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It’s time to resume the India-China
strategic economic dialogue

AST WEEK in New Delhi, India’s

national security advisor Ajit

Dovaltold his Chinese interlocu-

tor, foreign minister Wang Yi,

“India and China are partners,
notrivals,”and added, "astable India-China
relationship servesthe common interestsof
bothsides.” Echoingthese sentiments, Wang
suggested that both sides should “respect
each other’s core interests, properly handle
sensitive issues, place the China-India
boundary issue in its appropriate position,
and prevent it from affecting the overall situ-
ation of bilateral relations.”

He then called for both sides "to acceler-
ate the resumption of dialogue mechanisms
and promote exchanges” in trade, finance,
and other fields. It isatimely suggestion that
should be taken up in right eamnest. Fifteen
years ago, at a time when India-China rela-
tions were on a more even keel, Prime Min-
isters Manmohan Singh and Wen Jiabao
agreed to launch a bilateral strategic econ-
omic dialogue. The Indian delegation was
headed by the deputy chairman of the Plan-
ning Commission, and subsequently the
deputychairmanofthe Niti Aayog. Between
2011and 2019, six meetings were convened.
After 2019, the dialogue has remained sus-
pended. Not much seems to have come out
of those dialogues.

With the recent improvement in India-
China bilateral relations, there have been
several interactions at the military, security
and diplomatic levels. There is an urgent
need for a resumption of a meaningful and
focused economic security dialogue.
India's chief concern remains the wide and
widening trade deficit, with mercantilism
occupying an important place in Beijing's
economic policy toolbox.

The strategic economic dialogue had a
wider remit and was aimed at improving

macro-economic policy coordination, pro-
moting exchanges on economic issues and
enhancing India-China economic cooper-
ation. Working groups were establishedona
wide range of subjects, including energy, in-
frastructure, pharmaceuticals, high tech, re-
source conservation and environmental pro-

matter of concern for both countries. The
factis thatinitially, China wasthe principal
target of US and European action, but India
suffered collateral damage. The trade
measures that President Donald Trump
took against China in his first termalso hurt
India. In his second term, Trump has di-

tection. After the events of 2020, the SANJAYA rectly targeted India on trade and energy.
s iy et e D || szl B
Inthe new global context in which India sign of wider developing country concermn
now finds itself and given the thaw in about developed economy actions. It is be-
India-China relations, it is necessary that comingi ingly clear that as Asian econ-
the focus of bilateral relations should not omies rise, the “West vs Rest” divide stares
be confined only to extant differences on usinthe face. As the second largest economy,
the border issue. While it is not clear if the canChina play amore positive role inthe rise
leaderships of both countries are today in ofthe Rest, instead of being seen as contribu-
aposition to resolve those differences amic- ting to their deindustrialisation?
ably, the definition of “core” issues must ex- To be sure, the huge and persistent
tend beyond the geopoliticalto include In- trade deficit today is also a reflection of the
dia’s developmental concerns. fact that the Indian private sector has be-
India's own developmental priorities come dependent on imports from China.
necessitate awider engagement with China Consider the business traffic between the
on economic issues. China must recognise two countries. Many Indian companies,
that sustaining economic growth and build- large and medium-scale, continue to
Ing India’s industrial capacity is also a core make a beeline for China in search of ma-
issue for India. chinery and technology. Clearly, a growing
One of the positive outcomes of the dia- economy like India can no longer afford
logue on energy security was a willingness to minimise economic links with the
on the part of both countries to work to- world’s second-largest economy, es-
gether in dealing with energy supply chal- pecially when signals from the largest
lenges. Chinaand India have an enormous economy remain worrisome.
stake in the stability of energy The difficulties Indian trade ne-
supplies. Going beyond traditional The difficulties Indian gotiators are facing in concluding a
sources of energy. the two should ex- bilateral trade agreement with the
plore opportunities to develop non- trade negotiators am facing US point to the need for a more
traditional energy. Suchcooperation  inconcludingabilateral  ,yanced approach to trade with
woul: beaglobal puihllc s;oodr A trade agreement with the g-r :dnas; stwr;lre'gcw economic dia-
The weaponisation of trade, fi-  y§ pointto theneedfora { to once again
nance and energy by the United emphasise Indian concerns about
States that begar:yalnros( adecade MOrC nuanced appma‘:h o me‘l)mde deficit but go beyond it to
ago and became intense following trade with China find meaningful ways in which

the Russia-Ukraine war, remains a

Indiaand Chinacan pursue win-win

economic cooperation. India’s rise should be
viewed as offering opportunities to many
Asian economies, including China. A stra-
tegic economic dialogue between Asia’s lar-
gest economies can meaningfully explore
these opportunities.

When Prime Minister Wen met Prime
Minister Singh in 2006, the former began
his conversation with the observation that
Asia’s rise is contingent upon the rise of
both China and India. It is a different
matter that over the past two decades,
China has risen at a faster pace and now oc-
cupies a commanding position in the glo-
bal economy. However, increased econ-
omic cooperation between the two biggest
Asian economies can be a win-win proposi-
tion if China adopts a more forward-look-
ing policy towards India. It is necessary to
explore these possibilities.

All this requires a change in mindset in
both capitals. Between 2006 and 2019, there
was a willingness in both leaderships to ex-
plore areas of potential economic cooper-
ation. After 2020, it would appear that the
military and security leadership had taken
charge of the relationship, relegating econ-
omic interaction tothe

Recent events, including the last sum-
mit between Prime Minister Narendra
Modi and President Xi Jinping, give some
hope foramore positive approach tothe bi-
lateral relationship in both capitals. How-
ever, just as the national security dialogue
Isconducted by the NSA, the economic se-
curity dialogue should be conducted by an
economic czar who can command the PM's
attention and ensure speedy implementa-
tion of decisions taken.

The writer is chairman of the board of trustees,
Forum for National Security Studies (FNSS) &
Centre for Aerospace & Strategic Studies (CAPS)
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* Key Terms and Explanations

» Strategic Economic Dialogue (SED): This refers to a formal, high-level institutional mechanism established between two nations to
coordinate macroeconomic policies, address structural trade issues, and foster deep economic cooperation across diverse sectors.
Unlike standard trade talks, an SED focuses on long-term, systemic alignment. For instance, the bilateral framework established
between India and China served as a platform where top economic planners could directly negotiate on infrastructure, energy, and
high technology, bypassing routine diplomatic red tape.

* Mercantilism and the Mercantilist Toolbox: Mercantilism is an economic philosophy where a nation maximizes its exports and
minimizes its imports to accumulate foreign exchange reserves and build domestic power. In modern terms, a "mercantilist toolbox"
includes state-backed subsidies, deliberate currency manipulation, non-tariff barriers, and aggressive export strategies designed to
dominate foreign markets while keeping domestic markets insulated. A clear example is when a state heavily subsidizes its domestic
manufacturing sectors—such as solar panels or electric vehicles—allowing its firms to flood global markets at prices domestic
competitors in other countries cannot match.

* Trade Deficit: This economic indicator occurs when the total value of a country's imports exceeds the total value of its exports over
a specific period. It signifies a structural reliance on foreign goods and an outflow of domestic capital. For example, India's trade
relationship with its northern neighbor features a massive, widening deficit, driven by the heavy import of critical capital goods and
electronics, contrasted against minimal, low-value raw material exports.

* Weaponization of Trade and Finance: This describes the strategic practice of using economic interdependence, supply chain
dominance, or control over global financial networks as instruments of geopolitical coercion or foreign policy leverage. A prime
manifestation of this is when major global economies impose unilateral trade tariffs, restrict access to critical technology, or freeze
foreign exchange reserves during geopolitical conflicts, transforming ordinary commercial transactions into tools of state warfare.

* Economic Security: This concept posits that a nation's national security is inextricably linked to its economic resilience, industrial
self-reliance, and supply chain integrity. It emphasizes safeguarding critical sectors from external shocks or vulnerabilities. For
instance, protecting domestic access to Active Pharmaceutical Ingredients (APIs) or semiconductor supplies ensures that a country
cannot be held hostage during a diplomatic or military crisis.
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* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts

* The core discourse surrounding modern geo-economics centers on finding a pragmatic equilibrium between
national security imperatives and economic realities. The fundamental arguments within this framework can be
broken down as follows:

* The Insufficiency of Purely Security-Centric Diplomacy

* For years, the bilateral relationship has been viewed almost exclusively through a security lens, especially
following intense border standoffs. The central argument here is that while territorial integrity remains paramount,
allowing the military deadlock to entirely freeze economic engagement is counterproductive. A mature foreign
policy requires expanding the definition of "core interests" to include national developmental goals, recognizing
that long-term security is impossible without robust economic growth and domestic industrial capacity.

* The Reality of Structural Interdependence

* Despite political friction, complete economic decoupling is a structural impossibility in the short and medium
term. The private sector remains deeply dependent on foreign inputs for essential machinery, capital goods, and
technological components. Attempting to abruptly minimize these economic links creates severe collateral damage
for domestic industries, particularly small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) that rely on affordable imports to
remain competitive.

