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NEW DELHI — Indian

Prime Minister Narendra

Modi and his government

are increasingly wielding

strong-arm tactics to sub-

due political opponents and

critics of the ruling Hindu

nationalist party ahead of

nationwide elections that

begin this week. 

A decade into power, and

on the cusp of securing five

more years, the Modi gov-

ernment is reversing India’s

decades-long commitment

to multiparty democracy

and secularism.

The ruling Bharatiya

Janata Party has brought

corruption charges against

many officials from its main

rival, the Congress Party,

but few convictions. Dozens

of politicians from other op-

position parties are under

investigation or in jail. And

just last month, Modi’s gov-

ernment froze the Congress

Party’s bank accounts for

what it said was nonpay-

ment of taxes.

The Modi administration

says that the country’s in-

vestigating agencies are in-

dependent and that its

democratic institutions are

robust, pointing to high vot-

er turnout in recent elec-

tions that have delivered

Modi’s party a clear man-

date.

Yet civil liberties are

under attack. Peaceful pro-

tests have been crushed with

force. A once-free and div-

erse press is threatened. Vi-

olence is on the rise against

the Muslim minority. And

the country’s judiciary in-

creasingly aligns with the

executive branch.

To better understand

how Modi is reshaping India

and what is at stake in an

election that begins Friday

and runs through June 1, the

Associated Press spoke with

a lawyer, a journalist and an

opposition politician.

Here are their stories:

Defending Modi’s
critics

Mihir Desai has fought

for the civil liberties and hu-

man rights of India’s most

disadvantaged communi-

ties, such as the poor and

Muslims, for nearly four dec-

ades.

The 65-year-old lawyer

from India’s financial capital

Mumbai is now working on

one of his — and the coun-

try’s — most high-profile

cases: defending a dozen po-

litical activists, journalists

and lawyers jailed in 2018 on

accusations of plotting to

overthrow the Modi govern-

ment. The accusations, he

says, are baseless — just one

of the government’s all-too-

frequent and audacious ef-

forts to silence critics.

One of the defendants in

the case, a Jesuit priest and

longtime civil rights activist,

died at age 84 after about

nine months in custody. The

other defendants remain in

jail, charged under anti-ter-

rorism laws that rarely re-

sult in convictions.

“First, authorities came

up with a theory that they

planned to kill Modi. Now

they are being accused of be-

ing terrorist sympathizers,”

he said.

The point of it all, Desai

believes, is to send a mes-

sage to any would-be critics.

According to digital

forensics experts at U.S.-

based Arsenal Consulting,

the Indian government

hacked into the computers

of some of the accused and

planted files that were later

used as evidence against

them.

To Desai, this is proof

that the Modi government

has “weaponized” the coun-

try’s once-independent in-

vestigative agencies.

He sees threats to Indian

democracy all around him.

Last year, the government

removed the country’s chief

justice as one of three people

who appoint commissioners

overseeing elections; Modi

and the opposition leader in

parliament are the others.

Now, one of Modi’s Cabinet

ministers has a vote in the

process, giving the ruling

party a 2-1 majority.

“It’s a death knell to free

and fair elections,” Desai

said.

A politician’s plight
in Kashmir

Waheed-Ur-Rehman

Para, 35, was long seen as an

ally in the Indian govern-

ment’s interests in Kashmir.

He worked with young peo-

ple in the majority-Muslim,

semiautonomous region

and preached to them about

the benefits of embracing In-

dia and its democratic insti-

tutions — versus seeking in-

dependence, or a merger

with Pakistan.

Beginning in 2018,

though, Para was viewed

with suspicion by the Modi

government over alleged

connections to anti-India

separatists. Since then, he

has been jailed twice: in 2019

on suspicion that he and

other political opponents

could stoke unrest; and in

2020 on charges of support-

ing militant groups —

charges he denies.

The accusations stunned

Para, whose People’s Demo-

cratic Party once ruled

Kashmir in an alliance with

Modi’s party.

But he believes the moti-

vation was clear: “I was ar-

rested to forcibly endorse

the government’s 2019 deci-

sion,” he said, referring to a

clampdown on the resist-

ance in Kashmir after the

elimination of the region’s

semiautonomous status.

Modi’s administration

says the move was necessary

to fully integrate the dis-

puted region with India and

foster economic devel-

opment there.

