MAINS MATRIX- Integrate Your Knowledge, Ace the Exam
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India’s Birth Rate Down, First Dip in TFR in 2 Years

Source - TH

Key Data

Key Observations & Regional
Parameter 2021 2022 2023 i
Variations

Crude Birth . .

Decline of 0.7 points.
Rate (CBR) . )

- 19.1 18.4 Highest: Bihar (25.8)

(per 1,000 .

Lowest: Tamil Nadu (12.0)
people)
Total Fertility First decline in two years, now
Rate (TFR) 50 90 19 below replacement level (2.1).
(children per ) ) ) 18 States/UTs are below
woman) replacement level.

Bihar (2.8), Uttar Pradesh (2.6),
Madhya Pradesh (2.4), Rajasthan
(2.3), Chhattisgarh (2.2)

All are in Northern India.

Delhi (1.2), West Bengal (1.3), Tamil
Nadu (1.3), Maharashtra (1.4)




Key Observations & Regional
Parameter 2021 2022 2023 L.
Variations

Increase of 0.7 percentage points

Elderly in one year.
Population Highest: Kerala (15%)

(% of - 9.0% 9.7% Lowest: Assam, Jharkhand (76%),
population Delhi (77%) [Note: The article likely
>60 yrs) means 7.6% and 7.7% respectively,

as 76% is implausible]

Other Key Information:

¢ Replacement Level TFR: The average number of children a woman must have
(2.1) for one generation to replace itself.

e Data Source: Sample Registration Survey (SRS) Statistical Report by the Office
of the Registrar General of India (RGI).

e« DataLag: Reports for 2021 and 2022 were released recently after delays.

Application in UPSC Mains Syllabus

This data is highly relevant for several papers in the GS Mains and even the Essay paper. Here’s
how it can be used:

1. GS Paper | (Indian Society & Social Justice)
e Population and Associated Issues: This is the most direct application.

o Answer Intro: Use the data to highlight India's significant demographic
transition. "With a national TFR of 1.9, India has officially fallen below the
replacement level fertility, marking a pivotal moment in its demographic history."

o Regional Disparities: Discuss the bimodal demographic profile of India.
Contrast high-fertility states (Bihar, UP) with low-fertility, aging states (Kerala,
Tamil Nadu). This is a classic example of the demographic divide.

o Causes: Link high TFR in certain states to issues of female literacy, poverty,
child mortality, and effectiveness of family planning programs.

o Consequences of Aging Population: Use the data on the rising elderly
population (9.7%) to discuss challenges: pension crisis, healthcare
infrastructure for geriatric care, social isolation, and the changing
dependency ratio.

2. GS Paper Il (Governance, Welfare Schemes)



https://www.mentoraias.co.in/evaluation-plan?cat_id=2
https://www.mentoraias.co.in/evaluation-plan?cat_id=2

¢ Government Policies and Interventions: Analyze the success and failures of
government policies.

o The overall decline in CBR and TFR can be cited as a success of decades of
family planning and women's empowerment initiatives.

o The persistent high TFR in the "Hindi heartland" indicates the need for targeted,
context-specific policies rather than a one-size-fits-all approach.

3. GS Paper lll (Indian Economy)
¢ Economic Development: Connect demographic data to economic prospects.

o Demographic Dividend: For low TFR states, the window for reaping the
demographic dividend (a large working-age population) is narrowing. The focus
must shift to skill development and productivity enhancement.

o Fiscal Challenges: The rising elderly population poses a significant challenge to
public finances, necessitating reforms in pension systems (like OPS vs NPS
debate) and health insurance (Ayushman Bharat).

o Regional Inequality: The demographic divide will exacerbate economic
inequalities between states. High-fertility states may struggle with providing
education and employment to a growing youth population, while southern states
will face a labor shortage.

How to Use in Answers:
e As an Introduction: Start your answer with a powerful data point to establish context.

o As Evidence: Use the statistics to substantiate your arguments. For example, "As seen
in states like Kerala and Tamil Nadu, investments in health and education naturally lead
to a decline in fertility rates..."

¢ For Conclusion: Use the data to suggest future-oriented policies. "Therefore, India's
policy focus must evolve from population control to managing the implications of an
aging population and leveraging its human capital effectively."

