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The human body, like a nation, is composed of structures and processes. A bony skeleton holds it 

together. Processes such as breathing, blood circulation and the formation of new cells give the body life. 

When vital processes become weak, the body becomes unhealthy even if the frame is strong. And when they 

cease, overpowered by infection, life ceases, and the bones remain to be buried. 

 

Elements of a democracy 

A democratic nation, or any nation, is also composed of structures — its constitution and laws. What 

distinguishes democratic nations from authoritarian ones is the liveliness of citizens’ participation in the 

governance of their nation. In healthy democracies, citizens participate effectively in the shaping of the 

policies and laws by which they are governed. Democratic constitutions provide elected assemblies for 

citizens’ representatives to shape new policies and pass laws. 

Open-minded deliberation in these forums is necessary to meet the requirements of democracy. It is 

also essential for finding good solutions for systemic problems which must be considered from many 

perspectives. When these forums become chambers for close-minded partisan politics, they cannot find 

solutions to the complex, systemic problems that all nations must address in the 21st century: climate 

change, historical inequities, increasing economic inequalities, and violence brewing with discontents within. 

The U.S. houses of Congress seem ham-strung by party politics; debates in the Indian Parliament have 

degenerated into floor battles with missiles; and, citizens of many European democracies are dismayed by 

the performance of their elected institutions. 

Constitutions, elections, and assemblies are not all that a democracy needs to function. Though this 

is what the simplistic U.S. vision of converting nations to democracies — on the heels of its armed 

interventions in many nations — seems to suggest. Democracies have life from what happens outside the 

elected chambers and what happens between elections. People who belong to different political factions, 

practise different religions, and have different histories within the history of their nation, must listen to each 

other, and learn to live democratically together every day of their lives. Therefore, what healthy democracies 

need most of all are processes of democratic deliberations among citizens themselves. 

 

Widening fissures 

Sadly, the cracks in the Indian nation dividing ‘people like us’ from ‘people not like us’, are widening 

in institutions at the top as well as in relationships on the ground. Majoritarian electoral systems of 

democracy will harden these divisions in India, as they are in the United States. Therefore, stronger processes 

are urgently required for democratic discourses amongst citizens themselves to bind the national fabric 

before it frays further. 

The media, which used to provide space for diverse perspectives to be heard, is divided along 

partisan lines. And social media, touted as a saviour of democracy by enabling citizens to freely listen to many 

points of view, has turned out to be a hardener of divisions. Smart algorithms have created echo chambers of 

people who like each other, and who do not listen to those in other chambers, and lob hate bombs at each 

other across the walls. 

Discussions of India’s chronic problems that cry for new solutions have descended into debates about 

whether the origins of the problems were in the times of the National Democratic Alliance or the times of the 

United Progressive Alliance. It seems that in any discussion about what ails the country, whether in 

Parliament, the media, or social gatherings, one must be seen to either support the political dispensation in 

power, or its opposition. There is little room for thoughtful, non-partisan deliberations among citizens. 

 

Taking a new step 

It is time for the next step in the evolution of democratic institutions. Kalypso Nicolaidis of the School 

of Transnational Governance, European University Institute, says, “Consent of the governed is about more 

than periodic elections or referenda. The process of deepening the reach of democracy remains the same as 

it has been for the last 200 years: a struggle to expand the franchise. This time around, it is a franchise that 
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does not necessarily express itself through the right to vote in periodic elections, but rather through 

widespread inclusion in the political process in all its forms.” A civil society movement, Citizens for Europe, 

has proposed a solution: a European Citizens’ Assembly — a permanent transnational forum for citizens’ 
participation and deliberation. 

Words of caution though. Citizens for Europe explains the drawbacks of purely online methods, 

which civil society groups in Europe have tried, viz., “the risk of accentuating ideological cleavages and 

excluding groups affected by the digital divide”. Online forums must be supplemented by real meetings. On 

the other hand, merely putting people together into a room does not create conditions for thoughtful 

deliberation. Elected assemblies everywhere are cleaved along partisan lines. James Madison, a framer of the 

U.S. Constitution, had anticipated this. He wrote in Federalist paper No.55, “Had every Athenian citizen been 

a Socrates, every Athenian assembly would still have been a mob.” It is not just the quality of the people in 

the room that matters. Citizens’ meetings, online or offline, must be properly designed and professionally 

facilitated to enable all points-of-view to be listened to for new insights to emerge. 

I return to the analogy of the human body. The human body is a complex system composed of many 

complex organs and processes — the heart, the brain, the liver, digestion, respiration, self-healing, etc. 

Breathing is a very simple process — it is the first one that a baby learns as soon as it emerges from its 

mother’s womb. Yet, we forget how to breathe well as we grow up. Yoga teaches us that learning to breathe 

well can tone up all the complex systems of the body and mind. 

