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ABSTRACT 
The Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 (UAPA) is India's primary anti-terrorism 
legislation, aimed at preventing unlawful activities that threaten national sovereignty, 
integrity, and security. Initially enacted to address secessionist movements, the Act has 
undergone multiple amendments, particularly in 2004, 2008, 2012, and 2019, 
significantly expanding its scope to include individuals designated as terrorists, 
extending detention periods, and restricting bail provisions. While the government 
justifies these measures as essential for combating terrorism, legal scholars and human 
rights activists argue that the law compromises civil liberties, weakens judicial oversight, 
and is prone to misuse against political dissenters, journalists, and human rights 
defenders. The study examines the historical evolution of anti-terror laws in India, the 
legislative intent behind UAPA, and the legal framework governing its implementation. 
Analyses judicial interpretations and landmark cases, highlighting instances where 
courts have either upheld the Act’s stringent provisions or intervened to protect 
fundamental rights. A comparative analysis with global counter-terrorism laws in the 
United States, United Kingdom, Canada, and Germany reveals that India’s UAPA lacks 
independent review mechanisms and sufficient safeguards to prevent misuse. The study 
also explores the socio-legal impact of the law, particularly on democratic freedoms, and 
its implications for the criminal justice system. It concludes by emphasizing the need for 
legal reforms, judicial oversight, and independent accountability mechanisms to balance 
national security concerns with constitutional rights, ensuring that counter-terrorism 
measures do not undermine democratic principles and the rule of law. 

DOI 
10.29121/shodhkosh.v5.i1.2024.438
1   

Funding: This research received no 
specific grant from any funding agency in 
the public, commercial, or not-for-profit 
sectors. 

Copyright: © 2024 The Author(s). 
This work is licensed under a Creative 
Commons Attribution 4.0 
International License. 

With the license CC-BY, authors retain 
the copyright, allowing anyone to 
download, reuse, re-print, modify, 
distribute, and/or copy their 
contribution. The work must be 
properly attributed to its author. 

 

 

 
Keywords: Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act (UAPA), Counter-Terrorism 
Legislation, Civil Liberties and Human Rights 

1. INTRODUCTION 
In India, Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 (UAPA) is one of the most important anti-terror legislations which 
comes forth to prevent and suppress unlawful activities which endanger the sovereignty, security, territorial integrity 
and public order of India. The UAPA was passed in the aftermath of mounting internal and external threats and enables 
the government to designate individuals and groups as terrorists, curtailed them and take actions strong against them. 
First initiated to deal with secessionist causes, the Act has gone through several amendments, and after 2004 and hence 
2019, it was expanded to include other States to cover offenses related to terrorism. Such laws also allow for extended 
periods of detention, stringent bail conditions and extensive investigative powers, and therefore raise issues concerning 
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those basic rights. Though it seeks to boost national security, opponents argue that it is used too liberally, whereby it 
hampers individual freedoms, press freedom, and democratic dissent. One of key challenges which arises in the 
application of the UAPA, is the balancing act between security and civil rights. 
From a civil liberties and governance perspective, the UAPA has caused a major change. Proponents view it as a vital 
attack on fighting terrorism and preserving national self and opposers argue it is a draconian law that stifles dissent and 
violates human rights. Furthermore, the Act was used twice to rout activists, journalists and political opponents and 
concerns remain regarding its selective application and potential for abuse. Courts at times have stepped in to uphold 
constitutional rights under the garb of the UAPA, by lending their judicial interpretations in shaping the discourse on the 
UAPA. But the Act is still in force, and a high bail threshold together with long trials remain contentious points. The socio-
political significance of UAPA is that it depicts the need for a harmonized view to secure the country and to secure the 
democratic freedoms. As such, it is imperative to assess critically its legal provisions, judicial trends and socio-political 
implications in order to assess the role it plays in present day India. 
 