Keywords for UPSC Answers: Demographic Transition, Replacement Level Fertility,
Demographic Dividend, Regional Disparity, Aging Population, Geriatric Care, Dependency Ratio,
Targeted Policy, Human Capital.

Historical Trends in India’s Export Competitiveness

1. Early Gains (1990s-2010)
e Exports/GDP: 7.1% (1990) » 20.4% (2010)
e Drivers: LPG reforms, globalization, IT boom, WTO integration.

¢ Both merchandise & services contributed.




2. Reversal & Stagnation (2010-2024)
o Fellto 17.7% (2020), slight recovery to 21.2% (2024).
e Global merchandise share: 0.51% (1990) > 1.81% (2024)

o Most gains in first 20 years > slowdown after 2010.

3. Sectoral Performance
e Agriculture: 0.85% > 2.22% (steady growth).
¢ Fuel & Mining: 0.32% ~> 2.62% (petroleum-led).
¢ Manufacturing: tripled to 1.73% but lagging behind peers.
o Bright spots:
»  Textiles T:5.77%
= Pharma ©:2.56%

= Steel %:2.64%

4. Services Outshine Goods
o Sharein global services exports: 2.9% (2010) > 4.2% (2024)
e Strength: IT-BPM, telecom, business services.

e Weak: Tourism, transport, education services.

Inferences for UPSC Students- This is more impt — it will show how clear you are and you are
able to make inference from a data

1. Service-led Growth Model

e India’s export success is dominated by services (IT-BPM, telecom, business services)
rather than manufacturing.

¢ This explains why India’s growth path is often called “service-led industrialization”
(different from East Asia’s manufacturing-led rise).

o Useful for GS-3 (Economy) and Essay on growth models.

2. Front-Loaded Gains, Later Stagnation

¢ 1990-2010 gains were front-loaded in:
o Services : IT-BPM, telecom, business outsourcing (outsourcing boom).
o Manufacturing niches : textiles & garments, pharma (generics), petroleum
exports.
o Agriculture : steady growth in rice, marine products, spices.
e Driven by LPG reforms, WTO integration, outsourcing wave, and refinery-led petroleum
exports.




Post-2010 slowdown reflects the limits of first-generation reforms.

Calls for second-generation reforms - logistics, trade facilitation, ease of doing
business, FTA strategy

Can be used in GS-3 answers on external sector challenges.

3. Agriculture & Petroleum Dependency

Growth in agriculture and fuel exports helped, but these are price-volatile and
unsustainable.

India still lacks stable, high-tech manufacturing competitiveness.

Useful as a critique in “Make in India” / Atmanirbhar Bharat evaluation answers.

4. Manufacturing Weakness

Despite tripling, India’s share in global manufacturing exports is still below 2%.
Even with bright spots (textiles, pharma, steel), India lags behind China, Vietnam.

Links to employment crisis > manufacturing could absorb labour, but exports show
underperformance.

Fits in GS-1 (Industry growth patterns) and GS-3 (Employment & manufacturing
policy).

5. Demographic & Strategic Implications

Export stagnation means less job creation, risky for India’s young workforce.
Services (esp. IT) benefit skilled workers, but low-skilled workers miss out.

This creates social inequalities > relevant for Sociology optional (stratification,
globalization impact).

6. Policy Learning

To sustain export growth, India needs:
o = Stronger global value chain integration.
o @ Boostto labour-intensive manufacturing.
o © Diversification beyond IT services.
o v Bettertrade agreements (FTAs, RCEP-like).

These are direct points for way-forward in GS-3 and Essay.

One-Line Summary for UPSC:
India’s export story shows early globalization-driven gains, but stagnation since 2010 highlights




structural weaknesses in manufacturing and over-reliance on services. Sustaining growth needs
deeper reforms, value chain integration, and diversification.

Trump’s tariff war as opportunity for the Global South

Source -TH
Authors
¢ Salman Khurshid - Former External Affairs Minister

e Pushparaj Deshpande - Director, Samruddha Bharat Foundation

1. Context & Background
e US President Donald Trump’s tariff policies are reshaping global economic architecture.
¢ Motivated by domestic politics, protectionism, and strategic recalibration.

o Effects are global, especially for the Global South.

