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Abstract: India stands at a transformative crossroads, buoyed by a vibrant and expansive
youth demographic that constitutes nearly 27% of its population aged 15-29. This momentum
presents both a unique opportunity and a profound responsibility: harnessing the potential of
youth to fortify and rejuvenate democratic governance. Democracy, rooted in citizen equality,
participation, and accountability, thrives only when its people—especially the young—are
actively engaged.

Youth are not mere participants—they are catalysts. From modern digital activism to
leadership in movements for social reform, the younger generation injects energy, innovation,
and fresh perspectives into democratic processes. Yet, a paradox persists: despite the promise of
youth-led change, representation remains limited. Merely 12% of current MPs are under age 40,
and those who do ascend are often from entrenched political families This gap is not just
representational—it signals a broader systemic barrier that dampens youthful political ambition
and dilutes the democratic ideal of inclusivity.

Nevertheless, India has initiated promising steps to bridge this gap. Platforms such as
Mock Parliaments, youth schemes, and the draft National Youth Policy 2024 aim to nurture
political literacy, leadership, and civic engagement These initiatives reflect a growing recognition
that youth must not only be heard—we must empower them to lead. When civic education is
paired with opportunities to exercise agency, democracy moves from theory to lived reality,
resonating with the aspirations of its citizens.

In essence, India’s democratic journey hinges on a simple truth: youth are not tomorrow’s
citizens—they are today’s. For democracy to endure and flourish, young voices must be given
space and weight—not as symbolic gestures, but as authentic stakeholders. Embracing this
paradigm reverses the cycle of disenfranchisement and elevates democracy as a living, evolving
force. The way forward demands inclusive policies, structural reforms, and sustained support for
youth leadership that together can shape a more dynamic, equitable democratic India.
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1. Introduction

In every era, the youth of a nation have been its boldest dreamers and most restless change-
makers. In India, this truth holds special weight, for the country is home to one of the world’s
largest youth populations—nearly 27% of its citizens are between 15 and 29 years old . This
demographic strength is not just a number; it is a vast reservoir of creativity, energy, and
resilience, capable of shaping the nation’s political, social, and economic destiny.

Democracy, in its essence, is about people having a voice in the decisions that govern their lives.
It thrives on participation, accountability, and the free exchange of ideas. In the Indian context,
democracy is not only a constitutional principle but also a lived experience, renewed every time
citizens vote, debate, or organise for change. The engagement of youth in this process is not
optional—it is vital for the survival and vibrancy of the democratic system.

The relationship between youth and democracy is a two-way current. While democracy provides
the space, rights, and freedoms for young people to express themselves, it also relies on them to
infuse governance with fresh perspectives and moral courage. Young citizens often challenge
outdated norms, question inequities, and bring innovative solutions to complex problems. From
grassroots activism to digital campaigns, their involvement can amplify voices that are often
ignored in traditional political spaces .

However, harnessing this potential requires more than just lowering the voting age or inviting
youth into discussions. It demands structural reforms, robust civic education, and opportunities for
leadership at both local and national levels. If nurtured well, India’s youth can do more than
participate—they can redefine what democracy looks like in the 21st century, making it more
inclusive, transparent, and responsive to the aspirations of its people.

2. What is Youth
Definition

The term youth refers to a transitional stage of human development between childhood and
adulthood, characterised by rapid physical growth, cognitive advancement, and social integration.
Globally, the United Nations (UN) defines youth as individuals aged 15 to 24 years (United
Nations, 2020). This definition serves as an international standard for statistical purposes,
development planning, and comparative studies. However, it is important to note that the concept
of youth is also shaped by cultural, economic, and political contexts, which can expand or contract
the perceived age range.

In the Indian context, the National Youth Policy (NYP) 2014 adopts a broader perspective,
defining youth as individuals between 15 and 29 years. This reflects the socio-economic realities
of the country, where prolonged education, late entry into the workforce, and evolving socio-
cultural norms often extend the period before full adulthood responsibilities are assumed. The
NYP emphasises holistic youth development across five priority areas: education, employment,
entrepreneurship, health, and civic engagement (Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports, 2014). By
extending the age bracket, India recognises that the challenges and opportunities faced by its
youth cannot be constrained to the narrower global definition.

