—— PSIR OPTIONAL - UPSC CSE

PY
Vao?

Previous-year questions, decoded for Mains.

LY-1/, LY/,

questions days

Democracy -11 questions

EDITION 2026

10

years of PYQs

Every question carries a Flow Snapshot — and a handwritten model answer on the

channel. No PYQ will be unfamiliar.

PSIR Optional By Amit Pratap Singh

ForumlAS




— PY® VAULT - DAY 6 - DEMOCRALY Q@ 1/N

PREVIOUS YEAR QUESTION UPSC 2016 « 1S marks

Explicate the feature of representative democracy.

" FLOW SNAPSHOT — how the answer moves

(%1) elected delegation replaces direct rule — practical form for large modern
states

second-best to direct democracy, yet most workable - rests on consent
and trust

Locke: consent/trust — Mill: ideal modern form - defining feature = delegated
decision-making by elected reps - checked by free elections + accountability
. rule of law + rights (speech, assembly, religion) -~ Montesquieu: separation of
powers/checks - Tocqueville: associations + pluralism keep participation alive
- two models: trusteeship + Burke's enlightened representation

same delegation . elite capture, weak accountability between elections,
underrepresentation

features make delegated rule both workable and accountable

limits met through transparency, inclusivity, stronger accountability
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— PY® VAULT - DAY 6 - DEMOCRALY @2/

PREVIOUS YEAR QUESTION UPSC 2017 - IS marks

Deliberative democracy does not have its salience
without participation and participatory democracy
does not have its credence without deliberations.
Comment.

LOW SNAPSHOT — how the answer moves

not rival models — two halves of one legitimacy - participation = demos,
deliberation = logos
statement marks the exact failure point — each collapses without the other
. breadth needs depth, depth needs breadth

participatory democracy = active citizen beyond the ballot . Pateman:
participation revives civic life, counters alienation - but headcount alone turns
populist — loses credence - deliberative democracy fills the gap: quality of
reasoning . Habermas: communicative action, better argument over power
reasoned debate gives participation its credence - but narrow expert

deliberation = elite discourse - loses salience - each completes the other:
inclusion makes deliberation authoritative, reason makes participation credible
~ Barber's strong democracy = participation + debate . Rousseau: sovereign

people who must continuously deliberate

fusion is a demand, not a guarantee -. Fraser: single public sphere reproduces
inequality, needs counter-publics - skilled speakers form an epistemic elite
mobilisation can still capture participation

statement holds . deliberation alone = elite talk, no salience

participation alone = populist noise, no credence

Fishkin's deliberative polling / citizen assemblies fuse wide participation +
evidence-based reason -. legitimacy needs demos and logos together
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— PY® VAULT - DAY 6 - DEMOCRACLY Q@ 3/

PREVIOUS YEAR QUESTION UPSC 2018 - IS marks

Critically examine Macpherson’s view on democracy.

0W SNAPSHOT — how the answer moves

Macpherson defends democracy as human development, not electoral
procedure - modern theory has lost classical democracy's moral purpose

(r2) strength = restoring democracy's moral core - open question = is his
remedy realisable

empirical school attacked (Schumpeter . elites for votes / Dahl . group

competition) — both reduce democracy to a market-equilibrium system -
procedure, not emancipation; humanist aspiration weakened - classical moral
foundation recalled (developmental process + emancipation) — liberal
democracy's self-image rejected (no liberal monopoly, not the perfect form)
property franchise, workers' rights only after socialist pressure - liberalism
historically undemocratic . communist / Third World systems may also qualify

. core distinction: extractive vs developmental power -. capitalism gives the
propertied class both, workers keep minimal developmental power, lose creative
freedom - ideal democracy: maximise developmental power, remove extractive
power - three spheres: constitutional + socialist production + equality values

