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THREATS TO DEMOCRACY 

A few decades ago, one felt quite optimistic about the consolidation of democratic polity and culture 

in different parts of the world. The end of the Cold War blocs, collapse of certain totalitarian, military 

an repressive regimes and transition to democracies in some countries of Asia, Africa an Latin 

America, the spread of human rights philosophy and institutions, the strengthening of the NGO 

movement and rapid growth of economy in some parts of the democratic world gave rise to 

confidence in the efficacy of democratic polity to solve people’s problems.  

This optimism has been belied. Among the factors responsible for decline in public faith, two have 

been prominent. One has been the failure of the criminal justice system to control crime in a fair, 

just and effective manner and the other has been the failure on the economic front to alleviate 

poverty an inequalities. 

 Erosion of the faith  

There is an increasing feeling that the democratic system has failed to provide a feeling of security to 

the common man. The establishment of a feeling of security is extremely important because without 

it, one cannot enjoy one’s basic needs and rights. As the UN Commission on Crime Prevention and 

Criminal Justice  said: “To feel safe from crime is as important to a person as access to food, shelter, 

education and health.” A large number of people are of the view that democracy as a system of 

governance is weak and fails to control crime effectively. This feeling is supported by the fact that 

the crime rate in almost all the democratic countries is definitely very high and is continuously rising. 

The state is failing to prevent crime and in some cases also to deal promptly, justly and effectively 

with those who commit it. When a large number of people, after committing crimes, are allowed to 

getaway and justice is not meted out to victims, or criminal cases in courts of law are allowed to drag 

on for umpteen number of years, it results in the erosion of the faith and confidence of the public in 

the effectiveness not merely of the criminal justice administration but of the whole system of 

democratic polity and governance. A democratic system is associated with the rule of law. Loss of 

faith is all the greater and widespread when the rule of law is not enforced. The way the system has 

worked in some countries, it has given rise to an impression in the public mind that some persons 

i.e. those who are rich, influential and politically powerful, commit crimes with impunity and manage 

to remain above the law of the land and it is only those who belong to the poor and underprivileged 

sections of society who are put behind he prison walls for committing even minor infractions of law. 

The system also shows bias and discrimination on the basis of race, colour and caste.  

Seeds of discontent 

 This leads to alienation of a large section of people who are victims of discrimination and injustice. It 

fuels the seeds of discontent, protest and violence. The citizens expect the state to provide them 

freedom from crime and violence. The state’s failure to do so gives rise to public fear of crime and 

criminals. Fear of crime feeds on itself and always grows at a rate faster than crime. It reduces the 

quality of life enjoyed by citizens in many ways. It is such public fear and perceptions, which provide 

a licence to the police to ignore the law and deal with crime and criminals by using rough and illegal 

methods. Police deviance always increases whenever the fear of crime whips up the rhetoric of “war 

against crime and criminals.”  
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Citizens’ vigilantism, which poses another threat to the rule of law, is also known to increase when 

citizens lose faith in the ability of the state to control crime. Public vigilantism has emerged as a big 

threat to the consolidation of rule of law in South Africa and some other democratic countries of 

that region and Latin America. The state always uses the opportunity provided by the accelerating 

fear of crime to arm itself with repressive powers. Fear of crime provides an opportunity to 

governments to introduce black laws, enhance powers of the police, overlook use of third-degree 

methods by state agencies and curtail citizens’ rights. Instead of the rule of law, rule of fear reigns 

supreme. In the final analysis, it is democracy, which really gets mugged. This has happened in large 

parts of the democratic world after 11th September. In such an environment where popular opinion 

supports authoritarian responses to crime and violence, the human rights movement suffers a 

setback. It fears an erosion of political support because the human rights groups are accused of 

coddling the criminals and ignoring the rights and needs of the citizens to live in a climate of peace 

and stability. There is also a feeling that the human rights organizations are always ready to 

denounce the police abuse, but hardly have any specific suggestions to improve their performance. 

The other factor responsible for erosion of public faith is an economic one. There is considerable 

evidence to prove that poverty an income disparities in most democratic countries are increasing.  