The difference in definitions underscores the flexible and context-specific nature of youth as a
category. In developed nations, where educational and career transitions occur earlier, youth may
be perceived as a shorter phase. In contrast, in developing nations like India, youthhood is
extended due to structural and socio-economic factors.
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Characteristics of Youth

Youth are often described as the driving force of change in any society. Their energy is one of
their most distinguishing traits—manifesting as both physical vitality and psychological
enthusiasm. This energy equips them to take on challenges, work long hours, and adapt to
dynamic environments. It also fuels activism, innovation, and community participation, making
youth a natural vanguard for progressive movements.

Creativity is another hallmark of youth. Free from the rigidities that sometimes constrain older
generations, young individuals are often more willing to experiment with new ideas, adopt
unconventional solutions, and embrace disruptive technologies. Their fresh perspectives are
particularly valuable in fields such as entrepreneurship, the arts, scientific research, and policy
innovation.

Adaptability stems from their formative stage in life. Youth are more likely to embrace change,
whether it involves technological innovation, cultural shifts, or economic restructuring. In a
rapidly globalising world, this adaptability allows them to navigate the uncertainties of the future
and contribute to building resilient communities.

Lastly, leadership potential is a defining characteristic of youth. Leadership here does not solely
mean holding formal positions of power; it also encompasses the ability to influence peers, inspire
collective action, and mobilise resources for a cause. Historical and contemporary movements—
from India’s independence struggle to climate activism—demonstrate that youth leadership can
reshape societies.

Importance of Youth in the Social and Political Framework

Youth occupy a central position in the social and political fabric of any nation. Socially, they are
key agents in cultural transmission and transformation. They both preserve traditions and infuse
them with new meanings, ensuring that heritage remains relevant to contemporary life. They are
also at the forefront of promoting inclusivity, gender equality, and environmental consciousness,
reshaping societal norms for the better.

Politically, youth form a significant portion of the electorate and represent the emerging voice of
democracy. In India, where more than 66% of the population is under the age of 35 (Census of
India, 2021), their participation in political processes can determine the trajectory of governance
and policy-making. Young voters are increasingly seen as critical stakeholders in shaping agendas
on issues such as education reform, job creation, climate policy, and digital rights.

Youth engagement also strengthens democratic governance by ensuring representation of diverse
voices. Whether through voting, participating in student unions, or engaging in grassroots
activism, young people contribute to making governance more inclusive, accountable, and
forward-looking. Furthermore, in the era of digital activism, youth are leveraging social media
platforms to amplify causes, organise movements, and influence policy debates at unprecedented
scales.

In addition to domestic impact, youth are increasingly important in the global arena. Indian youth
are participating in international dialogues, cultural exchanges, and entrepreneurial ecosystems,
enhancing India’s soft power and contributing to its image as a dynamic, youthful nation.

Defining youth involves more than just setting an age range—it requires acknowledging the
unique qualities, aspirations, and challenges that characterise this stage of life. Whether viewed
through the lens of the UN’s universal framework or India’s context-sensitive NYP 2014, youth
embody a blend of energy, creativity, adaptability, and leadership that makes them indispensable
to both social cohesion and democratic governance. Recognising and harnessing this potential is
essential for building societies that are not only prosperous but also equitable and resilient.
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3. What is Democracy
1. Introduction and General Definition

Democracy, in its simplest sense, refers to a form of governance in which the power to make
decisions rests with the people. The term originates from the Greek words demos (people) and
kratos (power or rule), meaning “rule by the people.” This form of governance emphasizes the
active participation of citizens in political processes, either directly or through elected
representatives. Unlike autocratic systems, where decisions are imposed from above, democracy
thrives on consensus-building, debate, and accountability.