* Navigating a Volatile Global Trade Order

* The international economic environment is increasingly defined by protectionism and a growing "West vs Rest"
divide. As Western powers weaponize finance and implement restrictive trade policies, developing nations cannot
afford to place all their economic eggs in one basket. The difficulty in concluding comprehensive trade agreements
with Western partners highlights the necessity of maintaining a nuanced, independent, and pragmatic approach
toward other major Asian economies.

* The Imperative of Institutional Re-engineering

* Past attempts at structured economic dialogues often languished due to bureaucratic inertia or a lack of direct
political empowerment. To counter this, the current discourse advocates for a major structural shift in how
economic diplomacy is conducted. Just as national security issues are managed by dedicated, high-level entities like
the National Security Advisor, economic negotiations must be steered by an empowered "economic czar" who
possesses the political capital to command immediate prime ministerial attention and ensure swift policy
implementation.



* Historical Evolution of the Issue
* The Post-Independence and Cold War Era (1950s—-1980s)

* The relationship began with a phase of shared anti-colonial solidarity, epitomized by the 1954
Panchsheel Agreement and the slogan "Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai." However, this idealism collapsed into
the 1962 border war, which resulted in a comprehensive freeze of diplomatic and economic ties. For
more than two decades, the relationship remained stagnant, characterized by deep mutual suspicion
and a total lack of structured bilateral engagement.

* The Normalization and Decoupling Phase (1988-2005)

* A historic turning point occurred in 1988 with Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi's visit to Beijing. This
visit established a critical policy framework: the decision to set aside the complex border dispute in a
separate track while actively normalizing diplomatic, cultural, and economic relations. This pragmatic
separation allowed bilateral trade to grow from a negligible base in the early 1990s into a multi-
billion-dollar enterprise by the mid-2000s.

* The Era of Institutionalized Economic Dialogue (2006-2019)

* As both nations emerged as global economic powerhouses, the need for high-level macro-
economic coordination became evident. In 2006, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and Premier Wen
Jiabao agreed to lay the groundwork for a structured economic platform, which formally culminated
in the launch of the Strategic Economic Dialogue (SED) in 2011. Led by India's Planning Commission
(and later NITI Aayog) alongside China's National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), the
SED convened six times between 2011 and 2019. It created vital working groups on infrastructure,
energy, pharmaceuticals, and high technology, establishing a predictable, institutionalized channel for
economic diplomacy.

* The Securitization and Present-Day Realism (2020-2026)

* The geopolitical landscape shattered in 2020 following the violent military clashes along the Line
of Actual Control (LAC) in Galwan Valley. In response, India suspended the SED, banned hundreds of
apps, restricted foreign direct investment from contiguous border states, and actively sought to de-
risk its supply chains. However, by 2026, a series of high-level diplomatic interventions and leadership
summits signaled a gradual strategic thaw. The current phase reflects a growing institutional
realization that while security lines must remain firm, a parallel, highly focused economic security
dialogue is indispensable to manage structural trade deficits and navigate a fracturing global order.






* Logical and Philosophical Base
* Realism vs. Complex Interdependence

* The fundamental tension in managing volatile bilateral ties lies between classical
political realism and the liberal theory of complex interdependence. The realist
perspective views global relations as a zero-sum game where economic
dependencies are inherently dangerous vulnerabilities that an adversary can exploit
for military or political leverage. Conversely, the philosophy of complex
interdependence suggests that dense networks of trade and investment create
mutual vulnerabilities that raise the cost of conflict, thereby acting as a stabilizing
force. The approach advocated in modern frameworks tries to blend these two ideas
into "geo-economic realism"—acknowledging the risks of interdependence while
pragmatically utilizing economic engagement to serve core national developmental
interests.

* The Principle of Strategic Autonomy

* At a philosophical level, foreign policy must be anchored in the doctrine of
strategic autonomy. This principle dictates that a nation's alignment choices should
never be dictated by the dictates of external blocs or superpowers. By engaging in
balanced, parallel dialogues with both Western nations and major regional
neighbors, a state preserves its independent decision-making capacity. This prevents
it from becoming a proxy or suffering collateral damage in broader systemic
conflicts, such as the ongoing trade friction between Washington and Beijing.

* The "Win-Win" Development Paradigm

* This philosophy rests on the assumption that the economic rise of Asia is vast
enough to accommodate the growth trajectories of multiple large nations
simultaneously. It rejects the notion that the progress of one regional giant must
come at the direct expense of the other. However, this paradigm is conditional: it
requires both actors to move away from aggressive, one-sided mercantilist trade
practices and instead embrace a reciprocal framework where mutual industrial
capacity building and sustainable trade balances are recognized as shared global
public goods.




* Multidimensional Analysis
* Social Dimension

* Trade policy directly shapes the daily lives, living standards, and employment opportunities of millions of citizens. Access to affordable capital goods, electronic
components, and raw inputs from global markets allows domestic small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) to reduce production costs, sustain commercial viability,
and preserve local jobs. However, this has a dual nature: unmonitored imports can lead to the dumping of cheap consumer goods, which risks hollowed-out domestic
manufacturing and job losses in traditional artisan or labor-intensive sectors, creating a complex balance between consumer benefit and worker protection.

* Political Dimension

* Every foreign trade policy decision is subject to intense domestic political scrutiny and narrative management. For any government, engaging in high-level
economic dialogues with a nation perceived as a primary territorial challenger presents a significant political challenge. Policymakers must carefully balance public
demands for a firm, uncompromising stance on national sovereignty against the long-term, quieter necessity of maintaining economic channels that supply the
industrial inputs vital for overall national power.

* Legal and Regulatory Dimension

* The architecture of cross-border commerce is built upon complex legal frameworks, non-tariff regulations, and multilateral trade compliance. Engaging with state-
dominated, non-market economies requires a sophisticated deployment of trade remedy laws, including anti-dumping duties, countervailing measures, and strict
quality control orders under domestic standards bureaus. The challenge lies in designing and enforcing these regulatory safeguards to protect domestic industries
from unfair trade practices while remaining firmly compliant with World Trade Organization (WTO) obligations.

* Ethical Dimension

* This dimension exposes the core tension between moral imperatives and political pragmatism. It raises a difficult question: Is it ethically justifiable to maintain
deep commercial relations and run massive trade surpluses with a state that actively challenges sovereign borders and strains defense resources? The counter-
argument introduces an alternative ethical obligation—the state’s primary moral duty to lift its own millions of citizens out of poverty. This developmental priority
requires access to the most cost-effective technologies, energy solutions, and industrial materials available globally.

* International Dimension

* Onthe global stage, bilateral economic choices reverberate through multilateral groupings and regional alliances. A state must skillfully navigate its strategic
alignment with Western-led platforms like the Quad, while simultaneously participating in non-Western multilateral institutions such as BRICS and the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO). Maintaining a stable, structured economic dialogue with regional neighbors prevents the crystallization of a rigid "West vs Rest"
global binary, ensuring flexibility in a multipolar world order.

* Economic Dimension

* The economic dimension is characterized by a stark structural asymmetry. The massive trade deficit is not merely a numbers problem; it is a qualitative
vulnerability, given that critical sectors like pharmaceuticals (APIs), solar energy infrastructure, and telecommunications are heavily dependent on foreign imports. A
structured, high-level dialogue is essential to transform this lopsided relationship. It provides a platform to demand reciprocal market access, dismantle non-tariff
barriers, and encourage foreign investments into domestic manufacturing zones, turning an asymmetric dependency into a more balanced partnership.



Linkages with NCERTs

Class 12 Political Science: e Connection: This chapter outlines the dramatic economic rise of major Asian nations and
Contemporary World Politics — the subsequent shift from a unipolar or bipolar world to a multipolar global order.
" . Understanding the textbook's historical analysis of how economic integration can
Chapter: "Alternative Centres of transform political rivalries provides the necessary context for analyzing current calls to
Power" revive strategic economic dialogues.

Class 11 Economics: Indian Economic | Connection: This chapter provides a comparative framework evaluating the structural
Development — Chapter: reforms, industrial strategies, and growth trajectories of India, Pakistan, and China since
"Development Experiences of India: A the mid-20th century. It offers the baseline economic data and structural understanding
Comparison with Neighbours" needed to analyze modern trade deficits and manufacturing imbalances.

Class 12 Political Science: Politics in e Connection: This text provides the essential historical background on the evolution of

Indian foreign policy, detailling the early Panchsheel ideals, the strategic shock of the

. ., . ’ 1962 war, and the subsequent efforts to normalize ties. It illustrates how historical legacy
India’s External Relations continues to shape modern diplomatic and economic maneuvers.

India Since Independence — Chapter:




* Linkages with UPSC CSE Syllabus

* General Studies Paper Il (Governance, Constitution, Polity, Social Justice, and
International Relations)

» Syllabus Topic: India and its neighborhood-relations; Bilateral, regional and global
groupings and agreements involving India and/or affecting India’s interests.