Consolidating democratic space  

According to the report on “Human Rights and Poverty Eradication” , in a commonwealth of 2,000 

million people, nearly 700 million live on less than $1 a day. Over 40 per cent of population in 

Lesotho, India, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Zambia, Tanzania, Uganda, Gambia and Sierra Leone live 

below the national poverty line or below an income of less than $1 a day. The share of the world’s 

poorest 20 percent in global income is only 1.11 per cent, down from 2.3 per cent in 1960. Today, 

the richest 20 per cent earn 78 times more than the poorest 20 per cent, while in 1960, the disparity 

was only 30 times as much. Even in developed democratic world, there are pockets of poverty. In 

the UK and Australia, over 13 per cent of the population live below the poverty line, while in Canada, 

the population living in poverty is 17.6 per cent.  

Consolidation of democratic space is thus dependent mainly on the ability of the democratic regimes 

to deal with the forces of crime and disorder effectively but justly, without violating human rights 

and to ensure that the fruits of development are distributed equitably. A rightsbased approach to 

the problems of crime and poverty is the need of the hour. 

Over the last 25 years, it has seemed like there has been a successful wave of democratization 

around the world, particularly after the collapse of the Soviet Union and more recently with the Arab 

Spring. However, this process may have been overstated. Since 2005, the number of defective or 

authoritarian democratic regimes has risen, particularly in South America and Eurasia. It has been 

said that of the 120 attempts of democratization which have occurred since 1960, 50 percent have 

been reversed. 

Liberal theorists have long thought that expanding middle classes helps to maintain social, 

economic, and political reform and rein in tendencies toward elected authoritarianism. However, in 

many countries, the middle class has shown itself more likely to support military coups against 

overzealous populist leaders. Many people in young democracies may feel nostalgic for their 

authoritarian past or believe that strong leadership is more important than political freedom. 

www.OnlineStudyPoints.com

www.OnlineStudyPoints.com

www.O
nli

ne
Stu

dy
Poin

ts.
co

m



Sociology Add-Ons  For Mains 2016 

Smart Leader IAS                                                   Prepared by S.SIVARAJAVEL 

The usual reasons given for the failure of democracy are poor economic performance, reaction 

against economic reform, and the fact that presidential democracies are more vulnerable to 

authoritarian leaders than parliamentary democracies. According to Nathan Converse and Ethan 

Kapstein, this is backward. Many failed democracies have had good economic indicators, economic 

reform tends to reinforce democracy, and authoritarian prime ministers can be just as bad as 

authoritarian presidents.They instead claim that the greater reasons that democracies fail are 

economic inequality, unrestrained executive branches, and inefficient institution building. The latter 

is a particular problem in ethnically divided nations, as “us vs. them” politics trumps participatory 

inclusiveness. Further, democracy is likely to fail if the government cannot provide adequate levels 

of public goods like education and health care. The consequence of all this is that if developed 

countries want democracy to prosper in developing countries, they need to support the 

development of stable political parties, education, and health care provision and support the local 

private sector. The international community has too often supported an authoritarian leader who 

provides stability at the expense of local democracy. 

India is considered the largest democracy in the world, but some in the country believe that it is not 

an entirely functional one. The country is still plagued by immense poverty, high rates of illiteracy, 

social and economic inequality, and an entrenched culture of political corruption. While more than 

four dozen political parties exist in India, only three are not under the complete control of a political 

family dynasty or a charismatic leader. Other than parties with extreme ideologies, most mainstream 

parties resemble each other in their behavior and policy platforms.  

