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PEOPLE’S UNION FOR CIVIL LIBERTIES
(PUCL) V. UNION OF INDIA (2013)

Constitutional Interpretation & Basic Structure
PRELIMS SNAPSHOT

¢ 1. Prelims Snapshot (Fact Box)

e @ Year: 2013

e &2 Case:; PUCL v. Union of India (NOTA Case)

e (® Bench Strength: 2 Judges

« B Key Articles Involved: Article 19(1)(a), Article 21, Conduct of
Election Rules, 1961

e @ Doctrine Evolved: Right to negative voting as part of freedom of
expression

e ® Famous Line: “Democracy thrives when the voter is empowered
with choice.”

CONTEXT & BACKGROUND

The People’s Union for Civil Liberties (PUCL) filed a PIL seeking the
inclusion of a “None of the Above” (NOTA) option in electronic voting
machines (EVMs). The aim was to empower voters who wished to
reject all candidates while maintaining their right to secret ballot. {1
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Until then, a voter who wished to abstain had to inform the
presiding officer, compromising secrecy and potentially exposing

political leanings.

CONSTITUTIONAL ISSUES RAISED

e Is the right to reject candidates part of freedom of speech and
expression under Article 19(1) (a)?

e Does forcing voters to reveal their abstention violate the Right to
Privacy and Dignity under Article 21?

e Can the court direct the Election Commission to introduce

procedural reforms in the albsence of legislation?

VERDICT & RATIO DECIDENDI

The Supreme Court directed the Election Commission to provide a
NOTA option in EVMs, holding that:
e Right to vote includes the right not to vote and the right to
express disapproval

e Secrecy in voting is a constitutional guarantee and must be
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e protected, even when a voter chooses to reject all candidates
e Introducing NOTA will increase voter participation, force political
parties to field better candidates, and enhance democratic
accountability
The Court relied on earlier precedents such as PUCL (2003) and Union

of India v. ADR (2002).

DOCTRINE [ PRINCIPLE EVOLVED

e Right to reject is a legitimate form of political expression
e Secrecy of ballot is integral to free and fair elections
e Strengthened the idea of participatory democracy through voter

autonomy
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IMPACT & LEGACY

e NOTA was introduced in all EVMs and ballot papers starting from
the 2013 Assembly Elections

e Though NOTA currently has no legal consequence (does not lead
to re-election), it has become a symbolic tool for protest

e Sparked debates about strengthening NOTA, including proposals
for fresh elections if NOTA gets the majority

e Reaffirmed the Court’'s proactive role in electoral reforms
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RELEVANCE FOR UPSC

UPREME
EMENTS

e GS Paper 2:
o Electoral reforms, rights of voters, Election Commission’s role
o Judicial innovation in participatory democracy
e GS Paper 4 (Ethics):
o Autonomy, civic responsibility, transparency
e Essay Paper:
o Suitable for essays on Empowering the Electorate, Choice in
Democracy, Deepening Electoral Reforms
e UPSC Interview:
e Relevant in discussions on NOTA reforms, voter awareness, and
improving electoral participation
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