Globally, democracy has evolved over centuries, shaped by social struggles, revolutions, and
reform movements. The Magna Carta (1215) in England, the American Revolution (1775-1783),
and the French Revolution (1789) marked key historical milestones in its development. Today,
democracy is widely regarded not only as a political system but also as a social ideal that
promotes equality, justice, and individual dignity.

2. Indian Constitutional Perspective

In the Indian context, democracy is not merely an imported political idea; it is deeply rooted in the
country’s cultural and historical traditions of collective decision-making, community councils,
and participatory governance. The framers of the Indian Constitution envisioned a democracy that
would be inclusive, representative, and resilient.

The Preamble of the Indian Constitution explicitly declares India as a “Sovereign, Socialist,
Secular, Democratic Republic,” where the term democratic signifies both political democracy
(periodic elections, universal adult franchise) and social democracy (equality, fraternity, and
justice for all). The adoption of the principle of universal adult suffrage—allowing every citizen
aged 18 and above to vote, regardless of caste, creed, gender, or economic status—was a
revolutionary step in 1950, especially for a newly independent nation with vast social inequalities.

Avrticle 326 of the Constitution guarantees this right, while other provisions ensure free and fair
elections (Articles 324-329) and protect fundamental rights (Part IlI), thereby forming the
backbone of democratic governance in India.

Core Principles of Democracy
a) Political Equality

Political equality is the cornerstone of democratic governance. It ensures that each citizen’s vote
carries equal weight, and no one enjoys privileged political rights based on wealth, birth, or social
status. In India, the concept of “one person, one vote” is not only a constitutional provision but
also a moral commitment to treating all citizens as equals in the political sphere.

However, political equality extends beyond voting rights—it includes equal access to political
participation, the ability to contest elections, and the protection of rights regardless of socio-
economic background. In this sense, affirmative action policies like reservations for Scheduled
Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward Classes help bridge historical inequalities, thereby
strengthening democracy.

b) Rule of Law

The rule of law implies that all individuals, institutions, and government bodies are subject to and
accountable under the law. It rejects arbitrary governance and ensures that decisions are made
based on established legal frameworks. In the Indian democracy, this principle is safeguarded
through an independent judiciary and constitutional supremacy.

The landmark case Kesavananda Bharati v. State of Kerala (1973) reinforced the idea that the
basic structure of the Constitution—including the rule of law and democracy—cannot be altered
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by any authority, not even Parliament. This ensures that democratic governance remains grounded
in fairness and legality, preventing the misuse of power.

c) Freedom of Speech and Expression

Freedom of speech is essential for the functioning of a democracy because it enables open debate,
dissent, and the exchange of ideas. Article 19(1)(a) of the Indian Constitution guarantees this
right, allowing citizens to criticize the government, advocate reforms, and demand accountability.

While this freedom is not absolute—reasonable restrictions exist in matters of public order,
security, and morality—it forms the lifeblood of political engagement. A democracy without free
speech risks degenerating into authoritarianism, as citizens lose the ability to hold leaders
accountable.

d) Participation in Governance

Participation is not limited to voting; it includes civic engagement, public consultations, protests,
and membership in civil society organizations. In India, mechanisms like Gram Sabhas in rural
areas, citizen charters, and public interest litigations (PILs) enable people to influence governance
beyond elections.

The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments, which institutionalized Panchayati Raj and urban
local bodies, were crucial steps in deepening democratic participation by bringing governance
closer to the grassroots. They empowered marginalized communities, particularly women, by
reserving seats and leadership positions in local councils.

e) Accountability and Transparency

Democracies function effectively only when public institutions remain transparent in their
functioning and accountable to the people. Mechanisms such as judicial review, parliamentary
debates, and public audit reports ensure that power is exercised responsibly.

Relevance of Democracy in Ensuring People’s Participation and Rights

Democracy is not just a governance model—it is a living ecosystem that evolves with society. Its
significance in ensuring participation and rights can be understood through several dimensions:

1. Empowerment of Citizens

Democracy transforms individuals from passive subjects into active participants. In India,
Panchayati Raj institutions and urban municipal bodies empower local communities to make
decisions on matters directly affecting them. This decentralisation ensures that governance is
responsive to the needs of the people.

