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The ideological crisis of liberal democracy |

Living a private life is simply insufficient. We badly need a commitment to public life

RAJEEV BHARGAVA

Liberal democracy was born with a
design fault. Though a decent res-
ponse to the existing social, cultural
and economic conditions in which it
took shape, it had inbuilt conceptual
flaws that sooner or later were bound
to run it aground. The very idea is
destined to malfunction.

Negative liberty

For a start, the term ‘liberal’ in liber-
al democracy drew its nourishment
from a particular conception of liber-
ty which the philosopher Isaiah Ber-
lin termed negative. The core idea of
negative liberty revolves around the
existence of a private sphere where
an individual may do whatever she
wishes, free from interference of
state or oppressive social forces. Ne-
gative freedom is secured by limiting
the capacity of states or social organ-
isations to impose constraints on in-
dividuals. This is an excessively priv-
ate conception of individual
freedom: humans are concerned on-
ly with the satisfaction of their de-
sires, indifferent to the shape of pu-
blic life or the character of the state.

I do not belittle this idea. In condi-
tions where powerful churches,
caste organisations or the state is hell
bent on controlling every aspect of a
person’s life — who to marry, what
kind of a family life to lead, what opi-
nions to hold and what to eat — nega-
tive freedom is a precious good.

Yet, to delve further into the histo-
ry of the idea of liberal democracy,
these negative freedom-loving, liber-
al persons — the traditional middle
classes — soon realised that limited
governments on their own cannot
ensure freedoms. These freedoms
depend on certain kinds of state.
Even governments restrained by laws
but run by manipulative, self-serv-
ing, whimsical, power-hungry men
can create political conditions that
undermine these private freedoms.
If so, lovers of negative liberty must,
to some extent, take the reins of go-
vernment in their own hands. De-
mocracy is unavoidable. So, ob-
sessed with private freedoms, still
fundamentally disinterested in the
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An insidious poll trend

The cash-for-votes practice is no
longer limited to the south. It’s time to
think of ways to restore democracy

N. BHASKARA RAO

: C. VENKATACHALAPATHY

cash-for-votes race.

Two large-scale baseline studies of the Centre for Media
Studies in 2005 and 2007 in 20-plus States and select stu-
dies since then in every round of elections reliably indicate
that cash distribution occurred and may be on the rise irres-
pective of the socio-economic status of the recipients and
the area in which they reside (urban or rural). Unless the de-
mand side is addressed too, no policy initiative is likely to

make a difference.

In this unusual paradigm how can we restore true repre-

'l In this general election, the Elec-
Il tion Commission has confiscated

| cash, gold and silver, liquor, drugs
and other items worth 3,205
crore, according to data published
by the constitutional body on April
27, before the fourth phase in the
seven phase-election began. At this
rate, we can expect more than twice this amount to be con-
fiscated by the time the election comes to an end. This
amount is much more than what was confiscated by the EC
during the 2014 Lok Sabha election. What is confiscated is
likely to be less than 5% of what is being spent by all the can-
didates and parties in this election. The total expenditure of
this election is estimated to be about 350,000 crore, which
is the highest amount for any election in the world.

Yet, no political party or leader so far has expressed con-
cern about this trend and its threat to the fundamentals of
our republic. Instead, candidates continue accusing each
other of giving more cash for votes. I had pointed out based
on field studies in 2009-2014 that the more the media cover-
age and the higher the number of crorepati candidates in
the contest, the more the money that is expected by the vo-
ters. This is exactly what is happening today.

We should be concerned even more that the trend is no
longer limited to being predominant in the southern States
(other than Kerala), but has now become significant elsewh-
ere too. According to the EC, if gold, drugs, liquor and cash
are taken together, the total seizure is highest in Tamil Nadu
by a wide margin, followed by Gujarat, Delhi, Punjab and
Andhra Pradesh. On confiscated cash alone, Tamil Nadu
again tops the list, followed by Andhra Pradesh, Telangana,
West Bengal and Maharashtra. Uttar Pradesh too is in the
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art of government, they reluctantly
invented a new form of government,
representative democracy. How so?

