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SEEING DYSTOPIA IN INDIA’S DEMOCRACY 
The state’s attachment to the procedures of democracy has not been matched  

by concern for a fulfilling life for Indians 
The United Nations has declared September 15 ‘International Day of Democracy’. An entry 

on its website states that this “provides an opportunity to review the state of democracy in the 

world”. To review the state of democracy in India would be timely given the times we are living 

through. Indeed by now, as India meets fresh challenges almost daily, for us to do so is arguably 

more important than to celebrate independence from colonial rule, which we do out of habit 

annually. But to review the state of democracy in India we would need to adopt a suitable criteria.  

 

A partial evaluation 
Formally, India is a democracy alright. There are multi-party elections with universal suffrage 

subject only to an age restriction. In evaluations of democracy in India it is often observed, to its 

credit, that it is the world’s largest democracy. Further plaudits are given for the smooth changeover 

in government after elections, the existence of an independent press and judiciary, and the 

guarantee of civil liberties justiciable in courts of law. While these are valid observations, the 

assessment is based on a partial evaluation. To an extent it amounts to admiring a form of 

government for its own sake without concern for the socioeconomic outcomes that are produced. It 

is like admiring the architecture of a building without pausing to enquire whether its inhabitants are 

happy to be living in it.  

Outcomes differ among countries that are democracies. Take for instance the life satisfaction 

that citizens report. First, it should be noted that this is potentially an important metric as it is based 

on people’s perceptions on what matters most, including the responsiveness of the government to 

their needs. In the UN’s World Happiness Report for 2020, the list of top 10 countries is heavily 

loaded with the democracies of western Europe. The U.S. barely edges into the top 20. India, on the 

other hand, is ranked 144 out of the 153 countries evaluated. 

Further, its ranking has dropped in recent years. We should be giving serious thought to both 

the fact of India’s low ranking on the happiness index and its slide. To my mind, the criterion that in a 

democracy the people must be satisfied with their life is given very little thought these days. It was 

not so in the early days of our republic.  

 

Built by the people 

Two leaders who had recognised this criterion in their engagements with the public were 

Jawaharlal Nehru and Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan. Nehru was explicit in his speech on August 15, 1947 

when he stated that the goal of independence was to create institutions which will ensure justice 

and fullness of life to every man and woman. Note that Nehru had not promised that the 

government will create these institutions. He was far too aware that democracy is not synonymous 

with statism; it is about the people. Ultimately, the institutions that enable persons to lead fulfilling 

lives are built by the people themselves. Let me give you three examples, all from the United States. 

In the 1960s, that country saw movements for black empowerment, women’s emancipation and 

sexual liberation. These movements were remarkably successful in the outcomes they achieved, 

while receiving no support from the U.S. state. This is the sense in which it may be said that it is the 

people who build the institutions that matter. That said, however, the state has a role in their 

building. Laws must not constrain liberty when it is self-affirming and must change when it is realised 

that they do.  

 

On development 
The role of the state does not end with removing restraints though. It extends to the 

endowment of individuals with capabilities in the sense of Amartya Sen. Prof. Sen had thought of 

capabilities as the endowments that allow individuals to undertake the functionings, or do the 

http://www.vanik.org/
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things, that they value. We can think of a person’s health and education as among the most 

important inputs into the capabilities that they end up possessing. While radical approaches to 

empowerment rightly emphasise the importance of self-help, it is not sufficiently recognised that 

individuals cannot easily equip themselves with capabilities, requiring the state to intervene. Think of 

a person born into poverty or a woman born into wealth but into a world with social sanction against 

education for women. Similarly, historically, the caste system in India had excluded a large section 

from education. While private initiative should not be de-legitimised, it has had only a limited impact 

on building capabilities in India as it has focused on those with the ability to pay. In a move to 

measure the capabilities of a population, the UN devised the Human Development Index. The main 

elements of this are health and education. As with the UN’s Happiness Index, India fares very poorly 

in the UN’s Human Development Index too. In 2019, India ranked 129th out of 189 countries. Judged 

in terms of human development — and one would be hard put to defend any other sense in which 

development is to be understood — Indian democracy is severely challenged.  

Pointing to the incongruence between India’s low level of human development and its status 

as a democracy evokes the response that this is to see the latter in instrumental terms. Democracy it 

is asserted is a form of government, namely government by discussion. The answer to this deflection 

is that democracy may be a form of government but surely the people have come to adopt this 

particular form of government with a goal in mind. We may safely assume a fulfilling life is that goal. 

