
From comparable beginnings, India and China’s economic trajectories sharply diverged over the decades.

Unconscious democracy: Why order eludes 
India while China surges

Two nations entered 
the 1990s as poor 
economies. In fact, 

India was ahead of China 
in per capita GDP until the 
mid-1980s. By 1990, they 
were roughly equal. Today, 
the gap is stark. China’s 
economy stands at around 
$18-19 trillion; India re-
mains at $4 trillion. The 
Chinese citizen is five times 
wealthier. To worsen the 
contrast, income inequal-
ity is lower in China than in 
India.

On almost all measures 
of material progress, China 
is well ahead. The average 
Chinese worker is two-and-
a-half times more produc-
tive than the average Indian 
worker. China spends 2.6 
percent of GDP on research 
and development; India 
spends around 0.6 percent. 
Chinese applicants file 16 
lakh patent applications a 
year; India has only recent-
ly crossed one lakh. On law 
and order, India’s murder 
rate is four times China’s.

The education gap may be 
the most telling. India’s lit-
eracy rate hovers around 77 
percent; China has achieved 
near-complete literacy. But 
even our 77 percent flatters 
us. Literacy in India often 
means the ability to sign 
one’s name, not the ability to 
read a paragraph and grasp 
its meaning, not the ability 
to evaluate a claim against 
evidence. We count heads, 

not comprehension.
In 2009, the Programme 

for International Student 
Assessment tested both 
nations. China topped the 
tables. India’s two-state 
sample ranked second-last, 
barely above Kyrgyzstan. 
Over eighty countries now 
participate. India has never 
returned, repeatedly de-
ferring re-entry, including 
stepping away from the 
planned 2022 cycle. Rather 
than confront what the 
mirror showed, we stopped 
looking.

On energy and climate, 
China leads the world in 
wind, solar, and hydro. Last 
year, China installed more 
renewable capacity than 
more than half of the rest of 
the world combined. India 
still builds coal-fired power 
plants. On infrastructure, 
manufacturing, state ca-
pacity, execution speed: any 
honest comparison ends the 
same way.

Consider the countries that 
climbed dramatically in this 
same era: Japan, Singapore, 
Taiwan, South Korea, Ma-
laysia, Indonesia, even Is-
rael. Their policy mixes dif-
fered, their politics differed, 
their histories differed. Yet 
one foundation keeps ap-
pearing: mass schooling that 
works, literacy that becomes 
comprehension, and public 
habits that reward evidence 
over impulse.

These are not merely eco-
nomic differences. They 
describe a civilisational di-
vergence.

The usual explanation 
will not suffice: India chose 
democracy, China chose 
authoritarianism. But this 
framing obscures more than 
it reveals. Democracy versus 
authoritarianism is like ask-
ing: which disease should I 
choose? The physician will 
say: choose health. The real 

distinction lies elsewhere, 
between conscious freedom 
and unconscious freedom. 
What India has built is an 
unconscious democracy, 
where citizens possess the 
right to choose without 
the wisdom to choose well. 
Democracy was never the 
problem. Unconscious de-
mocracy was.

THE DISORDER 
WITHIN
The Mundaka Upani-
shad speaks of two kinds 
of knowledge: the lower, 
which multiplies informa-
tion, and the higher, which 
liberates the knower from 
illusion. Put in non-sectar-
ian terms, the distinction is 
plain. One kind of education 
gives skills, data, and em-
ployability. Another gives 
self-knowledge: the ability 
to watch fear, greed, and 
identity at work, and not be 
driven by them.

A democracy providing 
only the first kind, without 
the second, will produce 
citizens who vote from 
bondage rather than un-
derstanding. They have the 
power to choose but not the 
light to see by. They can read 
the ballot but not their own 
minds.

What we call progress, 
GDP, infrastructure, in-
novation, is never purely 
external. It is driven by 
something internal. Roads, 
factories, and ports require 
order. Order is not merely 
policing. Order arises from 
minds that can restrain im-
pulse, honour facts, keep 
promises, and cooperate 
beyond tribal identity. The 
chaos we see outside begins 
inside.

