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August 15 After Jantar Mantar: The Many
Spaces of Freedom and Unfreedom

= The Indian Express 18 August 2026 @

INTERVIEW ANGLE

"The editorial argues democracy requires protected spaces for dissent beyond elections. What
specific legal or administrative safeqguards would meaningfully protect designated protest sites
like Jantar Mantar without compromising legitimate public-order concerns?"

(® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

Elections happen once every few years. Whether citizens can meaningfully dissent in between them is where

democracy is actually tested, day to day, at places like Jantar Mantar.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

This editorial gives a concrete, place-based lens (Jantar Mantar) on the abstract GS2 theme of democratic
health beyond elections, useful for Mains answers that need to move past textbook definitions toward a

specific, testable indicator.

GS Paper 2: Fundamental rights, freedom of assembly and expression, institutional accountability,

indicators of democratic health.
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CONCEPT MEANING WHY IT IS TESTABLE

Designated protest Officially sanctioned locations (like Jantar The specific, concrete site the

sites Mantar) where public assembly and protest are editorial uses as a case study
permitted

Elections vs everyday The distinction between periodic electoral The editorial’s central

democratic space exercise and the ongoing, day-to-day protection of  conceptual distinction
dissent

Reasonable Constitutionally permissible time, place and The counter-argument’s legal

restrictions on manner limits on the right to assemble basis

assembly

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Jantar Mantar, in central Delhi, has functioned for decades as one of the city’s few officially designated sites
for public protest and assembly, hosting a wide range of demonstrations, from farmer mobilisations to student
and civil-society protests. The editorial’s immediate backdrop is the wave of student mobilisations that
followed the 2026 NEET-UG paper-leak scandal, which drew groups including the Cockroach Janta
Party and student organisations such as AISF, AISA and SFI into sustained protest activity, including
hunger strikes, centred at Jantar Mantar through June-July 2026, some of which drew police restriction and
detentions. The editorial, published as India reflected on 80 years of independence, situates these student-led

mobilisations within a broader argument about what genuinely sustains democratic culture between elections.

THE ANALYSIS

1. Jantar Mantar’s symbolic weight comes from its designated status. As one of Delhi’s few
officially sanctioned protest sites, restrictions there carry outsized significance as a signal of the state’s broader

posture toward organised dissent, distinct from restrictions on ad hoc or undesignated protest locations.

2, Student mobilisations occupy a distinctive civic position. Students exercise citizenship rights to
political expression while also being subject to institutional (university) disciplinary frameworks, making their
protest activity a specific test case for how overlapping legal and institutional authorities interact to either

protect or constrain dissent.

3. The elections-versus-everyday-space distinction is the editorial’s central conceptual move. It
explicitly separates the formal, periodic exercise of electoral democracy from the ongoing, day-to-day question
of whether citizens retain meaningful avenues for dissent between elections, arguing the latter is an equally

important but less commonly measured indicator of democratic health.

4. The public-order counter-argument has genuine constitutional grounding. Reasonable time,
place and manner restrictions on assembly are recognised as constitutionally permissible, meaning not every

regulation of protest activity constitutes a retreat from democratic norms; the editorial’s critique rests on the
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pattern and framing of restrictions, not on the mere existence of any regulation.

5. High-visibility national moments function as revealing test cases. How the state manages dissent
during symbolically significant periods, immediately following Independence Day, often exposes more about

underlying tolerance for organised opposition than its handling of routine, lower-profile protest activity.

DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

PRELIMS-GRADE FACTS:

Jantar Mantar: one of Delhi’s few officially designated public protest sites

Immediate context: student mobilisations following the 2026 NEET-UG paper-leak scandal,
involving groups including the Cockroach Janta Party and student organisations (AISF, AISA, SFI)

Editorial’s core distinction: periodic elections vs everyday protected spaces for dissent

Constitutional basis for restrictions: reasonable restrictions on the freedom of assembly (Article 19)

WATCH THE TRAP: THE EDITORIAL DOES NOT ARGUE THAT ALL REGULATION OF PROTEST IS
ILLEGITIMATE; IT ARGUES THE PATTERN AND FRAMING OF RESTRICTIONS, PARTICULARLY
AROUND SYMBOLICALLY SIGNIFICANT PERIODS, IS THE RELEVANT DEMOCRATIC-HEALTH
INDICATOR, NOT REGULATION’'S MERE EXISTENCE.

THE DEBATE

Argument FOR the state’s regulatory approach. Managing protest activity at designated sites during
high-visibility national occasions reflects legitimate public-order and security considerations, consistent with

constitutionally permissible reasonable restrictions on assembly.

Argument AGAINST (Indian Express’s position). Narrowing space for dissent at symbolically
significant sites and moments, even incrementally and under routine justifications, erodes the everyday

democratic culture that elections alone cannot sustain.

