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5. Right to Dissent - A Core Principle of Democracy

Prelims Level: Rights Issues
Mains Level: GS-IV Ethics and Human Interface: Essence, determinants and consequences of
Ethics in Human Actions; Dimensions of Ethics; Ethics in private and public relationships. Human
Values - lessons from the lives and Teachings of Great Leaders, Reformers and Administrators;
role of family, society and Educational Institutions in Inculcating Values.
Why in News?

¢ Romila Thapar, an eminent Historian has said that Right to Dissent is a core principle of

Democracy.

Meaning of Dissent:

e Dissent means “a strong difference of opinion on a particular subject, especially about an
official suggestion or plan or a popular belief”.

e India’s constitutional democracy is predicated on the people’s right to call state power to
account.

e Even at Household level also, there is no family without dissent between parents and the
children, or between the siblings. A family which learns to deal with dissent rather than
authoritatively dismissing it is a more harmonious family.

Why Right to Dissent is Needed?

e The Right to Dissent is an important addition of expressing one’s view, and on many of its
most important constituent elements.

e It will enable practitioners and citizens to claim their rights and participate more
effectively in the project of democracy.

e Disagreeing with each other is a fundamental human trait. There is not a single individual
who does not disagree with something or the other all the Time.

Dissent - Safety Valve of Democracy:

e Recently, while hearing a petition on the ban of protest on the Jantar Mantar in New Delhi,
the SC held that Right to peaceful protest is the fundamental right guaranteed under the
constitution.

e The constitution under Article 19(1)(a) provides for freedom of speech and expression and
also under Article 19(2) provides for reasonable restrictions on such freedom.

e This particular right is also subject to reasonable restrictions in the interest of sovereignty

and integrity of India, as well as public order.
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A distinguishing feature of any democracy is the space offered for legitimate dissent, which
cannot be trampled by any executive action.

Thus, the Court recognises that legitimate dissent is a distinguishable feature of any
democracy.

Also observed that, every individual or a group of individuals, whether they are minority or
poor or marginalised, have the right to express their dissent to the government policies

and fight their social circumstances.

Right to Dissent in Global Level:

Dissent involves the exercise of individual and collective rights of expression, association,
assembly, and participation in public affairs.

These freedoms encompass rights to receive and impart information, inspire debate, and
influence decision-making about issues of public concern.

Article 7 of the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders explicitly recognises that
‘Everyone has the right, individually and in association with others, to develop and discuss
new human rights ideas and principles and to advocate their acceptance’.

Despite legal duties imposed on States to respect, protect and fulfil the rights to dissent
and protest, these rights are routinely misunderstood and increasingly violated, with
dissenters facing dire consequences including Arrest, Imprisonment, Displacement,

Disappearance, and Death.

Ethical Concern of Dissent:

The importance of dissent is not just that it is good for democracy. There is also a
fundamental ethical principle involved in dissent

Any society which allows dissent is acting ethically.

The first ethical principle is related to non-violence, a principle which is so integral to the
unique Indian practices of dissent from ancient times to Gandhi and Ambedkar.

The second ethical principle is that the worse off in a society have a greater right to dissent
and protest even when the more privileged may not agree or sympathize with that dissent.
Social dissent is a necessary voice for all those who are oppressed and are marginalised for
various reasons. This is the only thing they have in a world which has denied them the
basic dignity of a social life. Buddha and Mahavira were dissenters first and philosophers
next. Ramayana and Mahabharata are filled with stories of dissent.

Dissent is not just about criticism; it is also about showing new perspectives.
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Dissent in Democratic Society:

The course of democracy anywhere in the world is defined by events that test the resilience
of democracy and also add to it.

Indeed, dissent is the quintessential part of democracy and allows people to have their
opinions and to voice those without fear of intimidation.

‘Freedom of expression, freedom of association and the right to peaceful assembly are
often compartmentalized and discussed individually, with little regard to their
interdependence.

This unique guide of Protests provides activists, human rights defenders, jurists, NGOs,
corporate actors, and government authorities with the tools and knowledge necessary to
ensure rights, protect the lives and liberty of dissenters, enable meaningful participation in
public life, and promote the rule of law.

The philosophy of dissent and democracy has also inspired our freedom movement and
defines India’s constitutional democracy, which is predicated on the people’s right to call
state power to account, albeit within the constitutional framework.

Thus, when we hear the voices of dissent from the oppressed and the marginalised, it is
ethically incumbent upon those who are better off than them to give them greater space

and greater freedom to dissent.
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