When higher wisdom is 
absent, freedom produces 
noise, not order. The voter 
who does not understand 
the vote’s implications, the 

consumer who cannot dis-
tinguish need from manu-
factured desire, the citizen 
who mistakes prejudice 
for principle: all exercise 
freedom while producing 
chaos. They choose, but do 
not know who is choosing. 
The machinery operates on 
autopilot. We keep pressing 
new buttons on the same old 
machine.

Consider the contradiction 
haunting every household. 
The same person demand-
ing accountability as citizen 
demands indulgence as 
consumer. The same mind 
speaking of national prog-
ress fills its home with un-
necessary purchases. The 
voter and buyer inhabit 
one body wanting opposite 
things: discipline from oth-
ers, gratification for oneself.

On the road we demand 
rules, yet we jump sig-
nals when it suits us. We 
rage at corruption, yet we 
normalise small bribes as 
convenience. We share for-
warded certainties, then 
complain that society has 
become irrational. The 
disorder is not only in the 
system. It is in the one oper-
ating it. Until that one asks, 

“Who am I, and what do I 
really want?”, no ballot box 
will save us.

TWO KINDS OF 
BONDAGE
China built enforced col-
lective discipline. External 
order was imposed where 
internal order was lacking. 
The achievements are real 
and extensive: factories 
that work, trains that run 
on time, infrastructure that 
executes at speed, research 
that produces patents, and 
a state apparatus that can 
mobilise at scale. Enforced 
discipline has delivered 
what unconscious freedom 
could not.

Yet enforced discipline is 
not the answer. It merely 
mirrors what unconscious 
freedom lacks. The Chinese 
model costs surveillance, 
suppression, the coercion 
of speech, and deep vul-
nerability for minorities. A 
nation disciplining citizens 
through fear has not solved 
unconsciousness. It has fro-
zen it. The citizen under au-
thoritarian control does not 
awaken; he merely obeys. 
His greed and fear remain 
intact, only their expression 

is regulated. Greed remains 
greed, even when it builds 
solar panels. Authoritari-
anism is not the cure for 
unconscious democracy. It 
is a different disease. The 
answer to partial freedom is 
not zero freedom. It is com-
plete freedom, which means 
inner freedom.

And what of our own 
magnificent Constitution? 
Article 15, Article 19, Article 
21: that entire stretch of fun-
damental rights ensures no 
external force can enslave 
you. The founders gave us 
protection from emperors, 
landlords, and priests. But 
here is what the Constitu-
tion cannot do: it cannot 
protect you from yourself.

What if your desires, fears, 
prejudices, and false identi-
fications keep you in bond-
age more effectively than 
any tyrant could? External 
freedom was given; inter-
nal freedom was assumed. 
That assumption has proven 
costly.

Fear is internal bondage. 
Greed is another. Attach-
ment to images of caste, 
region, religion: chains no 
law can break. The Consti-
tution can restrain the ty-

rant outside; it cannot touch 
the tyrant within. The man 
not knowing his own mind 
uses his vote to strengthen 
prejudice, and believes he 
is exercising choice. The 
woman not understanding 
her desires uses purchas-
ing power to deepen empti-
ness, and calls it freedom. 
Freedom given to someone 
not knowing its meaning 
becomes a weapon against 
the self. The prisoner paints 
his cell in party colours and 
calls it conviction.

THE ONLY 
REVOLUTION
India built temples of higher 
learning, the IITs, the IIMs, 
while neglecting the founda-
tion on which temples must 
stand. A poorly educated 
population cannot exer-
cise freedom intelligently. 
It becomes susceptible to 
manipulation, identity poli-
tics, and promises aimed at 
fear rather than reason. The 
politician dividing on caste, 
region, or religion is not an 
aberration. He is the natural 
product of a democracy that 
distributed votes without 
distributing understanding. 
A population of children 
elects whoever promises 
sweets.

The question “Who am I?”, 
not as metaphysics but as 
practical self-inquiry, must 
enter curricula. The child is 
born with bondages inher-
ited from family, culture, 
and biology. If education 
does not help identify those 
bondages, what freedom 
will the adult have? One can-
not rely on the family to pro-
vide this wisdom; parents 
often lack it even for them-
selves. It must be a formal, 
non-sectarian exploration of 
the self, alongside rigorous 
training in reading, reason-
ing, and evidence. Without 
such education, we keep 

producing graduates who 
can code but cannot think, 
who can consume but can-
not question, who can vote 
but cannot see.