According to M.R. Narayan Swamy, executive editor of the Indo-Asian News Service, “Ideology has 

been pushed to the periphery; personal ambition is the sole motivating factor for most party 

workers in most parties.”Corruption remains a major problem for all parties. In 2014, election 

officials seized 22.5 million liters (5.9 million gal) of illegal alcohol, $52 million in cash, and even 

181,000 kilograms (400,000 lb) of marijuana and heroin, which were being used by political 

candidates to entice votes. At party rallies and meetings, party workers give gifts to prospective 

voters—laptops, booze, and cash. Things were so bad that the Election Commission was forced to 

set up 11,123 “Flying Squads” of police and magistrates to tail election candidates  armed with video 

cameras to make sure they didn’t engage in any illegal campaigning. Still, the overall situation has 

improved since periods in the past, where political parties would hire thugs to take over polling 

stations. Now, they just pay TV stations and newspapers to give them only positive coverage. 

Dr. Michael Kugelman, Senior Program Associate for South and Southeast Asia AT Woodrow Wilson 

International Center for Scholars in Washington, believes that India is indeed a working democracy, 

and corruption is a feature found in every democratic country. However, “India’s scandals seem to 

be so much bigger—involving more money and abuses of power—than seems the norm. Such 

corruption helps explain why politicians are so unpopular in India, and in the long term—if not 

addressed—this systemic corruption could imperil the social contract between people and state that 

is meant to embody democracy.” 

Theorists like Gaetano Mosca, Vilfredo Pareto, and Robert Michels purported the idea that aspiring 

to egalitarianism and democracy are essentially futile efforts. Mosca believed that a political elite 

making up a tiny minority would always be able to outmaneuver the mass of the population and 

seize control of power. Pareto argued that, while in a perfect world, the  elites would be made up of 
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the most deserving, in reality, the existing elites use force, persuasion, and inherited wealth to 

maintain their position. Michels argued that large organizations need leaders and experts to succeed 

efficiently, but power concentrates in their hands as they gain control of funds, information, power 

over promotions, and other aspects of organizational control. This mode of thought suggests that 

elite rule is perpetuated by a separate elite culture able to exert power over the disorganized 

masses.Power-elite theorist C. Wright Mills claimed that the governing elite of the United States was 

essentially composed of three groups—the highest political leaders like the president and his cabinet 

members and advisers, the major corporate owners and directors, and high-ranking military officers.  

The elite is not a closed group, nor does it have to rely on oppression or deception in order to 

maintain a grip on power. Instead, the elites rely on a similar overall worldview and ability to 

coordinate on basic issues.Members of the US elite believe in the free enterprise system based on 

profits and private property, unequal and concentrated wealth distribution, and the sanctity of the 

economic realm. The primary business of government is creating a favorable business climate, with 

social and environmental concerns as afterthoughts. Though they may squabble over details, 

members of the elite maintain this basic overall worldview based on their common culture: They 

attend the same universities, join the same clubs, and participate in the same social activities. This 

elite controls the basic choices and sets the political agenda. Professional politicians occupy a middle 

layer of power—colorful and bombastic but essentially squabbling over trifles and serving as a 

distraction. Below them is the public at large, who are either obsessed with the political circus and 

spend most of their time cheering on their chosen team or booing the opposition or who have 

largely lost interest in political participation.  

The direction of fundamental policy choices is out of the control of the people at large.Pluralist 

theorists argue that elite theory fails to take into account the rise of popular social movements and 

their effect on the political system, which has historically forced economic and social change in spite 

of the interests of the elite. Some say that a distorted view of elite theory has led to an unhealthy 

rise of conspiratorial thinking, where people blame world events on a shadowy international cabal of 

puppet masters . 

Paradoxes of Democracy 

 Voting in non-democratic forces 

 Minorities losing out to majorities 

 The fear of the public and disdain of democracy from elites (while publicly claiming to 

supporting it) 

 Democracy requires more propaganda to convince masses 

 Limited time in power means going for short term policies 

 Anti-democratic forces undermine democracy using democratic means 

 Those with money are more likely to be candidates 

 Confusing political ideology with economic Ideology 

 Democracies may create a more effective military 

 Democracy, extremism and War on Terror; people losing rights 

 Fear, scare stories and political opportunism 

 Weak democracies and hostile oppositions 

 Lack of inclusiveness undermines democracy, strengthens extremism 
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THE IMPACT OF TECHNOLOGY ON SOCIAL CHANGE: A SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

the primary changes in human history are the four social revolutions (domestication, agriculture, 

industrialization, and information), the change from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft types of societies, 

capitalism and industrialization, modernization and global stratification. Ethnic conflicts and social 

movements indicate cutting edges of social change. Sociological approaches such as William 

