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IN DEFENCE OF INDIA’S NOISY DEMOCRACY 
In the current moment, it is important to be clear why comparisons with China  

are not only specious but also dangerous 

China’s developmental pathway over the last century has been spectacular. No country in history has ever grown 

faster and more dynamically. Not only have hundreds of millions been lifted out of poverty, but social indicators have 

improved dramatically. India’s developmental record has been much more mixed. Since the 1990s, the Indian economy has 

grown impressively, but it remains far behind China in its global competitiveness. Poverty has come down, but 

employment prospects for the majority remain limited to low-wage informal sector jobs that are, by definition, precarious. 

Maybe, most startling of all, improvements in basic social development indicators have lagged, so much so that as Jean 

Drèze and Amartya Sen have pointed out, India has actually fallen behind Bangladesh and Pakistan. 

 

The ‘too democratic’ line 

Comparing these track records, some commentators, including voices in the Government, have drawn a facile 

lesson. India’s problem is that it is just too democratic. Unlike China, making and implementing key decisions about public 

investment and various reforms is impossible in the din of multiple and contradictory democratic voices. What is needed 

are firmer and more independent forms of decision-making that are insulated from this cacophony. 

This line of thinking has at various times been embraced by sections of the Left (Leninism) and multi -lateral 

technocrats and bankers, but, increasingly, has become the animating fantasy of right-wing leaders and movements, 

ranging from elected autocrats such as Donald Trump, Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro and Narendra Modi. The strangeness of these 

bedfellows alone should be cause for alarm. But in the current moment, it is especially important to be clear why 

comparisons with China are not only specious, but very dangerous. 

The claim that less democracy is good for development does not stand up to comparative, theoretical and ethical 

scrutiny. Contrary to those who believe economic management cannot be left to the whims of democratic forces, the 

comparative evidence clearly shows that democratic regimes have on balance performed better than non-democratic 

regimes. 

China, with a history of state-building going back two millennia, and an exceptionally well-organised, disciplined 

and brutal form of authoritarianism, has done especially well in transforming its economy. Africa and West Asia, where 

authoritarian governments of every stripe have dominated, remain world economic laggards. The Latin American military 

dictatorships of the 1960s and 1970s had a terrible economic and social record, and it was with the return of democracy 

and the “pink wave” of Left populist parties that prosperity and social progress were ushered in. Taiwan and South Korea 

are also instructive. Their economic take-offs happened under military regimes and relied on labour repression. Their 

transitions to democracy saw their economies move up to the next level and become much more inclusive. 

 

Democracy and development 

Most pointedly though, one only has to look within India to understand how development and democracy can 

thrive together. By just about any measure, Kerala and Tamil Nadu have done more to improve the lives of all their citizens 

across castes and classes than any other States in India and it is no coincidence that both have also had the longest and 

most sustained popular democratic movements and intense party competition in the country. In contrast, in Gujarat, 

where single party Bharatiya Janata Party rule has been in place for nearly a quarter century, growth has been solid but 

accompanied by increased social exclusion and stagnation in educational achievement and poverty reduction. The 

comparative record leaves little doubt that on balance, democracies are better at promoting inclusive growth. 

The theory behind the authoritarian fantasy also does not hold up. First, the assumption that authoritarianism 

supports forms of decision-making that can rise above the hubbub of democratic demand-making to get things done 

presumes that those in command will serve the general interest rather than catering to the powerful and that when they 

enjoy such autonomy, they actually know what to do with it. This is just hubris. On both these points, democracies are in 

fact more likely to meet the necessary conditions for successful decision making. Elected representatives, no matter how 

venal, have to win re-election, which means answering to a broad swath of the electorate. 

