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Abstract 

This research paper explores the concept of judicial activism and its impact on governance in 

different countries. Judicial activism refers to the tendency of judges to interpret laws and 

legal issues in a broad and progressive manner, often going beyond the strict interpretation of 

the law to address societal issues. This paper examines the historical development of judicial 

activism, its theoretical underpinnings, and the factors that contribute to its rise in different 

legal systems. It also analyzes the implications of judicial activism on governance, including 

its role in shaping public policy, balancing power between branches of government, and 

promoting social change. The paper concludes with a comparative analysis of judicial 

activism in select countries, highlighting the varying approaches and outcomes in different 

legal and political contexts. 

The functioning of a democratic country like India is dependent on the three significant 

pillars of the constitution which are the legislature, the executive and the judiciary. All these 

branches are deeply concatenated and critical for an efficient functioning democracy. The 

three wings need to be independent of each other as well as have a subtle degree of influence 

to impart a sense of balance to the other wings to check for any autocratic abuse of power. 

The doctrine of separation of powers is deeply embedded in the Indian Constitution. The most 

important agency among them is the Judiciary which has a chaperoning role in the 

administration of the country by upholding the principles constituted in the constitution and 

conserving the rule of law. The evolution of constitutional democracies around the world has 

highlighted the importance of the protection of individual rights as human rights are an 

important is the supreme objective of the written law in force. The courts should exercise 

reasonable care in the interpretation of the law and uphold the basic postulates of the 

constitution constantly. In a country like India which is exponentially diversified and has one 

of the most volatile political landscapes, the need for the interference of courts in the 
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governmental and administrative sphere is of paramount importance. There is a fine line of 

difference between judicial activism and judicial overreach the latter possess a significant 

hindrance to the administrative functioning of a democracy. 

Keywords: Judicial Activism, Governance, Comparative Analysis, Public Policy, Social 

Change etc.  

1. Introduction 

Judicial activism is a judicial approach where judges are more willing to interpret the law in 

ways that align with their views, even if it means departing from legal precedent or legislative 

intent. This approach often involves judges making decisions that have significant social or 

political implications, such as expanding rights or striking down laws as unconstitutional. 

The concept of judicial activism is often contrasted with judicial restraint, where judges are 

more inclined to defer to the legislature or precedent and limit their role to interpreting 

existing laws rather than creating new ones. However, the distinction between activism and 

restraint can be nuanced and context-dependent, and different legal systems and scholars may 

have varying interpretations of these concepts. 

1.1 Historical development of judicial activism 

The historical development of judicial activism can be traced back to various periods and 

contexts, with notable shifts in different countries. 

United States:The roots of judicial activism in the U.S. can be seen in cases like Marbury v. 

Madison (1803), where the Supreme Court asserted its power of judicial review over acts of 

Congress. 

In the case ofMarbury v. Madison4, the court established the principle of judicial review, 

allowing the Supreme Court to declare acts of Congress unconstitutional. Chief Justice John 

Marshall’s opinion asserted the Court’s authority to interpret the Constitution and set a 

precedent for judicial activism by actively shaping the balance of power between the 

branches of government. 

 
45 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137 (1803) 
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In the case ofBrown v. Board of Education5the Warren Court overturned the “separate but 

equal” doctrine established in Plessy v. Ferguson6, declaring segregation in public schools 

unconstitutional. This decision marked a significant step forward in the civil rights movement 

and is considered one of the Court's most activist decisions. 

In another case of Miranda v. Arizona7the decision of the Warren Court, this case established 

the “Miranda rights,” requiring police to inform suspects of their rights against self-

incrimination. This decision expanded protections for criminal defendants and is seen as an 

example of the Court's activist approach in protecting individual rights. 

Subsequent Developments:In Roe v. Wade8, the Court recognized a woman's constitutional 

right to abortion, extending the concept of privacy rights. This decision has been a focal point 

of debate and controversy, with critics accusing the Court of judicial activism. 

In cases like Obergefell v. Hodges9, the Court expanded marriage rights to same-sex couples, 

citing constitutional guarantees of equal protection and due process. These decisions reflect 

the Court's ongoing role in interpreting laws to protect individual rights and promote equality. 

The United States has seen a complex evolution of judicial activism, with periods of 

significant change driven by the Supreme Court's interpretation of the Constitution and its 

commitment to protecting fundamental rights. 