2. Protection of Fundamental Rights

The Indian Constitution guarantees a wide range of rights—ecivil, political, social, and
economic—that safeguard individual freedoms. For instance, the Right to Equality prevents
discrimination, while the Right to Constitutional Remedies (Article 32) allows citizens to directly
approach the Supreme Court if their rights are violated. This framework ensures that even the
most marginalised individuals have legal recourse.

3. Inclusivity and Representation

In a country as diverse as India, democracy ensures that different social, cultural, linguistic, and
religious communities have a voice in governance. Reserved constituencies for Scheduled Castes
(SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), and women in local bodies exemplify measures aimed at inclusive
participation.

4. Peaceful Conflict Resolution
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In pluralistic societies, disagreements are inevitable. Democracy provides institutional
mechanisms—debates, negotiations, judicial arbitration—to resolve conflicts without resorting to
violence. This is particularly vital in India, where linguistic, regional, and cultural diversity can be
both a source of strength and tension.

5. Checks on Abuse of Power

Democracy’s separation of powers between the legislature, executive, and judiciary, along with a
free press, ensures that no single institution can monopolise authority. The periodic elections serve
as a public report card, enabling citizens to replace underperforming or corrupt leaders.

Democracy is not a static ideal but a continuous process of negotiation between power and
accountability, rights and responsibilities, majority will and minority protection. In India, it has
been both a unifying force and a platform for diverse aspirations. While challenges like electoral
malpractice, political polarisation, and social inequality persist, the resilience of democratic
institutions and citizen engagement offers hope. Ultimately, the health of a democracy depends
not only on its constitutional design but also on the civic consciousness of its people. As Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar wisely cautioned, “Constitutional morality is not a natural sentiment; it has to be
cultivated.”

4. Role of Youth in Democracy with Special Reference to India
Political Participation: Voting, Contesting Elections, Policy Involvement

Political participation forms the cornerstone of a vibrant democracy, and in India, the youth
constitute nearly two-thirds of the population, making their role indispensable. The most direct
form of political engagement is voting, which allows young citizens to influence decision-making
and policy direction. Since the lowering of the voting age from 21 to 18 years in 1988, millions of
first-time voters have joined the democratic process, significantly shaping electoral outcomes. For
instance, the 2019 general elections saw over 15 million first-time voters, whose preferences
influenced debates on employment, education, and digital policy.

Beyond voting, contesting elections enables young leaders to represent the aspirations of their
generation. Youth candidates bring fresh perspectives to governance, challenging entrenched
political narratives. Several Members of Parliament and legislative assemblies in India today are
under 35, reflecting a gradual shift towards inclusivity.

Policy involvement extends beyond holding office—it includes participation in public
consultations, grassroots campaigns, and think tanks. With platforms like MyGov and university-
level policy forums, young citizens contribute ideas on issues such as climate change, education
reform, and social justice.

However, political participation among youth is often uneven, with urban, educated young adults
more engaged than their rural or marginalized counterparts. Bridging this gap requires sustained
civic education and mentorship. By actively participating in politics—not just as voters, but as
leaders and policy influencers—Indian youth can ensure that democracy remains adaptive,
representative, and forward-looking.

Historical Role: Participation in India’s Independence Movement and Social Reforms

The role of youth in India’s democratic journey cannot be understood without acknowledging
their historical contributions, particularly during the struggle for independence. In the early 20th
century, India’s youth emerged as a vibrant force in the nationalist movement, embodying
courage, idealism, and a readiness to sacrifice. Young leaders such as Bhagat Singh,
Chandrashekhar Azad, and Khudiram Bose became symbols of fearless resistance against colonial
oppression. Their vision went beyond mere political freedom; they aspired to build a just,
equitable, and self-reliant nation.
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During the Non-Cooperation Movement (1920-22) and the Civil Disobedience Movement (1930-
34), thousands of students left schools and colleges to join protests, boycotts, and marches. This
wave of student activism was instrumental in mobilising public opinion and strengthening the
mass base of the freedom struggle. The Quit India Movement of 1942 saw an unprecedented
involvement of young people, who acted as messengers, organisers, and even underground
revolutionaries when many senior leaders were imprisoned.