Ogburn’s theory of social change, which asserts that technology  is the basic cause of social change 

are fully explored and applied in this discourse. A great deal of effort is made in this paper to identify 

the many and varied existing forms of technology and the effects changed technology has on society 

and culture. The major characteristic of traditional and modern societies are also brought to the lime 

light in a bid to show the major cultural changes that have occurred or are occurring in society. It is 

these socio-cultural changes from traditional to modern types of society that Ferdinand Tonnies 

(1988) refers to as changes from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft respectively. In discussing how 

technology changes society, the major thesis is that because technology is the organizing force for 

social life, when it changes, its effects can be profound. The computer, for example is changing the 

way people practise medicine, learn, work and how they relate or even think. The information 

superhighway is likely to perpetuate social inequalities at both national and global level s. The article 

also avers that besides technology, capitalism and modernization, theories such as the conflict and 

evolutionary help sociologists to account for the phenomena of social change ,a shift in the 

characteristics of culture and Society. 

Many social theories argue, rather convincingly, that technology is a prime mover of society and it 

makes social change inevitable. For example, sociologist William Ogburn (1922) traced direct 

connections between such development as the inventors of the automobile  selfstarter and the 

emancipation of women. When it became easy for them to drive cars, they entered the business 

world and thus changed their role and the nature of their family relationships. If we accept the 

assumption that Homo sapiens are fundamentally rational beings, then we can argue that human 

decisions, rather than blind forces, provide the essential dynamics of social change. In that case we 

must point to the role of knowledge, beliefs and attitudes in bringing about social change.  

How technology changes societies?  

In its simplest sense, technology can be equated with tools. In its broadest sense, technology also 

includes the skills or procedures necessary to make and use those tools (Henslin, 1998). Henslin 

further argues that the phrase new technology is often used to refer to the emerging technologies of 

an era. Many minor technologies appear from time to time, but most are slight modifications of 

existing technologies. Occasionally, however, technologies appear that make a major impact on 

human life. It is primarily these to which the term new technologies refer. For people 500 years ago, 

the new technology was the printing press (Henslin, 1998). For us these new technologies are 

computers, satellite and various forms of the electronic media. The sociological significance of 

technology is that its importance goes far beyond the tool itself. The type of technology a group has 

sets framework for its non-material culture. Technology even influences the way people think and 

how they relate to one another (Stromquist, 2005). An example is gender relations. Through the 

century and throughout the world, it has been the custom (a group’s non-material culture) for men 

to dominate women or enjoy patriarchal relations, but today, with instantaneous communi cations 

(the material culture), this custom has become much more difficult to maintain. For example, when 
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women from many nations gathered in Beijing for a U N Conference in 1995, satellites instantly 

transmitted their grievances around the globe (Stromquist, 2005). Such communications both 

convey and create discontent, sometimes a feeling of sisterhood, and women agitate for social 

change. In today’s world, the long accepted idea that it is proper to withhold rights on the basic of 

someone’s sex can no longer hold. What is usually invisible in this revolutionary change is the role of 

technology, which joins the world’s nations in to a global community network. Until recent 

technological advance, this was impossible. It must be underscored that apart from its particulars, 

technology always refers to artificial means of extending human abilities (Nisbet 1969; Edari, 1976). 

All human groups make and use technology, but the chief characteristic of post-industrial societies 

(also called post-modern societies) is technology that greatly extends our abilities to analyze 

information, to communicate and to travel. These new technologies, as they are called allow us to 

do what has never been done in history- to probe space and other planets, to communicate almost 

instantaneously anywhere on the globe, to travel greater distances faster, and to store, retrieve and 

analyze vast amounts of information. This level of accomplishment, although impressive is really 

very superficial. Of much greater significance is a level beyond this, how technology changes 

people’s way of life. Technology is much more than the apparatus. On a very obvious level, without 

automobiles, telephones, televisions, computers and the like, our entire way of life would be 

strikingly different. In analyzing how technology spreads it is important to stress this sociological 

aspect of technology- how it affects people’s lives. Sociological theorists, William Ogburn, Karl Marx, 

Oswald Spengler and Zald and McCarthy have dealt with this aspect comprehensively. 