 

The missing dialogues 

Human societies are also complex systems, composed of many formal institutions, and many 

processes of interactions among people. Listening like breathing is a basic process. 

We have forgotten how to listen well, especially to “People Not Like Us”. In schools we are taught 

how to speak well and win elocution contests and debates. There are no lessons in how to listen well, and no 

prizes for the best listeners. We listen only to “what” others say; we do not listen to understand “why” they 

believe what they do. Often, we stop listening even while another is speaking, mentally preparing our 

ripostes to win a debate. Dialogues to understand are not debates to win. They are explorations of complex 

issues by combining the knowledge of diverse people.  

Monocultures of thought can be as sterile as monocultures in Nature. Diversity in the composition of 

the participants is essential for ensuring that complex issues are fully understood and new insights can 

emerge. However, diversity of opinions can create cacophonies unless the deliberations are managed well. 

The time has come to learn to listen well, not just speak well; and to conduct dialogues, not debates. 

The assemblies Emperors Ashoka and Akbar conducted centuries ago in India provide some role models. 

Technologies of democratic deliberation have advanced since the times of the Athenians, Ashoka, and Akbar, 

as James Fishkin explains in When the People Speak: Deliberative Democracy and Public Consultation. The 

soft power of India, the world’s most richly diverse nation perhaps, will increase when it returns from the 

presently darkening elected authoritarianism to lead in the evolution of institutions for citizens’ participation 

in democratic governance. 

 

 compose (verb) – constitute, form, comprise. 

 governance (noun) – administration. 

 bony (adjective) – of bone. 

 skeleton (noun) –  the bones of a human 

considered as a whole, together composing the 

framework/structure of the body. 

 hold together (phrasal verb) – cause something 

to remain united. 

 vital (adjective) – key, essential, important. 

 cease (verb) – halt, stop. 

 overpower (verb) – affect, disturb, overwhelm.   

 distinguish (verb) – differentiate, separate, set 

apart, make different. 

 authoritarian (adjective) – draconian, 

undemocratic, dictatorial, totalitarian. 

 liveliness (noun) – spiritedness, briskness, 

robustness, vigorousness. 

 open-minded (adjective) – unbiased, 

unprejudiced, accepting, non-partisan, neutral, 

non-discriminatory, dispassionate. 

 deliberation (noun) – consideration, thought/ 

thinking, careful discussion, contemplation. 
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 perspective (noun) – way of thinking, 

interpretation, viewpoint, approach. 

 chamber (noun) – an enclosed space; legislature. 

 partisan (adjective) – biased, prejudiced, one-

sided. 

 address (verb) – tackle, deal with, attend to, try 

to sort out. 

 climate change (noun) – a long-term change in 

the Earth’s climate, or of a region on Earth 

(Courtesy: NASA). 

 inequity (noun) – unfairness, partiality, 

favouritism, bias, discrimination. 

 inequality (noun) – Inequality is simply defined 

as “the state of not being equal, especially in 

status, rights and opportunities; imbalance, 

unevenness, disproportion, disparity. 

 brew (verb) – develop, loom, impend (of 

something bad/unpleasant situation). 

 discontent (noun) – dissatisfaction, disaffection, 

disgruntlement, grievances, unhappiness, 

displeasure. 

 Congress (noun) – legislative assembly, 

parliament; The United States Congress is the 

bicameral (two chambers) legislature of the 

federal government of the United States, and 

consists of two chambers: the House of 

Representatives and the Senate. 

 hamstring (verb) – hamper, hinder, obstruct, 

impede; handicap, constrain, restrict, cripple. 

 degenerate (verb) – deteriorate, decline, worsen. 

 dismay (verb) – appal, horrify, shock. 

 simplistic (adjective) – oversimple, 

oversimplified, superficial. 

 on the heels of (phrase) – close behind, soon 

after, right after, following closely. 

 intervention (noun) – involvement, mediation, 

arbitration; intrusion, meddling. 

 belong to (verb) – be associated with, be 

connected to, be linked to. 

 faction (noun) – group, section, division (within a 

larger group). 

 widening (adjective) – increasing. 

 fissure (noun) – a state of incompatibility; 

disagreement, gap/crack. 

 on the ground (phrase) – in a situation/place 

where things are happening really/practically. 

 majoritarian (adjective) – relating to a 

philosophy that states that a majority 

(sometimes categorized by religion, language, 

social class, or some other identifying factor) of 

the population is entitled to a certain degree of 

primacy (priority) in society, and has the right to 

make decisions that affect the society. 

 harden (verb) – toughen, desensitize, inure, 

make tough. 

 discourse (noun) – discussion, conversation, 

communication, expression. 

