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Democracy
Deficit

. #
DR.K.N.Panikkar
(Historian, Writer and Former Vice Chancellor

Sree Sankaracharya University, Kalady)

n none too rare a moment of scepticism and self -
introspection, Bernard Shaw referred to one of the
many obsessions the British nurtured as national
character. The British, according to Shaw, were
obsessed with principles; they invented them even when
none existed. For instance,whenever the British stood
by a monarch, even if he happened to be a despot known
for cruelty, they did so on the principle of patriotism.
However, they had no hesitation in consigning the
same King to Westminster Abbey, if circumstances
so demanded. While renouncing the earlier principle of
patriotism in order to kill the king, they invoked a new
principle - the principle of democracy!

Bernard shaw seems to suggest that to the British
principles are nothing but a convenient pretext,

which can be invoked or discarded according to the
exigencies of the situation. Having been tutored by

the colonial masters in the principles of liberalism and
influenced by the virtues of Indian civilisation, rooted

in self-abnegation and renunciation, as taught by the
spiritual mentors from Gautama Buddha to Mahatma
Gandhi, Indians entertained a similar attitude towards
idealism. Both patriotism and democracy are dear to
their heart. But their commitment to them is more in
principle and less in practice. Almost everyone swears
by democracy, but very few care to follow it in public

life. Consequently, there is a gulf, almost unbridgeable,
between principle and practice. This essay is an effort
to explore this gulf in the context of equality, whichis
the foundation of democracy. It is the contention of this
essay that the crisis of Indian democracy is because . g A sy
of the failure of the state to ensure equality and the P e e vt
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Despite institutional support, the functioning of Indian
democracy during the last 63 years has perpetuated and
deepened differences within society.

inability of civil society to create a public sphere capable
of generating critical engagement with social issues.

Although democracy is a holistic phenomenon and its
different components are interconnected, its three
main attributes can be identified as political, economic
and cultural equality. These three attributes collectively
contribute to the make - up of a healthy democratic
regime, and consequently the success of democracy
depends upon the extent to which these equalities

are respected and implemented. The vibrancy of a
functioning democracy, therefore, would depend upon
the social acceptance of the idea of equality, which

as a principle the Indian Republic has written into its
Constitution. Yet, in practice equality is a far cry in any of
these three domains.

This condition raises the question whether the
prevalence of institutional structures is a sufficient
guarantee to ensure democratic rights. This question is

|
|

pertinent in the Indian context as, despite institutional
support, the functioning of Indian democracy during
the last 63 years has perpetuated and deepened
differences within society.

Political Equality

The institutional structure of Indian democracy
prescribed by the Constitution provided for equality of
rights to all citizens, regardless of social differences.
The objectives Resolution itself stated this principle in
unambiguous terms. It declared that there should be
“secured to all the people... justice, social, economic
and political; equality of status, of opportunity, and
before the law..”. Despite the continuous tinkering with
the Constitution by the ruling elite - 95 amendments
are in place so far — these basic guarantees of the
Constitution have remained unaffected. Yet, in practice,
democracy has not been able to secure justice to all; its
dispensation has been distorted because democratic
rights have not been accessible evenly to everyone.

Let us begin with political rights, which in some ways
are central to democratic practice. The political

rights subsume equality, without which democratic
participation is not possible. Although political rights
involve a wide range of issues, including freedom of
expression and association, the right to represent and
be represented through election is universally accepted
as the defining feature of democracy.The importance
of the system of representation of the people is that

it erases the separation of the state and the people.
But the government through representation recognises
democracy only as a formal part of the state and

not as its essence. Therein lies the weakness of the
representative system of democracy,which is most
glaring in the Indian case.

In India, the mechanism of representation is universal
suffrage, both in the Centre and in the States. The
successful record of timely elections has drawn
universal admiration, particularly because in most other
post - colonial countries election has been a major
casualty. The successful conduct of elections has
given considerable legitimacy to democratic polity and
the system of representation on which its practice is
embedded. Yet, the representative systemraises a
variety of questions about its democratic character. One
of them is the manner in which majority is determined.
Democracy being the rule of the majority, the process
through which the majority is formed is of crucial
importance. What constitutes the majority in a system
of representation is open to different interpretations,
as there are different modes of determining majority in
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