2. Trump’s Motivations
1. Domestic Politics & Constituency Appeal
o Protectionism appeals to Trump’s base (white, working-class Americans).
o “America First” narrative = economic nationalism.
o Anti-globalization, anti-immigration rhetoric.
2. Tariffs as Strategic Weapon

o Average US tariff =5.1% 2 jump to 70% of US imports covered (Goldman Sachs
data).

o Sectors impacted: agriculture, dairy, textiles, auto, metals.

o Aim: strengthen US economy by extracting concessions from trade partners.
3. Tackling China

o Tariffs + restrictions to contain China’s rise.

o Bipartisan US consensus against China.

o Pushback on tech transfer, market access, and trade imbalances.

3. Wider Global Impacts
e Global South Disruptions
o Developing nations caught between US-China rivalry.

o Disruptions in trade and supply chains.




o Opens space for new alignments.
e Geo-political Repercussions

o Russia-Ukraine war linkages.

o Europe pushed closer to US.

o Developing nations face collateral impacts on energy, markets, food.

4. Implications for India
Challenges
e Indian exports (textiles, gems, auto parts, dairy) hit by tariffs.
¢ Indian diasporain US exposed to anti-immigrant rhetoric.
¢ Regional dilemma: balancing relations with both US and China.
Opportunities
¢ India can act as voice of the Global South.
e Space to push for:
o Democratic multilateralism.
o Rebalancing global institutions.
o Investmentin national development & self-reliance.
e Strategic options:
o Enhance manufacturing.
o Strengthen domestic economy.

o Build resilience in supply chains.

5. Policy Prescriptions for India

1. Leverage Global South Leadership
o Presentindia as a stabilizing power.
o Champion reforms in WTO, IMF, UN.

2. Economic Strategy
o Investin manufacturing, R&D, human capital.
o Reduce import dependence.
o Build South-South cooperation.

3. Diplomatic Balancing

o Manage relations with US, China, Russia.




o Avoid entanglement in US-China conflict.

o Focus on multipolar engagement.

6. Key Quotes/Insights

o “India must leverage this polycrisis to reshape the world’s geo-economic and political

architecture.”

¢ “India can also be a counterweight to both China and America.”

e “Global South needs India’s leadership in creating balanced multilateral institutions.”

HOW TO USE IN MAINS SYLLABUS

1. GS Paper Il: Governance, Constitution, Polity, Social Justice & International Relations

This is the most direct and significant application of the topic.

¢ Bilateral, Regional, and Global Groupings and Agreements involving India and/or
affecting India’s interests:

o Analysis: The article directly deals with the disruption of global groupings (like
WTO) and the creation of new alignments. You can use this to discuss:

Crisis in the WTO: Trump's unilateral tariffs undermine the core
principles of the WTO (non-discrimination, predictability). Thisis a
classic case study for questions on the relevance and reform of
multilateral institutions.

New Regional Alignments: The vacuum created by the US-China rivalry
forces countries in the Global South to form new partnerships (e.g.,
stronger India-ASEAN ties, deeper engagement with Africa). This aligns
with India's "Act East Policy" and "Forum for India—Pacific Islands
Cooperation (FIPIC)".

Quad and Indo-Pacific: The anti-China stance has a bipartisan
consensus in the US, which strengthens groupings like the Quad (India,
US, Japan, Australia) aimed at ensuring a free and open Indo-Pacific. This
can be used to discuss the strategic dimension of trade policies.

o Effect of Policies and Politics of Developed and Developing Countries on India’s

interests:

o Analysis: This is the core of the article. You can use it to answer questions on:

How the domestic politics of a developed country (US) impact global
trade and India specifically (e.g., impact on Indian exports like textiles,
gems, auto parts).

India's diplomatic challenge of balancing its relationship with the US (a
strategic partner) and China (a major economic partner and neighbor).

The effect of US anti-immigration rhetoric on the Indian diaspora, linking
itto India's soft power and the concept of "Diaspora Diplomacy."




