The Possible Rise of Democratic Authoritarianism: The Indian Perspective
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India, since its independence in 1947 has been regarded as a vibrant and growing democracy. Counted as the largest democracy in the world, it has well founded and maintained traditions of upholding the values of democracy. The state has always supported the growth of democratic institutions and the population, too, have whole-heartedly accepted democracy with high rates of participation in democratic exercises [Ajmal, 2019]. 

Since the election of the Narendra Modi led government in 2014 after the 10-year rule of the Congress party, there has been a constant criticism of the state using its apparatus to change the democratic fundamentals of the country to a more authoritarian one.  Elected on the promise of development, the government’s turn towards nationalistic policies is a disturbing trend. However, to claim with absolute certainty that the Indian democracy has changed to a more authoritarian government, would require further proof.
Democratic authoritarianism is defined as the adoption of nominally democratic institutions by authoritarian regimes in order to protect themselves against potential threats from both within the regime and within society at large through five different mechanisms: Signalling, Information acquisition, Patronage distribution, Credible commitment and Monitoring [Brancati, 2014]. The aim of this paper is to verify these mechanisms with respect to the Indian context and try to understand whether there is an ongoing process of turning India into a democratic authoritarian country. 

Mechanism 1: Signalling

The adoption and use of nominally democratic institutions to reveal to their potential opponents the material and coercive strength of the regime. One of the best examples being holding elections. [Magaloni, 2008]. In India, elections have happened regularly in all states as well as nationally, regardless of the party in power nationally. Analysing the national elections, one might state that the ruling party, BJP, is actually using the signalling mechanism as they enjoy massive support and following. With two massive wins, one with a complete majority in the national election and complete decimation of the opposition, national elections are indeed a show of strength for the regime. However, in state elections, the story has not been that one-sided, with repeated losses in various states, indicating that voters still hold the power and the national strength of the regime is not as strong in the states. Hence, this mechanism is not found in the Indian perspective yet. 

Mechanism 2: Information Acquisition

The construction and utilization of nominally democratic institutions, particularly legislatures and multiparty elections, in order to identify and manage sources of societal discontent [Gandhi & Przeworski 2007]. In this regard, BJP has done very well. For state elections, it has used national instruments such as budgets to allocate more resources which go for polls in the short term. Also, the tactic of horse-trading, that is, either forming coalitions with opposition parties or convincing opposition members to join BJP after the election results to gain majority in the state legislature, has been successful for the regime. The use of legislature to form favourable laws for the majority, with major negative consequences for the minority also is a tactic well employed by the ruling party. Hence, this mechanism is widely used in the Indian perspective.
Mechanism 3: Patronage distribution

Creating and using nominally democratic institutions, including parties and elections, to buy support from political elites and citizens through patronage [Lust-Okar, 2008]. After their win in 2014, the BJP launched a massive membership drive to add new members, which resulted in BJP becoming the world’s largest political party. This helped the regime to organise and mobilise a huge group of supporters. In addition to that, the party has also allowed a few select High Net Worth Individuals (HNWI) to get major favours from the government, such as subsidies, favourable policies, sale of public enterprises and banks and preferential treatment. This has adhered them to the party and reduced the risk of opposition from them. Hence, this mechanism is widely used in the Indian perspective.
Mechanism 4: Credible Commitment

Adopting nominally democratic institutions to allow regimes to credibly commit not to expropriate domestic investment [Gehlbach & Keefer, 2012]. The BJP has maintained its commitment to business and not expropriated any domestic investment. Rather it has done the exact opposite, privatisation of public enterprises, with most of those sales being done to a few selected individuals preferred by the governments. This measure has led to ruling party institutionalization which increases domestic investment from a select group of individuals who have received credible commitments from the government. Hence, the mechanism is widely used in the Indian perspective.
Mechanism 5: Monitoring

Adoption and utilization of nominally democratic institutions such as legislature and the media to monitor and subvert views of the population. [Blaydes, 2011]. In regard to the current situation, this mechanism is the most widely used by the ruling party. The media has been completely subverted to support only the government position, with opposition completely defamed and made completely meaningless. The legislature is used to pass laws that do not have popular support, but are enacted due to the majority of the party in the parliament. (farm laws) Any possible criticism of the government is termed anti-national, with immense repercussions for the critics. This factor has led to demand from a rising number of people to return to the democratic principles of the country, as they were before the current regime. Hence, the mechanism is widely used in the Indian perspective. 
After careful analysis of the five mechanisms of democratic authoritarianism with the Indian perspective at the fore, it can be claimed with significant certainty that the current Indian regime employs four out of five mechanisms of democratic authoritarianism. Hence, it can be concluded that India is on the path towards more authoritarian governance if current trends continue. 
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