In a nation of astonishing 
diversity (linguistic, region-
al, religious, caste-based) 
what can hold us together? 
Not shared mythology, for 
mythologies differ. Not 
shared language, for lan-
guages multiply. Politicians 
know this, which is why it 
is easier to win by divid-
ing than by uniting. Only a 
shared discipline can unify: 
facts placed above identity, 
evidence honoured above 
emotion, and the courage to 
revise one’s position when 
truth demands it.

Those who fought for 
independence envisioned 
awakened citizens capable 
of self-governance in the 
deepest sense: governance 
of the self by the self. We 
achieved freedom’s external 
apparatus. What remains is 
inner work. History keeps 
turning its pages; the reader 
remains untrained. We up-
graded the system while the 
one operating it remained 
untouched.

This is the only revolu-
tion that has not yet been 
attempted. India needs 
not less democracy but de-
mocracy beginning within. 
Teach the child to read, to 
reason, and to watch the self 
that wants. When freedom 
becomes inner reality, when 
citizens recognise their 
bondages and begin dis-
solving them, then external 
freedom produces the order, 
progress, and unity that 
have so far eluded us.

The Constitution gave us 
the vote. Now we must earn 
the wisdom to use it.
Acharya Prashant is a teacher, 
founder of the PrashantAdvait 
Foundation, and author on wis-
dom literature.
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Extractive Injustice

Hollywood actor and for-
mer special envoy to the 
United Nations Refugee 
Agency Angelina Jolie vis-
ited the Rafah Crossing on 
Friday as part of a humani-
tarian trip to Egypt, her 
representatives said, amid 
Israel’s decision to suspend 
the operations of several aid 
groups working in the Gaza 
Strip, according to CNN.

Jolie’s visit comes at a time 
when Israel has announced 
it will halt the activities 
of dozens of aid organisa-
tions that have not renewed 
their registration. The new 
requirements include the 
submission of personal de-
tails of staff members work-
ing in Gaza, a move that has 
raised serious safety con-
cerns among humanitarian 
agencies.

In a statement, Jolie said 
she had spoken with aid 
agencies struggling to 
overcome restrictions on 
delivering assistance into 
Gaza. She said she walked 
through a large warehouse 
filled with supplies that had 
been denied entry, most of 
them medical in nature.

“I spoke to humanitar-
ian agencies who are work-
ing hard to do their best to 

overcome the restrictions 
and challenges of deliver-
ing necessary aid into Gaza. 
I walked through a large 
warehouse that was full of 
items that were denied en-
try, most of them medical, 
Jolie said in a statement, as 
quoted by CNN.

Aid organisations have 
repeatedly warned that 
Israel’s registration rules 
could put their employ-
ees at risk. Israel has said 
the measures are intended 
to prevent Hamas from 
exploiting international 
aid, a claim that has been 
rejected by the United Na-
tions and humanitarian 
groups. A US government 
review conducted earlier 
this year found no evidence 
of widespread theft of aid 

by Hamas, despite repeated 
claims by Israeli officials.

Israel’s decision comes 
as 10 countries warned 
that Gaza’s humanitarian 
situation is facing “renewed 
deterioration,” with con-
ditions in the enclave de-
scribed as “catastrophic.” 
Large parts of Gaza remain 
in ruins, and the territory 
is enduring a harsh win-
ter, with heavy rainfall and 
plunging temperatures 
compounding already dire 
living conditions.

According to the Hamas-
run Government Media 
Office in Gaza, fierce rain 
and strong winds have de-
stroyed makeshift, water-
logged tents sheltering dis-
placed Palestinians. At least 
20 people have been killed 

after homes and build-
ings collapsed as residents 
sought refuge from the se-
vere weather.