¢ India and its Neighborhood- Relations:

o Analysis: While not directly about immediate neighbors, the US-China rivalry
has a profound impact on South Asia. You can discuss:

= How smaller neighbors (e.g., Bangladesh, Sri Lanka) might be forced to
choose sides, offering India an opportunity to provide leadership and
economic alternatives to China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

= |ndia's role as a "first responder" and "net security provider" in the Indian
Ocean Region gains importance in a fragmented world.

2. GS Paper Ill: Economy, Agriculture, Environment, S&T, Security & Disaster Management
The economic and strategic implications are a major part of this paper.

¢ Indian Economy and issues relating to Planning, Mobilization of Resources, Growth,
Development, and Employment:

o Analysis: The article's "Policy Prescriptions" are directly relevant here.

= Atmanirbhar Bharat (Self-reliant India): Use the tariff war as the
context justifying the need for this policy. The disruption in global supply
chains is a risk that necessitates building domestic manufacturing
capacity and resilience.

= Export-Led Growth vs. Domestic Demand: Discuss the impact of
protectionism in developed markets on India's export strategy. Argue for
a balanced approach that focuses on boosting domestic demand while
also capturing new markets in the Global South.

= Ease of Doing Business & Manufacturing: To attract supply chains
moving out of China, India must double down on improving
infrastructure, logistics, and the business environment (e.g., Production
Linked Incentive (PLI) schemes).

o Effects of Liberalization on the Economy:

o Analysis: Trump's policies represent a rollback of the post-Cold War liberal
world order. This can be used to critically examine the benefits and pitfalls of
hyper-globalization and argue for a more cautious, strategic approach to
integration.

GST 2.0 is a landmark in India’s tax journey

Author: Chandrajit Banerjee, Director General, Confederation of Indian Industry (ClI)

Event: 56th meeting of the GST Council on September 3, 2025

Central Thesis: The meeting represents a defining milestone, shifting towards a simpler, fairer,
and growth-oriented tax system aligned with the vision of a Viksit Bharat 2047.

1. Core Structural Reform: Simplified Tax Slabs

e Previous System: Multiple slabs (5%, 12%, 18%, 28%)




¢ New System ("Simple Tax"):
o Standard Rate: 18%
o Merit Rate: 5%
o De-merit Rate: 40% (for a select few goods)

¢ Benefits: Reduces compliance burden, enhances predictability for businesses, aligns
with global best practices.

2. Key Changes & Their Impacts
A. Relief for Households & Consumers
¢ Reduced to 5%: Soap, shampoo, toothpaste, bicycles, kitchenware.

¢ Notable Rate Cuts: Packaged foods, noodles, chocolates, beverages (to boost
consumption).

o Exempted (0% GST): Ultra-High Temperature (UHT) milk, paneer, chapati, paratha.
B. Boost for Insurance & Healthcare
¢ Insurance: All life and health insurance products are now exempt from GST.

o Impact: Makes insurance more affordable, especially for seniors and low-income
families; increases insurance penetration.

e Healthcare: Exemptions and reductions on:
o Essential drugs and devices.
o Treatments for cancer, rare diseases, and chronic conditions.
o Impact: Wider access to medicine, eases financial burdens on households.
C. Support for Agriculture
e Reduced to 5% GST: Tractors, farm machinery, vital implements.
¢ Reduced from 18% to 5%: Fertilizers, sulphuric acid, ammonia.

e Impact: Lowers cultivation costs, improves farm productivity, corrects inverted duty
structures.

D. Stimulus for Labour-Intensive Sectors
e Sectors Benefiting: Handicrafts, marble, granite, leather goods.

e Impact: Stimulates demand, secures employment, makes traditional industries more
competitive.

E. Reforms in Critical Sectors
e Textiles: Reduction on man-made fibre and yarn to 5%.

o Impact: Corrects a long-standing inverted duty structure, boosts
competitiveness, exports, job creation, and domestic value addition.

¢ Cement: Reduced from 28% to 18%.




o Impact: Drives multiplier effects across construction and infrastructure.

o Green Growth: Cuts for renewable energy devices and automotive components to
accelerate India's green transition.