. democracy not built on institutions alone

Norman Barry: the ideal is idealistic, hard to realise under scarcity — abolishing
extractive power assumes conditions that rarely hold

his worth lies in retrieval — democracy recovered as creative freedom and
human development

judged by feasibility the prescription falls short, but the moral recovery of
democracy is his real contribution
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MODEL ANSWER

c@ Max..fsf«\&s.dh o-%om one 0-6 +he A‘bxomacat' dcbmm 56 dcmoo\a.ca
an twmam devdlopment aather Mo cleetonral procecliues . He

Mﬂu% Hia wodeun dewonatic ‘tb\c_mﬂ thon Lonl Hhe woaal
prapose cg Lormi col de.moc.&mca4 Hin A'b\cmﬁi‘k Qies va Lﬂotohiv\a_
thall pmpose . the reol quetion v whaha fin l\t.wu',dﬁ car be
Aealuntel.

Schuwmpeta, reduces demotaacy to competition Qg elitea

fa& votes ome Rebeat Dahl's pluralism Lo competition arong
Groafn. T De moumatic ‘I‘kco/\a : EMO.UA tn Retrieval . Moephtison
orguen that Lot Tacal dewouka.ad os o~ maJ\JCef-*eﬁu.Fﬂjéu”um

A(jhim. Deaw\oua.ca Her becomes o procectu;\e,, ol mm»cif:airbn
and 1ty tumarint aAfFde:'Fah s weokKened.

He in atu.a_ﬂlv catticad, of Leberod d&moua&U’s Seof- r‘waﬁe,. In
The Reol wonld aﬁ D:mocz.q,c,a, he dewey thol ULbualinm thor o
momopoﬂa ovea demoua,ca on Yol £ damoua.ca*s pu.6eci 60A.w.
Lberalism don s  often been {fu)aioﬁmﬂ_ag undemoanalic anwd-
Commuinint oA 3ad world SJAtevws mas cd Ao 1&-.0!;165 whae they
enjoy gewutne mom Support awd Aeduce  Suffiemng.



The dla@m/str‘c core i s dintinetion between exdractive and
°lwdlopm:h1:a.0, powen . Extvactive power Coucesr othaus omd drawn
6emc6‘ft firom Them ;, Aeducing thaun Ca,paa';ta » dewdopmertol powon
enlramces one’s  oown Copocities omd aftows cacative worK withoul
CGPV\_,FU\MGT\:

Hia tdeod dc'_mocaaxa {aﬂ.ﬂow/& from Huin. It maxsunes devdlopmentol
Power , xemover exdyactive power amel woAKa aciross the Reaa.&- P)ﬂ:ﬁtrca.ﬂ.
ecohomic awd wlltuwnal spheres [ conntitutional Atructurea | a soualnt
wmode 06 production and voluea of) huvaanm equa.ﬂii'a ‘,l:oadi\a.
bamacaaxa for hin, canvel reat o i(wstitubions olone.

The weakiness Les here. Noaman &ajua 6<“hd/s Hun ideal hand to
rcaline  uwder SCaA.cthc\j, sinee abawuha extaoctive powtr assumes
Conditions that Amcﬂ-a hold. Mocpherson’s ﬁo.»;,tfma wordln
not the Bmx‘biﬂia of tin presniption Lbut tua Aecouery orf
d¢moua,¢‘a ar careatue 6vud0m and uman devedopment.

PSIR Optional by Amit Pratap Singh | ForumIAS



- PYQ VAULT - DAY 6 - DEMOCRACLY ® 9/

PREVIOUS YEAR QUESTION UPSC 2019 + 10 marks

Comment on the Deliberative democracy in 150 words.

FLOW SNAPSHOT — how the answer moves

legitimacy from quality of reasoning, not counting of votes — voice over
choice, debate over voting
(®2) democracy as reasoned judgement among free, equal citizens - laws valid
only through free deliberation

reject Bentham's aggregate democracy (sums preferences -. majoritarianism)
Aristotle: collective deliberation beats isolated experts . Habermas:
communicative action, better argument over power . Cohen: deliberation as
legitimacy + handling moral disagreement - Rawls: public reason, reasons
others can accept - qualitative participation — substantive democracy,
informed citizens

el power inequalities + dominant speech styles exclude weaker groups - time-
consuming - fails to address real power relations

reason, not numbers, makes democracy substantive

promise holds only if inequality and exclusion are overcome
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— PYQ VAULT - DAY 6 - DEMOCRACY Q@Ss/n

PREVIOUS YEAR QUESTION UPSC 2020 : IS marks

Representative democracy....means the people as body
must be able to control the general direction of
government policy (J.S.MILL) Comment

" FLOW SNAPSHOT — how the answer moves

|
!