Ogburn`s theory of technology and social change  

Ogburn (1964) identified technology as the fundamental driver of social change, which he argues 

comes through three pronged processes, invention, discovery and diffusion. Ogburn defined 

invention as a combination of existing elements and materials to form new ones (Vago 1992; 

Henslin, 1998). Whereas we think of inventions as being only material, such as computers, there are 

also social inventions, such as bureaucracy and capitalism. Social inventions can have far reaching 

consequences for society. Ogburn`s second process of social change is discovery, a new way of 

seeing reality (Vago, 1992). The reality is already present, but people now see it for the first time. An 

example is Christopher Columbus’s “discovery” of North America, which had consequences so huge, 

that it altered the course of history. This example also illustrates another principle. A discovery 

brings extensive change only when it comes at the right time. Other groups such as the Vikings had 

already discovered America in the sense of learning that a new land existed (the land of course was 

no discovery to the Native Americans already living in it). Viking settlements disappeared into 

history, however, and Norse culture was untouched by the discovery. Ogburn’s third process of 

social change is diffusion, the spread of invention or discovery from one area to another (Henslin, 

1998). Contact between cultures is the source of diffusion. Ogburn viewed diffusion as the major 

process of social change and argues that it can have far reaching effects on human relationships. For 

example, when missionaries introduced steel axes to the aborigines of Australia, it upset their whole 

society. Before this, the men controlled the production of axes, using a special stone available only in 

a remote region and passing axe-making skills from one man to another. Women had to request 

permission to use the stone axe. When steel axes became common, women also possessed them, 

and the men lost both status and power (Sharp, 1995). 
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 Diffusion also includes the spread of ideas. The idea of citizenship, for example, changed the 

political structure for no longer was the monarch an unquestioned source of authority. Today, the 

concept of gender equality is circling the globe, with the basic idea that it is wrong to withhold rights 

on the basis of someone‘s sex. This idea, though now taken for granted in a few parts of the world, is 

revolutionary. Like citizenship, it is destined to transform basic human relationships and entire 

societies (Ogburn, 1988).  

Further to the three processes of social change, Ogburn also coined the term cultural lag to refer to 

how some elements of culture adapt to an invention or discovery more rapidly than others. 

Technology, he suggested, usually changes first, followed by culture. In other words, we play catch-

up with changing technology, adapting our customs and ways of life to meet its needs. The 

computer provides a good example. The subsequent discussion considers how it ( the computer) is 

changing our way of life. 

It is evident from the discussion made that the dynamics of conflict, gender and development are 

now much more complex. It has also been noted that a change in technology inevitably leads to a 

change in culture, a people’s way of life. To some, such changes are threatening, for example, the 

industrial revolution and its technological impetus (automation) affected the livelihood of many 

manual workers and rendered them redundant. 

 Consequently, while some welcome new technology, others resist it. It has also been observed that 

the phenomenon of social change is inevitable for society owing to such processes as culture contact 

and its resultant effects, cultural diffusion, cultural leveling, globalization and the information 

superhighway views. For instance, except in rare instances, humans have some contact with other 

groups, during which culture contact occurs. In this process, cultural diffusion (the spread of 

invention or discovery from one area to another) occurs. This leads to cultural leveling, a state of 

affairs whereby many groups adopt western culture in place of their own customs. With today’s 

technology, for example, in travel and communications, cultural diffusion is certainly occurring 

rapidly. 

 Air travel has made it possible for people to journey around the globe in a matter of hours. In the 

not-so-distant past, a trip from the United States to Africa was so unusual that only a few hardy 

people made it, and newspapers would herald their feat. Today, hundreds of thousands make the 

trip each year.  

