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FROM BARE SURVIVAL TO DIGITAL DIGNITY: THE REMARKABLE 

EVOLUTION OF ARTICLE 21 

Mahi Rathod* 

ABSTRACT 

Article 21 of our Constitution is built on just eighteen words—"No person shall be deprived of 

his life or personal liberty except according to procedure established by law"—, yet it forms 

the very heart of Indian democracy. This research paper explores the judicial metamorphosis 

of this provision, tracing how the Indian Judiciary breathed life into its literal text. Initially, 

during the A.K. Gopalan era of 1950, Article 21 was viewed through a narrow lens where ‘Life’ 

meant nothing more than mere biological existence. However, the Maneka Gandhi verdict 

marked a paradigm shift, establishing ‘Dignity’ as the core of this right. Adopting a Doctrinal 

Methodology, this study examines the shifting patterns of landmark judgments to understand 

this constitutional expansion. My work mainly centres on today’s pressing issues, particularly 

the concepts of Digital Dignity and Environmental Sovereignty. Article 21 is no longer just 

about avoiding a jail cell; it has grown into a shield that protects us from secret digital tracking 

and the harsh realities of a changing climate. Ultimately, this study finds that Article 21 acts 

as a ‘Living Promise,’ a right that breathes and grows alongside society to keep our personal 

freedom intact, no matter how much the world changes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Article 21 is often called the “sacred” heart of the Indian Constitution. Many legal scholars 

argue that while other rights protect what a citizen does, this provision protects what a citizen 

is. It is the ultimate guarantee of human existence. When the drafting committee was discussing 
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this provision, they knew they were creating a safety net for millions. They settled on a text 

that seems simple on the surface but contains a deep ocean of meanings. 

The Philosophy of the Provision: The wording of this right is often called a "negative right." 

This is because it tells the State what it cannot do. It creates a boundary that the government 

cannot cross without a valid, written law. However, the real debate has always been about the 

depth of these words. Does “Life “only mean the absence of death? Does “Liberty” only mean 

the absence of physical chains? 

In the early days of our Republic, the answer was a simple “Yes”. The law was seen as a set of 

strict, literal rules. But as our society evolved, so did our understanding. We realised that a 

person who is forced to live in a polluted environment or whose privacy is constantly invaded 

is not truly “free” or “living” in the sense that our Constitution makers intended. 

The Purpose and Scope of this Study: The purpose of this research is to track this massive 

change, from a time when the law was a silent spectator to a time when the law became a 

proactive protector. We will examine how the Supreme Court of India transformed from a 

“Formalist Court” (which followed the letter of the law) to an “Activist Court” (which follows 

the spirit of justice). 

This paper is divided into chronological stages. We begin with the restrictive era of the 1950s, 

move to the revolutionary shift of the late 70s, and finally land in the 21st century, where 

technology and climate change have forced us to redefine existence once again. By the end of 

this study, it will be clear that this right is not a fixed point in history, but a flowing river that 

adapts to the landscape it travels through. 

THE ERA OF STRICT INTERPRETATION AND THE “GOPALAN DOCTRINE” 

(1950–1977) 

Right after India became a Republic, the courts were surprisingly shy about using their powers. 

Instead of acting as a bold protector of rights, the Supreme Court in the 1950s took a very 

literal, almost robotic approach to Article 21. They basically decided to stick only to what was 

written in black and white, ignoring the deeper meaning of liberty. This whole era was 
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overshadowed by the1 A.K. Gopalan v. State of Madras (1950) case, which unfortunately 

clipped the wings of civil liberties for nearly thirty years. 

The “Procedure Established by Law” Trap: The biggest debate in the Gopalan case was 

about the phrase “Procedure established by law.” You would think the Court would want to 

check if a law is fair, right? But they did not. They argued that if the Parliament passes a law 

and follows the basic steps to enact it, then the Court has no business questioning it. Basically, 

the judges said that as long as the “paperwork” was legal, the law itself didn't have to be “just” 

or “reasonable.” This was a huge blow because it meant that the Parliament had almost total 

power. If a law was oppressive but technically “passed” correctly, Article 21 couldn't save you. 

The Court was acting more like a clerk than a judge here. 

The “Silo Theory”: Rights in Isolated Boxes: Then came the infamous “Silo Theory” (also 

known as the Exclusivity Theory). The Court had this weird idea that Fundamental Rights were 

like separate islands that never communicated. They treated Article 21 as a “self-contained” 

box. 

What did this mean for a normal person? Well, if you were thrown in jail under Article 21, the 

Court wouldn't let you use Article 19 (like your freedom of movement) to defend yourself. 

Their logic was that once you are legally detained, you “lose” your other rights. By keeping 

Articles 14, 19, and 21 in these water-tight compartments, the Court made it way too easy for 

the State to get away with arbitrary actions. They just couldn't see the Constitution as one 

single, connected document. 

Life as “Mere Animal Existence”: Perhaps the saddest part was how they defined “Life.” 

Back then, Article 21 did not care about your dignity or your health. It was interpreted in the 

most basic way possible—mere “Animal Existence.” As long as you weren't being physically 

tortured or killed without a law, the Court thought your rights were fine. There was zero talk 

about “quality of life” or “living with dignity.” The Judiciary was so focused on the literal 

dictionary meaning of words that they forgot to look at the human side of the law. This created 

a massive gap where you were technically “free” only because you weren't in chains, even if 

the law made your life miserable. 
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THE TURNING POINT: HOW MANEKA GANDHI (1978) CHANGED 

EVERYTHING 

If we look at how the law used to be before 1978, it felt very rigid. But everything flipped with 

the2 Maneka Gandhi case. It wasn't just another boring court order; it was the moment the 

Supreme Court decided to finally look at the human side of the Constitution. For about thirty 

years, the old “Gopalan” way of thinking had kept our rights in a very tight, suffocating grip. 