3. Institutional & Process Reforms

e GSTAT Operationalization: The Goods and Services Tax Appellate Tribunal (GSTAT) to
become operational by year-end.

o Impact: Faster dispute resolution, more consistent rulings, enhanced trust in the
system.

e Other Process Reforms:
o Provisional refunds for inverted duty structures.
o Risk-based compliance burden.
o Harmonisation of valuation rules.

o Impact: Reduces uncertainty and compliance costs, reinforces India's position
as an easy place to do business.

4. Role of Industry (Cll) & Government Approach

e ClI's Advocacy: The article notes that Cll had consistently advocated for these exact
reforms, including the two-rate structure, correction of anomalies, and operationalization
of GSTAT.

¢ Government's Approach: Described as responsive and demonstrating a deep sense of
partnership with industry.

¢ Implementation: Reforms are carefully phased from September 22, 2025, to ensure
revenue stability while allowing immediate benefits.

5. Overall Significance & Conclusion

e More than technical adjustments: Characterized as a "people’s reform" that benefits
citizens, farmers, workers, businesses, and entrepreneurs.

e Outcome: GST 2.0 has created a stronger foundation for India’s growth journey by:
1. Simplifying the structure.
2. Lowering rates on essentials.
3. Correcting distortions.
4. Strengthening institutions.
HOW TO USE IN DIFFERENT IN UPSC MAINS

1. GS Paper lll: Indian Economy and issues relating to Planning, Mobilization of Resources,
Growth, Development and Employment




This is the most direct and significant application of the topic.
¢ Government Budgeting and Fiscal Policy:

o Resource Mobilization: The simplified two-rate structure aims to improve tax
compliance and widen the tax base, potentially increasing revenue as per the
Laffer Curve principle.

o Federalism and Finance: The GST Council is a brilliant example of cooperative
federalism, facilitating successful centre-state negotiations on fiscal matters.

o Subsidies and Tax Expenditure: Exempting essentials acts as an indirect
subsidy, though it is less efficient than Direct Benefit Transfers (DBT) which are
more targeted.

o Effects of Liberalization on the Economy:

o Common National Market: By creating a truly unified national market, GST 2.0
enhances efficiency and significantly boosts the Ease of Doing Business.

¢ Inclusive Growth and Issues Arising from it:

o Social Security: Exempting life and health insurance makes them affordable,
extending social security to low-income groups and promoting financial
inclusion.

o Agriculture and Employment: Lowering GST on farm inputs and labour-
intensive sectors reduces costs, boosts productivity, and safeguards
employment.

e Infrastructure:

o Catalyst for Growth: Reducing GST on cement from 28% to 18% lowers
construction costs, acting as a catalyst for infrastructure-led growth.

¢ Investment Models:

o Stimulating Private Investment: By reducing compliance costs and increasing
policy predictability, it stimulates private investment, particularly in
manufacturing.

2. GS Paper ll: Governance, Constitution, Polity, Social Justice and International Relations
While primarily economic, GST has profound governance and polity dimensions.
¢ Functions and Responsibilities of the Union and the States:

o Cooperative Federalism: The GST Council demonstrates the successful
functioning of a unique federal institution that resolves complex centre-state
issues through consensus.

o Challenge of Consensus: Its main challenge is achieving consensus among
states with divergent political agendas and economic priorities.

¢ Welfare Schemes for Vulnerable Sections:

o Fiscal Welfare: GST exemptions on essentials and healthcare are a form of
fiscal policy welfare, providing social justice to vulnerable sections.




3. GS Paper IV: Ethics, Integrity, and Aptitude
The decision-making process behind such a major reform offers rich ethical dimensions.
¢ Ethics in Governance:

o Responsiveness: The Council's acceptance of industry recommendations
shows a government responsive to stakeholder concerns.

o Transparency: A simpler two-rate structure creates a more transparent system,
reducing ambiguity and potential for corruption.

o Consensus: The Council's operation based on consensus reflects participative
governance and ethical decision-making.

India—China: The Making of a Border

1. Context

¢ India’s border with China is a product of two empires > the Manchu (China) and the
British (India).

e Located high in the Himalayas, largely unpopulated and imprecise.
o Post-independence: India aimed for precise demarcation, but no negotiations occurred.

¢ Indian position relied on British-era maps, not on-ground control.