The changes in communication are no less vast. Communication used to be limited to face-to-face 

speech and visual signals such as smoke, light reflected from mirrors, and written messages passed 

from hand to hand. Today’s electronic communications transmit messages across the globe in a 

matter of seconds, and we learn almost instantaneously what is happening on the other side of the 

world. In fact, travel and communication unite to such an extent that there almost is no other side of 

the world any more. The result is cultural leveling, a process in which cultures become almost similar 

as the globalization of capitalism brings not only technology but also western culture to the rest of 

the world. 

 On another note, social movements have been found to be another source of social change as the 

case with temperance movements, civil rights movements, women’s movements; the animal rights 

crusades and environmental movements. At the heart of social movements lie grievances and 
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dissatisfactions as people find the current thesis of society unbearable and work towards promoting 

social change. 

 A relationship exists in the concepts mass media, propaganda and social movements. The mass 

media are gatekeepers for social movements. Their favourable or unfavourable coverage greatly 

affects social movements. Social movements make use of propaganda to further their causes. 

DISCRIMINATING LAWS ARE HOLDING WOMEN BACK 

Policymakers can use the evidence that shows the economic benefits of equality by ridding their 

system of discriminating laws that are holding women back 

In 100 countries around the world, women are barred from doing certain work solely because they 

are women. Over 150 countries have at least one law that is discriminatory towards women. And 

only 18 countries are free of any law disadvantaging women. 

This is just the tip of the iceberg of legal barriers for women to achieve their full economic potential. 

New World Bank Group research in the ‘Women, Business and the Law 2016’ report shows that in 32 

countries women cannot apply for passports in the same way as men and in 18 countries they 

cannot get a job if their husbands feel it is not in the family’s interest. Jordan and Iran are among 

them. In 59 countries, there are no laws against sexual harassment at work. Myanmar, Uzbekistan 

and Armenia are among 46 countries where there is no legal protection against domestic violence. In 

a nutshell, the research makes for depressing reading when you care about inclusion and ending 

poverty. 

Countries whose laws discriminate against women and do not promote gender equality suffer 

economically. Previous research tells us that gender gaps in women’s entrepreneurship and labour 

force participation account for estimated income losses of 27 per cent in West Asia and North Africa; 

19 per cent in South Asia; 14 per cent in Latin America and the Caribbean; and 10 per cent in Europe. 

These are losses that many countries can’t afford, particularly those facing high levels of poverty. 

There is good news too: countries like Bangladesh are encouraging participation of women in the 

workforce. If they stay on track, their female workforce will grow from 34 to 82 per cent over the 

next decade, adding 1.8 percentage points to their GDP. In the 1990s very few countries had laws 

protecting women from violence; now 127 do partially because the world is more aware of the 

human and economic cost of mistreating women. 

When women are allowed to work in a profession of their choice, when they have access to financial 

services and when they are protected, by law, from domestic violence, they are not only 

economically empowered, they also live longer. The more say they have over the household income 

and the more they participate in the economy, the more girls are enrolled in secondary school, the 

larger the benefits for their children, their communities, and their countries. In fact, every additional 

year of primary school boosts girls’ eventual wages by 10 to 20 per cent, and an extra year of 

secondary school by 15 to 25 per cent. 
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Critics will argue that in some countries where gender-specific laws exist, there is limited 

enforcement. While that is true, better rule of law is associated with having more gender-equal laws 

on the books. Specialised courts that tackle cases of acts of violence against women can help provide 

effective legal action. In Brazil, the Maria da Penha Law allowed for the creation of domestic and 

family violence courts. 

Several South Asian countries don’t afford women the same rights as men. But some countries have 

made important strides in addressing these issues, leading to great results. In India, inheritance law 

reform has provided greater economic freedom to women. Women used their increased savings to 

spend twice as much money on their daughters’ education. 

The private sector benefits too. A survey of 6,500 firms showed that where women had greater 

representation on boards, those organisations were less likely to be hit by scandals like bribery or 

fraud. Yet, surprisingly, only nine countries have laws where at least one woman has to be a board 

member of a publicly listed company. 