Self-government is demanding.
Assembling, deliberating and arriv-
ing at informed decisions on impor-
tant public matters takes time and
commitment. How can people occu-
pied with producing, buying, selling,
consuming and running their own
lives in pursuit of private happiness
also commit to running a govern-
ment? They can’t. So, they do the
next best thing: find those inclined to
make politics their private business
to become their representatives. For
vast numbers of hapless people who
can’t afford to get away from the dai-
ly grind of ordinary life and for those
whose main purpose in life is the
pursuit of personal happiness, there
is virtually no time for public life or
political decision-making. Their idea
of political involvement is just too
thin; the only time they can find for
politics is during elections when they
choose their representatives.

So, what is the basic flaw in liberal
democracy? It is inadequately con-
cerned with public activity, political
liberty and wider community life. Pe-
ople almost wholly devoted to their
private lives take virtually no interest
in public institutions which can be
easily manipulated to serve the priv-
ate interests of the rich and power-
ful. Their small political freedoms
can be stolen from right under their
nose. Since they cannot muster the
time or effort needed to learn about
the traditions and heritage of their
communities, these too can be easily
destroyed before their own eyes.

To redeem themselves and their
society, they need a sense of togeth-
erness that helps build a vibrant pol-
itical culture, one that is not exhaust-
ed by family love, or by narrow

community feelings such as those re-
lated to caste or religion. They need a
commitment to a shared good that
presupposes a strong sense of public
spiritedness. In short, to better real-
ise even their own personal goals,
the negative freedom-oriented mid-
dle class needs to find the right ba-
lance between private benefit and
public good, rather than allow one to
be trumped by the other. Conversely,
indifference to public life means that
nasty political worms would gnaw at
it, adversely affecting even their priv-
ate life. A stronger concern for the
public good is a necessary condition
of negative liberty. By itself, the idea
of liberal democracy is both insuffi-
cient and deficient.

Forging solidarity
Of course, most societies soon realise
this. That is why liberal democracies
worldwide have periodic bouts of pu-
blic spiritedness borrowed from the
republican tradition. People become
active citizens, coming out on the
streets; challenge the establishment;
protest with purpose; show distrust
for liberal democracy, questioning
existing modes of political represen-
tation. They demand greater tran-
sparency and accountability in pu-
blic life. They even show a strong will
to take political decision-making in
their own hands. But this deepening
democracy can’t just be a one-off
event like the Arab Spring or the anti-
corruption movement that preceded
the 2014 general election in India.
Moreover, democratic solidarity is
not the only way to overcome pro-
blems of liberal democracies. This
function can also be performed by
nationalism — by its ethically in-
formed, inclusive variant or by du-
bious nationalisms such as the exclu-
sivist, hate-mongering, national

populism that is surging ahead today
in different parts of the world.

However, forging solidarities,
building public institutions, putting
sustained pressure on governments
to make informed, ethically ground-
ed public decisions, and ploughing
through historical material to sculpt
traditions needs a lot of time and ef-
fort. Hate-mongering nationalism
and populism, on the other hand,
are manufactured easily and pay
quick dividends. Spectacle prone,
sensation-driven, playing on the fear,
anger and frustration that grows in
crisis-ridden liberal democratic poli-
ty, such nationalist populism can be
generated by the empty rhetoric of a
demagogue supported staunchly by
an unprincipled, profit-seeking mass
media. The contemporary crisis of
liberal democracy is life-threatening,
indeed!

How have things come to such a
pass? Whatever else globalisation has
done, it has reduced democracy to
an electoral event and further dee-
pened the privatisation of indivi-
duals. Liberalism in the era of global-
isation has made people more
self-obsessed, less capable of think-
ing about the common good or forg-
ing political solidarity, further in the
grip of envy induced by feelings of re-
lative deprivation. So far, new tech-
nologies such as cell phones and so-
cial media have only exacerbated
this isolation of individuals. Rather
than properly communicating with
one another and trying to build a
common mind on issues of common
concern, all of us are busy expressing
ourselves on Facebook or on What-
SApp. A cacophony exists of multiple
voices talking past each other or
venting their personal anger, para-
noia or hatred at an imagined enemy.
Fierce individualism and nasty na-
tionalism are fueling each other.
Caught within this diabolic syn-
drome, we risk losing even our hard-
won negative liberties. Somewhere
along the way, we have taken a
wrong turn. Course correction and
addressing the persistent crisis of lib-
eral democracy will now require
enormous collective effort and
strong political will. And much hing-
es on whether the traditionally liber-
al, privacy-loving middle class will
rise to the occasion and begin think-
ing of the public good.