India:After gaining independence in 1947, India adopted a constitution that established a 

democratic framework with a federal structure. The judiciary, particularly the Supreme Court, 

was entrusted with the crucial task of interpreting the Constitution and safeguarding its 

principles. 

The early years of the Indian judiciary saw the development of key principles such as judicial 

review, which allowed the courts to review the constitutionality of laws and executive 

actions. The Supreme Court, under Chief Justice M. Patanjali Sastri and others, played a 

pivotal role in defining the scope and limits of judicial review. 

Public Interest Litigation (PIL) emerged in India in the 1980s as a mechanism to provide 

access to justice for marginalized and underprivileged groups. Unlike traditional litigation, 

 
5 347 U.S. 483 (1954) 
6 163 U.S. 537 (1896) 
7 384 U.S. 436 (1966) 
8 410 U.S. 113 (1973) 
9 576 US 644 (2015) 
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where only affected parties could approach the court, PIL allowed any citizen or organization 

to file a petition on behalf of those unable to do so. 

PIL cases often address issues of public concern, such as environmental protection, 

corruption, and the rights of disadvantaged groups. The Supreme Court, through PIL, has 

taken up cases involving the enforcement of socio-economic rights, such as the right to food, 

education, and a clean environment. 

The introduction of PIL has been credited with expanding the role of the judiciary in 

addressing systemic issues and promoting social justice. However, critics have raised 

concerns about judicial overreach and the potential for PIL to be misused for ulterior motives. 

The Indian judiciary's role in shaping governance and promoting social justice has been 

significant, with PIL serving as a tool to enhance access to justice and address socio-

economic inequalities. The judiciary's activism in India reflects a broader commitment to 

upholding the principles of democracy, rule of law, and social justice enshrined in the 

Constitution. 

South Africa:Following the end of apartheid in 1994, South Africa adopted a new 

constitution that enshrined principles of equality, dignity, and social justice. The 

Constitutional Court, established as the highest court in constitutional matters, plays a crucial 

role in interpreting and upholding the constitution. 

The Constitutional Court has been recognized for its activist approach in interpreting the 

constitution to promote these principles. Unlike traditional approaches to judicial restraint, 

the Constitutional Court has been proactive in addressing historical injustices and advancing 

the rights of marginalized groups. 

One of the key features of the Constitutional Court's approach is its willingness to engage 

with social and economic rights, such as the right to housing, healthcare, and education. The 

Court has often ruled in favor of vulnerable groups, such as the poor and marginalized 

communities, by compelling the government to take action to fulfilthese rights. 

The Court's activist approach has been instrumental in promoting reconciliation and 

transformation in South Africa's post-apartheid society. By holding government accountable 

and promoting a culture of human rights, the Constitutional Court has contributed to building 

a more inclusive and democratic society. 
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The Constitutional Court of South Africa's activist approach reflects a commitment to using 

the law as a tool for social change and justice, particularly in the context of overcoming the 

legacy of apartheid and building a more equitable society. 

1.2 Other Countries: 

Judicial activism has been observed in various forms in countries around the world, with 

courts in some jurisdictions taking a more active role in protecting human rights and 

promoting social change, while in others, there is a greater emphasis on judicial restraint and 

deference to the legislature.Throughout history, the development of judicial activism has been 

influenced by factors such as changes in legal philosophy, societal values, political dynamics, 

and the nature of legal systems. 

In countries beyond the United States, India, and South Africa, judicial activism manifests in 

diverse ways, influenced by unique legal, political, and cultural contexts. 

European countries, particularly those under the jurisdiction of the European Court of 

Human Rights (ECHR), have witnessed instances of judicial activism aimed at protecting 

human rights. The ECHR, through its rulings, has played a significant role in advancing civil 

liberties and promoting equality across member states of the Council of Europe. 

Some national courts within Europe, such as the German Constitutional Court and the UK 

Supreme Court, have also engaged in judicial activism to safeguard fundamental rights and 

uphold the rule of law. However, the degree of activism varies among countries, with some 

opting for a more restrained approach to judicial intervention. 

Judicial activism is prevalent in several Latin American countries, where courts have been 

proactive in addressing socio-economic inequalities and human rights abuses. Courts in 

countries like Colombia and Argentina have played significant roles in promoting transitional 

justice, holding perpetrators of human rights violations accountable, and expanding rights 

protections for marginalized groups. 