 

It allows negotiation 

The conflicts and noise that democracy generates may complicate things, but in the end, having to respond to a 

broad spectrum of interests and identities not only protects against catastrophic decisions, but actually allows for forms of 

negotiation and compromise that can bridge across interests and even balance otherwise conflicting imperatives for 

growth, justice, sustainability and social inclusion. The remarkable progress the United Progressive Alliance governments 

made in building a welfare state (National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, the Right To Information, the right to food 

and other programmes) is a testament to how a democracy can master even the most complex policy goals. As democratic 

theorists have long argued, the common good cannot and should not be determined by science, profits, technocrats or 

autocratic fiat. What it is and how we get there can only emerge out of sustained societal deliberation. 

 

A look at China 

India’s tryst with democracy was born not only of its liberation movement but also of its affinity with what makes 

democracy ethically unique: it promotes equality by endowing all citizens with the same civic, political and social rights 
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even as it protects and nurtures individuality and difference. And this is where the China-India comparison is so 

problematic, indeed unconscionable. 

However one might like to measure or evaluate China’s development successes, there is no way to discount the 

human cost of the party-made great famine that took some 35 million lives, a cultural revolution that made enemies out of 

neighbours, a one child policy that devastated families and erased a generation or the violent, systematic repression of the 

Uyghur Muslim and Tibetan minorities. These were not unfortunate excesses or the inevitable costs of development. 

These were and are the irredeemable instincts and predations of an authoritarian state, one which now denounces as 

“historical nihilism” any interpretations of the past that challenge the party’s official history. Conversely, while India’s 

democracy has been quarrelsome, cumbersome and often dominated by elites, it has also opened social and political 

spaces for subordinate groups and has built a sense of shared identity and belonging in the world’s largest and most 

diverse society. It has preserved individual liberties, group identities and religious and thought freedoms, all the things that 

confer recognition on human beings. To even pose the question of a trade-off between these freedoms and the role they 

have played in building a pluralistic nation and some cold, utilitarian calculus of “development” not only does violence to 

the very idea of human agency and dignity but completely abstracts from the very different social and historical realities of 

India and China. 

 

There is a backslide 

Beyond these comparative arguments for democracy, one need look no further than the object lesson the BJP 

government has provided to dismiss the authoritarian fantasy. The democratic backsliding has been clear. The Government 

has not only sought to centralise, insulate and personalise decision-making but has also aggressively undermined the 

independence of democratic institutions and silenced and imprisoned Opposition voices, all in the name of nationalism 

and promoting development. Yet, the development track is dismal at best. While corporate business interests and the 

billionaire class have flourished, the overall economy has sputtered and since COVID-19 has experienced the worst 

contraction of any sizeable economy in the world. Demonetisation and the disastrous response to the second COVID-19 

wave were not just instances of utter policy incoherence fuelled by the sycophancy and myopia that comes with an 

inwardly focused government, but exposed a degree of callousness and arrogance rarely seen in a democracy. On the 

social front, the pursuit of Hindutva — a prototypical variant of authoritarian ethnic nationalism — has shaken India’s 

democratic norms and institutional foundations and weaponised a politics of polarisation and demonisation that threaten 

to unravel the social fabric of the nation. 

Rather than look to China, it is time to defend the noise of Indian democracy. 

 

 defence (noun) – the act of defending one’s action 

against the opposition; protection, shielding, 

safeguarding. 

 noisy (adjective) – vociferous, clamorous, tumultuous, 

talkative. 

 specious (adjective) – misleading, deceptive, false. 

 much more (phrase) – a lot more. 

 come down (phrasal verb) – decline, decrease, reduce. 

 prospects (noun) – chances, possibilities, expectations, 

outlook, future. 

 informal/unorganized sector (noun) – informal 

economy, grey economy; it is the part of an economy 

that is neither taxed nor monitored by any form of 

government. 

 formal sector/organized sector (noun) – formal 

economy; it is the part of an economy that is taxed, or 

monitored by any form of government. 

 precarious (adjective) – risky, dangerous, unsafe; 

hazardous, perilous, unreliable. 

 startle (verb) – surprise, shock, alarm, frighten/scare. 

 lag (verb) – fall behind, straggle, fall back. 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, indicate, 

draw attention to. 