The link between the fight against poverty and gender equality is strong, which is why we work with 

many countries to tackle gender-based barriers. We have worked with Cote d’Ivoire in removing 

legal provisions that discriminated against women. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, we 

supported the government in drafting a new family code that would improve the business climate 

for women. 

Policymakers have a choice. They can use the overwhelming evidence that shows the economic 

benefits of equality by ridding their system of discriminating laws that are holding women back. Or 

they can maintain the status quo and condemn whole societies to remain poorer then they need to 

be. 

LAW AND GENDER INEQUALITY :THE POLITICS OF WOMEN'S RIGHTS IN INDIA  

BY 

 FLAVIA AGNES 

In  this  book by Flavia Agnes, much of the analysis is devoted to exploring how and why the 

economic rights and power of women are affected by the personal laws of the  various religious 

communities. 

 Agnes makes good use of her background as an activist and lawyer specialising in women’s rights to 

draw widely from legal, academic, community and media sources. Her insightful overview of the 

origins and alterations of Indian personal laws shows how gender discrimination prevails in their 

interpretation and application despite constitutional guarantees of equality. 

 She argues that a strategy to improve women’s economic rights in the family must appreciate how 

the actual implementation of personal law is itself heavily influenced by the political conflicts in India 

that exploit differences among the various religions and cultures. Agnes concludes that the Hindu 

Right makes its claims that India needs to abolish the personal laws of minorities because they are 

antithetical to gender equality, while really intending to use the differences between the Hindu Code 

Bills and the Anglo-Indian derived Muslim personal laws as a part of their struggle for political 
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power. The Hindu Right criticises sexual discrimination within minority personal laws, while failing to 

interrogate Hindu personal law, and demands a uniform civil code of a similar type to the Hindu 

Code Bills, purportedly to liberate minority women. 

 Agnes describes the present juncture as a political stalemate for women’s rights advocates 

dedicated to an affirmation of secularism as well as to a recognition of the differences among 

women, regarding the dilemmas that arise for women belonging to a minority constituency to 

dispute the authority of their community’s personal laws. How can they challenge sexist personal 

laws without unwittingly aligning themselves with fundamentalists who are seeking to harm their 

community, but at the same time build a large enough consensus within their group of affiliation, 

and in the larger society, to improve their situation as women? Her text is aimed at suggesting 

practical measures to dissolve this complicated stalemate in a way that addresses gender inequality 

in family property relationships while recognising the diverse concerns that these women face.  

Agnes structures her argument into four parts. She first provides an account of precolonial and 

colonial legal structures which gives the reader a sense of their constructedness, and atte ndant 

mutability, starting with how various communities look upon family relationships. A brief overview 

imparts a sense of the plurality of factors other than religion by which communities adjudicate 

disputes about family property. She then discusses how, for political reasons, colonial lawmakers 

glossed over this plurality, categorised family property relationships as primarily legal matters to be 

governed by the colonial state’s own versions of each group’s religious laws, and facilitated the 

construction of an AngloIndian amalgam that has come to be known as ‘personal law’ for the various 

religious groupings in India. 

 In the second section, Agnes examines the progress - or lack thereof - of personal law reform of 

colonial statutes with respect to Hindus and Muslims after independence. She explores both the 

positive and problematic effects of gender justice litigation. For example, Agnes touches on the 

communal undertones of recent judgments that popularise the view of minority rights as intrinsically 

antiwomen.  

In part three, Agnes applies the elements of her critique to briefly examine the legal significance of 

the Parsi and Christian community. Here, Agnes discusses the political reasons why Parsis and 

Christians had their own distinct personal laws whereas Buddhists, Jains, Sikhs and Jews did not.  

Finally, Agnes outlines and provides criticism of model drafts of personal law reforms submitted by 

various parties over the last decade. She concludes with tentative suggestions to craft a reform 

platform that eludes the dichotomy which pits gender justice against minority rights, and seems to 

favour a strategy that does not attempt to erase religion just yet from the terrain of personal laws.  