* Application: This is the most direct linkage. The restructuring of institutional dialogue
mechanisms, high-level diplomatic engagements, and the interplay between border
security and trade policy form the core of foreign policy analysis in GS Paper Il.

* General Studies Paper lll (Technology, Economic Development, Bio-diversity,
Environment, Security and Disaster Management)

* Syllabus Topic: Effects of liberalization on the economy, changes in industrial policy and
their effects on industrial growth; India's Internal Security challenges.

* Application: The issue sits at the intersection of economic policy and national security.
It directly concerns the management of trade deficits, protecting domestic manufacturing
through instruments like Production Linked Incentive (PLI) schemes, and safeguarding
critical supply chains from external coercion.

* General Studies Paper IV (Ethics, Integrity, and Aptitude)

* Syllabus Topic: Ethical concerns and dilemmas in government and private institutions;
ethical issues in international relations and funding.

* Application: Perfect for evaluating case studies and theoretical questions regarding
how a state balances its ethical obligations toward territorial defense against its moral
imperatives to ensure affordable economic development for its population.

* Essay Paper & Optional Subjects

* Themes: Global multi-polarity, geo-economics as the new frontier of geopolitics, or the
dynamics of Asian security and cooperation.

* Optional Subjects: Highly relevant for students with Political Science and International
Relations (PSIR) (Paper 2: India and the World), Economics (Paper 2: India's External
Sector), and Geography (Paper 2: Political Aspects and Geopolitics).




*  Way Forward
* Institutionalization of an Economic Security Czar

* India should establish a dedicated, high-level institutional post—an Economic Security Advisor or "Economic
Czar"—housed directly within the Prime Minister's Office. This role should mirror the administrative weight and
political access of the National Security Advisor. As illustrated by the institutional frameworks governing bilateral
mechanisms in image.png, economic diplomacy requires a centralized authority to unify fragmented policies across
the Ministries of Commerce, Finance, External Affairs, and Defense, ensuring that economic security strategies are
executed with speed and cohesion.

* Targeted Revitalization of Sectoral Working Groups

* Rather than opening the floodgates to unrestricted trade, the resumed dialogue should focus on reviving highly
specific, mutually beneficial working groups. These should target sectors where full decoupling is impractical or
where cooperation yields global benefits, such as:

* Green Energy & Resource Conservation: Collaborating on solar supply chain inputs and non-traditional energy
technologies.

* Pharmaceuticals: Streamlining the secure supply of Active Pharmaceutical Ingredients (APIs) while negotiating
reciprocal access for finished Indian formulations.

* Infrastructure & High-Tech: Establishing transparent standards for digital and physical infrastructure
components.

* Aggressive Pursuit of Reciprocal Market Access

* Future economic dialogues must firmly reject one-sided mercantilism. The domestic negotiating team must
leverage access to our massive consumer market to secure clear, verifiable concessions. This includes demanding
the removal of opaque non-tariff barriers that historically blocked competitive domestic sectors—such as
Information Technology (IT) services, advanced pharmaceuticals, and agricultural exports—from entering the
neighbor's domestic markets, systematically tackling the structural trade deficit.

* Strategic Deepening of Domestic Industrial Resilience

* The time and diplomatic space gained through a structured economic security dialogue must be used to
aggressively bolster domestic manufacturing capabilities. The state must continue to refine and scale its Production
Linked Incentive (PLI) schemes, upgrade domestic logistics infrastructure, and lower the cost of doing business for
domestic firms. The ultimate goal of engaging in economic diplomacy is not permanent dependence, but rather
securing the critical inputs needed to build long-term domestic self-reliance and industrial resilience.



* Previous Years' UPSC and APSC Questions
* UPSC Civil Services Examination (Mains)

* 2020 (GS Paper ll): "The do’s and don’ts of India’s policy towards China must
be guided by a clear perception of national interest." Discuss the statement in
the context of the current border standoff and economic dependencies.

* 2018 (GS Paper ll): "China is using its economic relations and positive trade
surplus as tools to develop potential military power and strategic leverage in
Asia." In light of this statement, discuss its impact on India's strategic autonomy
and neighborhood policy.

* 2014 (GS Paper ll): "With respect to the lingering border disputes, can
economic engagement and institutional dialogues alter the long-term strategic
standoff between India and China?" Critically analyze.

* UPSC Civil Services Examination (Prelims Focus)

* Thematic Trend (International Trade & Groupings): Over the years, the civil
services preliminary exam has consistently featured conceptual and fact-based
guestions concerning India's external trade sector. Candidates should focus on:

* Identifying India's largest trading partners and the composition of
major import/export commodities.

* The structural composition of trade deficits within Asia.

* The institutional mandates of multilateral platforms where both
nations share membership, such as the BRICS New Development
Bank (NDB), the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AlIB), and
the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO).






* Key Terms and Explanations
* Digital Slavery

* This concept describes a modern form of subjugation where private technology monopolies assert unchecked ownership and control over individual personal data.
Unlike historical bondage, which physically coerced labor, digital slavery subtly strips individuals of their autonomy by commodifying their choices, behaviors, and
preferences.

* Shared Epistemic Foundation

* The collective agreement within a society regarding baseline facts, objective truths, and verified reality. This shared foundation is the bedrock of any functioning
democracy, as public debates, policy decisions, and electoral choices cannot happen rationally if the populace cannot agree on basic facts.

* Example: A shared understanding that an official election took place and yielded verified vote counts. If algorithmic feeds convince different segments of society
that completely conflicting versions of reality are true, this foundation crumbles.

* Algorithmic Amplification

* The process by which platform recommendation engines deliberately prioritize and promote certain content over others to maximize user engagement. Because
human psychology responds rapidly to outrage, fear, and sensationalism, algorithms systematically elevate hyper-partisan, divisive material to boost click-through
rates and corporate profits.

* Example: A standard, nuanced analysis of a public policy issue receives minimal visibility on social media, while an emotionally charged, highly polarizing video
containing misinformation is pushed to millions of feeds because it generates high user interaction.

* Safe-Harbour Immunity

* Alegal framework that protects internet intermediaries and technology platforms from being held legally liable for the content uploaded by their users. While
originally intended to foster innovation by treating platforms as neutral conduits, it now shields tech giants from accountability, even when their proprietary
algorithms actively profit from distributing harmful content.

*  Example: If a defamatory or riot-inciting post spreads virally, safe-harbour laws historically prevent the hosting platform from being sued, treating them merely as
the "pipeline" rather than the promoter of the content.

* Cognitive Resilience

* The psychological and intellectual capacity of a citizenry to critically evaluate digital information, recognize emotional manipulation tactics, and resist coordinated
disinformation campaigns. It moves beyond basic technical literacy to build a deeper, analytical defense mechanism within the human mind against digital deception.

*  Example: A citizen encounters a sensationalized video of a public figure; instead of reacting with immediate outrage or sharing it, they check for deepfake markers,
cross-reference the claim with credible sources, and identify the emotional triggers embedded in the clip.



* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts
* The Velocity Gap Between Law and Technology

* A core structural crisis in governance is that artificial intelligence and legal frameworks do not move at the same speed. Al development thrives on a
breakneck, start-up culture that runs perpetual beta tests on society under the guise of progress, fueled by commercial rivalries.

* Parliaments can govern human actions, but they cannot easily forbid mathematical theorems or evolving code.

* Landmark legislative measures, such as the European Union’s Artificial Intelligence Act or the United Kingdom’s Online Safety Act, require years of
painstaking debate. By the time they are enacted, the specific technological harms they were designed to combat have already mutated, leaving an
entire generation vulnerable.

* The Erosion of Democratic Epistemology

* Democracy cannot function if citizens lose the ability to distinguish reality from fabrication. High-fidelity audio and video duplications, commonly
known as deepfakes, have advanced to a point where the human eye and ear can no longer reliably detect forgery.

* This structural vulnerability is weaponized during sensitive electoral cycles to depress voter turnout, fabricate political scandals out of thin air, and
shatter public trust in legitimate state institutions.

*  When platform algorithms trap citizens within hyper-customized echo chambers, they normalize online hate and accelerate social fragmentation,
rewriting the rules of the public square to optimize corporate profits at the expense of social cohesion.

* Weaponization of Platform Vulnerabilities by Hostile Actors

* When a society becomes deeply polarized and stripped of a shared reality, it transforms into an open target for foreign interference. Adversarial
nation-states and non-state actors have evolved beyond clumsy, bot-driven spam campaigns.

* They now deploy highly targeted, Al-driven psychological operations designed to covertly exploit pre-existing religious, ethnic, or socioeconomic
fault lines within a target nation.

* By covertly funding, generating, and amplifying divisive narratives, hostile foreign actors can destabilize a democracy from within, turning its own
citizens against one another and presenting a direct threat to national sovereignty.

* The Inadequacy of Technical Patches

* Treating the manipulation of the information ecosystem as a series of isolated technical glitches is a profound mistake. Narrow statutory tweaks or
minor corporate updates cannot fix a systemic crisis.

* Because these technologies possess the unique capability to distort truth and erode sovereign choice, governance must rise above mere regulatory
adjustments.

