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Abstract 

India has long taken pride in its democratic ethos—an ethos grounded in pluralism, spirited debate, and the safeguarding of 
civil liberties. However, in recent years, that foundation has come under pressure as the scales have increasingly tipped in 
favor of national security at the cost of individual freedoms. This essay explores the tightening space for dissent and free 
speech, focusing on how broad legal measures and expanding digital surveillance are being used to silence critical voices. 
It also examines the growing challenges faced by marginalized communities and civil society groups, who often find 
themselves on the frontlines of this democratic regression. The ideological conflicts playing out in media narratives and 
legislative agendas further complicate the picture. Still, amid these tensions, the strength and persistence of grassroots 
activism and independent thought stand as powerful reminders that India's democratic spirit, though tested, is far from 
extinguished. As the nation prepares for a crucial election, the choices made today will not only shape the future of its 
political landscape but also define its standing as a moral and democratic force in the world. 

Key Keywords:  Civil Society, Democracy, Digital Governance, Dissent and Free Speech, Legislative Capture, Censorship, 
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INTRODUCTION 

India, often celebrated as the world’s largest democracy, finds itself at a defining moment. While the core values of its 
democratic system remain intact in many respects, signs of strain are becoming increasingly difficult to overlook. In recent 
years, troubling developments—such as tighter controls on freedom of expression and the narrowing of space for political 
dissent—have raised serious concerns. With the emphasis on national security beginning to overshadow individual rights, 
and with a crucial election on the horizon, pressing questions now emerge about the direction in which the country’s 
democracy is headed. 

An Evolving Democratic Struggle: India’s rich tradition of pluralism has long been a defining element of its democratic 
fabric. Yet in recent years, there has been a noticeable shift, as the government increasingly turns to legal frameworks to 
manage and often curb dissent. Laws such as the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act of 1967 (UAPA), along with more 
stringent regulations on social media, have significantly broadened the state’s authority to target critical voices. Though 
these measures are frequently justified in the name of national security and unity, they risk being used less to protect the 
nation and more to silence disagreement. (Roy, S., 2023) 

India’s political opposition, which once played a critical role in holding those in power accountable, now finds itself 
increasingly sidelined. Legal intimidation, charges of sedition, and biased media coverage have made it harder for dissenting 
voices to be heard. As the country moves toward a pivotal election, policies introduced in the name of public safety risk 
legitimizing — whether intentionally or not — a climate of repression. The result is a steadily narrowing space for free 
expression and open political dialogue. 

Silencing Dissent:  Historically, India has been home to a lively public sphere—a place where journalists, activists, students, 
and ordinary citizens could voice opposition. Yet, this space is rapidly shrinking. Arbitrary arrests, internet shutdowns, and 
public intimidation have become more frequent. Laws meant to uphold peace are often repurposed to discourage protest 
and control narratives. (Mishali-Ram, 2025) 
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Journalists and human rights advocates are increasingly vulnerable, with charges levelled not necessarily for their actions, 
but for challenging dominant political stories. This climate not only deters activism but creates a culture of fear. Self-
censorship, once rare, is becoming commonplace among media professionals, educators, and ordinary citizens alike. 

Minorities and the Burden of Oppression: Beyond the curtailment of free expression, India’s caste, gender, and religious 
hierarchies contribute to layered systems of exclusion. Dalits, Adivasis, and women’s rights activists often face 
disproportionate state scrutiny. Rather than receiving protection, many from these communities are subject to surveillance, 
stigmatization, or incarceration. 

Civil society advocates are increasingly targeted, and grassroots resistance is portrayed as subversive. These attacks aren’t 
just physical or legal—they’re ideological. In a society where vulnerability intersects with identity, resistance itself becomes 
a dangerous act. 

Legislative Capture and the Shift Toward Authoritarianism: The term “legislative capture” describes how dominant 
political forces manipulate legal and institutional frameworks to their advantage. Scholar Milan Vaishnav (2024) illustrates 
how India’s current regime has effectively used this technique to silence opposition and co-opt democratic institutions. The 
erosion of parliamentary debate, misuse of investigative agencies, and weakening of judicial independence signal deeper 
structural concerns. (Vaishnav, M.,2024) 

In this environment, opposition parties often struggle to present a coherent counter-narrative. Some align temporarily with 
human rights discourse, but the fear of backlash limits their capacity to challenge the government meaningfully. 
Consequently, the political spectrum narrows—not because dissenting views don’t exist, but because expressing them has 
become risky. 