 fall behind (phrasal verb) – fail to keep up with others; 

lag, fall back. 

 track record (noun) – previous performance, previous 

accomplishments, previous achievements. 

 commentator (noun) – critic, analyst, observer. 

 facile (adjective) – simplistic, superficial, 

oversimplified; effortless, easy, undemanding, 

unexacting. 

 din (noun) – uproar, noise, commotion. 

 insulate (verb) – protect, safeguard, shield. 

 cacophony (noun) – noise, din, uproar, discord. 

 line (noun) – way, approach, method, procedure. 

 embrace (verb) – welcome, accept, support, back. 

 multilateral (adjective) – involving many different 

countries/parties/organizations. 

 technocrat (noun) – a supporter of technocracy. 

technocracy (noun) – the government by a group of 

people with both political power as well as technical 

knowledge. 

 fantasy (noun) – make-believe, daydreaming, pipe 

dream, fanciful notion, wish, wishful thinking. 

 right-wing (adjective) – conservative, rightist, ultra-

right, alt-right. 

 autocrat (noun) – authoritarian, totalitarian; dictator, 

despot. 

 strangeness (noun) – oddity, eccentricity, abnormality, 

peculiarity, irregularity. 

 bedfellow (noun) – a person or thing allied or closely 

connected with another. 

 alarm (noun) – danger signal, distress signal, alert. 

 stand up to (phrasal verb) – defy, confront, challenge, 

oppose openly, resist; withstand, survive, come 

through, outlive. 

 contrary to (phrase) – conflicting with, opposed to. 

 whim (noun) – wish, desire, impulse, urge. 

 regime (noun) – government. 

 state-building (noun) – it is creating and strengthening 

the institutions necessary to support long-term 

economic, social, and political development. 
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 millennia (noun) – plural form of millennium (a period 

of a thousand years). 

 authoritarianism (noun) – autocracy, totalitarianism, 

draconianism.  

 authoritarian (adjective) – oppressive, draconian, 

dictatorial, totalitarian. 

 stripe (noun) – variety, kind, type, category. 

 laggard (noun) – slower, sluggish/stagnant, snail-

paced. 

 dictatorship (noun) – totalitarianism, absolute rule, 

autocracy. 

 pink wave (noun) – turn to the left; a political wave 

and perception of a turn towards left-wing 

governments in Latin American democracies moving 

away from the neoliberal economic model at the start 

of the 21st century.  

 populist (adjective) – relating to the political approach 

which claims that it is representing the 

common/ordinary people. 

 prosperity (noun) – success, welfare, comfort, security, 

well-being, fortune. 

 usher in (verb) – start, begin, initiate, introduce. 

 instructive (adjective) – informative, instructional, 

informational, explanatory, telling, revealing; good 

example, case study. 

 take-off (noun) – ascent, climbing, mounting, soaring. 

 rely on (phrasal verb) – depend on; resort to, have 

recourse to. 

 repression (noun) – suppression, oppression, quelling, 

restraining/stifling. 

 inclusive (adjective) – all-inclusive, comprehensive. 

 pointedly (adverb) – directly, unambiguously, 

unquestionably. 

 thrive (verb) – flourish, prosper, grow vigorously, 

develop well. 

 measure (noun) – action, step, procedure. 

 coincidence (noun) – co-occurrence, coexistence. 

 sustained (adjective) – continuous, constant, steady. 

 popular (adjective) – public, societal. 

 in contrast (phrase) – when compared to another. 

 in place (phrase) – established. 

 accompany (verb) – occur with, co-occur with, 

coincide with, coexist with, go with, go along with, 

appear with. 

 stagnation (noun) – lack of activity/development. 

 hold up (phrasal verb) – support, hold, sustain, keep 

up. 

 hubbub (noun) – commotion, clamour; 

confusion/chaos. 

 presume (verb) – assume, suppose, believe. 

 cater to (phrasal verb) – try to satisfy/fulfil a need of. 