However, challenges such as corruption, political interference, and institutional weaknesses 

can hinder the effectiveness of judicial activism in some Latin American countries, leading to 

inconsistencies in the enforcement of judicial decisions. 

In the Asia-Pacific region, judicial activism varies widely across countries. Some 

jurisdictions, such as the Philippines and Taiwan, have seen courts take an active role in 
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protecting civil liberties and constitutional rights. For example, the Philippine Supreme Court 

has issued rulings upholding freedom of expression and striking down laws deemed 

unconstitutional. 

In contrast, countries like China and Singapore tend to prioritize judicial restraint, with courts 

often deferring to executive authority and legislative decisions. However, even in these 

contexts, there are instances where courts engage in activism, particularly in cases involving 

public interest litigation or constitutional challenges. 

Judicial activism in the Middle East and Africa is influenced by a range of factors, including 

legal traditions, political dynamics, and the presence of authoritarian regimes. In some 

countries, such as Israel and South Africa (outside of the post-apartheid context), courts have 

demonstrated a willingness to protect civil liberties and uphold democratic principles despite 

challenges. 

However, in many countries in these regions, judicial independence is limited, and courts 

may face constraints in asserting their authority or challenging government actions. Activism 

may be suppressed in favour of maintaining political stability or preserving the status 

quo.While judicial activism is a global phenomenon, its manifestations and effectiveness vary 

significantly across countries and regions, reflecting diverse legal cultures and political 

landscapes. 

2. Theoretical perspectives on judicial activism 

Theoretical perspectives on judicial activism vary, reflecting differing views on the role of the 

judiciary in a democratic society. Some key theoretical perspectives include: 

2.2 Legal Formalism: Legal formalists emphasize the importance of strict adherence to the 

law and precedent. They argue that judges should limit their role to interpreting existing laws 

and should not engage in activism that involves creating new laws or policies.From this 

perspective, judicial activism is seen as a departure from the traditional role of the judiciary 

and can be viewed as undermining the rule of law. 

2.3 Legal Realism: Legal realists reject the idea of judicial neutrality and argue that judges 

inevitably bring their own values and beliefs to their decisions. They believe that judicial 

activism is necessary to address gaps in the law and to promote justice and 
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fairness.According to legal realists, judicial activism is a legitimate means for judges to 

interpret laws in light of changing social, political, and economic conditions. 

2.3 Critical Legal Studies: Critical legal scholars view judicial activism as a tool for 

challenging and transforming unjust social structures. They argue that judges should use their 

power to promote social change and advance the interests of marginalized groups.From this 

perspective, judicial activism is not only justified but necessary to address systemic 

inequalities and promote a more just society. 

2.4 Judicial Restraint: Supporters of judicial restraint argue that judges should exercise 

caution in using their power to avoid overstepping the bounds of their authority. They believe 

that judicial activism can lead to judicial overreach and undermine democratic 

principles.Advocates of judicial restraint emphasize the importance of respecting the role of 

the legislature and executive branches in policymaking. 

2.5 Pragmatism: Pragmatists advocate for a flexible approach to judicial decision-making, 

where judges balance legal principles with practical considerations and the consequences of 

their decisions.From this perspective, judicial activism may be justified in certain 

circumstances where the law is unclear or where there is a pressing need for the courts to 

intervene to protect rights or promote justice. 

These theoretical perspectives provide different frameworks for understanding and evaluating 

judicial activism, reflecting the complex and often contested nature of the role of the 

judiciary in democratic societies. 

3. Factors Contributing to Judicial Activism 

3.1 Legal factors 

Constitutional Provisions:The presence of broad and open-ended constitutional provisions 

can provide a legal basis for judicial activism. Constitutions that guarantee fundamental 

rights, such as the rights to equality, freedom of speech, and privacy, empower courts to 

protect these rights.For example, the Indian Constitution includes a right to privacy as part of 

the right to life and personal liberty. In the landmark case of Justice K.S. Puttaswamy (Retd.) 

v. Union of India10, the Indian Supreme Court ruled that privacy is a fundamental right 

 
10AIR 2017 SC 4161 
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protected under the Constitution, thus empowering the court to strike down laws that infringe 

on this right. 

Similarly, the U.S. Constitution's Fourth Amendment, which protects against unreasonable 

searches and seizures, has been used by the U.S. Supreme Court to limit government 

surveillance activities in cases such as United States v. Jones11 (2012). 