This judgment changed the game. It told the government that Article 21 is not just a line of text 

in a book, it’s a real, living promise that belongs to every person. 

Breaking the “Silo” Wall: The biggest win in this case was getting rid of the “Silo Theory.” 

For a long time, judges acted like Fundamental Rights were just separate islands that had 

nothing to do with each other. That changed when the Maneka Gandhi verdict finally tied these 

rights together. The Court saw that Equality, Freedom, and Life are basically a team. They 

work as one single shield. This created what we call the “Golden Triangle.” Now, if the State 

wants to mess with your liberty, they can't just point to a law. They have to prove that the law 

is fair and treats everyone equally. Those lonely “islands” are now a connected web. 

Fairness over Paperwork: Before this, the Court was acting more like a clerk than a judge. 

They only checked if the “paperwork” of a law was okay. This case changed that logic 

completely. The Court said that any "procedure" the government follows has to be “Just, Fair, 

and Reasonable.” This was a massive power shift. It meant that even if a law is technically 

passed by the Parliament, the Court can still scrap it if it feels cruel or manmani (arbitrary). In 

a way, the idea of “fair justice”, which was ignored during the making of the Constitution, 

came back through the judicial back door. 

Liberty is More than Just a Jail Cell: The whole fight actually started because of a passport 

being taken away. By focusing on this, the Court made it clear that “Personal Liberty” isn't just 

about staying out of a prison cell. It expanded the right to include the freedom to travel abroad. 

It was a clear message to the State: liberty is a huge, growing concept. It’s about the freedom 

to move around, to grow as a person, and to live with respect, even if you are leaving the 

country. 
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THE BIG EXPANSION: LIFE IS MORE THAN JUST STAYING ALIVE 

After the 1978 breakthrough, the Supreme Court didn’t just stop there. They started a whole 

new era where Article 21 became a huge “umbrella” that protects almost every part of a person's 

life. The judges moved away from the old idea that “Life” just means your heart is beating. The 

focus shifted entirely toward what that life actually feels like. It stopped being a matter of just 

staying alive and turned into a fight for living with genuine dignity. 

Dignity is the Core: The biggest change came when the Court started focusing on Human 

Dignity. In the3 Francis Coralie case, the judges made a very bold point. They argued that 

“Life” includes the right to do things that actually make a person's life meaningful. The judges 

made it clear that the State can't just treat citizens like cattle and then hide behind the law. Now, 

truly living under Article 21 means you aren't just given the bare minimum, like a roof or food; 

it also covers your right to actually go out, meet people, and speak your mind freely. In short, 

life had to be something worth living. 

New Rights for the Common Man: Once the door was open, many new rights started coming 

out of Article 21. For example, the Court realised that if a legal case drags on for 20 years, a 

person's liberty is basically being wasted. So, they brought in the Right to a Speedy Trial. They 

also saw that a poor person can't really fight for their rights without a lawyer, so they added the 

Right to Free Legal Aid. Even though these weren't written in the original Constitution, the 

judges "read" them into Article 21 to make sure justice actually works for everyone. 

Environment and Health: Lately, Article 21 has even started covering our surroundings. The 

judges basically hit on a very obvious point: what good is a ‘Right to Life’ if the very air in 

your lungs is poisonous or the water is unusable? This logic is exactly what forced a Clean 

Environment into the legal picture. By tying in things like Health and Education, the Court 

proved that Article 21 isn't static; it’s more like a living thing that grows new layers every time 

society runs into a new crisis. 

NEW FRONTIERS: PRIVACY AND THE DIGITAL WORLD 

If you look at Article 21 today, it’s stepped into a whole new world of our digital lives. In this 

age of constant internet and government eyes, the Supreme Court had to rethink what “Liberty” 

                                                             
3 Francis Coralie Mullin v Union Territory of Delhi AIR 1981 SC 746. 

http://www.jlrjs.com/


VOL. 5 ISSUE 2 Journal of Legal Research and Juridical Sciences ISSN (O): 2583-0066 

www.jlrjs.com  159 

 

really means. It’s not just about physical freedom anymore; it’s about your data, your phone, 

and your private space. 

Why Privacy is Now the Heart of Freedom: The real game changed with the4 Puttaswamy 

(2017) case. It was the moment the Court finally admitted that you can’t separate the Right to 

Privy from Article 21. Look at it this way, how can anyone live with dignity if the State is 

constantly peeking into their dinner plate, their phone, or their private chats? Privacy is not just 

some fancy privilege for a few people; it's the very foundation of being a free individual. This 

ruling essentially gave every Indian a “personal space” that the government isn't allowed to 

barge into without a very good reason. 

Dignity in a World of Data: Article 21 has now evolved to cover things like the Right to be 

Forgotten and the security of our personal info. The message from the judges is loud and clear: 

even in a digital world full of tracking, your personal life isn't public property. Whether it’s 

your medical history or who you choose to love, Article 21 is the lock on the door that keeps 

your identity safe from being exploited. 

CONCLUSION 

Wrapping this up, the way Article 21 has transformed from the narrow, old-school Gopalan 

logic to the massive Puttaswamy era is truly a historic shift. It has grown from a tiny legal rule 

into a massive shield that watches over almost every part of being human in India. 

The best thing about Article 21 is its refusal to stay still. It is not just ink on paper; it’s a living 

promise that grows alongside our society. From fighting for the air we breathe to keeping our 

digital lives our own, it remains the ultimate weapon for protecting human dignity. As long as 

Article 21 stays strong, an Indian’s life will always be about more than just surviving like an 

animal; it will be about living with pride. 
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