2. Beginning of the Conflict
e Chinain Aksai Chin:
o Built a highway across Aksai Chin to connect Tibet & Xinjiang.
o India discovered this only after completion.
e ChinainTibet:
o Tightened control post-1950s.

o Rejected 1914 Simla Convention / McMahon Line.

3. Chinese Proposals (1950s-1960s)

e 1959: Zhou Enlai suggested swap > India concede Aksai Chin, China accept McMahon
Line.

e 1960: Repeated proposal to exchange:
o India accepts Chinese controlin Aksai Chin.
o China accepts India’s control in Arunachal Pradesh.

¢ Indiarefused > 1962 India-—China War.




4. Post-War Developments
e 1960s-70s:
o Sporadic skirmishes, but no settlement.
o 1975: Nathu La clashes.
e 1980s:

o Deng Xiaoping proposed “package deal”: swap west (Aksai Chin) for east
(Arunachal).

o 1981-87: Border talks; no breakthrough.

o 1987: Military crisis, Operation Falcon, tensions along McMahon Line.

5. Moves Towards Normalisation
e 1988: Rajiv Gandhi’s visit to China > beginning of normalization.
o Both sides agreed to shelve border dispute, focus on broader relations.

o “Letboth sides forget the unpleasant past” - Deng to Rajiv Gandhi.

6. Key Issues in Negotiations
e China’s Demand:
o Recognition of Aksai Chin under Chinese control.
o Tawang (Arunachal) had to be part of settlement (religious/cultural significance).
¢ India’s Concern:
o Chinese refusal to recognize McMahon Line.

o Continued military build-up.

7. Later Developments
e 1990s Onwards:
o Confidence-building measures signed.
o Still no boundary settlement.
o Agreements on “peace and tranquillity” but status quo disputes remain.
¢ Indiainsists > respect existing boundaries (LAC).

e Chinainsists - territorial concessions required.

8. The Gist




e Neither India nor China had permanent presence in Aksai Chin until China built a
highway (1950s).

e 1960: Zhou proposed swap - India rejects > 1962 war.
e 1988: Rajiv Gandhi’s visit begins normalization.

o Borderissue still unresolved, peace depends on respecting LAC.

Should Commercial Speech on Digital Platforms be Regulated?

(Apar Gupta — Advocate, Internet Freedom Foundation | Jay Vinayak Ojha — Policy Fellow)

Source - TH

1. Context

e Supreme Court (Aug 25) directed Union Govt. to frame guidelines on regulating social
media commercial/free speech.

o Triggered by petition from Spinal Muscular Atrophy patients’ group - against derogatory
remarks on disorder by comedians.

o Raises debate: free speech vs regulation in the digital age.

2.Is New Regulation Necessary?
Apar Gupta (AG):
e Existing laws (IT Act, IPC) already allow action; no need for new framework.
o Court’s fears » stem from misuse of provisions by states (e.g., Maharashtra cases).
o New regulations = overreach.
Jay Vinayak Ojha (JVO):
e Laws sufficient; individual offensive provisions already debated in courts.

o To create elaborate framework just for one incident is excessive.

3. Individual Dignity as Ground to Restrict Speech?
JVO:

e Constitution allows restrictions only on specific grounds: security of state, public
order, morality, decency.

e “Dignity” is too vague/subjective > risks censorship of art, comedy, satire.
e Protecting dignity = slippery slope > arbitrary suppression.
AG:

e Does not endorse offensive jokes.




o But new rules shouldn’t be based on vague standards like “dignity.”

4. Risk of Misuse & Silencing Speech
e Regulations could silence political humour, satire, dissent.
e Literature/comedy often disturb & provoke thought — must be protected.

e Example: Court upheld freedom of speech in Union of India v. Motion Picture
Association (2016), struck down vague restrictions.

5. Profit-driven Nature of Digital Platforms
JVO:
o Digital commercial speech = profit-seeking but still part of public discourse.

o Example: Newspaper cutting circulation to suppress dissent (Sakal Papers v. Union of
India, 1962) > profit cannot override free expression.

e Online speech cannot be dismissed as mere commercial activity.

e Commercial speech = part of free speech (journalists, comedians, artists).

e Cannot narrowly regulate it as just “advertising.”