Statutory Interpretation:Courts can engage in judicial activism through their interpretation 

of statutes. Judicial activism in statutory interpretation occurs when courts interpret laws 

broadly to achieve a particular outcome, even if it goes beyond the literal language of the 

statute.For example, in the U.S., the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits discrimination on the 

basis of race, colour, religion, sex, or national origin. In Griswold v. Connecticut12 (1965), the 

U.S. Supreme Court interpreted the act broadly to strike down a state law banning the use of 

contraceptives, even though the act did not explicitly mention a right to privacy. 

Similarly, in India, the Supreme Court has engaged in activism through its interpretation of 

statutes to protect fundamental rights. In Vishaka v. State of Rajasthan13 (1997), the Court 

used the interpretation of the Constitution to create guidelines for preventing sexual 

harassment in the workplace, filling a legislative gap until a specific law was enacted. 

In conclusion, legal factors such as constitutional provisions and statutory interpretation play 

a significant role in shaping judicial activism. They provide the legal framework within 

which courts can interpret and apply the law to protect rights and promote social justice, even 

if it requires going beyond the literal language of statutes. 

3.2 Political factors: The separation of powers is a fundamental principle in democratic 

systems, dividing the government into three branches: the executive, legislative, and judicial. 

Each branch has its own distinct powers and responsibilities, which serve as a system of 

checks and balances.Judicial activism can be influenced by the extent to which the judiciary 

is seen as a check on the other branches of government. In systems where there is a strong 

separation of powers, courts may be more inclined to engage in activism to check the powers 

of the executive and legislative branches. 

 
11565 U.S. 400 (2012) 
12381 U.S. 479 (1965) 
13AIR 1997 SC 3011 



 

7644 

ResMilitaris,vol.13,n°2, ISSN: 2265-6294 Spring (2023) 

 

For example, in the United States, the Supreme Court has engaged in judicial activism 

through its power of judicial review, striking down laws passed by Congress or actions taken 

by the President that are deemed unconstitutional. This has been seen in cases such as 

Marbury v. Madison14 and Brown v. Board of Education15. 

The political process of judicial appointments can also influence judicial activism. Judges are 

often appointed by political leaders or bodies, and their ideological leanings and judicial 

philosophy can impact their approach to interpreting the law.In systems where judges are 

appointed based on their adherence to a particular ideology or political agenda, courts may be 

more inclined to engage in activism to advance that agenda. Conversely, in systems where 

judges are appointed based on their qualifications and judicial temperament, activism may be 

less prevalent.For example, in the United States, the appointment of conservative or liberal 

judges to the Supreme Court can influence the direction of the Court's decisions on 

controversial issues such as abortion rights, affirmative action, and civil liberties.In 

conclusion, political factors such as the separation of powers and judicial appointments can 

influence the extent to which courts engage in judicial activism. These factors shape the 

political context within which courts operate and can impact the role of the judiciary in 

interpreting and applying the law. 

3.3 Social factors: Social factors play a crucial role in influencing judicial activism. Two key 

social factors are important. Public opinion can influence judicial activism by shaping the 

political context within which courts operate. Courts may be more inclined to engage in 

activism if there is strong public support for a particular issue or cause.For example, in cases 

involving contentious social issues such as same-sex marriage or gun control, public opinion 

can play a significant role in shaping judicial decisions. Courts may be more likely to rule in 

favour of positions that align with prevailing public opinion, especially in cases where the 

issue is highly politicized.However, public opinion is not always a reliable predictor of 

judicial activism. Courts may sometimes take unpopular positions to protect minority rights 

or uphold constitutional principles, even in the face of strong public opposition. 

Advocacy groups and civil society organizations can also influence judicial activism by 

bringing cases to court and advocating for particular outcomes. These groups often use 

litigation as a tool to advance their causes and promote social change.For example, in India, 

 
14 
15 
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public interest litigation (PIL) filed by advocacy groups has been instrumental in bringing 

about judicial activism in areas such as environmental protection, consumer rights, and the 

rights of marginalized communities. The Supreme Court has used PIL to address issues 

ranging from air pollution to the right to food. 

Similarly, in the United States, advocacy groups have played a key role in shaping judicial 

activism through their involvement in cases related to civil rights, environmental protection, 

and other social issues. Groups such as the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and the 

National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP) have been 

influential in bringing about judicial decisions that promote social justice. 