Rajeev Bhargava is Professor, Centre for the
Study of Developing Societies, New Delhi

For a malnutrition-free India

Effective monitoring and implementation of programmes
are required for the country to achieve its goal by 2022

SHOBA SURI

In this election season, it is important to
keep promises made not just to voters, but
also those made to improve the lives of chil-
dren, the future of the nation. Despite pro-
gramme commitments since 1975, such as
creating Integrated Child Development Ser-
vices and national coverage of the mid-day
meal scheme, India continues to grapple
with a high rate of undernutrition. Improv-
ing nutrition and managing stunting conti-
nue to be big challenges, and they can be ad-
dressed only with an inter-sectoral strategy.

Stunting has lifelong consequences on hu-
man capital, poverty and equity. It leads to
less potential in education and fewer profes-
sional opportunities. According to the Na-
tional Family Health Survey (NFHS)-4, India
has unacceptably high levels of stunting,
despite marginal improvement over the
years. In 2015-16, 38.4% of children below
five years were stunted and 35.8% were un-
derweight. India ranks 158 out of 195 coun-
tries on the human capital index. Lack of in-
vestment in health and education leads to
slower economic growth. The World Bank
says, “A 1% loss in adult height due to child-
hood stunting is associated with a 1.4% loss
in economic productivity”. Stunting also has
lasting effects on future generations. Since
53.1% of women were anaemic in 2015-16,
this will have lasting effects on their future
pregnancies and children. The situation
further worsens when infants are fed inadeg-
uate diets.

Ambitious goals

The aim of the National Nutrition Strategy of
2017 is to achieve a malnutrition-free India
by 2022. The plan is to reduce stunting pre-
valence in children (0-3 years) by about
three percentage points per year by 2022
from NFHS-4 levels, and achieve a one-third
reduction in anaemia in children, adoles-
cents and women of reproductive age.

This is an ambitious goal, especially given
that the decadal decline in stunting from
48% in 2006 to 38.4% in 2016 is only one per-
centage point a year. This promise calls for
serious alignment among line ministries,
convergence of nutrition programmes, and
stringent monitoring of the progress made in
achieving these goals.

The data available on stunting tell us
where to concentrate future programmes.
Stunting prevalence tends to increase with
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age and peaks at 18-23 months. Timely nutri-
tional interventions of breastfeeding, age-ap-
propriate complementary feeding, full im-
munisation, and Vitamin A supplementation
have been proven effective in improving out-
comes in children. However, data show that
only 41.6% children are breastfed within one
hour of birth, 54.9% are exclusively
breastfed for six months, 42.7% are provided
timely complementary foods, and only 9.6%
children below two years receive an adeg-
uate diet. India must improve in these areas.
Vitamin A deficiency can increase infections
like measles and diarrhoeal diseases. About
40% of children don’t get full immunisation
and Vitamin A supplementation. They must
be provided these for disease prevention.

Variations across States and districts
According to NFHS-4 data, India has more
stunted children in rural areas as compared
to urban areas, possibly due to the low socio-
economic status of households in those
areas. Almost double the prevalence of
stunting is found in children born to mothers
with no schooling as compared to mothers
with 12 or more years of schooling. Stunting
shows a steady decline with increase in hou-
sehold income. The inter-generational cycle
of malnutrition is to be tackled with effective
interventions for both mother (pre- and
post-pregnancy) and child, to address the
high burden of stunting.

In terms of geographical regions, Bihar
(48%), Uttar Pradesh (46%) and Jharkhand
(45%) have very high rates of stunting, while
States with the lowest rates include Kerala,
and Goa (20%). While nutrition has im-
proved across all States, inter-State variabili-
ties remain extremely high. The most signif-
icant decline has been noted in Chhattisgarh
(a 15 percentage point drop in the last de-
cade). Thus, the government can take les-
sons from Chhattisgarh. The least progress
has been made in Tamil Nadu.

A study by the International Food Policy
Research Institute shows that stunting preva-
lence varies across districts (12.4-65.1%), and
almost 40% districts have stunting levels
above 40%. U.P. tops the list, with six out of
10 districts having the highest rates of stunt-
ing.

Looking at this data, it is imperative to
push for convergence of health and nutrition
programmes right from pregnancy until the
child reaches five years of age. This is doable.
India must adopt a multi-pronged approach
in bringing about socio-behavioural change.
What is really needed is effective monitoring
and implementation of programmes to ad-
dress malnutrition.