* |t demands a constitutional imperative: the right to an unmanipulated information ecosystem, where reality is clearly distinguished from state or
corporate fabrication, must be viewed as an indispensable extension of the fundamental rights to life, liberty, and free expression.




* Historical Evolution of the Issue
* Pre-Independence to Early Post-Independence (Formative Eras)

* During the framing of democratic constitutions worldwide, including India's, the public square was
entirely physical. Freedom of speech and expression (such as Article 19(1)(a) of the Indian Constitution) and
the right to life and liberty (Article 21) were designed around the press, physical assemblies, and human
speech. Interferences were direct, tangible, and usually state-driven. The concept of automated, non-
human actors influencing human thought did not exist, meaning early jurisprudence focused strictly on
balancing state security with individual liberty.

* The Turn of the Century (Late 1990s - 2000s): The Dawn of the Neutral Intermediary

* The commercialization of the internet led to the creation of basic cyber laws, such as India's Information
Technology (IT) Act, 2000. During this period, early digital platforms were viewed as passive infrastructure—
akin to telephone lines. This gave rise to the global adoption of "Safe Harbour" principles (e.g., Section 79 of
India's IT Act). The underlying regulatory logic was to grant tech companies absolute immunity from liability
to foster technological innovation and the free flow of information, assuming that the internet would
naturally democratize knowledge.

* The 2010s: The Engagement Economy and Data Exploitation

* The shift from chronological feeds to algorithmic curation transformed the internet. Platforms realized
that maximizing user engagement was the key to ad revenue. Data emerged as a highly valuable corporate
asset, leading to behavioral profiling. Events like the Cambridge Analytica scandal revealed that digital
platforms were no longer neutral pipelines; they were active curators capable of reshaping political
landscapes by micro-targeting psychological vulnerabilities.

* The 2020s to Present (2026): The Generative Al Explosion and Sovereign Threats

* The rapid rise of advanced Large Language Models (LLMs) and hyper-realistic synthetic media has
blurred the line between reality and fabrication. Disinformation is no longer just text-based spam; it is
highly convincing, automated audio and video deployed at scale. Traditional, reactive statutory laws have
proven completely unable to keep pace with this innovation curve. This regulatory lag has shifted the global
conversation from standard administrative regulation to a constitutional focus, viewing information
integrity as a vital element of national security and fundamental human rights.
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> Weaponization by Hostile Actors:

Psychological ops

O Inadequacy of Tech Patches:

Systemic crisis, not small fixes
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* Logical and Philosophical Base
* Kantian Ethics vs. Corporate Utilitarianism

* The philosophical core of this issue rests on the tension between human dignity and market-driven
utility. Under Kantian ethics, human beings possess intrinsic dignity and must always be treated as ends in
themselves, never merely as means to an end.

* Algorithmic exploitation violates this principle by treating individuals as data points to be manipulated.

* Tech monopolies operate on a corporate form of utilitarianism, where maximizing user engagement
and quarterly profits justifies the collateral damage of social polarization, anxiety, and the degradation of
the public square.

* The Social Contract and Radical Epistemic Skepticism

* Classic political philosophers like Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau argued that
a stable social contract requires a shared understanding of community and laws.

* When artificial intelligence systematically distorts truth, it introduces radical epistemic skepticism—a
state where citizens believe nothing, doubt everything, and lose faith in public institutions. Without a
shared reality, rational democratic deliberation becomes impossible, causing the social contract to break
down into polarization and fragmentation.

* The Limits of Statutory Jurisprudence over Mathematical Logic

* A profound logical contradiction exists in trying to control Al through standard statutory laws.
Traditional law is reactive, territorial, and based on human conduct. Al, by contrast, is rooted in
mathematical theorems and global code execution that iterates autonomously across borders.

* A parliament can pass a law governing what a person does, but it cannot outlaw a mathematical
discovery or an equation.

* Therefore, relying purely on statutory clauses to fix technological harms is logically flawed; governance
must be elevated to a constitutional level, establishing unalienable human rights that protect the human
mind from algorithmic coercion.



* Multidimensional Analysis
* Social Dimension

* Fragmentation of the Public Square: Algorithmic curation traps individuals inside hyper-customized echo chambers, destroying the common ground needed for
social cohesion.

* Normalization of Hate: By prioritizing outrage and fear to drive engagement, platforms accelerate social polarization and turn online hostility into real-world
violence.

e Political Dimension

* Subversion of Democratic Processes: Deepfakes and synthetic media are used strategically during critical electoral windows to misrepresent political figures,
suppress voter turnout, and distort the democratic process.

* Loss of Institutional Trust: Continuous exposure to automated disinformation campaigns erodes public confidence in vital state pillars, including judiciaries,
election bodies, and free media.

* Legal Dimension

* Obsolescence of Intermediary Protections: Traditional "safe-harbour" immunity clauses are no longer sufficient when platforms use active recommendation
engines rather than acting as neutral hosts.

* The Need for Constitutional Guardrails: Relying on slow-moving statutory laws creates a permanent regulatory lag, meaning protections must be anchored
directly into constitutional fundamental rights.

e Ethical Dimension

* Erosion of Individual Autonomy: Using predictive Al to influence human behavior, career opportunities, and credit access reduces complex human individuals to
mere algorithmic outputs.

* Exploitation for Profit: Designing business models that profit from spreading destabilizing information raises deep ethical concerns regarding corporate social
responsibility.

* International Dimension

* Hybrid Information Warfare: Adversarial nation-states weaponize platform vulnerabilities to launch covert, Al-driven psychological operations that exploit
domestic fault lines.

* Sovereignty Risks: A handful of private tech conglomerates based outside a nation's borders hold unprecedented power over domestic public discourse,
challenging state sovereignty.

e Economic Dimension

* Rise of Digital Feudalism: Tech monopolies act as modern data barons, extracting behavioral wealth from citizens without providing fair compensation or
respecting data privacy.

* Algorithmic Discrimination: Automated credit scoring, employment screening, and healthcare access models can reinforce historical economic inequalities, locking
marginalized communities out of opportunities.



* Linkages with NCERTs
* Class 11 Political Science: Political Theory

* Chapter 2 (Freedom) & Chapter 5 (Rights): These chapters analyze the boundaries of individual liberty, the nature of rights, and the
conditions under which the state can place reasonable restrictions on expression. This links directly to how digital surveillance and
algorithmic manipulation quietly alter human autonomy and free expression without explicit physical coercion.

* Relevance: It helps students evaluate how traditional definitions of negative and positive liberty must expand to protect citizens from
automated corporate control.

* Class 12 Political Science: Contemporary World Politics

* Chapter on Security in the Contemporary World: This chapter covers unconventional and non-traditional security threats, shifting
the focus from military invasions to human security challenges.

* Relevance: It connects directly to how foreign adversaries deploy Al-driven psychological operations and information warfare to
destabilize a nation's internal security without crossing physical borders.

e Class 10 Democratic Politics-Il

* Chapter 3 (Gender, Religion and Caste) & Chapter 4 (Political Parties): These chapters explore how political parties shape public
opinion and how social fault lines influence democratic politics.

* Relevance: It illustrates how modern tech platform mechanics can be used to target and inflame these exact socioeconomic,
religious, and caste fault lines, turning structural democratic features into societal vulnerabilities.



* Linkages with UPSC CSE Syllabus
* General Studies Paper Il (Governance, Constitution, Polity)

* Indian Constitution—Significant Provisions and Basic Structure: Exploring how the right to life, personal liberty (Article 21), and freedom of speech (Article 19)
must expand to include protection against algorithmic manipulation and synthetic disinformation.

* Governance and Accountability: Analyzing the role of statutory regulatory bodies and their structural limitations in managing fast-evolving technological
challenges.

* General Studies Paper lll (Science & Technology, Internal Security)

* Developments and Applications of Science and Technology: Understanding the mechanics of Artificial Intelligence, advanced synthetic media, deepfakes, and
algorithmic design.

* Challenges to Internal Security Through Communication Networks: Evaluating the role of social networking sites in internal security challenges, cyber warfare,
and the weaponization of information by hostile non-state and state actors.

* General Studies Paper IV (Ethics, Integrity, and Aptitude)

* Human Values and Ethics in Governance: Assessing the ethical dilemmas faced by technology developers and policymakers, particularly the conflict between
corporate profit models and societal well-being.

* Ethical Issues in International Relations and Tech Corporate Governance: Addressing the responsibility of multinational tech monopolies in preventing real-world
violence and algorithmic discrimination.

* Essay Paper & Optional Subjects
* Themes on Technology and Society: Excellent material for essays focusing on the dual nature of technological progress, the future of democracy, or data security.

* Optional Subjects: Highly relevant for Political Science and International Relations (PSIR) Section B (Indian Government and Politics), Sociology (Social
Movements and Change), and Public Administration (Policy Formulation and Implementation).



* Way Forward
* Establishing a Constitutional Imperative

* Al governance should move beyond narrow, reactive statutory regulations and rise to a constitutional framework. Governments should explicitly recognize
the right to an unmanipulated information ecosystem as a natural extension of the fundamental rights to life, liberty, and free expression.