In conclusion, social factors such as public opinion and advocacy groups can influence 

judicial activism by shaping the issues that come before the courts and the arguments 

presented in those cases. Courts may be more inclined to engage in activism when there is 

strong public support or advocacy for a particular cause, but they may also act independently 

to protect minority rights and uphold constitutional principles. 

4. Impact of Judicial Activism on Governance 

The impact of judicial activism on governance, particularly its role in shaping public policy, 

is a complex and multifaceted issue. Judicial activism can have both positive and negative 

effects on governance, depending on the context and the nature of the activism. Some key 

aspects of its impact on public policy include: 

Judicial activism can help address gaps in legislation or government policy. When the 

legislature or executive branch fails to act on a particular issue, courts can step in to fill the 

void and provide relief to those affected.For example, in India, the Supreme Court's activism 

through public interest litigation (PIL) has led to significant advancements in areas such as 

environmental protection, healthcare, and education, where government action was lacking. 

Judicial activism can be instrumental in advancing civil rights and liberties. Courts can use 

their power to strike down laws that violate constitutional rights or to interpret laws in a way 

that expands protections for individuals.For example, in the United States, the Supreme 

Court's activism during the Civil Rights Movement led to decisions such as Brown v. Board 

of Education (1954), which desegregated public schools, and Loving v. Virginia (1967), 

which struck down bans on interracial marriage. 
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Judicial activism can serve as a check on the power of the other branches of government. By 

reviewing the constitutionality of laws and executive actions, courts can prevent abuse of 

power and ensure that government actions comply with the rule of law.However, critics argue 

that excessive judicial activism can undermine the principle of separation of powers and lead 

to judicial overreach. 

Judicial activism can promote accountability in governance by holding government officials 

accountable for their actions. Courts can compel governments to fulfil their obligations and 

implement policies that benefit the public interest.For example, in South Africa, the 

Constitutional Court has used its activism to enforce government accountability and promote 

good governance, particularly in cases involving corruption and maladministration. 

Challenges of Judicial Activism: However, judicial activism also faces challenges. Critics 

argue that activist courts may overstep their bounds and infringe on the powers of the elected 

branches of government. This can lead to tensions between the judiciary and the other 

branches, undermining the overall effectiveness of governance. The impact of judicial 

activism on governance, particularly in shaping public policy, is significant and can have far-

reaching consequences. While judicial activism can help address policy gaps, advance rights 

and liberties, and promote accountability, it also raises concerns about the balance of power 

and the role of the judiciary in a democratic society. 

Balancing power between branches of government is a key aspect of governance, and judicial 

activism can play a significant role in this process. Judicial activism can help maintain a 

balance of power by serving as a check on the other branches of government and ensuring 

that they operate within their constitutional limits. Here are some ways in which judicial 

activism contributes to balancing power. 

The concept of checks and balances is central to the separation of powers doctrine, which 

aims to prevent any one branch of government from becoming too powerful. Judicial 

activism can serve as a check on the legislative and executive branches by reviewing the 

constitutionality of their actions.In the United States, the Supreme Court's activism in cases 

such as Marbury v. Madison (1803) established the principle of judicial review, allowing the 

Court to strike down laws that are deemed unconstitutional, thereby checking the power of 

the legislative branch. 
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Judicial activism can protect individual rights and liberties against encroachment by the 

government. Courts can use their power to interpret laws and the constitution in a way that 

ensures the protection of fundamental rights. In Griswold v. Connecticut16, the U.S. Supreme 

Court struck down a state law banning the use of contraceptives, ruling that it violated the 

right to privacy. This decision was based on an activist interpretation of the Constitution's 

protection of privacy rights. 

Judicial activism can also serve as a check on executive power. Courts can review executive 

actions to ensure they comply with the law and the constitution, preventing abuses of power 

by the executive branch. In Youngstown Sheet & Tube Co. v. Sawyer17 , the U.S. Supreme 

Court ruled that President Harry Truman's seizure of steel mills during the Korean War was 

unconstitutional, asserting the judiciary's role in checking executive overreach. 

Judicial activism can help clarify and interpret constitutional ambiguities, ensuring that the 

constitution is applied consistently and effectively. This can prevent conflicts between 

branches of government over the interpretation of constitutional provisions. In India, the 

Supreme Court has engaged in activism to interpret and apply the principles of the 

constitution, particularly in cases involving federalism and the division of powers between 

the central and state governments. Judicial activism plays a crucial role in balancing power 

between branches of government by serving as a check on legislative and executive actions, 

protecting individual rights, and interpreting constitutional provisions. While it can help 

maintain a balance of power, judicial activism also raises concerns about judicial overreach 

and the proper role of the judiciary in a democratic society. 