Mill separates controlling the direction from running the government

representative democracy as the device for popular control of direction

a whole people cannot govern directly - so they must command the
direction . representation secures that command

Mill / Considerations - ideal form for a modern state - large society cannot
decide directly - suffrage + elected representatives set broad direction, skilled
hands execute - two tests of good government (virtue + intelligence; using
people's capacities) - control cannot stop at the ballot -. local participation as
"schools of political capacity” - expertise still needed - popular control of
direction + expert conduct of detail . elections + accountability keep that
control real

e Schumpeter: only a contest for votes, no real control of policy - Rousseau:
sovereignty cannot be represented, surrender forfeits command - Pateman &

Barber: representation thins involvement, accountability fades between elections

Conclusion routes Mill's line is a test, not just a description - representation is democratic
only while the people steer the direction

control captured by a powerful few - representation survives in form, lost
in substance
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- PY® VAULT - DAY 6 - DEMOCRACLY Q@ &6/N

PREVIOUS YEAR QUESTION UPSC 202) - 1S marks

"Free and fair deliberation is key to the foundation of
democracy." Explain.

FLOW SNAPSHOT — how the answer moves

democracy # counting votes . foundation is citizens reasoning together
legitimacy from free + fair deliberation among equals
political equality + equal moral worth . diversity of opinion as strength
needing tolerance . deliberation, not aggregation, grounds legitimacy

LI PR. Pl deliberation vs voting - Bessette revives term as deliberation declines, vs
Bentham's aggregate democracy (majoritarianism, individual pleasure) -
produces informed opinions, citizens revise preferences -. voice over choice,

debate over voting . "free™ expression, association, dissent . Mill (silencing =
assuming infallibility) — reasons surface, not the loudest voice - "fair": equal
standing, non-coercive - Habermas ideal speech (force of better argument, not
power) — Rawls reasons others can accept - fair framework -~ Cohen

pluralism as source of legitimacy

el ideal hard to realise - power inequalities distort, dominant styles exclude
weaker groups - Fraser (single public sphere silences subaltern voices)

Conclusion routes free = openness, fair = equality - reasoned self-rule, not a headcount

Sen: "government by discussion” - deliberation turns power into legitimate
collective judgement

PSIR Optional By Amit Pratap Singh ForumlAS - PYQ Vault



MODEL ANSWER

Damouo.ca (» often rcduced 10 tounting voles, bul ds Aeal found-
ation Lien fn tow dtizensr Acanom iogdha. bcﬁou. they decrde .
The Laum fherne in Hat .Qc,afti mocy flows nol from Hthe merc
Gogu.gaﬂow o{, PAE—GCALMEA bud ﬁvc)w- ‘Bre.c./ a nd 60.:}\, Al beadion
awmong equals .

SIRE “"‘cﬂ”‘""""t ba_@l‘m "og Aq&ai'r‘nﬁ deliberotion ﬁrowx Nimple
ua'tr‘va. Joscph  Bemetle gove the idea /uawﬁ-fcamc.c, whea
deliberotion was fin decine, dxhtfnawblm"na . from~ 'Iuc,vua
Benttrawm’s aggrcgate democrocy , whick can Read 1o vmojoritanianicn
and the purswil aﬁ (ndividuol pleaswe . Dibuotion (nstead
produces Acanoneble, well 'imﬂa»\w\cd. opinfons and Letn utizems

Aevine Hhes Prcﬁama; A L"a-t-d:‘ a’& Atonswns and evidewnce.