Balanced verdict. Both public-order considerations and dissent-protection concerns are legitimate; the
analytically useful question, which the editorial pushes toward, is whether restrictions are narrowly tailored to
genuine security needs or function as a broader, gradual narrowing of protest space, a distinction that requires

examining specific patterns rather than any single incident in isolation.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

The transferable pattern: when assessing a democracy’s health, examine not just whether
elections occur, but whether citizens retain genuine, protected avenues for dissent and

institutional accountability between them, since the latter can quietly erode even where the

August 15 After Jantar Mantar: The Many Spaces of Freedom and Unfreedom 4/9


https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

former remains formally intact. This applies to press freedom, judicial independence and civil-society

space as much as to protest rights specifically.

DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Periodic elections Everyday spaces for dissent

formal, infrequent exercise Jantar Mantar, campuses, protest sites

requires both components together

[ Genuine democratic culture ]

Periodic elections and everyday protected spaces for dissent are treated as jointly necessary, not

substitutable, components of genuine democratic culture.

TAKEAWAY BOX

Elections happen once every few years. Whether citizens can meaningfully dissent in between them is where

democracy is actually tested, day to day, at places like Jantar Mantar.

Jantar Mantar, designated Delhi protest site; editorial distinguishes elections from everyday protected

dissent space.

how should authorities balance genuine public-order needs against preserving meaningful, accessible

spaces for organised dissent, especially around symbolically significant national occasions?

UPSC has tested freedom of assembly and reasonable restrictions under Article 19 (GS2); this editorial’s

elections-versus-everyday-space framing strengthens any such answer.

“A democracy’s health is measured not only by its elections but by the everyday spaces it protects for

dissent.” Discuss.

Sources: The Indian Express

Source: August 15 After Jantar Mantar: The Many Spaces of Freedom and Unfreedom — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC
& State PCS Editorial Analysis
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® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

Indian Express examines student mobilisations and restrictions on
protest activity at Jantar Mantar in the period following
Independence Day, arguing that meaningful democracy requires
more than the formal exercise of elections, it depends on
protected spaces for dissent, institutional accountability, and
academic freedom, and frames restrictions on designated protest
sites as a test of how genuinely India’s democratic culture
tolerates organised opposition.

v SUPPORTING

* Jantar Mantar has functioned historically as one of Delhi’s few officially sanctioned protest
sites, giving it symbolic and practical significance as a barometer of how much space the
state affords to organised dissent.

* Student mobilisations specifically test the boundary between campus-based academic
freedom and public political expression, since students occupy a distinct position as both
citizens exercising rights and members of institutions with their own internal disciplinary

frameworks.

A COUNTER

Authorities restricting or regulating protest activity at designated sites can argue this reflects
legitimate public-order and security considerations, particularly around high-visibility national
occasions, rather than a broader retreat from tolerating dissent, and that reasonable time,
place and manner restrictions on assembly are constitutionally permissible rather than
inherently anti-democratic.

— WAY FORWARD

Indian Express'’s position is that genuine democratic health should be measured not just by
the holding of elections but by the ongoing, everyday protection of spaces and institutions
that allow dissent, protest sites, academic freedom, institutional accountability mechanisms, to

function without being narrowed under the guise of routine security management.
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-g,é\ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
Examine the argument that meaningful democracy requires protected spaces for dissent and institutional

accountability, not merely periodic elections, with reference to protest-site restrictions at Jantar Mantar.
(250 words)

INTRODUCTION

Indian Express uses student protest mobilisations and restrictions at Jantar Mantar following Independence
Day to argue that democracy’s health cannot be measured by elections alone, but requires sustained

protection of spaces for dissent, institutional accountability, and academic freedom.

BODY

Jantar Mantar has long served as one of Delhi's few officially designated sites for public protest, making
restrictions or heightened regulation there a meaningful signal of how much operational space the state
affords to organised dissent, distinct from the formal, periodic exercise of electoral democracy. The
editorial situates student mobilisations specifically within this frame, since students occupy a distinctive
civic position, simultaneously exercising citizenship rights to political expression and operating within
institutional structures (universities, disciplinary codes) that can independently constrain their activity.

The piece’s broader argument is that elections alone are an incomplete measure of democratic health;
equally important is whether, between elections, citizens retain meaningful, protected avenues to organise,
protest, and hold institutions accountable without those avenues being narrowed through incremental,
ostensibly routine restrictions justified on security or public-order grounds. The editorial treats the specific
handling of protest activity around a symbolically significant period, immediately following Independence
Day, as a useful test case for this broader democratic-health question, since how the state manages dissent
during high-visibility national moments often reveals more about underlying tolerance for opposition than

its handling of routine, lower-profile protests.

CONCLUSION

A complete Mains answer should treat elections and protected spaces for dissent as complementary, not
substitutable, indicators of democratic health, since a system can hold regular elections while still

narrowing the everyday civic space available for organised opposition between them.
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