Judicial activism can play a significant role in promoting social change and advancing human 

rights. By interpreting laws and the constitution in ways that protect and expand rights, courts 

can effectuate meaningful change in society. Activist courts often interpret laws and 

constitutional provisions broadly to protect fundamental rights. This can lead to the 

recognition of new rights or the extension of existing rights to marginalized or disadvantaged 

groups.In the United States, the Supreme Court's activism in cases such as Loving v. 

Virginia18, expanded the right to marry across racial lines, and Obergefell v. 

 
16 381 U.S. 479 (1965) 
17 343 U.S. 579. 1951 
18388 U.S. 1 (1967) 
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Hodges19extended marriage rights to same-sex couples, promoting social change and 

equality. 

Judicial activism can address systemic injustices by challenging discriminatory practices and 

policies. Courts can use their power to strike down laws that perpetuate inequality and require 

governments to take action to rectify past injustices. In South Africa, the Constitutional Court 

has been actively involved in addressing the legacy of apartheid, ruling on cases related to 

land reform, access to education, and affirmative action to promote social justice and 

reconciliation. 

Activist courts often protect the rights of vulnerable or marginalized groups who may not 

have a voice in the political process. Courts can use their power to ensure that these groups 

are treated fairly and have access to essential services and opportunities. In India, the 

Supreme Court has used public interest litigation (PIL) to address issues such as child labour, 

environmental pollution, and the rights of women and minorities, leading to significant social 

change. 

Activist court decisions can set precedents that lead to broader social change. By ruling on 

cases that challenge existing norms and practices, courts can create legal frameworks that 

promote human rights and equality. The European Court of Human Rights has set precedents 

on issues such as freedom of speech, privacy rights, and non-discrimination, influencing laws 

and policies across member states. Judicial activism can be a powerful tool for promoting 

social change and advancing human rights. By interpreting laws and the constitution in ways 

that protect rights and challenge injustices, courts can help create a more just and equitable 

society. However, judicial activism also raises concerns about judicial overreach and the 

proper role of the judiciary in a democratic society. 

5. Comparative Analysis of Judicial Activism 

“Courts have played a salutary and corrective role in innumerable instances. They are highly 

respected by our people for that. At the same time, the dividing line between judicial activism 

and judicial overreach is a thin one.” Prime Minister Dr Manmohan Singh said the above 

while addressing a conference of Chief Ministers and Chief Justices of the High Court in 

April 2007 at New Delhi. This statement is perceived to be the fallout from the widespread 

debates going on in various forums in India regarding judicial accountability. At the 

 
19 576 US 644 (2015) 
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conference of Chief Justices of High Courts and Chief Ministers in the previous year the 

Prime Minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, said: 

 “There is growing dissatisfaction regarding the functioning of the executive and the 

legislature and their ability to deliver effective governance to meet the needs and challenges 

of our times. In this background, it is a matter of great satisfaction that the public at large 

continues to hold our judiciary in high esteem. The judiciary as custodians and watchdogs of 

the fundamental rights of our people has discharged its responsibility very well indeed.”  

This article attempts to highlight some of the incidents that would have contributed to the 

Prime Minister’s change of stance. A noted constitutional lawyer and former Solicitor 

General of India, Mr. T. R.Andhyarjuna, wrote:  

…“whilst the Indian higher judiciary is perhaps the most powerful judiciaries in the world 

today and the socialist perception of it is very high, accountability mechanisms particularly in 

the disciplining of judges of superior court and the representative character of the courts have 

not matched with the power and esteem20”. 

United States: 

Practice: The U.S. has a long history of judicial activism, especially notable during the 

Warren Court era (1953-1969), which led to significant advancements in civil rights and 

liberties. 

Perception: Judicial activism is often viewed positively by those who see it as a means to 

protect individual rights and promote justice. However, it is also criticized for allegedly 

overstepping the bounds of judicial authority and interfering with the democratic process. 

Factors: The U.S. Constitution's broad language, particularly the Bill of Rights and the 

Fourteenth Amendment, provides a strong basis for judicial review and activism. The 

adversarial legal system and the appointment process of federal judges also play a role in 

shaping judicial activism. 