Free detibesation depends om [rvecdom of <xpremion , associoction
and dissent . As T ML put £ U AL Sficmu'mg of UScunnion ta
aun  amumption of t‘hba.wéfbﬁta.” Open argumend Letn Hhe
Atvowﬁupt Aeonons  Aunfoce rcthe Hanw the Loudesl UVoice.

PSIR Optional by Amit Pratap Singh | ForumIAS



Hobeawon's rdeal speech situation Aequines thol oceeplance
Anl on Hee sovcc., of the betlu augument, nolk ow powen. Rawla
ankn iizemn Fo mauc. 6vom. Aeanons OltieAan Cam Awam.aabﬁg
a&ccpt; Swudv\.a o 6011«- pou:tt‘c.aL ﬁ?ﬁ-h\chA-K,, wiule Tostwa
Cohen Areatn ?\wp&cx ‘BM FLuAaJ.c‘&m an Hre sSounce cB ﬂ.c@l’tr'vmrd-

“The deal however, v bhond 1o recline. Powen {"‘heziua.ﬂjkr‘us
donloat discunmon awnd donmuvand SpcaKiv\(cj Ai—aﬂ&. can exclude

weakea 870'.,.{9/5-

Free deliberaktion supplies openmemt  ane 604)\, dediberationn

S(.LPP,UeA e,qm.ﬂji‘d :—i’oaat’kq, ﬂ«e@ maK e alc:mououca a Aeasoned
gcm.m ‘% sd{)-wﬂ#_ rater Hanw a deadcount.

PSIR Optional by Amit Pratap Singh | ForumlAS



— PYQ VAULT - DAY 6 - DEMOCRACY @ 72/N

PREVIOUS YEAR QUESTION UPSC 2022 - IS marks

Elitist theory of democracy denies the possibility of
democracy as rule of the people. Elucidate

FLOW SNAPSHOT — how the answer moves

m classical democracy promises government of /by the people - elitist theory
denies it is possible — power always rests with a small organised minority
people may vote but do not rule — democracy reduced to competition
among elites, not self-government

classical denial: Mosca (society split into rulers and ruled) . Pareto (power

always with a few; elites and counter-elites only replace one another; democracy
unrealistic) —~ Michels (Iron Law of Oligarchy; even democratic parties turn
bureaucratic and leader-dominated) - democratic elitism: Schumpeter
(democracy as a method; competitive struggle for the people's vote; people only
choose rulers) . Sartori (self-governing people a delusion; leadership the core)

. Mills (power elite of corporate, military and presidential insiders decides
national events)

e l® Mannheim and Aron (governed can still remove leaders; competing elites allow
circulation and compromise) - pluralist and deliberative critics (civil society,
media, public reasoning restrain elites)

even softened, people choose rulers rather than govern - denial holds in

the full sense of self-rule

democracy survives only as a method of selecting and removing elites, not as
rule of the people
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— PY® VAULT - DAY 6 - DEMOCRACLY Qs/N

PREVIOUS YEAR QUESTION UPSC 2023 - 20 marks

Success of contemporary democracies lies in the State
limiting its own power. Explain.

FLOW SNAPSHOT — how the answer moves

democracy authorises power through consent - but contemporary success
needs that power held within limits -~ Locke: government protects rights,
bound by law, "where law ends, tyranny begins"

(xz ) restraint, not the mandate alone, is the real test - self-limitation = the
harder half of democracy

authorise vs restrain (democracy authorises / constitutionalism restrains, both
needed) - Zakaria: constitutionalism distinct, elections outrunning restraint
oppressive majority . Madison: oblige government to control itself . rule of
law: government under law, minorities/dissenters protected - Diamond: "steel
frame" against elected autocrats - separation of powers (Montesquieu):
branches limit each other - pluralism (Dahl): power dispersed across press,
opposition, civil society

self-limitation # self-weakening . Bartels: backsliding is elite-driven loosening
of self-limits —~ Holmes: restraining arbitrary power raises state capacity —
Ambedkar: political democracy must rest on social & economic democracy
limit arbitrary power, not positive purpose