2. OVERVIEW OF THE UAPA 
India's primary anti-terrorism law is the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 (UAPA), which has been enacted to 
prevent any unlawful activities which may endangers [sic] the sovereignty, integrity and security of India. First brought 
in to quell secessionist movements, the Act has been substantially amended over time, first in 2004, then 2008, then 
2012, and finally in 2019 to take the fight against terrorism much further. Under the UAPA, the government can prohibit 
outfits, nab persons as terrorists, and impose stringent punishment, in cases of funding, or being associated with 
proscribed outfits. It is a powerful legal tool for national security enforcement, and unlike ordinary criminal laws, it 
allows for extended detention, stringent bail provisions and non-disclosure of evidence during trials, among others. 
India's commitment to international efforts to counter terrorism, though, is in sync with its constitutional values of 
tackling violent extremism while there are apprehensions about its effect on civil liberties and human rights. 
On a socio-legal level, the UAPA has come in for criticism for the broad and vague definitions put down in it that give 
tremendous discretionary powers to law enforcement agencies. Bail becomes hard and accused have to bear the burden 
of proof because the Act allows for detention without charge for up to 180 days. Yet the law has since been used in its 
broad sweep not only against terror suspects but against activists, journos, and political dissenters, concerns over its 
abuse. Debates on the 2019 amendment were further intensified on its constitutional validity and possible abuse since 
it provided for individuals (not necessarily organs) to be designated as terrorists. The government, however, defends 
the UAPA as a much-needed weapon against growing threats to national security, while critics call for the rollback of the 
act for being too restrictive of basic rights and democratic freedoms. The Act’s implementation raises an issue of 
balancing national security with constitutional rights as it remains a contentious but important part of India’s legal and 
political framework. 
 

3. OBJECTIVES AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 
The major focus of this study is to carry out a detailed socio-legal study on the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 
(UAPA) analyzing its evolution, the legal provisions and various provisions of judicial pronouncements and the 
sociopolitical repercussions. The main objective is to look into the historical background of the enactment of the UAPA 
and to see how the amendments have included the realm of the act beyond the initial motive of the act. It aims to examine 
the effectiveness of the Act in tackling terrorism and unlawful activities as well as addressing the concerns associated 
with civil liberties, human rights and democratic principle. Lastly, the study will gauge how laws have been interpreted 
and applied in courts, especially in cases revolving around cases of dissent, political activism, and speech freedom. 
This study is important for examining the UAPA at a critical time and how the legislation adversely affects India’s legal 
and democratic framework. In recent years, the application of the Act has raised fiery debates about its possible misuse 
against activists, journalists, and voices of the opposition. Legal scholars, policymakers, and human rights advocates need 
to understand the narrow line between national security and fundamental rights. In a global context, the study is also 
important, because counter terrorist laws in other countries encounter similar problems of maintaining security whilst 
preserving individual freedoms. This study provides a comparative analysis of international laws and recommendations 
on reforms that could contribute to the broader discourse in democratic nations as how they can combat terrorism while 
protecting the constitutional values. It will provide valuable resource for academicians, legal practitioners, lawmakers, 
and civil society organizations in conceptualizing a just and balanced approach towards counterterrorism laws in India. 
 

https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh


Preetinder Pal Sodhi, and Arvind Jasrotia 

ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts 1512 
 

 
 

4. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF UAPA 
In India, anti-terror laws can be seen has coming into picture in the colonial era itself, when British government enacted 
laws such as Rowlatt Act in 1919 to restrict nationalist movements. On achieving independence, India had to encounter 
many home security threats, such as the Northeastern peoples' separatist demands, Naxalite movements, and the Punjab 
and Jammu & Kashmir demands of separating from the country. Tougher measures against these threats of the kind 
introduced through the Preventive Detention Act, 1951, Maintenance of Internal Security Act (MISA), 1971 and Terrorist 
and Disruptive Activities (Prevention) Act (TADA), 1985 were taken. But TADA was repealed in 1995 on account of 
complaints of human rights violation. In response to rising terrorism, it was later replaced as Prevention of Terrorism 
Act (POTA), 2002, which also was repealed in 2004 for alleged misuse. Amidst these changing legal frameworks, the 
Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 (UAPA) was enacted as a more permanent legislation to prevent the threats 
to national security and attempts to censor criticisms related to the anti-terror legislation. 
There is legislative intent as well as the need for UAPA to tackle secessionist activities on the recommendations of 
National Integration Council (NIC) in 1963, when protests of certain separatist groups in Tamil Nadu, Nagaland and 
Jammu & Kashmir were on the rise. Unlike previous acts, UAPA targeted illegal combinations and associations, and 
activities which are aimed at disturbing the sovereignty and integrity of India. The Act has, over time been subjected to 
major amendments that transformed it into a comprehensive anti-terrorism law. After repeal of POTA, its scope got 
enlarged to include terrorism offences by the 2004 amendment. The amendment for the year 2008, introduced post the 
2008 Mumbai attacks, strengthened some provisions on terrorist financing and extended detention periods from a 
maximum of seven to two years. Amended in 2012, the amendment incorporated international conventions against 
terrorism and brought India into greater platform of global counter terror framework. The 2019 amendment had the 
most controversial aspect, as that enabled the government to name individuals (not just organizations) as terrorists, 
amid fears it would be abused against activists and political protesters. Amending the UAPA has made the law the most 
powerful anti-terror law in India, but has also raised many debates about its misuse against civil liberties, the absence of 
judicial accountability, and infringement of democratic rights. 
 

5. LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF UAPA 
The Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 (UAPA) is a broad piece of legislation that encompasses the necessary 
legal framework with respect to tackling unlawful and terrorist activities that endanger India’s sovereignty and integrity. 
It empowers the central government to proclaim people and bodies terrorists, ban their activities and impose heavy 
punishments against offences associated with terrorism, finance and support for proscribed groups. The law describes 
‘unlawful activities’ broadly, which can be, among other things, acts of promoting secession or contrary to India’s 
territorial integrity or sovereignty. The power to investigate cases under UAPA has been given to National Investigation 
Agency (NIA) thus ensuring a centralized approach towards counter terrorism. Besides, the Act allows seizing property 
and financial assets, which are related to terrorist activities, and it prohibits their use with an eye toward extremist 
agendas. 
What is distinctive about UAPA is that it brings in a much more stringent procedure and evidentiary provisions than 
under the ordinary criminal laws. Under the Act, while criminal law imposes a 90-day maximum period of detention 
without charge, the Act opens the door to 180 days maximum detention without charge. Additionally, it shifts the burden 
of proof to the accused, making it very difficult to obtain bail. According to Section 43D(5) of the Code of Criminal 
Procedure, bail cannot be granted should there be reasonable grounds to suspect the accused, and as such pretrial 
detention becomes a prolonged and contentious issue. In addition, the Act limits judicial oversight by permitting 
evidence obtained through intercepted communications, a practice which critics contend contravenes due process and 
fair trial principles. 
In 2019, there was a significant change made in the amendment that enabled the government to declare people terrorists 
without having links with banned organisations. Critics widely lamented how this provision could be misused against 
those opposing the authorities, activists and journalists. Along these lines, individuals so labelled cannot readily 
challenge their designation, since the law does not provide a clear appeal mechanism. On the one hand, the government 
justifies these provisions as necessary for national security, but on the other hand, legal experts contend that these 
provisions weaken constitutional safeguards, like the right to a fair trial, freedom of speech and freedom from arbitrary 
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detention. Therefore, the legal framework of UAPA is a fine line between national security and protecting fundamental 
rights and hence is one of India’s most debated laws. 
 

6. JUDICIAL INTERPRETATION AND LANDMARK CASES 
The interpretation by the judiciary of the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 (UAPA) and the extent to which its 
provisions conform to principles of the constitution is very important. The Act provides extensive powers to the 
government and the law enforcement but courts are trying to set the balance between national security and fundamental 
rights. The actual incarnation of UAPA as a law has mostly been subject to judicial scrutiny in relation to issues of bail, 
the designation of individuals as terrorists and scope of free speech under the Act. Several landmark judgments have 
been delivered by the Supreme Court as well as the High Courts regarding application of the law, determining its scope, 
with respect to personal liberty and due process. 
 
1. NIA V. ZAHOOR AHMAD SHAH WATALI (2019) 
What followed was a case which substantially affected the provisions of bail under UAPA. The Supreme Court ruled that 
courts should be very restrictive when granting bail and bail becomes very hard for the accused to get pretrial release. 
Section 43D(5) which provided that bail should not be granted if the court has prima facie evidence against the accused 
was strengthened by the judgment and shifted the burden of proof onto the accused. The main criticism is that this ruling 
reduces the presumption of innocence and allows for detention without trial for extended periods of time. 
 
2. UNION OF INDIA V. K.A. NAJEEB (2021) 
In this matter, the Supreme Court declined to believe that fundamental rights can be overruled by the very stringent bail 
provisions contained under UAPA. As the interference in the rule of law, the accused was given bail as an indefinite trial 
could not by reason of strict anti-terror laws, justify them held in imprisonment indefinitely. This judgment offered relief 
for people detained for long periods by stressing that fair trial rights must be upheld. 
 
3. THWAHA FASAL V. UNION OF INDIA (2021) 
Under UAPA, the issue of associational liability was dealt with in this case. The Supreme Court held that it is not enough 
that one has associated with a prohibited organization or possess certain booklets or documents. This was a strong 
judgment in preventing misuse of UAPA against activists and students. 
 