India: 

Practice: Judicial activism in India is characterized by the Supreme Court's expansive 

interpretation of the Constitution, particularly regarding fundamental rights and directive 

 
20 Judicial Accountability: India’s Methods and Experience 2003 
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principles of state policy. It has been instrumental in addressing issues such as environmental 

protection, corruption, and social justice. 

Perception: The Indian judiciary is often praised for its proactive role in protecting citizens' 

rights and enforcing accountability. However, there are concerns about judicial overreach and 

the judiciary encroaching on the domain of the executive and legislature. 

Factors: India's Constitution provides for a robust system of judicial review, empowering the 

Supreme Court and High Courts to strike down laws inconsistent with the Constitution. 

Public interest litigation (PIL) has also been a key mechanism for judicial activism in India. 

South Africa: 

Practice: Post-apartheid South Africa has seen significant judicial activism, particularly by 

the Constitutional Court, in interpreting and enforcing the Constitution to promote equality, 

human dignity, and social justice. 

Perception: The Constitutional Court is generally well-regarded for its role in upholding the 

rule of law and advancing transformative justice. However, there are also concerns about 

judicial overreach and the potential impact on democratic governance. 

Factors: South Africa's Constitution, adopted in 1996, is hailed as one of the most 

progressive in the world, providing a strong foundation for judicial activism. The legacy of 

apartheid and the need for transformative justice have also influenced the judiciary's 

proactive approach. 

Comparative Analysis: 

Similarities:All three countries have experienced significant judicial activism, especially in 

advancing civil rights, social justice, and accountability. 

Judicial activism in all three countries is enabled by constitutional provisions that allow for 

strong judicial review. 

Differences:The extent and nature of judicial activism vary, with India's judiciary often being 

seen as the most activist, followed by South Africa and then the United States. 

Public perception of judicial activism differs, with India generally more accepting of judicial 

intervention compared to the United States, where it is more contentious. 
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The historical, political, and social contexts of each country have shaped the practice and 

perception of judicial activism differently. 

In conclusion, while the United States, India, and South Africa have all experienced judicial 

activism, the practice and perception vary due to differences in constitutional frameworks, 

legal traditions, and historical contexts. Understanding these differences is crucial for 

assessing the role of the judiciary in promoting justice and democracy in each country. 

6. Future Trends in Judicial Activism and Governance 

Future trends in judicial activism and governance are likely to be shaped by a variety of 

factors, including changes in legal, political, and social contexts. Some possible trends 

include: 

With globalization and the interconnectedness of legal systems, there may be an increasing 

reliance on international law and human rights norms in judicial decision-making. Courts 

may increasingly look to international treaties and conventions to interpret domestic laws and 

protect individual rights.As technology continues to advance, issues related to privacy rights 

and data protection are likely to become more prominent. Courts may be called upon to 

interpret laws and constitutional provisions in light of emerging technologies, such as 

artificial intelligence and biometric data collection.Judicial activism in the area of 

environmental protection and climate change is likely to increase as the impacts of climate 

change become more severe. Courts may play a more significant role in holding governments 

and corporations accountable for environmental harm and enforcing laws aimed at mitigating 

climate change. 

The pursuit of social justice and equality is likely to remain a key focus of judicial activism. 

Courts may continue to play a role in addressing issues such as discrimination, access to 

healthcare and education, and economic inequality, particularly in countries where these 

issues are pressing.As the role of the judiciary in governance becomes more prominent, there 

may be challenges to judicial independence from political actors seeking to influence judicial 

decision-making. Protecting judicial independence will be crucial to ensuring the legitimacy 

of judicial activism.The use of legal technology, such as artificial intelligence and machine 

learning, may impact judicial decision-making and governance. These technologies could 

help courts process and analyze legal information more efficiently, but they could also raise 

questions about bias and transparency in decision-making.Globalization may lead to 
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increased harmonization of legal standards and practices across jurisdictions. This could 

influence judicial decision-making by promoting consistency and cooperation among courts 

in different countries. 

Overall, future trends in judicial activism and governance are likely to be influenced by a 

complex interplay of legal, political, and social factors. Adapting to these trends will require a 

thoughtful and nuanced approach to balancing the role of the judiciary with the principles of 

democratic governance and the rule of law. 