After his 2020 arrest,

Para remained in jail for

nearly two years, often in sol-

itary confinement, and was

subjected to “abusive inter-

rogations,’’ according to

U.N. experts.

“My crime was that I

wanted the integration of

Kashmir, not through the

barrel of the gun,” said Para,

who is seeking to represent

Kashmir’s main city in the

upcoming election.

Para sees his own plight

within the larger context of

the Modi government’s ef-

fort to silence perceived op-

ponents, especially those

with ties to Muslims, who

make up 14% of India’s popu-

lation.

“It is a huge ethical ques-

tion ... that the largest

democracy in the world is

not able to assimilate, or of-

fer dignity to, the smallest

pocket of its people,” he said.

The campaign to turn

once-secular India into a

Hindu republic may help

Modi win elections in the

short term, Para said, but

something much bigger will

be lost.

“It risks the whole idea of

this country’s diversity,” he

said.

A journalist fights
charges

In October 2020, inde-

pendent journalist Sidhique

Kappan was arrested while

trying to report on a govern-

ment clampdown in the

northern Uttar Pradesh

state ruled by Modi’s party.

For days, authorities had

been struggling to contain

protests and outcry over a

gruesome rape case. Those

accused of the crime were

four upper-caste Hindu

men, while the victim be-

longed to the Dalit commu-

nity, the lowest rung of In-

dia’s caste hierarchy.

Kappan, a 44-year-old

Muslim, was detained and

jailed before he even reached

the crime site, accused of in-

tending to incite violence.

After two years in jail, his

case reached India’s top

court in 2022. Although he

was quickly granted bail, the

case against him is ongoing.

Kappan’s case is not

unique, and he says it high-

lights how India is becoming

increasingly unsafe for jour-

nalists. Under intense pres-

sure from the state, many In-

dian news organizations

have become more pliant

and supportive of govern-

ment policies.

“Those who have tried to

be independent have come

under relentless attack by

the government,” he said.

Foreign journalists are

banned from reporting in

Kashmir, for example. Same

goes for India’s northeast

Manipur state, which has

been embroiled in ethnic vi-

olence for almost a year. 

Television news is in-

creasingly dominated by

stations touting the govern-

ment’s Hindu nationalist

agenda, such as a new citi-

zenship law that excludes

Muslim migrants. Inde-

pendent TV stations have

been temporarily shut

down, and newspapers that

run articles critical of Modi’s

agenda find that any

advertising from the govern-

ment — an important source

of revenue — quickly dries

up.

Last year, the India of-

fices of the BBC were raided

on tax irregularities just

days after it aired a docu-

mentary critical of Modi.

The advocacy group Re-

porters Without Borders

ranks India 161st on a world-

wide list of countries’ press

freedoms.

Kappan said he has

barely been able to report

news since his arrest. The

trial keeps him busy, requir-

ing him to travel to a court

hundreds of miles away ev-

ery other week. The time

and money required for his

trial have made it difficult for

him to support his wife and

three children, Kappan said.

“It is affecting their edu-

cation, their mental health,”

he said.

Hussain and Saaliq write for

the Associated Press. AP

writers Piyush Nagpal and

Subramoney Iyer in Kerala,

India, contributed to this

report.
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COPENHAGEN — Vot-

ers in 19 countries and terri-

tories, including in three of

the world’s largest democra-

cies, are widely skeptical

about whether their elec-

tions are free and fair, and

many favor a strong, un-

democratic leader, accord-

ing to a study released this

week.

The report by the Inter-

national Institute for

Democracy and Electoral

Assistance, or International

IDEA, concluded that

“democratic institutions are

falling short of people’s ex-

pectations.” The 35-member

organization promotes

democracy worldwide.

“It is past time that peo-

ple’s perceptions are cen-

tered in conversations about

the future of democracy; this

analysis is a small but im-

portant first step towards

that effort,” the Stockholm-

based organization wrote.

The surveys had a mar-

gin of error of about 2 to 4

percentage points and the

number of respondents in

each country or territory

was around 1,500. The sole

exception was the Solomon

Islands, where the small

population meant it had a

representative sample of 526

people, the institute said.

In 17 countries, less than

half the people are satisfied

with their governments, the

findings showed. The survey

included three of the largest

democracies — Brazil, India

and the United States.