The youth’s role extended beyond political agitation into the realm of social reforms. Young
reformers participated in campaigns against untouchability, for women’s education, and for rural
upliftment. Influenced by leaders like Mahatma Gandhi, Rabindranath Tagore, and Swami
Vivekananda, they embraced service to the nation as a lifelong duty. This tradition of activism
laid the moral and cultural foundation for India’s democracy.

The spirit of sacrifice and active citizenship demonstrated by the youth during the independence
movement remains a guiding light for contemporary India. It serves as a reminder that democratic
vitality is sustained not only through formal institutions but also through the energy, vision, and
moral courage of its young citizens. Today’s youth inherit this legacy, with the responsibility to
adapt it to modern challenges while preserving its core values.

Modern Contributions: Digital Activism, Environmental Movements, Education Reforms

In the 21st century, the role of youth in democracy has expanded beyond traditional electoral
participation to include innovative and technology-driven avenues of engagement. Digital
activism has emerged as one of the most influential forms of political participation, where young
people use social media platforms, online petitions, and virtual campaigns to advocate for causes,
spread awareness, and hold leaders accountable. In India, movements like the anti-corruption
campaign of 2011 and climate change protests led by youth groups have demonstrated how digital
tools can mobilize large populations in a short time.

Environmental activism has also seen significant youth involvement, as climate change poses a
direct threat to future generations. Indian youth-led initiatives such as "Fridays for Future India"
have organized awareness drives, tree plantation campaigns, and policy advocacy for sustainable
development. Their efforts have brought environmental issues into mainstream political debate
and influenced state-level policy decisions.

In the field of education reforms, young people have been active participants in advocating for
affordable, inclusive, and skill-oriented education. Many youth-led NGOs, student unions, and
online learning communities have pushed for reforms in curriculum design, teacher training, and
digital learning accessibility, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic.

These modern contributions show that the youth are no longer passive observers but active
shapers of democratic discourse. Their ability to combine passion with technology, grassroots
mobilization, and policy advocacy reflects their growing influence in shaping India’s democratic
and developmental trajectory. By leveraging innovation and inclusivity, youth activism continues
to push for a more equitable, sustainable, and forward-looking democracy.

Government Initiatives: National Youth Parliament Scheme, Lowering of Voting Age

The Government of India has recognised the immense potential of youth in shaping a vibrant
democracy and has introduced various initiatives to promote their political engagement. One of
the most significant initiatives is the National Youth Parliament Scheme (NYPS), launched in
2018, which aims to familiarise young citizens with parliamentary procedures, debates, and
democratic values. Through simulated parliamentary sessions conducted in schools, colleges, and
online platforms, the scheme nurtures critical thinking, public speaking, and leadership skills
among the youth, preparing them to participate meaningfully in governance.
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Another milestone in youth empowerment was the lowering of the voting age from 21 to 18
years through the 61st Constitutional Amendment Act in 1988. This reform broadened the base of
the electorate, enabling millions of young Indians to exercise their democratic right and influence
the direction of public policy. By acknowledging that youth are capable of informed decision-
making, this change brought fresh perspectives into the democratic process.

In addition, initiatives such as the Nehru Yuva Kendra Sangathan (NYKS) and the National
Service Scheme (NSS) provide platforms for youth to engage in community service, leadership
programmes, and social awareness campaigns, indirectly strengthening democratic values at the
grassroots level. The Election Commission of India has also launched youth-targeted voter
awareness drives, such as the SVEEP programme, to ensure higher electoral participation.

By combining educational initiatives, electoral reforms, and engagement platforms, these policies
aim to transform passive citizens into active contributors to democracy. However, the success of
these efforts depends on sustained implementation and the ability of youth to translate this
empowerment into constructive political action.