 hubris (noun) – feeling of superiority, excessive self-

importance, excessive pride, excessive self-

confidence/self-glory, overconfidence, arrogance. 

 venal (adjective) – corrupt, corruptible, open to 

bribery, grafting. 

 swath (noun) – a wide area of something. 

 electorate (noun) – all the people who entitled to vote 

in an election. 

 negotiation (noun) – discussions, talks, deliberation; 

discussing the terms of, arrangement. 

 spectrum (noun) – wide range/variety of. 

 identity (noun) – a social category, a set of persons 

marked by a label and distinguished by rules deciding 

membership and (alleged) characteristic features or 

attributes; individuality, character, originality. 

 catastrophic (adjective) – destructive, ruinous, 

disastrous. 

 compromise (noun) – agreement, deal, understanding, 

settlement.  

 bridge (noun) – cross over, go over, pass over, extend 

across. 

 interest (noun) – benefit, advantage. 

 imperative (noun) – necessary condition, precondition, 

essential requirement. 

 sustainability (noun) – the ability to exist constantly; it 

refers generally to the capacity for the biosphere and 

human civilization to co-exist. 

 welfare state (noun) – a form of government in which 

the state protects and promotes the economic and 

social well-being of the citizens, based upon the 

principles of equal opportunity, equitable distribution 

of wealth, and public responsibility for citizens unable 

to avail themselves of the minimal provisions for a 

good life. A system wherein the government agrees to 

underwrite certain levels of employment, income, 

education, medical, social security and housing for all 

its citizens. 

 Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 

Guarantee Act/Scheme (MGNREGA), 2005 (noun) – an 

Indian labour law and social security measure that 

aims to guarantee the ‘right to work’. It aims to 

enhance livelihood security in rural areas by providing 

at least 100 days of wage employment in a financial 

year to every household whose adult members 

volunteer to do unskilled manual work. 

 right to information (RTI) (noun) – It empowers every 

citizen to seek any information from the Government, 

promotes transparency and accountability in the 

working of the Government. 

 testament (noun) – witness/evidence, proof, 

testimony. 

 common good (noun) – general welfare, or public 

benefit. 

 autocratic (adjective) – undemocratic, totalitarian, 

authoritarian; domineering, high-handed. 

 fiat (noun) – decree, edict, order, precept. 

 societal (adjective) – relating to society. 

 deliberation (noun) – consideration, thought/thinking, 

careful discussion, contemplation. 

 tryst (noun) – (romantic) meeting, session, 

engagement, rendezvous. 

 affinity (noun) – empathy, rapport, sympathy; 

relationship, bond, connection. 

 endow (verb) – give, provide, equip. 

 nurture (verb) – encourage, advance, foster, develop. 

 unconscionable (adjective) – unethical, immoral, 

unprincipled, wrong. 

 discount (verb) – dismiss, ignore, reject, brush off, 

gloss over. 

 cost (noun) – loss, damage, undesirable consequences, 

adverse effects, disadvantage. 

 famine (noun) – deficiency, shortfall, lack, 

insufficiency, scarcity (of food). 
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 China’s one child policy (noun) – This had been 

enforced by then-leader Deng Xiaoping in 1979-80 to 

slow population growth. The one-child policy led to a 

severe gender imbalance in the country.  

 excesses (noun) – uncontrolled behaviour; 

unrestricted conduct; extreme, violent actions which 

are unacceptable. 

 inevitable (adjective) – unavoidable, unpreventable, 

inescapable, certain, sure to happen. 

 irredeemable (adjective) – habitual, confirmed.   

 instinct (noun) – (natural) urge/desire, tendency, 

inclination, compulsion. 

 predation (noun) – the action of attacking. 

 denounce (verb) – condemn, criticize, attack, censure, 

reject. 

 nihilism (noun) – negativity, cynicism, pessimism. 

 interpretation (noun) – explanation, elucidation, 

clarification, definition; examination, evaluation, 

analysis.   

 quarrelsome (adjective) – argumentative, factious, 

confrontational, contentious. 