6. Judicial Precedents & Consistency
e Supreme Court’s “polyvocality” » inconsistent rulings by different benches.
e Judicial fragmentation weakens clarity on free speech.

e Current case shows executive overreach (Govt. framing vague rules under
Broadcasting Services Regulation Bill).

7. What Safeguards Should Regulations Have?
o Strongreview + redress mechanisms.
¢ Meaningful consultation with stakeholders (users, civil society, industry).
e Transparency in govt. takedown orders (often opaque, Section 69A IT Act).

e Avoid blanket bans, vague censorship.

How to use in UPSC mains syllabus
GS Paper ll: Governance, Constitution, Polity

¢ Fundamental Rights (Article 19(1)(a)): The debate tests the scope of free speech in the
digital age, examining whether commercial speech on digital platforms is protected




under Article 19(1)(a). Legal consensus affirms that such speech, including comedy and
journalism, is a recognized part of free speech and public discourse, not merely an
economic activity, and thus deserves constitutional protection.

Reasonable Restrictions (Article 19(2)): The core issue is the validity of using
"individual dignity" as a ground for restriction. The prevailing view is that it cannot be a
valid ground, as 'dignity' is a vague and subjective standard not listed in Article 19(2),
and its use would create a slippery slope towards arbitrary censorship, undermining the
precise constitutional framework for limitations.

Judicial Review: The Supreme Court's directive to the executive to frame guidelines is a
significant example of judicial activism. However, experts argue that new regulation is
unnecessary to address offensive online content, as existing laws (IT Act, IPC) are
sufficient; creating a new framework for singular incidents is excessive and amounts to
overreach.

Executive Overreach: The government's move to frame vague rules can be seen as
overstepping its boundaries. The primary risk of executive-led regulation in this domain
is that it risks executive overreach, leading to vaguely defined rules that can be misused
to silence political dissent, satire, and humour, thereby chilling free expression.

Transparency & Accountability: The discussion around the IT Act & Section 69A
highlights critical issues of opacity in governance. A key safeguard against the misuse of
takedown powers is transparency in government takedown orders, which is essential to
prevent opaque and arbitrary censorship and uphold accountability.

Role of Civil Society: The petition, filed by a patients’ advocacy group, underscores the
vital role civil society groups play in this context. These groups are instrumental in using
judicial avenues to seek redressal and shape public policy, ensuring that marginalized
voices are heard in the democratic process.

GS Paper lll: Science and Technology

IT & Governance: This topic falls under the "Governance of Digital Platforms" sub-
theme. It highlights the challenge of regulating fast-evolving digital technologies with old
laws and the need for future-proof, rights-respecting frameworks.

Internal Security: The debate is part of the larger discussion on mitigating the harmful
side effects of social media (e.g., hate speech, misinformation) without compromising
democratic freedoms, which is a key internal security challenge.

GS Paper IV: Ethics, Integrity, and Aptitude

Ethics in Governance: Policymakers face the ethical dilemma of balancing the state's
duty to protect citizens from harm (e.g., hate speech) with its duty to uphold their
fundamental right to free expression.

Values in Conflict: The debate involves balancing key values like Transparency (in
takedown orders) vs. Secrecy (often cited for national security), and Accountability of
platforms vs. Censorship.

Challenges of Corruption: The "risk of misuse" points to the potential for regulations to
be used for political vendetta and silencing dissent, which is a form of state-level
corruption and abuse of power.

Case Study: A potential case study could be: "As a senior policy advisor, how would you
balance the Supreme Court's directive to protect dignity with the risk of stifling free




speech?" A good answer would incorporate stakeholder consultation and strong
redressal mechanisms.

Key Quotes/Insights for Answer Writing:

¢ OnJudicial Role: "While well-intentioned, the judiciary must avoid venturing into the
executive's domain, as it can lead to overreach based on vague standards like 'dignity""

e On Free Speech: "In a vibrant democracy, the right to offend within reasonable limits is
essential for satire, comedy, and dissent to provoke thought and strengthen public
discourse."

e On Regulation: "The goal of regulation should be to create a safe online ecosystem, not
to censor. This requires transparent processes and strong safeguards against arbitrary
state action."