1. Challenges and Criticisms of Judicial Activism 

• One of the primary criticisms of judicial activism is that it can undermine democratic 

principles by allowing unelected judges to make decisions that affect public policy. 

Critics argue that judges, who are not accountable to the electorate, should not have 

the power to overturn laws or government actions.Critics also contend that judicial 

activism can bypass the democratic process, as it allows courts to address issues that 

could be better resolved through the legislative or political processes. This can lead to 

tensions between the judiciary and the other branches of government, undermining the 

principle of separation of powers. 

• Another criticism of judicial activism is that it can lead to judicial overreach, where 

courts exceed their constitutional authority and interfere in areas that are traditionally 

the domain of the legislature or executive.Critics argue that activist judges may 

impose their personal beliefs or ideologies on society, rather than interpreting the law 

impartially. This can lead to inconsistent or unpredictable legal decisions, eroding 

confidence in the judicial system. 

• Judicial activism can also have practical implications for governance. Activist courts 

may issue rulings that are difficult or costly for governments to implement, leading to 

challenges in policy implementation and enforcement. A court ruling that requires 

extensive changes to government policy or expenditure may strain government 

resources and create administrative challenges. 

• Critics argue that judges may lack the expertise or democratic mandate to make 

complex policy decisions. While courts can provide legal interpretations, they may 

not always have the specialized knowledge or democratic legitimacy to make 

decisions that require balancing competing interests and values.This can lead to 
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concerns about the effectiveness and appropriateness of judicial intervention in certain 

policy areas. 

• Judicial activism can also be criticized for undermining the intent of the legislature. 

When courts interpret laws in a way that goes against the legislative intent, it can lead 

to confusion and uncertainty in the legal system.Critics argue that courts should defer 

to the legislature on matters of policy, as elected representatives are accountable to the 

electorate and are better positioned to make decisions on behalf of the public. 

• One of the key criticisms of judicial activism is the perceived lack of accountability of 

judges. Unlike elected officials who can be held accountable through elections, judges 

are appointed or serve for fixed terms and are not subject to direct democratic control. 

This lack of accountability can raise concerns about the legitimacy of judicial 

activism.In many countries, judges are appointed rather than elected. This means that 

they are not directly accountable to the public for their decisions. Critics argue that 

this lack of accountability can lead to judges making decisions based on their personal 

beliefs or ideologies, rather than on the law. 

• Judicial activism is often criticized for blurring the lines between judicial 

interpretation of the law and policy-making. When judges engage in activism, they 

may be seen as making policy decisions that should be left to elected officials.Critics 

argue that this can undermine the democratic process by allowing judges to impose 

their own views on society, without the consent of the governed. 

• While judicial independence is a fundamental principle of democracy, critics argue 

that unchecked judicial activism can undermine this principle. When judges make 

decisions that are perceived as exceeding their authority or going against the will of 

the people, it can erode public confidence in the judiciary.Critics also argue that 

judicial activism can lead to a concentration of power in the judiciary, as courts 

become more involved in shaping public policy. 

• The lack of accountability of judges can also have practical implications for 

governance. Activist court decisions may be difficult for governments to implement, 

leading to challenges in policy implementation and enforcement. Like a court ruling 

that requires extensive changes to government policy or expenditure may strain 

government resources and create administrative challenges. 

• Balancing judicial independence with accountability is a complex challenge. While 

judicial independence is essential for the rule of law and protection of rights, 
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accountability ensures that judges are held to appropriate standards of conduct and 

decision-making.Some argue that mechanisms such as judicial review by higher 

courts, ethical standards for judges, and transparency in judicial decision-making can 

help mitigate concerns about lack of accountability. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, judicial activism is a complex and controversial issue that raises important 

questions about the role of the judiciary in a democratic society. While judicial activism can 

be a powerful tool for promoting social change, protecting rights, and balancing power 

between branches of government, it also raises concerns about democratic legitimacy, judicial 

overreach, and lack of accountability. 

The impact of judicial activism depends on various factors, including the legal, political, and 

social context in which it occurs. While activism can help fill gaps in legislation, advance 

rights and liberties, and promote accountability, it also raises questions about the proper role 

of the judiciary and its relationship to the other branches of government. 

To address these challenges, it is essential to strike a balance between judicial independence 

and accountability. Mechanisms such as judicial review by higher courts, ethical standards for 

judges, and transparency in judicial decision-making can help ensure that judicial activism is 

carried out in a responsible and legitimate manner. 
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