 cumbersome (adjective) – complicated, complex; 

awkward/hard to deal with. 

 elite (noun) – high society people; the group of most 

powerful people in a society; best. 

 subordinate (adjective) – lower-ranking, junior, 

second-fiddle, supporting 

 diverse (adjective) – involving people from a range of 

different social and ethnic backgrounds. 

 liberty (noun) – freedom, independence. 

 trade-off (noun) – a situation in which you must 

choose between (balance) two things that are opposite 

or cannot be had at the same time; a compromise; 

swap, exchange. 

 play a part/role (phrase) – contribute to, be 

instrumental in, be a factor in. 

 pluralistic (adjective) – coexistent; (of people) exist in 

harmony irrespective of various differences. 

 cold (adjective) – indifferent, dispassionate, 

impersonal, formal. 

 utilitarian (adjective) – sensible, realistic, practical, 

effective, pragmatic. 

 calculus (noun) – calculation, estimation, reasoning. 

 abstract (verb) – separate, detach, isolate, dissociate. 

 backslide (noun) – degeneration, deterioration, 

decline, slippage, slide. 

 object lesson (adjective) – a practical example of a 

principle or ideal. 

 dismiss (verb) – reject, deny, spurn, disregard, brush 

off, shrug off.  

 centralise (verb) – concentrate, bring under one roof, 

consolidate, control (under one authority). 

 personalise (verb) – customize something to meet 

someone’s individual requirements. 

 undermine (verb) – weaken, subvert, sabotage, 

damage. 

 silence (verb) – muffle, mute, tone down, suppress, 

reduce. 

 imprison (verb) – incarcerate, put in prison jail, lock 

up, take into custody, confine, detain. 

 in the name of (phrase) – for the sake of, at the behest 

of. 

 nationalism (noun) – it refers to a system (with a 

narrow set of ideas) created by a group of people who 

believe their nation is superior to all others. It is also a 

perception of national superiority and an orientation 

toward national dominance- called chauvinism 

(excessive nationalism). 

 dismal (adjective) – bad, poor, dreadful, awful, 

terrible.  

 at best (phrase) – only, simply, but, nothing but. 

 flourish (verb) – develop, improve, progress, evolve, 

thrive, prosper. 

 sputter (verb) – proceed unevenly/erratically; crack, 

buzz, hiss. 

 contraction (noun) – In economics, it refers to a 

decline in national output as measured by gross 

domestic product. 

 sizeable (adjective) – substantial, considerable, 

significant. 

 demonetisation (noun) – the act of depriving a 

currency unit (note/coin) of its status as money. 

 instance (noun) – example, typical case, case in point, 

sample. 

 incoherence (noun) – the standard of being illogical, 

inconsistent, or unclear. 

 fuel (verb) – intensify, fortify, support, vitalize. 

 sycophancy (noun) – submissive/obedient behaviour 

towards someone important in order to gain 

advantage. 

 myopia (noun) – narrow-mindedness, short-

sightedness, lack of foresight. 

 expose (verb) – reveal, show, display, exhibit, unveil. 

 callousness (noun) – heartlessness, harshness, 

insensitivity. 

 arrogance (noun) – hubris, egotism, self-importance, 

sense of superiority. 

 front (noun) – a particular situation or area of activity. 

 pursuit (noun) – quest for, search for. 

 prototypical (adjective) – indicating a typical form of 

something. 

 variant (noun) – variation, form. 

 ethnic (adjective) – relating to a population subgroup 

(cultural, national, traditional/folk) with a common 

national or cultural tradition. 

 norm (noun) – standard, convention. 

 weaponise (verb) – use as a weapon. 

 polarisation (noun) – separation of two contrasting 

groups (based on different opinions/beliefs). 

 demonisation (noun) – the depiction or portrayal of 

someone/something as bad/threatening. 

 unravel (verb) – disentangle, separate out; fall apart, 

come apart, fail, collapse, go wrong. 

 fabric (noun) – the basic/fundamental structure. 
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