During her visit, Jolie 
met aid workers from the 
Egyptian Red Crescent and 
other local organisations 
to discuss ways to increase 
humanitarian assistance to 
Gaza. Stressing the urgency 
of sustained access, she said 
the ceasefire must hold and 
that aid delivery needs to 
be scaled up quickly and 
safely.

“What needs to happen 
is clear: the ceasefire must 
hold, and access must be 
sustained, safe and ur-
gently scaled up so that aid, 
fuel and critical medical 
supplies can move quickly 
and consistently, at the vol-
ume required,” Jolie said in 
a statement, according to 
CNN.

“Winter items and es-
sential medical equipment 
should move without de-
lay. Every day of disruption 
costs lives,” Jolie said, while 
also expressing gratitude to 
volunteers providing hu-
manitarian assistance.

Jolie is also meeting Pales-
tinian and Sudanese refu-
gee families in Egypt as part 
of her ongoing humanitar-
ian engagement, her office 
said, CNN reported.

The Asian Film Awards 
Academy has announced 
significant changes to the 
format of its upcoming 
19th edition, suspending 
all competitive award cat-
egories and cancelling the 
red carpet ceremony in 
the aftermath of last year’s 
deadly fire in Hong Kong, 
according to Variety.

In a statement, the acad-
emy said the 2026 ceremo-
ny, scheduled to be held 
in Hong Kong, will move 
away from its traditional 
competitive structure and 
instead focus on present-
ing special honours in 
what it described as a “dig-
nified and minimalist man-
ner.” The decision follows 
what the academy termed 
a “significant incident in 
Hong Kong last year and its 
impact on the community.”

The revised format aligns 
with guidance from the 
Hong Kong Special Ad-
ministrative Region gov-
ernment, which had post-
poned official celebrations 
and advised organisers 
to adopt a restrained ap-
proach to public events fol-
lowing the tragedy.

Calling the move “well-
considered,” Asian Film 

Awards Academy chair-
man Dr. Wilfred Wong 
said the organisation be-
lieved a solemn ceremony 
was the most appropriate 
response under the cur-
rent circumstances. He 
said the academy had cho-
sen to honour filmmakers 
in a restrained way as a 
mark of respect to all sec-
tions of society affected 
by the incident, as per the 
outlet.

The changes come in the 
aftermath of a devastat-
ing multi-day fire in Hong 
Kong’s northern New Ter-
ritories, in which at least 
161 people were killed. 
The blaze engulfed several 
residential tower blocks in 
the Tai Po area, spreading 
to seven of the eight build-
ings within the apartment 
complex. While the exact 
cause of the fire remains 

under investigation, of-
ficials said it is believed to 
have started on the exter-
nal scaffolding before rap-
idly spreading across the 
structures, according to 
Deadline.

At the time of the inci-
dent, the apartment com-
plex was undergoing a 
monthslong renovation, 
with buildings covered in 
bamboo scaffolding and 
green protective netting, 
which authorities believe 
may have contributed to 
the rapid spread of the fire.

“This is a well-consid-
ered decision,” said Dr. 
Wilfred Wong, chairman 
of the Asian Film Awards 
Academy. “We believe that, 
in the current environ-
ment, adopting a solemn 
and minimalist format for 
the awards ceremony is 
the most appropriate ar-

rangement. At this time, 
we have chosen to honor 
filmmakers in a restrained 
manner as a mark of re-
spect to all sectors of the 
community,” as quoted by 
Variety.

Despite the changes, the 
academy stressed that its 
core mission of supporting 
and promoting Asian cin-
ema remains unchanged. 
It thanked filmmakers, 
partners and supporters 
for their understanding 
and cooperation, add-
ing that it would continue 
working with stakeholders 
to contribute to the future 
development of pan-Asian 
filmmaking.

Founded in 2007, the 
Asian Film Awards rec-
ognise excellence in Asian 
cinema across the region 
and are regarded as one of 
the most prominent plat-
forms celebrating film tal-
ent from Asia, according to 
Variety.

According to  Dead-
line, several major public 
events in Hong Kong have 
been cancelled or modi-
fied since the fire. Disney 
cancelled its Hong Kong 
premiere of ‘Zootopia,’ and 
the city also marked the 
New Year without its cus-
tomary official fireworks 
display.
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