secularism in France does not preclude 
a right to the free exercise of religion.  

Pakistan 

Pakistan has a large majority Muslim population. To separate the influence on religion to 
government the two-nation theory was implemented. This happened in the 1980s under the 
political movement from opposing Islamization policies of General Zia-ul-Haq. Many 
citizens in Pakistan today still believe that Islamic laws should still be implemented in 
government creating some controversy in the country.  
 
Relevant UN Reports and Resolutions 

The Plan of Action for Religious Leaders and Actors to Prevent Incitement to Violence 
that Could Lead to Atrocity Crimes:  
A plan of action formulated by the UN in July of 2017, which was created in response to an 
increase in public incitements to violence and public statements of willingness to engage in 
sectarian violence. Within this plan of action, a series of consultations known as “Fez 
Process” were executed by the UN between April 2015 and December 2016, in which 
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religious leaders, religious organisations and secular organisations alike, media experts, and 
subject matter experts from across the globe were assimilated to provide guidance for the 
plan of action to prevent religion-based atrocity crimes.  3

 
UN Human Rights Council Resolution on Religious Intolerance Without Defamation 
Language (A/HRC/19/L.7):  
Adopted on March 15th 2012, the aim of this resolution was formulated to work towards: 
‘combating intolerance, negative stereotyping and stigmatization of, and discrimination, 
incitement to violence and violence against persons based on religion or belief.’  4

 
UN Human Rights Council Resolution A/HRC/19/L.23:  
Adopted on March 15th 2012, the aim of this resolution was to establish freedom of religion 
and belief by ‘urging States to step up their efforts to protect and promote freedom of 
thought, conscience and religion or belief to ensure that their constitutional and legislative 
systems provide adequate and effective guarantees of freedom of thought, conscience and 
religion or belief and  to ensure that no one within their jurisdiction is deprived of the right to 
life, liberty or security of person because of religion or belief.’ 
 
Possible Solutions 
The Chairs encourage the delegates to center debate around finding a method of compromise 
which upholds freedom of religion and beliefs, whilst also allowing nations to maintain their 
sovereignty. Religion can be very sacred and important in nations which must also be 
underlined to let religion and belief thrive however still ensuring secularism. The resolution 
should address gradual long term plans for the eventual secularisation of countries which are 
currently sectarian states, finding methods of encouraging the desegregation of various 
religious groups within societies without causing distrust or resistance from religious groups.  
 
 
 
 

3 PLAN OF ACTION for Religious Leaders and Actors TO PREVENT Incitement to Violence 
That Could Lead to Atrocity Crimes P L A N O F A C T I O N for Religious Leaders and 
Actors Ii. 
 
4 Kreidler, Marc. UN Human Rights Council Again Adopts Resolution on Religious 
Intolerance Without Defamation Language | Center for Inquiry. 27 Mar. 2012, 
centerforinquiry.org/blog/un_human_rights_council_again_adopts_resolution_on_religious_i
ntolerance_wi/. Accessed 2 July 2020. 
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