In eight countries, “more

people have favorable views

of ‘a strong leader who

doesn’t have to bother with

parliament or elections,’ ”

the institute said, adding

that India and Tanzania

stand out as countries “with

relatively high levels of sup-

port for a ‘strong leader.’ ”

In only four countries do

“a majority feel they are do-

ing better economically than

their parents,” according to

the 95-page study titled

“The Perceptions of Democ-

racy Survey.” It added that

in most countries, minor-

ities are more doubtful

about electoral credibility

than others.

The poorest in Brazil, Co-

lombia, Romania and Sierra

Leone are more likely to ap-

prove of the government’s

performance than the rest of

the population, Interna-

tional IDEA said.

When it comes to judicial

systems, in 18 countries

“fewer than half of the peo-

ple believe that the courts

‘always’ or ‘often’ provide ac-

cess to justice.” Iraqis have

more faith in access to jus-

tice (28% “always” or

“often”) than Americans

(26%). Denmark is the only

country where a majority

feel that courts often or al-

ways provide equal access to

justice, the report found.

It was based on surveys

in Brazil, Chile, Colombia,

Denmark, Gambia, India,

Iraq, Italy, Lebanon, Lithua-

nia, Pakistan, Romania,

Senegal, Sierra Leone, the

Solomon Islands, South Ko-

rea, Taiwan, Tanzania and

the United States.

The surveys were carried

out by YouGov and GeoPoll

and were done either by tele-

phone or via the internet last

year, except for India, where

it was conducted in January.

International IDEA was

founded in 1995. It was de-

signed to “identify impor-

tant but often neglected dif-

ferences between various

groups’ assessments of and

attitudes related to democ-

racy.” 

Democracy falling out of favor worldwide 
Voters in 19 nations
and territories doubt
election fairness and
many prefer autocrat
leaders, survey finds. 
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GENEVA — A new study

says an African woman is

roughly 130 times more likely

to die from pregnancy and

childbirth complications

than a woman in Europe or

North America, the United

Nations Population Fund re-

ported Wednesday as it de-

cried widening inequality in

sexual and reproductive

health and rights worldwide.

The U.N. agency’s latest

“State of World Population”

report also estimates that

nearly 500 maternal deaths a

day occur in countries with

humanitarian crises or con-

flicts, and shows that wom-

en of African descent in the

Americas are more likely to

die giving birth than white

women.

“Sweeping global gains in

sexual and reproductive

health and rights over the

last thirty years are marred

by an ugly truth — millions of

women and girls have not

benefited because of who

they are or where they were

born,” the agency said in a

statement.

Population Fund Execu-

tive Director Natalia Kanem

said that the unintended

pregnancy rate has declined

by nearly one-fifth since 1990

and that the maternal death

rate has dropped by more

than one-third since 2000.

But “inequalities within

our societies and health sys-

tems are widening, and we

have not adequately pri-

oritized reaching those fur-

thest behind,” she said. Im-

provements in healthcare

access have mostly ben-

efited wealthier women and

members of ethnic groups

with better access to care,

the agency said.

Kanem hailed some

progress: More than 160

countries have passed laws

against domestic violence,

and “legislation against

LGBTQIA+ sexuality” that

was once widespread has

been on the retreat. Now

only one-third of countries

have such laws. 

While she credited “the

world’s agreement” that led

to such gains, Kanem also

warned: “Human reproduc-

tion is being politicized. The

rights of women, girls and

gender diverse people are

the subject of increasing

pushback.

“And yet, today, that

progress is slowing. By many

measures, it has stalled

completely,” she said. “An-

nual reductions in maternal

deaths have flatlined. Since

2016, the world made zero

progress in saving women

from preventable deaths in

pregnancy and childbirth.

“Health systems today

are weak,” she added.

“They’re tainted by gender

inequality, by racial dis-

crimination and by misinfor-

mation.”

The agency called for new

investment in sexual and re-

productive health, as well as

improvements in sexuality

education, stopping gender-

based violence, and “ending

unmet need for contracep-

tion.” 

Under the Trump admin-

istration, the U.S. halted

funding for the U.N. Popula-

tion Fund largely over con-

cerns about abortion — de-

priving the agency of tens of

millions of dollars over four

years.

U.N. decries global inequality in women’s health

Where one lives is a
major factor in death
and complications
from pregnancy and
childbirth, report says. 
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