* This constitutional anchor would establish a permanent legal standard, ensuring that individual digital autonomy and human dignity remain protected
against both state-sponsored censorship and corporate data exploitation.

* Enforcing Platform Accountability and Ending Absolute Safe Harbor
* The traditional shield of absolute safe-harbour immunity must be fundamentally reformed for platforms using active recommendation systems.

* Tech conglomerates should be held systemically liable if their proprietary algorithms prioritize and amplify content that directly causes real-world violence
or civil unrest.

* Comprehensive structural transparency should be legally mandated, requiring large technology firms to open their recommendation engines to
independent, verifiable public audits.

* Focusing on Structural Regulation over Content Policing

* To protect free speech from government overreach and censorship, regulatory frameworks should focus on structural mechanics rather than individual
ideological speech.

* Enforcement should target the infrastructure of deception, focusing on shutting down automated bot networks, identifying coordinated inauthentic
behavior, and tracking deepfake originators.

* This protects the digital public square by addressing the scale and speed of automated amplification rather than forcing the state to police everyday citizen
conversations.

* Cultivating Cognitive Resilience through Media Literacy

* Because technical patches alone cannot solve the crisis, nations must build cognitive resilience across their populations. State-backed, large-scale
educational initiatives focused on media literacy and digital citizenship should be integrated into schools, universities, and rural community centers. This
curriculum must train citizens to critically evaluate digital sources, identify emotional manipulation tactics, and understand the basic mechanics of algorithmic
amplification.

* Building Cross-Sectoral Early-Warning Systems

* To protect national sovereignty from foreign psychological operations, governments should establish sophisticated, cross-sector early-warning networks.
These systems must leverage advanced detection tools to identify coordinated disinformation campaigns in real-time. By fostering close collaboration
between state security entities, independent fact-checking networks, and ethical hackers, a nation can neutralize hostile information warfare campaigns
before they gain viral momentum and cause widespread disruption.




All Previous Years’ UPSC Questions

Civil Services Preliminary Examination

*Question 1 (2020): With the present state of development, Artificial Intelligence can successfully do which of the following?
1.Bring about electricity consumption in industrial units.

2.Create meaningful short stories and songs.

3.Disease diagnosis.

4.Text-to-speech conversion.

5.Wireless transmission of electrical energy. Select the correct answer using the code given below:

(@)1, 2,3 and 5 only

(b) 1,3 and 4 only

(c) 2,4 and 5 only

(d)1,2,3,4and5

*Question 2 (2021): In India, the term "Public Key Infrastructure" is used in the context of:

(a) Digital security infrastructure

(b) Food security infrastructure

(c) Health care and education infrastructure

(d) Telecommunication and transportation infrastructure

*Question 3 (2018): Consider the following statements:

1.The Right to Privacy is protected as an intrinsic part of the Right to Life and Personal Liberty under Article 21 and as a part of the freedoms
guaranteed by Part lll of the Constitution.

2.Supreme Court’s judgment in Justice K.S. Puttaswamy (Retd.) v. Union of India is a landmark judgment on the Right to Privacy.

Which of the statements given above is/are correct?
(a) 1 only

(b) 2 only

(c) Both 1 and 2

(d) Neither 1 nor 2



HE subcontinent of India is
a great teacher. Of world
stature. It Is o poor learner
Of world class.

Which other part of the
world can claim to have given
to the world phllosopher
a tual s like
the Buddha, Mahavira, Adi Shankara,
Tiruvalluvar, the Tamil saint-scholar
Avvaiyyar, the Kashmiri mystic Lal
Ded? Where else have risen minds
such as those of Kabir, Nanak, Sri
Ramakrishna, Swami Vivekananda?
And scientist-scholirs like Aryabhatta

Charaka, Sushruta, Bhaskara, Na:
garjuna, Panini, Patanjali, anmlki"
Scarcely any, save perhaps the Greek,
Roman and Chinese worlds

Women of great transformational
power who have been born to India in
more recent times, such as Savitribai
Phule, Ahilyabai Holkar, Pandita
Ramabai. [rawati Karve, Muthulak-
shm| Reddy, Dakshayanl Velayudham,
Hansa Mchta would rank among all
time exemplars,

But which other part of the world
has learnt less and forgotten more
than ours?

We claim antiquity as our natural

And of course it is. But we will
hard put for an answer if told and
asked, ‘Yes, you are unguestionably
uncient, perhaps among the oldest if
not the oldest.., but, by that token, are
you the wisest, the most exemplary In
the matter, say, of how you treat wom-
en, children, the numerically weak?'

If we were further asked to speak
the bitter truth about the status of
human rights in our country, the hon-
est majority among us will admit our
record is dismal. The smart minority
among us, however, will proceed to
point to our great motto that tells us
'Truth alone triumphs’. But if re.
minded of simpler home truths like
our record on the prevention of cus.
todial torture, the number and class
or caste profile of undertrials, the
right to free thought and expression,
the smart will invoke the vile record
of the British Raj in these matters to
show how we have emerged from
those horrific times.

The testimony of history works
with us when the villain is of foreign
origin. The theatre of legends and the
chiaroscuro of myths is more congen-
ial when It comes to the report card
of hard facts,

The nasty natlonal Emergency
promulgated in 1875 by a hapless
President of India at the instance of

India, a great teacher to the world, must learm
the lessons of its own history. And none from the last
half century has been as consequential as the Emergency

HEEDING HISTORY
SO THAT WE AVOID
REPEATING IT

GOPALKRISHNA GANDHI

Prime Minister Indira Gandhi was a
hard fact. Hard as nails, We were in a
kind of denial, an obligatory denial,
when that fact was upon us. Poor
learners that we are, wo threw all
teachings of public policy and politi-
cal ethics to the winds, and for nearly
two years, wallowed in half-truths,
untruths and make-believe.

Yes. we had a charismatic woman
as our Prime Minister at that time,
She had liberated East Pakistan from
its thraldom to become Bangladesh,
thereby giving the lie to the notori.
ous Two-Nation Theory that had led
to murder, loot and rapine in unprec.
edented scales at the time of Partl
tion. And she had impressed those
who are impressed by such things

Forme Coveence of West Bengal and ey

with underground tests of nuclear
devices which she assured us were

for peaceful purposes.
But did all that justify her pushi

of the Emergency: “India is Indirn and
Indira is India.” This was a conscious
fluxing of the country with its then
leader, knowing that the country had in
its subconscious merged the mother-
land with the image of Mother India
which, in turn, evokes the goddess
Durga or Kali. Officers lost their spines,
the highest court in the land s

to fear, a bulldozed media spread
untruths on orders with iency

This anniversary month of the
nasty Emergency of 1975-1977 enables
us to learn the lessons it has taught
us by default. These lessons may be
seen to include the following.

1. Aberrations in a democracy’s
liberal tenets toward dissent cannot
and do not last. They end sooner or
Iater because the perpetrators, their
heads turned to tin and their hearts
to stane, invite public opprobrium,
But they need to be called out. And
In clear terms, like JP did.

administrator class which
!orms the infantry of the Executive
allows itself all too easily to be co-
opted into political manoeuvring, It
must resist this for it is meant to
guide the political class by a vision
and a code that belongs to a differ.
ent order of values from those of
party-driven politics.

3. Legislators should give their
political leaders solidarity, but
only to the extent that those lead-
ers are in solidarity with the Con-
stitution and its owners—the peo-
ple—not wi(h themm.-lvn and their
nnm-rlnﬁ

4.The udlclnry should please but
one entity: its judicial conscience. It
should practice but one morality: ju.
dicial morality It should pray before
but one deity: the scales of justice,

5. And we the people must, with
the aid of a free and fearless media
like Ramnath Goenka would be proud
of, exorcise from our minds some-
thing Babasaheb Ambedkar warned

India into an internal dictatorship?
Heavens, no! Jayaprakash Narayan
quoted , for Indira Gandhi to hear,
Ramdhari Singh Dinkar's famous
line, ‘Sinhasan khall karo ki janata
aagey anyl hai' (Vacate the throne!
For we the people have arrived). Not
only was the throne not vacated, JP
was arrested and with him countless
others from the opposition.

But something clse was also done
then that was as duhnculs nyns
::nnnluh l‘h’t ulln . Nation

ongress's president of the

ﬁ*rooah sald during the elght

us about: hero worship in the cult
of personality And we must, recall-
Ing Gandhi, Nehru and Patel, banish
from our consideration all calls
for sectarian hatred and violence,
Great as our land is ns a teacher, it
needs to be no less a learner. India
must never cease calling the emergen-
cy of 197577 what it was: a diabolical
trouma. It must never cease to heave
a breath of relief nm the trauma end-
ed. But India must do ene better
nn;!‘” that m-auzmah s how to
o it impossible to |
Mfw‘%lnpmnul)




* Key Terms and Explanations
* Article 352 (Internal Emergency)

* A constitutional provision empowering the Executive to declare a National Emergency under specific conditions. Prior to
1978, the grounds included "external aggression," "war," and "internal disturbance." The term "internal disturbance" was
notoriously vague, allowing the ruling dispensation in 1975 to suspend fundamental rights, impose censorship, and jail
political opponents under the guise of maintaining public order.