 amongst (preposition) – between, with one 

another, together. 

 bind (verb) – unite, join, draw together. 

 fabric (noun) – the basic/fundamental structure. 

 fray (verb) – wear away, unravel, become 

tattered; strain, overtax. 

 diverse (adjective) – very different, varying, 

multiple. 

 tout (verb) – endorse, praise, recommend. 

 saviour (noun) – someone/something saving 

(people) from danger/difficulty; rescuer, 

liberator, deliverer. 

 point of view (noun) – opinion, view, viewpoint, 

standpoint. 

 turn out (phrasal verb) – happen, develop, end 

(in a specific way). 

 algorithm (noun) – the list of instructions and 

rules that something (e.g. a computer) needs to 

do to complete a task. 

 echo chamber (verb) – (of news media) an 

environment where a person only encounters 

information or opinions that reflect and reinforce 

their own. 

 lob (verb) – throw, toss, hurl, pelt. 

 chronic (adjective) – continuing, persisting, 

reoccurring (for a long time). 

 cry (out) for (phrasal verb) – demand something. 

 descend into (phrasal verb) – degenerate, 

deteriorate, decline. 

 ail (verb) – trouble, bother, burden, distress. 

 dispensation (noun) – organization, 

establishment, system; government. 

 room (noun) – scope, opportunity, chance (for 

something to happen). 

 non-partisan (adjective) – fair, unbiased, 

impartial, neutral. 

 transnational (adjective) – involving/relating to 

two/more countries. 

 consent (noun) – approval, agreement, assent, 

concurrence, acceptance. 

 the governed (noun) – the citizen, the people, 

the voters. 
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 periodic (adjective) – regular, recurrent, 

repeated, cyclical. 

 referendum (noun) – public vote; a direct vote in 

which people cast ballots to decide on a specific 

issue or policy (referenda is its plural). 

 deepen (verb) – increase, intensify. 

 franchise (noun) – right to vote, voting rights. 

 a word of caution (phrase) – a warning. 

 viz. (adverb) – namely, specifically, in other 

words. 

 accentuate (verb) – highlight, underline, focus 

attention on. 

 ideological (adjective) – relating to a system of 

ideas (ideology). 

 cleavage (noun) – separation, rupture, 

fragmentation. 

 digital divide (noun) – the growing gap between 

the people who do not have access to computers 

or the internet and the people who have access. 

 supplement (verb) – augment, increase, boost, 

enlarge. 

 on the other hand (phrase) – as an alternative. 

 put together (phrasal verb) – assemble, gather 

together. 

 cleave (verb) – split, split open, crack open, 

divide, sever, splinter. 

 framer (noun) – a person who is one of the 

drafters of the US Constitution. 

 anticipate (verb) – expect, foresee, foretell, 

predict. 

 federalist (adjective) – relating to a system of 

government in which establishments such as 

states or provinces share power with a national 

government. 

 Athenian (adjective) – (figuratively) democratic; 

(relating to the system of democratic 

government used in Athens, Greece from the 5th 

to 4th century BCE). 

 Socrates (proper noun) – Greek philosopher. (He 

was sentenced to death for his Socratic method 

of questioning). 

 mob (noun) – a large, disorganized, and often 

violent crowd of people. 

 insight (noun) – perception, awareness, 

understanding, discernment, comprehension, 

far-sightedness. 

 analogy (noun) – comparison; similarity, parallel, 

correlation. 

 respiration (noun) – breathing. 

 self-healing (adjective) – the process of healing 

or recovering oneself/itself. 

 womb (noun) – uterus; the organ of a woman in 

which fetus (unborn child) develops before birth. 

 grow up (phrasal verb) – (of a person) to develop 

into an adult. 

 tone up (phrasal verb) – became stronger; give 

strength; give firmness. 

 elocution (noun) – a particular method of 

speaking; pronunciation, articulation, speech, 

voicing. 

 riposte (noun) – answer, reply, response, 

retaliation. 

 exploration (noun) – research, examination, 

investigation. 

 monoculture (noun) – (in agriculture) the 

agricultural practice of producing or growing a 

single idea (crop) in a (farming) field at a time. 

 monoculture (noun) – (in general) the practice of 

encouraging/supporting a single idea/view/ 

opinion. 

 sterile (adjective) – pointless, ineffective, 

uninspiring. 

 diversity (noun) – existence/presence of 

different people (from a variety of backgrounds 

and perspectives ranging from race to age to 

gender to hometown to educational experience) 

within group; variety, variance, difference. 

 composition (noun) – structure, formation, 

organization. 

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

 deliberative democracy (noun) – deliberative 

democracy or deliberative engagement is all 

about placing people (citizens, residents, 

affected individuals) closer to the affairs of 

government and decision makers. 
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