Authoritarianism is not compatible with such a life, only democracy, which at least in principle grants 

individuals a voice in governance, is. Second, people adopt democracy so that they can participate in 

their own governance. They cannot but have foreseen that they must be endowed with capabilities if 

this is to be possible at all. Thus, liberty and capability are conjoined as the ultimate aspiration in a 

democracy. 

 

Neglect and repression 
In India, the state’s ritualistic attachment with the procedures of democracy has not been 

matched by an awareness of its implicit goal of a fulfilling life for Indians. By the 1950s, freedom of 

speech had been restricted by the First Amendment to the Constitution and the Directive Principles, 

that had enjoined upon the state to promote health and education, had been all but forgotten. 

Inevitably, the consequential underinvestment in a public health system has left the country severely 

unprepared for the emergency when COVID-19 struck. After reading of bodies left lying in their 

wards, we now read of an emerging shortage of something so basic as oxygen supply in metropolitan 

hospitals. COVID-19 affects the human respiratory system and oxygen is vital to avert the loss of life. 

Those who have survived thus far live with foreboding of a gruesome end. Not only has the state 

neglected its responsibility but it has resorted to repression when its inaction is questioned. 

Recently, an agency reported that a representative of the State in southern Andhra Pradesh publicly 

threatened with arrest a government doctor who had dared to mention at a review meeting that 

there were not enough beds in the primary health centre that he was responsible for.  

Dystopia was imagined as a place where the people experience great suffering as they fend 

for themselves under the watchful eyes of an authoritarian state. Is it so far from where we live 

today? 

 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 dystopia (noun) – an imaginary place 

where people live in fear under 

totalitarian/oppressive/undemocratic 

system; an imaginary community or society 

that is undesirable or frightening. 

 live through (phrasal verb) – survive, 

undergo (an unpleasant experience or 

period). 

 timely (adjective) – well timed, at the right 

time, appropriate, suitable, apt. 

 indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually. 

 arguably (adverb) – possibly, conceivably, 

maybe, potentially. 

 criterion (noun) – basis, standard, norm. 

(criteria is the plural form of criterion). 

 formally (adverb) – officially. 
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 evaluation (noun) – assessment, analysis, 

appraisal. 

 universal suffrage/franchise (noun) – the 

right of citizens in a given society who are 

entitled to vote in an election without the 

discrimination of caste, class, colour, religion 

or sex. 

 to one’s credit (phrase) – used to mention 

that someone deserves praise/admiration. 

 plaudits (noun) – praise/acclaim, kudos, 

commendation. 

 changeover (noun) – transformation, change, 

conversion, adaptation/adjustment. 

 judiciary (noun) – a branch of government in 

which judicial power is vested. 

 liberty (noun) – freedom, independence. 

 observation (noun) – review, attention, 

study, scrutiny, examination, inspection. 

 to an extent (phrase) – somewhat, partly, 

fairly. 

 amount to (verb) – be regarded as, comprise, 

be equivalent to, be tantamount to, be equal 

to. 

 for one’s own sake (phrase) – for the benefit 

/advantage oneself. 

 socioeconomic (noun) – relating to the 

interaction of social (position, rank, or 

importance) and economic (income, pay, and 

wealth) aspects. 

 architecture (noun) – building design, 

planning, structure, framework. 

 without pause (phrase) – without pausing/ 

stopping. 

 inhabitant (noun) – resident, dweller; 

people/ public. 

 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 

 potentially (adverb) – likely, may be, 

possibly, probably. 

 metric (noun) – a system (of measurement). 

 perception (noun) – understanding/ 

interpretation, idea/thought, belief, 

discernment. 

 responsiveness (noun) – reactiveness, 

approachability. 

 World Happiness Report (noun) – a 

landmark survey of the state of global 

happiness that ranks 156 countries by how 

happy their citizens perceive themselves to 

be. 

 edge (verb) – move, advance gradually 

/slowly. 

 barely (adverb) – only just, hardly. 

 index (noun) – indicator, guide, mark, 

measure. 

 slide (noun) – fall, drop, plunge/descend (to a 

lower level).  

 engagement (noun) – participation, taking 

part, involvement. 

 explicit (adjective) – clear, detailed, definite, 

categorical. 

 fullness (noun) – completeness, 

comprehensiveness, thoroughness, all-

inclusiveness. 

 synonymous with (adjective) – closely 

associated with. 

 statism (noun) – a political system in which 

the centralization of power (in a state) is the 

ideal or best way to  control social and 

economic affairs. 

 empowerment (noun) – authorization, 

endorsement, entitlement. 

 emancipation (noun) – release, setting free, 

liberation, freedom. 