* Constitutional Morality

* A philosophical concept popularized by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, implying adherence to the core values of the Constitution
rather than just its literal text. It requires administrative and political actors to respect democratic norms, institutional
checks, and minority rights.

* Example: A government choosing to respect an adverse judicial ruling, despite possessing the parliamentary majority to
override it, demonstrates constitutional morality.

* Personality Cult (Hero Worship)

* A political phenomenon where a leader is idealized and elevated above the institutions of governance, creating an
environment where loyalty to the individual supersedes loyalty to the state or the Constitution. This is epitomized by
sycophantic slogans such as "India is Indira and Indira is India," which conflate the nation with its leader.

* Co-optation of the Bureaucracy

* The process by which the politically neutral civil service (the administrative class) is compromised and aligned with the
partisan interests of the ruling party. When bureaucrats prioritize political survival over institutional rules, the executive
branch transforms into an unchecked instrument of political maneuvering.

* Judicial Conscience

* The ethical framework that binds the judiciary to interpret the law with absolute impartiality, acting as the ultimate
custodian of the Constitution. When the judiciary operates based on fear or political alignment rather than its judicial
conscience, it fails to protect citizens from executive overreach.




* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts

* The Civilizational Paradox of Indian Democracy

* India possesses a profound heritage of philosophical enquiry, socio-religious reform, and progressive leadership, yet it remains vulnerable to repeating historical
blunders. Despite producing icons of liberty and human rights—ranging from ancient thinkers like the Buddha and Tiruvalluvar to modern social reformers like
Savitribai Phule and Hansa Mehta—the state apparatus has periodically succumbed to regressive, authoritarian practices.

* The Systematic Collapse of Institutional Pillars
* During periods of democratic backsliding, such as the 1975 Emergency, the traditional checks and balances within the state undergo a cascading failure:
* The Executive and Bureaucracy: The administrative class fails to maintain its institutional spine, choosing compliance over constitutional duty.

* The Legislature: Lawmakers surrender their independence, prioritizing party solidarity and blind allegiance to an individual over their responsibility to the
electorate.

* The Judiciary: The highest courts succumb to intimidation, failing to protect civil liberties and choosing to please the executive rather than uphold the scales of
justice.

* The Fourth Estate: The media is easily suppressed, shifting from a watchdog of democracy to a vehicle for state-sponsored propaganda.
* The Fallacy of "Performance vs. Freedom"

* Charismatic leadership, external military triumphs (such as the 1971 liberation of Bangladesh), and scientific milestones (such as peaceful nuclear tests) are often
used to build a narrative of infallible executive performance. However, these achievements can never justify or compensate for the internal subversion of democratic
processes, the normalization of custodial torture, or the systemic denial of human rights to the marginalized.



* Historical Evolution of the Issue
* Pre-Independence Era: The Colonial Blueprint

* The Indian state inherited an administrative and legal infrastructure designed by the
British Raj for subjugation rather than public welfare. Mechanisms of state control—
such as sedition laws, preventive detention, and police brutality—were originally
designed to suppress the freedom struggle. This created a legacy of executive high-
handedness that survived into post-colonial India.

* The Constituent Assembly Debates (1946—-1949)

* The framers of the Constitution recognized the need for emergency provisions to
safeguard the integrity of the nascent republic against secession, communal violence,
and external threats. However, visionary leaders like Dr. B.R. Ambedkar explicitly
warned against the potential misuse of these powers, emphasizing that political Bhakti
(devotion) is a sure road to degradation and eventual dictatorship.

* The Rupture: The National Emergency (1975-1977)

* The structural vulnerabilities of the Indian polity culminated on June 25, 1975, when
an internal emergency was declared. This period witnessed the total suspension of
fundamental rights, including the right to life and liberty (Article 21), mass arrests of
opposition leaders under preventive detention laws, and absolute press censorship. The
era demonstrated how easily a constitutional democracy could be transformed into a
constitutional dictatorship.

* The Democratic Renewal: 44th Constitutional Amendment (1978)

* Following the restoration of democracy, the Janata Party government enacted the
44th Amendment to ensure such an abuse of power could never recur. It replaced the
term "internal disturbance" with "armed rebellion," mandated that an emergency could
only be proclaimed via written cabinet advice, limited the scope of executive overreach,
and explicitly stated that Articles 20 and 21 could never be suspended.

* Present-Day Context: Subtle Democratic Backsliding

* Inthe contemporary era, the threat to democracy rarely manifests as an overt
declaration of an emergency. Instead, it appears through subtle mechanisms: the
erosion of institutional autonomy, the high percentage of marginalized undertrials in
prisons, the frequent use of stringent anti-terror laws, and the polarization of civil
discourse.






* Logical and Philosophical Base
* The Principle of Popular Sovereignty

* The core logic of a democratic republic dictates that power flows from the people to the state, not vice versa. This
philosophy is captured by Ramdhari Singh Dinkar’s famous phrase, "Singhasan khali karo ki janata aagey aayi hai"
(Vacate the throne, for the people have arrived). The state is merely a trustee of public power; when it turns its
mechanisms against the citizenry, it violates the foundational social contract.

* The Imperative of Dissent

* Aliberal democracy assumes that dissent is not an act of treason, but a mechanism for self-correction. The
philosophy of democracy relies on a marketplace of ideas where state policies can be questioned, analyzed, and
rejected. Suppressing dissent under the pretext of nationalism or political efficiency destroys the ethical basis of
governance.

* Anti-Sycophancy and Institutional Integrity

* The philosophical foundation of constitutionalism rests on rules, not individuals. Sycophancy reduces institutional
governance to personal servitude. As a result, the logical defense against authoritarianism requires an unyielding
commitment to institutional processes over personal charisma.




* Multidimensional Analysis
* Social Dimension

* Authoritarian tendencies and structural flaws within the criminal justice system disproportionately affect the socio-economically
marginalized. Statistics regarding undertrials consistently reveal a class and caste bias, with the poor, Scheduled Castes (SCs),
Scheduled Tribes (STs), and minorities making up a disproportionate percentage of incarcerated populations. This turns the rule of law
into @ mechanism of social exclusion.

¢ Political Dimension

* The primary vulnerability in the political arena is the decay of intra-party democracy and the rise of personality politics. When a
political party centers entirely around a single leader, internal dissent is silenced, policy-making becomes centralized, and regional
aspirations are suppressed. This degrades the federal spirit and weakens healthy political competition.

* Legal Dimension

* The legal system often struggles with a gap between constitutional text and administrative reality. While the judiciary has
established doctrines like the "Basic Structure," practical access to justice remains challenging. Incidents of custodial torture,
prolonged pre-trial detentions, and the weaponization of procedural laws highlight the need for systemic police and judicial reforms.

* Ethical Dimension

* The core ethical dilemma involves the professional values of the public service. The civil service is constitutionally mandated to be
politically neutral. However, the pressure to conform often leads to "committed bureaucracy," where officials prioritize the career
incentives of political alighment over the ethical obligation to serve the public and uphold the law.

* International Dimension

* India’s global standing and soft power are deeply tied to its identity as the world’s largest thriving democracy. Systemic human
rights violations or perceptions of democratic backsliding weaken India’s geopolitical leverage, particularly when advocating for a
rules-based international order or seeking leadership roles in global governance institutions.

e Economic Dimension

* There is a common misconception that authoritarian governance yields better economic outcomes through "force«
However, historical evidence shows that sustainable economic growth requires stability, predictability, the rule of la bust
regulatory environment—all of which are undermined when independent institutions are weakened.



Linkages with NCERTs
Class XI: Indian Constitution at Work

Chapter 2 (Rights in the Indian
Constitution): Provides the foundational
understanding of Fundamental Rights, their
limitations, and the role of the judiciary in
protecting civil liberties from executive
overreach.

* Chapter 4 & 6 (Executive & Judiciary):
Explains the separation of powers, the
constitutional mandate of bureaucratic
neutrality, and the importance of judicial
independence as a check on majoritarianism.

* Class XlI: Politics in India Since
Independence

* Chapter 6 (The Crisis of Democratic
Order): Directly covers the socio-political
conditions leading to the 1975 Emergency,
the suspension of civil liberties, the roles of
Jayaprakash Narayan and Indira Gandhi, and
the long-term institutional impacts of this
period.



Linkages with UPSC CSE Syllabus
* GS Paper ll: Polity and Governance

* Indian Constitution—historical underpinnings, evolution, features, amendments, significant provisions, and basic structure.
* Separation of powers between various organs, dispute redressal mechanisms, and institutions.

* Structure, organization, and functioning of the Executive and the Judiciary.

* Role of civil services in a democracy.

* @GS Paper IV: Ethics and Human Interface

* Public/Civil service values and Ethics in Public Administration: Status and problems; ethical concerns and dilemmas in government institutions;
accountability and ethical governance.