Challenges: Political Apathy, Unemployment, Lack of Civic Education

While India’s youth represent a vibrant demographic force, their participation in democracy is
often hindered by several challenges. One of the most pressing issues is political apathy—a sense
of disinterest or disillusionment with political processes. Many young people perceive politics as
corrupt, inaccessible, or irrelevant to their daily struggles. This disconnect reduces voter turnout
among youth and limits their involvement in decision-making forums.

Unemployment is another significant barrier. With India facing one of the highest youth
unemployment rates in recent years, young people often prioritize economic survival over
political participation. The lack of stable employment not only affects their financial
independence but also undermines their confidence in governance systems, leading to frustration
and disengagement.

Furthermore, insufficient civic education leaves many young citizens unaware of their
democratic rights and responsibilities. Without understanding the structure of government, the
importance of voting, or the avenues for policy influence, youth are less likely to engage
meaningfully in political processes. In rural areas, where educational resources are more limited,
this problem is even more pronounced.

The digital age has amplified both opportunities and challenges. While social media can mobilize
youth, it also risks spreading misinformation and fostering superficial engagement rather than
informed participation. Moreover, structural barriers such as the high cost of contesting elections,
lack of political mentorship, and entrenched political dynasties discourage young aspirants from
entering politics.

Addressing these challenges requires coordinated efforts in education, employment generation,
and the creation of inclusive political spaces where youth voices are valued. Without tackling
these root causes, India risks underutilizing the immense potential of its young population in
strengthening democracy.

Solutions: Education, Leadership Training, Skill Development, Policy Inclusion

Empowering youth to play an active role in democracy requires multi-faceted solutions that
address both individual capacities and systemic barriers. Education is the cornerstone—civic
education in schools and universities should go beyond textbooks to include debates, mock
parliaments, and community service, ensuring that young people understand their rights,
responsibilities, and the functioning of democratic institutions. This builds informed citizens who
can make reasoned political choices.
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Leadership training is equally important. Programs such as youth leadership academies,
fellowship opportunities, and mentorship initiatives can nurture critical thinking, communication
skills, and ethical decision-making among young leaders. Exposure to grassroots governance and
public administration can further equip them with practical governance skills.

Skill development is another pillar. With India’s large youth population, vocational and
entrepreneurial training programs can reduce unemployment and economic dependency—factors
that often lead to political disengagement. Schemes like the Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas
Yojana (PMKVY) could be more closely integrated with civic participation modules, linking
economic empowerment with democratic engagement.

Policy inclusion ensures that young voices are not only heard but have a tangible impact. Creating
youth advisory councils, reserving seats in local bodies for young representatives, and mandating
youth consultations in policy-making can institutionalise their role in governance. Digital
platforms can be used to crowdsource youth opinions on bills, policies, and reforms.

When these strategies converge, youth are not merely participants in a democratic process—they
become co-creators of it. By equipping them with knowledge, leadership skills, economic
independence, and a direct channel to influence policy, India can harness its demographic
dividend for democratic strengthening.

Conclusion

The role of youth in democracy, particularly in the Indian context, is both foundational and
transformative. With their energy, innovation, and progressive outlook, young citizens have the
potential to influence political, social, and economic change on a scale unmatched by any other
demographic group. From their historic participation in India’s independence movement to their
present-day involvement in digital activism, environmental campaigns, and education reforms, the
youth have consistently demonstrated that they are not passive beneficiaries of democracy, but
active shapers of it.

However, challenges such as political apathy, unemployment, inadequate civic education, and
limited opportunities for political participation hinder their potential. Overcoming these barriers
requires a multi-pronged approach: investing in education that fosters critical thinking and civic
awareness, creating skill development programs, encouraging leadership at grassroots levels, and
ensuring policy frameworks that include the youth voice in decision-making.

Government initiatives like the National Youth Parliament Scheme and the lowering of the voting
age to 18 years have opened new avenues for participation, but sustained effort is needed to
ensure these opportunities translate into meaningful change. Ultimately, a democracy thrives
when its youth are engaged, empowered, and entrusted with responsibility. By bridging the gap
between idealism and implementation, India can harness the full strength of its youth, ensuring
that democratic values remain vibrant and resilient for generations to come.
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