4. ASEEM TRIVEDI V. STATE OF MAHARASHTRA (2012) 
This case may not have come under UAPA, but it was indeed related to sedition laws and freedom of speech which 
impacted subsequent UAPA cases. The Bombay High Court said criticism of government does not amount to sedition, 
which will now be a precedent in cases where activists and journalists are charged under UAPA for speaking up. 
 
5. NAVLAKHA V. NATIONAL INVESTIGATION AGENCY (2021) 
Activist Gautam Navlakha was held under UAPA in Bhima Koregaon case, leading to fears of free speech and political 
freedom. In the cases concerning human rights defenders, the Supreme Court only allowed limited relief, allowing house 
arrest, bringing under focus the element of judicial oversight in such cases. 
 

7. JUDICIAL TRENDS AND CHALLENGES 
While times, courts have sometimes diluted the provisions of the UAPA by stepping in to prevent misuse, yet several 
landmark rulings have sustained its oppressive provisions, especially as brought in by the provisions of bail, and pre trial 
detention. It also means that the government has been able to successfully avoid the judiciary on matters of national 
security and to persuade the courts to defer to its judgment and the detention of a person under the Preventive Detention 
Act has been difficult for individuals to challenge. But recent judgments appear to indicate a new recognition of the 
requirement to strike a balance between the security concerns and constitutional rights, including rights such as 
prolonged detention and misuse against political activists. While the strengthening of legal safeguards hinges on the 
future interpretation of UAPA by courts, this will not come at the cost of national security interests. 
 

8. SOCIO-LEGAL IMPLICATIONS OF UAPA 
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Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 (UAPA) has important socio legal implications and helps in violation of 
fundamental rights and judicial process of India. Although it is aimed to protect the national security from the threats of 
terrorism and other illegal activities, its wide and ambiguous definitions empower law enforcement agencies with undue 
discretionary power. The bail provisions of the Act have been made extremely stringent and coupled with extended 
detention periods has resulted in serious violation of civil liberties and due process. Many of those accused under UAPA 
have spent long stretches in prison without trial, a state of punishment without conviction that many human rights 
organizations have described. The critics say the Act undermines the presumptions of innocence – a fundamental 
principle of justice – by making it very hard for the accused to get bail even if trials are delayed. 
According to socialists, UAPA is often used against journalists, activists, and dissenters at times, and hence there are 
allegations that it is being misused as a political tool to suppress opposition and free speech. The fears of selective 
application against those critical of the government have increased further after the 2019 amendment which allows for 
an individual (not just organisations) to be designated as a terrorist. Some students, academics, human rights defenders 
and civil society activists have been charged under UAPA where they were charged under lack of direct evidence of 
inciting violence or threatening national security. Such debates are sparked on whether the law is being weaponized to 
crackdown dissent and criminalize democratic protests. The Act has a chilling effect that deters citizen activism, free 
press, and open political discourse necessary for a healthy democracy. 
The constitutional rights and the role of judicial oversight are challenged legally by UAPA. Courts have occasionally 
stepped in to protect individual rights, but because UAPA is a strict, legal piece of legislation, their power to quash 
arbitrary arrests or bail a person under the law is fraught. It goes against the basic legal principle that a person is innocent 
until proven guilty because the accused bear the burden to prove their innocence. Furthermore, a prolonged trial under 
UAPA would mean delayed justice as many cases lie in limbo for years. The implementation of the Act is accompanied by 
the tension between national security and civil liberties which makes it a contentious issue in India’s legal and political 
landscape. Of course there is need for tight counter terrorism laws, but surely there needs to be reforms to the way these 
laws are used, are subject to judicial accountability and do not interfere with democratic freedoms. 
 

9. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS WITH GLOBAL COUNTER-TERROR LAWS 
As with other counter terror laws around the world, the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 (UAPA) is a security 
legislation aimed at combating threats to national security but has raised questions as to whether it resembles the other 
counter terror laws being used in countries like USA, UK and Canada. The closest analogy is to the USA PATRIOT Act, 
2001, passed in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, which expanded government surveillance powers, authorized indefinite 
detention of foreign nationals that the government suspected of terrorism and opened the door wide for law enforcement 
investigatory powers. Unlike UAPA, which has no sunset provisions, many of the PATRIOT Act’s problematic provisions 
have them, and strong mechanisms for judicial oversight to prevent abuse are also present. Similarly, detention without 
charge is provided for in the UK’s Terrorism Act, 2000, in similar conditions however for a significantly shorter period 
than under UAPA, with the possibility of judicial review and oversight by an independent terrorism review commission. 
On the other hand, UAPA does not have a structured mechanism for systematic review and therefore is prone to instances 
where individuals had been detained over long periods of time without accountability. 
Further comparisons can be made with Canada’s Anti-Terrorism Act, 2001, which was brought in as a response to 
international terrorist threats. It allows for preventive detention and expanded investigative powers, but also contains 
adequate protections for human rights – including parliamentary reviews of long-term detention, means to challenge 
terrorist designations, and clear definition of terrorism offenses. But unlike UAPA’s 2019 amendment, which granted the 
power of declaring individuals (not just organizations) as terrorists with no automatic appeal in sight, is a source of 
arbitrary state action. Prevention and deradicalization programs are the trends in Germany and France as 
counterterrorism laws focus little or no more on punitive measures. And India has not yet adopted this path. Whereas 
cases under UAPA can drag on for years without trial, European laws place emphasis on speedy trial and judicial checks 
to avoid indefinite detentions. 
One of the major differences between UAPA and global counter terror laws is that the former is not transparent or even 
subject to oversight. Many Western democracies have set up review boards, parliamentary committees or indeed 
independent commission to oversee how anti-terror laws are implemented to avoid abuse. While such a body exists 
within UAPA in India, however, the body to serve as such an independent oversight mechanism doesn’t exist within the 
country. Like any counterterror law, all of these laws are attacked for abridging civil liberties, but the UK, Canada, and 
Germany have attempted to strike a balance between security and the rights of the individual through time limited 
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detention, frequent review by the judiciary and recourse to the law. India's UAPA, on one hand, remains one of the 
strictest counter terrorist laws with little safeguards as compared to its counterparts, with reforms sought in the 
apparatus of the law so as to be in sync with the international human rights regime without compromising on security. 
 

10. CONCLUSION 
One of India’s most stringent anti-terror law is the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 (UAPA), that strives to 
balance national security with fundamental rights. Its amendments have extended over the years and made the law a 
good instrument in fighting terrorism, unlawful activities and secessionist activities. Although broad definitions, strict 
bail provisions and long periods of detention have raised concern of misuse, lack of judicial oversight and civil liberty 
violation. Through a judicious interpretation of UAPA, the judiciary has on some occasions upheld the drastic provisions 
of UAPA, and on other occasions it has also saved the individual rights by granting relief in cases of wrongful detention. 
A comparison of other democracies’ counter terror laws with UAPA reveals that though some other democracies have 
shown strong accountability mechanisms in place, India has no independent review bodies and very limited avenue for 
appeal allowing for the misuse of UAPA. The socio legal implication of UAPA vis a vis security and democratic liberties 
and in particular the cases where activists, journalists and dissenters are charged under this act emerge to be important. 
Counterterrorism legislation is needed to protect the integrity of the nation, but we need to balance that with not 
suppressing legitimate political expression or trampling upon other fundamental rights. UAPA can be brought in line 
with constitutional values by bringing in judicial reforms and clear guidelines on application margins, with an 
independent review system to ensure effectiveness as a counter terror measure. Whilst India strives to deal with 
changing security threats, it has to make sure that its legal framework represents national security along with the basic 
fundamentals of justice and democracy. 
 
FUTURE WORK 
Judicial and Legislative Reforms 

• Analyzing potential amendments to incorporate stronger safeguards against misuse. 
• Exploring the role of judicial oversight in ensuring fair trials and protecting constitutional rights. 

Comparative Legal Analysis 
• Conducting a detailed comparison with international counter-terror laws to identify best practices. 
• Evaluating how other democratic nations balance security and civil liberties under similar laws. 

Impact on Civil Liberties and Human Rights 
• Examining real-life case studies to assess how UAPA affects activists, journalists, and political dissenters. 
• Investigating the effect of UAPA on press freedom, academic discourse, and peaceful protests. 

Effectiveness of UAPA in Counterterrorism 
• Studying conviction rates, investigative procedures, and implementation challenges under UAPA. 
• Assessing whether the Act has effectively curbed terrorism or led to prolonged detentions without trials. 

Proposals for Independent Review Mechanisms 
• Exploring the need for an independent oversight body or parliamentary review committee. 
• Recommending procedural safeguards such as clearer definitions of terrorism, time-bound trials, and 

transparency measures. 
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