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2017 marks seventy years of democracy in India. As media pundits invariably point out every 

time the country gears up for general elections, the remarkable stability of India’s democracy 

compares favourably with other countries and regions in the global South, where democratic 

rule has tended to rest on feeble foundations and often has given way to outright 

authoritarianism. Indeed, the strong popular foundations of Indian democracy are evidenced 

by the fact that the poor exercise their right to vote more eagerly and in greater proportion 

than the country’s middle classes and elites.  

Yet despite its stability and evident popularity among the country’s poor, there also remain 

critical questions to be asked about Indian democracy. We know, for example, that India is 

falling behind its poorer South Asian neighbours in terms of basic social development 

indicators. In a country where the richest 1% of the population owns 58.4% of all wealth, this 

reflects a failure to translate impressive growth rates into substantial improvements in the 

standard of living for the majority of India’s citizens – more than half of whom still live in 

poverty. Persistent poverty and deepening inequalities intersect with structures of power 

based on caste, gender, religion, and sexuality to relegate subaltern groups to the margins of 

the democratic polity. And in Kashmir, the Northeast, and the Red Corridor, the compulsions 

of counterinsurgency have constituted entire regions and populations as exceptions from 

Indian democracy.  

How do we make sense of these contradictions, seventy years after independence? To debate 

this question, this symposium brings together scholars and public intellectuals to explore the 

trajectories of India’s democracy – past, present, and future. How did class and caste power 

shape the making of India’s postcolonial democracy? In what ways were the particularities of 

the Indian freedom struggle inscribed in its Constitution? What role has the public sphere 

played in sustaining Indian democracy and what challenges confronts it today? How has 

feminism shaped India’s democracy and what are the prospects for gender justice in the 

country today? Can Modi’s developmental authoritarianism be reconciled with democratic 

rule? Does the revival of Hindu majoritarianism as a project of governance pose a significant 

threat to secularism and pluralism as democratic values? What can we learn about the nature 

of India’s democracy from the states of exception in the Northeast and the Red Corridor? We 

will address these debates through panels, conversations, and lectures that aim to illuminate 

the achievements, limitation, and specificities of Indian democracy. In doing so, we hope to 

foster critical dialogues about what the future of India’s democracy might look like and what 

role social movements and subaltern politics might play in giving shape to its compass. 