Digital Governance and Surveillance Culture: The digital sphere once held promise as a space for alternative voices and 
citizen empowerment. Yet this optimism is being tested. As Dubey and Ghosh (2025) note, India’s digital policies, including 
the 2021 IT Rules, have allowed the state to assert greater control over online content. Algorithms flag dissenting content 
while often amplifying state-sanctioned narratives. (Dubey & Ghosh,, 2025) 

Under the pretext of curbing fake news or ensuring security, digital surveillance has become a key component of governance. 
Activists and minorities are especially vulnerable. The use of artificial intelligence for monitoring content exacerbates the 
problem, encouraging self-censorship even in private online interactions. 

Civil Society:  In the face of rising authoritarianism, India’s civil society continues to fight back. Movements like “Pinjra 
Tod” and Anti-CAA protests demonstrate that citizens, particularly young people, are far from passive. These movements 
mobilize rapidly, often online, and represent a renewed commitment to democratic engagement. 

However, their resilience is frequently met with hostility. NGOs face legal hurdles, especially those reliant on foreign 
funding. Labelled as “anti-national” or “foreign agents,” their ability to function has been severely compromised. Still, 
collaborations between academics, lawyers, and rights organizations offer hope, showing that collective resistance is 
possible—even in hostile environments. 

The Indian media plays a dual role: one as a disseminator of truth and the other as a vehicle for propaganda. While 
independent journalism still exists, it’s under constant pressure. Government-friendly outlets dominate the airwaves, while 
dissenting platforms face lawsuits, financial penalties, and sometimes violent threats. 

Social media, meanwhile, serves both as a tool for liberation and a means of control. Hashtags like #Stand With Farmers 
went viral, but so did disinformation campaigns targeting dissenters. According to Ibnat (2024), media narratives now often 
reflect ideological battles rather than objective reporting. As a result, public opinion is shaped less by fact and more by 
manipulation. (Ibnat, A.,2024) 
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Ethics of Governance and the Cost of Security:  A recurring theme in Indian governance today is the ethical tension 
between national security and individual freedom. Raghunath (2025) argues that governments use security narratives to 
justify crackdowns on civil liberties, even when the threats are ambiguous or exaggerated. 

This creates a moral dilemma: can democracy survive if the price of order is the loss of personal freedoms? For marginalized 
groups and activists, this question is not abstract—it defines their daily reality. Ethical governance demands that 
development and security go hand-in-hand with dignity and rights. Anything less risks undermining the very foundations 
of democracy. (Raghunath, P.,2025) 

The Role of Elections and Political Legitimacy: Elections have long been a symbol of India’s democratic vitality. But as 
2024 nears, the electoral process itself is under scrutiny. From voter intimidation to biased media coverage, the fairness of 
elections is at stake. The public's trust in democratic institutions is being tested not just by outcomes, but by how those 
outcomes are achieved. (Neog, B., Ghoshal, S., & Patra, S. C., 2025) 

Opposition parties are recalibrating strategies, attempting to tap into the groundswell of civil discontent. Yet, their ability 
to offer a viable democratic alternative remains uncertain. The state's portrayal of protests as chaos—and itself as the 
guardian of order—continues to influence how the public perceives dissent. 

CONCLUSION 

India’s democratic journey has never been simple—but today, it faces a uniquely precarious moment. The ideals that once 
defined the Republic—pluralism, dissent, free speech—are increasingly tested by laws, policies, and narratives that 
prioritize control over conversation. This isn’t just a political concern; it touches the everyday lives of students, activists, 
journalists, and communities who now navigate a landscape of shrinking freedoms and rising fear. Yet, amid the pressure, 
voices of resistance persist. From grassroots movements to courtroom battles, civil society continues to remind the nation 
of its deeper democratic commitments. As India approaches another defining election, the choices made—by both leaders 
and citizens—will shape not just the mechanics of governance, but the spirit of democracy itself. Will India reaffirm its 
faith in dissent as the heart of democracy, or allow silence to settle where speech once thrived? The answer lies not in 
institutions alone, but in the collective will of its people.  
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