* Essay & Optional Subjects
* Essay: Thematic areas regarding liberty, democracy, authority versus freedom, and institutional resilience.
* Political Science & International Relations (PSIR): Indian Nationalism, Political Parties, Pressure Groups, and Theories of the State.

* Public Administration: Executive Agencies, Accountability and Control, and Administrative Law.

AN A



*  Way Forward
* Institutional Insulation of the Bureaucracy

* Civil services must be insulated from arbitrary political interference.
Implementing long-standing structural recommendations—such as establishing an
independent Civil Services Board to manage transfers and postings—can help
restore bureaucratic neutrality and reduce political co-optation.

* Reviving Judicial Vigilance

* The judiciary must remain proactive in its role as a counter-majoritarian
institution. Lower courts and high courts need to apply the principle that "bail is
the rule, jail is the exception" consistently, while the supreme judiciary must
address constitutional challenges regarding civil liberties and state overreach
promptly.

* Cultivating Constitutional Literacy

* True democratic resilience goes beyond legal structures; it lives within political
culture. Incorporating constitutional values, human rights awareness, and critical
thinking into educational curricula can help protect future generations against the
appeal of personality cults and sectarian rhetoric.

* Police Reforms and Accountability

* To address systemic issues like custodial torture and arbitrary detentions, India
must implement the Supreme Court’s directives in the Prakash Singh case. This
includes separating law and order from investigative duties and establishing
functional Police Complaints Authorities at state and district levels.




UPSC CSE Prelims

1. Which of the following contentions is/are true regarding the 44th Constitutional Amendment Act?
1.1t replaced the term "internal disturbance" with "armed rebellion" under Article 352.

2.1t placed Article 20 and Article 21 beyond suspension during a National Emergency.

Select the correct answer using the code given below:

(a) 1only

(b) 2 only

(c) Both 1 and 2

(d) Neither 1 nor 2

Answer: (c)

2. In India, Judicial Review implies:

(a) The power of the Judiciary to pronounce upon the constitutionality of laws and executive orders.

(b) The power of the Judiciary to question the wisdom of the laws enacted by the Legislatures.

(c) The power of the Judiciary to review all the legislative enactments before they are assented to by the President.

(d) The power of the Judiciary to review its own judgements given earlier in similar or different cases.

Answer: (a)

UPSC CSE Mains

*GS Paper Il (2020): "There is a need for simplification of procedure for disqualification of persons found guilty of corrupt practices under
the Representation of Peoples Act." Comment in the context of institutional integrity.

*GS Paper Il (2019): "From the Mithalal versus State of Punjab case to recent judgements, the Supreme Court has expanded the horizon
of Article 21." Discuss the role of judicial activism in protecting civil liberties during challenging political climates.

*GS Paper IV (2021): "A scrupulous bureaucrat is an asset to a democratic nation, while a compromised one undermines its foundation."
Analyze this statement in light of civil service neutrality versus political co-optation.



FROM ANCIENT SEA ROUTES TO MAHASAGAR: HOW
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The Indian Ocean
is our shared home.
Its security, sustainability
and prosperity are our
shared responsibility.

bb

— Preme Minister Narendra Mod.

THE INDLAN OCEAN,
THE WORLD'S FIRST
GLOBAL HIGHWAY

BUDDMISM AND CUL- et A b
TURAL EXCHANGE

AAPRAVAS! GHAT: A

N MONUMENT TO M-
MAURITIUS: THE GRATION

Sei ISLAND BUILT BY Mi- - UNEN
GRATION

WHY THESE ISLANDS
CHANGED NISTORY

INDLAN TRADERS AND
SEYCHELLES: A STRA-  CULTURAL INFLU- GATEWAYS OF TRADE
o TEGICJEWELINTME  ENCE . . weaturtes, thise

INDIAN OCEAN
MALDIVES: INDIA'S st rthenat o ¥
OLDEST MARITIME
NEIONBOUR
Located sousvonst o b, COLONIAL ENCOUN-
£ TERS AND MODERN e M evche e o - el

TiES SUGAR AND THE INDIK'S CLOSEST . o - - ww  CENTRES OF CULTUR-
Fasropese possers s rve- BIRTH OF A NEW SOCI-  ISLAND PARTNER s bebuee L st < < AL EXCHANSE

e ETY Miniater M. e b rosal — N




* Key Terms and Explanations

* MAHASAGAR (Mutual and Holistic Advancement for Security and Growth Across Regions): Introduced
as an advanced evolution of India's maritime doctrine in 2026, this framework elevates regional cooperative
mechanisms. Unlike traditional security pacts, it emphasizes collective responsibility, holistic security, and
deep-rooted institutional architecture among Indian Ocean littorals. Example: India's joint provisioning of
maritime assets and digital public infrastructure to island nations exemplifies this holistic advancement.

* SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the Region): Launched in 2015, this vision forms the bedrock of
India’s modern maritime geopolitics. It focuses on safeguarding India's mainland and island territories,
enhancing the economic and security capacities of maritime neighbors, and building a climate-resilient,
sustainable blue economy.

* Aapravasi Ghat: Located in Port Louis, Mauritius, this UNESCO World Heritage Site is the historic
immigration depot where Indian indentured laborers first landed. It symbolizes the transition from slavery
to the indenture system under British colonial rule, marking the genesis of the vast global Indian diaspora.

* Indentured Labour System (The 'Girmitiya' System): A system of bonded labor established following the
British abolition of slavery in 1833. Millions of Indian workers, primarily from Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Tamil
Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, and Maharashtra, were transported to colonial plantations worldwide under
restrictive contracts (agreements, colloquially termed 'Girmits').

* Operation Cactus (1988): A swift, highly successful military intervention executed by the Indian Armed
Forces in the Maldives. At the request of the Maldivian government, India neutralized a mercenary-led coup
attempt, firmly establishing its credential as a reliable 'net security provider' and first responder in the
region.

* Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA): The effective understanding of anything associated with the
maritime domain that could impact security, safety, economy, or the environment. It involves tracking vessel
movements, preventing illegal fishing, and countering piracy across the vast Exclusive Economic Zones
(EEZs) of the island nations.



* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts

* The geopolitical discourse surrounding the South Asian maritime landscape hinges on
shifting from transactional diplomacy to a civilizational partnership model.

* The Paradigm of a "Shared Home"

* The core thesis revolves around the philosophical and strategic reimagining of the Indian
Ocean not merely as an international trade route or a zone of geopolitical contestation, but
as a "shared home." The ties between India and the southwest Indian Ocean islands
(Seychelles, Mauritius, and the Maldives) are organic, forged by monsoon winds, ancient
trade, and shared colonial trauma, rather than modern tactical maneuvers.

* Strategic Imperatives of the Island Triad

* Gateways of Global Trade: These nations command critical Sea Lanes of Communication
(SLOCGs) that bridge Asia, Africa, and Europe. They serve as primary maritime chokepoints
through which a massive chunk of global energy and commercial shipping passes.

* Net Security Co-dependence: The vulnerabilities of these small island states—ranging
from asymmetric threats like piracy, narcotics trafficking, and lllegal, Unreported, and
Unregulated (IUU) fishing to climate change—directly impact India's coastal security.
Security is indivisible; India cannot remain secure if its maritime neighborhood is unstable.

* The Transition from Bilateralism to Regional Architecture

* There is a structural shift happening in India's foreign policy footprint. By upgrading the
2015 SAGAR vision into the comprehensive MAHASAGAR framework during the June 2026
diplomatic engagements, India is advocating for a multilateral, collaborative security grid.
This balances external geopolitical assertions in the IOR by offering transparent, capacity-
building partnerships, such as gifting Fast Patrol Vessels and co-developing digital
connectivity, without pushing smaller nations into economic dependency.




e Historical Evolution of the Issue

* The Ancient and Medieval Era (Pre-19th Century): Long before the formalization of modern boundaries,
the Indian Ocean functioned as the world's premier global highway. Driven by seasonal monsoon winds,
seafaring merchants from Gujarat, Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Bengal, and Odisha traded textiles, spices, and ivory
for Maldivian cowrie shells (an ancient global currency). Linguistic footprints (Sanskrit and Pali influences in
the Maldivian Dhivehi language) and the pre-1153 CE Buddhist heritage of the Maldives underscore this
deep civilizational integration.

* The Colonial Era and Democratic Transformation (1810-1940s): The arrival of European colonial powers
(Dutch, French, and British) turned these pristine islands into geopolitical battlegrounds. With the abolition
of slavery in 1833, the British empire launched the 'Great Experiment’, replacing slave labor with Indian
indentured workers. Starting in 1834, over 450,000 Indians migrated to Mauritius alone, while Gujarati and
Tamil traders integrated into the socio-economic fabric of Seychelles, permanently altering the demographic
and political destiny of these nations.

* Post-Independence Consolidation (1965-1990s): As the islands gained independence (Maldives in 1965,
Mauritius in 1968, and Seychelles in 1976), India was among the first to formalize diplomatic ties. The
defining watershed moment occurred in 1988 with Operation Cactus, where India's rapid military
deployment to safeguard the Maldivian democracy demonstrated its capacity and political will to act as a
regional anchor.