Although there is no dearth of writing on the subjects Agnes canvasses, this contribution enriches 

the emerging body of Indian feminist legal theory. Her charting of the evolution of personal laws 

illustrates the unstated and regressive political agendas often lurking behind the purported women’s 

rights purposes of personal laws and their reform. For example, the reader learns of the progressive 

nature of various provisions of precolonial pluralistic laws and practices with respect to women’s 

rights, and the ways they were regressively altered during colonialism. This data seriously 

undermines the British claim that colonialism was justified as a civilising mission to save Hindu 

women from their “barbaric” religious practices. The same information also enables the reader to 
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confidently challenge similar claims currently emanating from the Hindu Right (and the West) vis-a-

vis Muslim women and their supposed supremely discriminatory and sexist religion. 

Subversion of women’s economic rights upon marriage, i.e., the Hindu woman’s right to stridhana 

and the Muslim woman’s right to mehr (both of which could include immovable properties) to the 

English concept of maintenance provides another example. 

Agnes inspects the model drafts of legislative reform submitted by various state and civic actors such 

as women and lawyers groups, succinctly summarising the strengths and weaknesses of each. She is 

mindful of the need to revamp capitalist economic relationships - a formidable task - for the social 

position of most Indian women to improve, but also suggests immediately implementable  strategies 

that do not depend on a broad restructuring of Indian economic systems which can have a positive 

effect in the current situation for women in families where property actually exists. Instead of simply 

critiquing unjust laws, Agnes focuses on the practical work of creating just legal codes, a 

combination that is all too rare.  

Agnes also allots significant attention to the personal laws of communities other than Hindus and 

Muslims, which is another pleasing and distinguishing trait. Further, although Agnes does not engage 

in a deep discursive analysis of the points she makes, such as the communal undertones of many 

recent important judgments, or the perils of an overly simplistic reliance on a merely formal 

framework of gender equality for recasting the legal aspects of marriage, she does seek to redefine 

feminist and other efforts at reform of personal law without disregarding the need for theory-

making in this project. 

 

ROAD TO 300+ MARKS IN SOCIOLOGY: 

1) ALL QUESTIONS IN BOTH PAPERS NEEDS CONTEMPORARY DIMENSIONS 

(Globalization)  

2) ATTEMPT ALL THINKERS QUESTION IN PAPER 1  

3) DIRECTLY LIFT SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES/JARGONS FROM PAPER 1 TO 

WRITE PAPER 2 ANSWERS 

4) NEVER WRITE G.S ANSWERS IN SOCIOLOGY (especially in paper 2)  

5) LINK SOCIAL ISSUES WITH SOCIOLOGY  

6) CITE ILLUSTRATIONS/EXAMPLES  

7) COMPLETE THE PAPER 

YOUR ACTION INSIDE EXAM HALL:  

1) Before starting to write the answer read the question 5 times to understand fully.  

2) Underline the key words in question and often repeat in the answer directly and 

indirectly. 

3) Your first answer should be your best answer.  

4) Write long answers first and then start writing short notes. 
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TIME MANAGEMENT:  

1) 9 am – 9:10 am : Read the question paper fully  

2) Write every Long answer for 15 min (6 long answers X 15 min = 90 min)  

3) Write every Short notes for 6 min (13 Short notes X 6 min = 78 min) 

PREDICT THE UNPREDICTABLE:  

1) UPSC MAY ASK 12 MARKERS AS SHORT NOTES INSTEAD OF 10 or 15 OR 20 

MARKERS  

2) SO READ THE INSTRUCTIONS CAREFULLY  

3) IN GENERAL FOLLOW THIS:  

1) WRITE LONG ANSWERS IN 90 Minutes (i.e 9 am to 10.30 am)  

2) WRITE SHORT NOTES IN 80 Minutes (i.e 10.30 am to 12 noon)  

Wishing You All The Very Best 

 S.SIVARAJAVEL  

FOUNDER-DIRECTOR 

 98405 03237 
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