 remarkably (adverb) – strikingly,  

exceptionally,  incredibly. 

 constrain (verb) – restrict, limit, restrain. 

 self-affirming (adjective) – self-asserting, 

self-declaring, self-attesting. 

 restraint (noun) – control, restriction, 

limitation. 

 endowment (noun) – quality, characteristic, 

feature, attribute. 

 sense of (noun) – understanding, 

comprehension, discernment. 

 undertake (verb) – engage in, become 

involved in, take part in; begin/start, embark 

on. 

 think of (phrase) – consider, contemplate, 

deliberate about, reflect on (an idea). 

 end up (phrasal verb) – come/appear, find 

oneself (to a particular course of action in the 

end). 

 possess (verb) – have, be blessed with 

(a characteristic/quality/trait). 

 radical (adjective) – unusual, irregular, 

unorthodox, unfamiliar, uncommon. 

 emphasise (verb) – draw attention to, put 

stress on, underscore, highlight. 

 self-help (noun) – self-improvement is a self-

guided improvement. 

 equip (verb) – prepare, qualify, suit (for a 

particular task). 
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 social sanction (noun) – a social reaction of 

approval or disapproval in response to 

someone’s actions. 

 de-legitimise (verb) – reverse/withdraw 

legitimate status of something. 

 fare (verb) – proceed, get along, progress, 

perform. 

 in terms of (phrase) – with regard to,  

regarding, concerning, with reference to. 

 point to (verb) – indicate, suggest, denote. 

 incongruence (noun) – out of place, not 

matching up or not fitting. 

 evoke (verb) – invoke, give rise to, bring 

forth, bring to mind. 

 instrumental (adjective) – influential, 

contributory; helpful, useful, conducive. 

 namely (adverb) – specifically, in other 

words, that is. 

 deflection (noun) – deviation, divergence, 

declination. 

 authoritarianism (noun) – autocracy, 

fascism, totalitarianism/draconianism.  

 voice (noun) – the right to express one’s 

opinion/view. 

 foresee (verb) – anticipate, predict, envisage, 

envision. 

 endow (verb) – give, provide, equip. 

 conjoin (verb) – connect, unite, combine. 

 aspiration (noun) – desire, hope, wish, 

ambition, goal. 

 neglect (noun) – negligence,  carelessness, 

 irresponsibility, laxity. 

 repression (noun) – suppression, quelling, 

 restraint. 

 ritualistic (adjective) – traditional, formal,  

historic, long-standing. 

 implicit (adjective) – implied, indirect, 

understood inherent, inbuilt, underlying. 

 First Amendment (noun) – The first 

amendment of the Constitution (of India) in 

1951 was to empower the state to undertake 

affirmative action for the advancement of 

any socially and economically backward 

classes or categories of Scheduled Castes and 

Scheduled Tribes by restricting the 

application of fundamental rights. 

 affirmative action (noun) – it means positive 

steps taken to increase the representation of 

(women and) minorities in areas of 

employment, education, and culture from 

which they have been historically excluded. 

 enjoin (verb) – encourage, urge, instruct (to 

do something). 

 inevitably (adverb) – unavoidably, certainly, 

definitely. 

 consequential (noun) – important, 

significant,  major. 

 underinvestment (noun) – insufficient 

investment. 

 strike (verb) – (of a disaster) affect, afflict, 

attack, come upon. 

 metropolitan (noun) – a region consisting of 

a densely populated urban core and its less-

populated surrounding territories, sharing 

industry, infrastructure, and housing. 

 respiratory (adjective) – relating to or 

affecting breathing (or organs of breathing). 

 avert (verb) – prevent, stop, avoid. 

 thus far (phrase) – until now, till date. 

 forebode (verb) – indicate, predict, foretell, 

portend (something, a bad or misfortune 

situation) in advance. 

 gruesome (adjective) – horrible,  grim, 

 dreadful/terrible. 

 resort to (verb) – use, utilize, turn to, have 

recourse to. 

 inaction (noun) – inactivity, negligence, 

disregard. 

 dare (verb) – have the courage to do 

something. 

 primary health care (noun) – it is a whole-of-

society approach to health and well-being 

centred on the needs and preferences of 

individuals, families and communities. It 

addresses the broader determinants of 

health and focuses on the comprehensive 

and interrelated aspects of physical, mental 

and social health and well being  

 fend for oneself (verb) – take care of oneself, 

look after oneself, manage by oneself. 

 under the watchful eyes of (phrase) – 

watched closely by someone with power or 

authority. 

 authoritarian (adjective) – autocratic, 

dictatorial, totalitarian, illiberal, oppressive. 
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