* The Modern Strategic Era (2015-2026): Institutionalization took center stage with the launch of the
SAGAR vision in 2015. By June 2026, marking historic milestones like the Golden Jubilee of Seychelles'
independence, this framework matured into MAHASAGAR, formalizing joint coastal radar networks, high-
value defense supplies (Fast Patrol Vessels), and deep digital public infrastructure partnerships.






* Logical and Philosophical Base

* Understanding the conceptual underpinning of India's maritime
approach requires looking at the philosophical principles that separate it
from classical Western or East Asian geopolitical schools of thought.

* Anti-Hegemonic Multi-lateralism

* The primary logical assumption of India’s ocean policy is the rejection
of the classical realist "Sphere of Influence" model. Instead of treating
smaller island nations as client states or buffer zones, the philosophy
treats them as sovereign equals. This aligns with the ancient Indian ethos
of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam (The World is One Family), translated to the
maritime domain as a "shared home" where security and prosperity are
interdependent.

e Constructivist Trust over Transactionalism

* The policy relies heavily on a constructivist approach to international
relations, where shared ideas, culture, identities, and historical narratives
form the basis of state interactions. The logic dictates that long-term
strategic trust cannot be bought with purely financial infrastructure
projects; it must be rooted in civilizational goodwill, capacity building, and
mutual respect.

* Human-Centric Geopolitics

* The philosophical foundation of the indenture migration history (as
seen in the legacy of Aapravasi Ghat) shifts the focus from hard state-
centric power to people-to-people ties. The emotional and cultural bonds
of the Indian diaspora in Mauritius and Seychelles act as an organic
anchor for statecraft, creating a natural alighnment of national interests
that survives changes in political regimes.




* Multidimensional Analysis

* Social Dimension: The socio-cultural fabric of the southwestern IOR is deeply intertwined with the
Indian subcontinent. The presence of a dominant Indian-origin population in Mauritius—which preserves
Bhojpuri, Hindi, and Tamil traditions—and the active merchant diaspora in Seychelles create an enduring
social bridge. This shared identity mitigates anti-foreigner sentiments and provides a soft-power advantage
that ensures deep societal acceptance of Indian initiatives.

* Political Dimension: Politically, India acts as a democratic anchor in the region. The historical precedent
of protecting democratic institutions (e.g., the 1988 intervention in the Maldives) builds institutional trust.
High-level diplomatic engagements, like the Prime Ministerial visit to Seychelles in June 2026, highlight an
active political commitment to respect the strategic autonomy of smaller island states while offering
reliable, non-reciprocal support.

* Legal Dimension: Security in the IOR depends heavily on adherence to international maritime law,
specifically the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). India’s partnerships focus on
strengthening the legal capacities of these island nations to secure their vast Exclusive Economic Zones
(EEZs), combat transnational maritime crimes, counter piracy, and establish institutional frameworks for
joint maritime policing.

* Ethical Dimension: Unlike exploitative neo-colonial infrastructure financing that often leads to severe
debt traps for small economies, India's developmental aid is designed around ethical, demand-driven
cooperation. By treating these nations as "family" rather than mere strategic assets, India fulfills an ethical
obligation to provide sustainable development assistance that respects local environmental and fiscal
sovereignty.

* International Dimension: The geographical positioning of the Maldives, Mauritius, and Seychelles across
the main shipping lanes makes them critical to the global balance of power. As external powers look to
expand their naval presence in the IOR, India’s MAHASAGAR framework offers a transparent alternative
centered on regional ownership, ensuring the Indian Ocean remains a zone of peace, free from aggressive
militarization.

* Economic Dimension: The economic relationship has evolved from ancient trades in cowrie shells and
spices to high-value modern sectors. The focus is now on the Blue Economy—sustainable fisheries
management, marine biotechnology, seabed mineral exploration, renewable energy, and eco-tourism.
Furthermore, integrating digital connectivity and trade facilitation agreements reduces transactional costs
and drives mutual growth.



* Linkages with NCERTs

* Class XI — India: Physical Environment (Chapter: India — Location):
This chapter provides the baseline geographical understanding of India’s
peninsular orientation, its strategic extension into the Indian Ocean, and
the proximity of its maritime neighbors. It explains why India is naturally
positioned to be the primary guardian of the northern and central Indian
Ocean routes.

* Class XIl - Contemporary World Politics (Chapter: Security in the
Contemporary World): This text covers non-traditional security threats
like global warming, piracy, and resource scarcity. It helps students
understand why India's maritime doctrine must focus heavily on non-
traditional security capacity building for island states.

e Class XIl - Themes in Indian History (Part lll - Chapter: Colonialism
and the Countryside / Understanding Partition): This provides historical
context on the economic shifts under British rule, the migration patterns
of Indian labor, and the creation of transnational identities.



* Linkages with UPSC CSE Syllabus

* GS Paper Il (International Relations): India and its neighborhood relations; Bilateral, regional, and global groupings and agreements involving
India and/or affecting India’s interests. Core focus: The translation of SAGAR into MAHASAGAR, and maritime security diplomacy with the
Maldives, Mauritius, and Seychelles.

* @GS Paper | (Indian History and Society): Modern Indian history from the middle of the eighteenth century until the present; Significant events,
personalities, issues. Effects of globalization on Indian society and the role of the Indian diaspora. Core focus: The indentured labor migration
history and its modern socio-cultural legacy.

* GS Paper lll (Security and Economics): Security challenges and their management in border areas; Linkages of organized crime with terrorism.
Infrastructure: Ports, Roads, Shipping; Sustainable development and the Blue Economy.

* GS Paper IV (Ethics and Essay): Ethical issues in international relations and funding; Essays focused on cooperative security, shared destinies,
or the strategic importance of oceans.

* Optional Suitability: Highly relevant for students with Political Science and International Relations (PSIR) (Paper 2: India and the World) and
Geography Optional (Oceanography and Geopolitics of the Indian Ocean Region).



* Way Forward
* Institutionalizing a Unified Maritime Command

* India needs to transition from isolated bilateral naval exercises to a permanent, institutionalized maritime coordination
framework under the MAHASAGAR vision. Establishing a joint Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) data-sharing center in the
southwest Indian Ocean will enable real-time tracking of non-traditional threats, turning India’s "first responder" role into a
proactive, preventative security setup.

* Scaling Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI)

* Building on the successful delivery of physical defense platforms like Fast Patrol Vessels, India should actively export its
robust Digital Public Infrastructure (including Unified Payments Interface (UPI) architectures, health networks, and digital
governance tools) to these island nations. This low-cost, high-impact digital integration strengthens economic ties and fosters
deep institutional reliance at the civic level.

* Climate Resilience and Blue Economy Funding

* Assmall island developing states (SIDS) face immediate existential threats from rising sea levels, India should lead the
creation of a dedicated Indian Ocean Climate Resilience Fund. Collaborating on sustainable marine resource mapping,
climate-resilient coastal infrastructure, and offshore renewable energy projects will solidify India's status as a partner
committed to their sustainable development.

* Revitalizing Cultural and Educational Exchange

* To keep civilizational ties vibrant across generations, India should expand fully funded higher education scholarships,
vocational training programs, and diaspora youth programs (similar to Know India initiatives). Investing in youth leadership
networks within the Maldives, Mauritius, and Seychelles ensures that the historical capital of the older generation translates
into lasting goodwill among future policymakers.



UPSC Civil Services Examination (Mains)

*GS Paper 11 (2020): With respect to the regional power politics, India's 'SAGAR' vision holds immense significance. Discuss the challenges and opportunities for India
in the Indian Ocean Region.

*GS Paper 11l (2022): Discuss the maritime security challenges faced by India. What measures have been taken to strengthen maritime security in the Indian Ocean
Region?

*GS Paper Il (2015): Evaluate the economic and strategic dimensions of India's Look East Policy in the context of the post-Cold War international scenario, and its
transition into the Act East Policy. (Theme: Evolution of Maritime Doctrines)

*GS Paper 11 (2019): Indian Diaspora has an important role to play in South-East Asian countries' economy and society. Appraise the role of Indian Diaspora in South-
East Asia in this context. (Theme analogous to South-West IOR Diaspora)

UPSC Civil Services Examination (Prelims)

1. With reference to the 'Security and Growth for All in the Region (SAGAR)' vision, consider the following statements:
1.1t aims to deepen economic and security cooperation with India’s maritime neighbors.

2.1t focuses exclusively on military alliances to counter external naval footprints in the Indian Ocean.

Which of the statements given above is/are correct?
(a) 1 only

(b) 2 only

(c) Both 1and 2

(d) Neither 1 nor 2

Answer: (a)

2. The historic site 'Aapravasi Ghat', which stands as a monument to the 19th-century system of indentured labor migration from India, is located in which of the
following island nations?

(a) Seychelles

(b) Maldives

(c) Mauritius

(d) Madagascar

Answer: (c)
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