(®1) state binds itself by law, divides authority, accepts plural checks - majorities

rule without tyranny

(®2) limited power and effective power are not opposites - the democracies
that endure are those that restrain themselves
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— PYQ VAULT - DAY 6 - DEMOCRALY Q49/1

PREVIOUS YEAR QUESTION UPSC 2024 + IS marks

Deliberative democracy seeks to promote democratic
decision making about public issues among the
citizens. Discuss

FLOW SNAPSHOT — how the answer moves

legitimacy of public decisions rests on reasoned discussion, not vote-
counting - Bessette's term set against Bentham's aggregate democracy
majoritarian drift

question points to a manner of deciding - common concerns settled by
citizens giving and weighing reasons

LPPPR.Pl  coercion-free dialogue as the core mechanism - Habermas: communicative
action, better argument not power, ideal speech . Rawls: public reason, reasons

others can accept - Cohen: reasons accessible to all - legitimacy + moral
disagreement - quantity to quality - Gutmann & Thompson: mutually
acceptable reasons - Sen: government by discussion checks unchecked power,

curbs majoritarianism - deliberative devices (mini-publics, assemblies, polling)
carry the ideal into practice

assumes reasonable, roughly equal citizens - power inequality distorts
discussion - dominant speech styles - epistemic elite — Fraser: a single
public sphere reproduces inequality - counter-publics for the marginalised

(®1) deliberation makes democracy substantive - voice over choice, debate over
voting
promise to improve public decisions holds only where inclusion is real —
exclusion actively addressed
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— PY® VAULT - DAY 6 - DEMOCRACY Qr/n

PREVIOUS YEAR QUESTION UPSC 2025 - 10 marks

Explain briefly the elite theory of democracy.

FLOW SNAPSHOT — how the answer moves

m core claim: power always with an organised minority — so democracy =

contest among elites, not rule of the people

(®2)) contrast: classical democracy promises government of the people - elite
theory denies it — rule belongs to organised minorities

elite/mass division grounded in classical theory - Mosca (class that rules vs class
that is ruled; minority always at the helm) . Pareto (circulation of elites; rule
stays with the few) . Michels (Iron Law; "organisation = oligarchy"; even
democratic parties oligarchise) - Schumpeter (democratic elitism; democracy =
competitive method for votes; people only choose /replace rulers) . Lasswell
(who governs; politics = who gets what; elites capture values — income, respect,

safety)

denies democracy as rule of the people / citizens reduced to voters between
elites - pluralist reply: many power centres fragment elites and keep them
responsive

elite theory remains a strong reminder: organised minorities shape every
political order

(r2) elite theory makes democracy procedural — selecting and replacing rulers,
not self-government
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— PY® VAULT - DAY 6 - DEMOCRACY Qn/n

PREVIOUS YEAR QUESTION UPSC 2025 - 20 marks

The foundational base of western democracy has been
shaped by Locke's ideas of constitutionalism, freedom
and property. Elucidate.

FLOW SNAPSHOT — how the answer moves

m Locke = foundational thinker of liberal democracy - three ideas (freedom +
property + constitutionalism) joined into one design for legitimate
government

western democracy = power both authorised by people and limited by law
y =B Y peop Y
. both trace back to Locke

state of nature: freedom + equality within natural law, not licence, vs Hobbes
natural rights (life, liberty, property) prior to government - consent as the only
legitimacy, will of people not hereditary command - social contract -
community - institutions by majority - taxation by consent/representatives

. [property] "lives, liberty and estates" under the general name property - not

material alone, inalienable rights - government's purpose = protect property
right of resistance . [constitutionalism] power bound by law, "wherever law
ends, tyranny begins" -. government as trust . separation of powers + rule of
law - liberal constitutionalism - synthesis: constitutionalism restrains,
democracy authorises, liberal democracy needs both

el constitutional liberalism historically distinct from democracy (Zakaria) . their
union an achievement, not automatic - without constitutional limits majority
may oppress; without democracy limits stay elitist

western democracy inherits Locke's union of freedom, property, consent,

representation, constitutional restraint

government the people authorise and the law restrains — power both
authorised and limited
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