Shoba Suri is Senior Fellow, Health Initiative, Observer
Research Foundation
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Second rocket station in Nellore district

The Government of India has decided to set up a second rock-
et testing station and a satellite launching base for the purpose
of exploration of outer space and for peaceful scientific experi-
ments at Sri Harikota Island, near Pulicat Lake, in Nellore dis-
trict of Andhra Pradesh. The second station is required for
flight testing and evaluating the performance of the rockets
which are being designed and developed by Indian engineers
at the Space, Science and Technology Centre at Thumba. An
east coast range is advantageous for launching satellites. The
Andhra Pradesh Government has agreed to provide land on
the Island required for the purpose, as well as road and bridge
facilities to provide access to the island. The first rocket
launching station established in Thumba in Kerala State has
been in operation since 1963. Situated about 80 Kms. to the
north of Madras, and bounded by backwaters to the north and
south, and the Bay of Bengal on the east, the 80 Sq. Km. island
has been chosen by the Government of India alter careful eval-
uation of the merits and demerits of a number of sites.

APRIL 30, 1919.

Disturbed Punjab Under Martial Law.

Forest slump

The chart depicts State-wise loss of tree cover between 2001 and 2018. Each circle corresponds to the loss of tree cover in a year. Loss of
tree cover in 2018 is plotted as a red (®) circle; 2016-17 in green (@); 2011-15 in yellow (~); and 2001-10 in grey (©). For instance, in Assam,
in 2018, nearly 16,000 hectares of tree cover were lost. But the State's biggest loss in a single year came between 2001 and 2010

Loss of tree cover (in thousand hectares)

In many States, the loss of tree cover was more pronounced in 2016 and 2017, while 2018
recorded a significant cutback in deforestration By Varun B. Krishnan & Vignesh Radhakrishnan
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2. The loss of tree cover is
high in the northeastern

be an anomaly, with several
States recording the highest
loss of tree cover in this year

States — Assam, Mizoram,
Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland
and Meghalaya. It's important

8. Tree cover loss is presented
here for a tree canopy cover

The following Press Communique is issued [in Lahore] by the
Punjab Government: An interesting situation has arisen out of
one of the recent order issued under Martial Law by the Offic-
er Commanding Lahore Civil area. During the hartal a certain
amount of gram seems to have been distributed either free or
at low rates by the persons concerned in the agitation. When
hartal was brought to an abrupt termination under military or-
ders the local grain dealers forced up prices no doubt with a
view to recoup themselves for the general cessation of trade
during hartal though suspicion of other motives is not exclud-
ed. The recent order defining the maximum retail prices of at-
ta has brought a very substantial relief to the poorer classes
and for the last two days cries of “Martial Law Ki Jai” have been
very freely heard in the city showing that the classes in whose
interest the order was passed appreciate fully the benefit
which it has secured for them.
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Uniform Swing

A uniform swing is the percentage swing in votes from one
party to another. A uniform swing is viewed as a movement of
the pendulum. Assuming a swing is uniform, then in theory,
every seat up to the new point of the pendulum would change
party. This definition applies to two-party systems and not to

sentative democracy? One option is for the news media to H.P. e tolnte t_hzt Lhelse bz 850 Hhis ,l_?;'i S(f);e:r?gf‘j’gnt:de;;ea' a multi-party system like India. Swings do take place in India
play a positive and proactive role, which would require me- UPp. & Stéges T 3 a_rglesé_area all vegetation taller than in States and they can be reasonably uniform in a particular
dia houses to extricate themselves from conflicts of interest. 18K under tree cover in India five metres. Findings vary State, but not across the country.

The same could be said of corporates, which have become a
major source of funding formally, yet there is also likely to
be a strong informal nexus. Unless a course correction is Bihar -

made soon, the 2019 Lok Sabha polls will go down as a wa- ! Goa.-®
tershed election for the wrong reasons. :

3. The years 2016 and 2017
recorded big losses of tree
cover in Mizoram, Nagaland,
Meghalaya, Manipur and
Kerala

from those given by the
Forest Survey of India's
biennial reports (which
show a marginal increase in
tree cover). This is due to a
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The writer is the author of the recent book ‘Sustainable Good Governance, Gujarat. e significant reduction in loss adopted
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