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UNIT 9: WHAT IT MEANS TO BE A PARLIAMENTARY DEMOCRACY 
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9.0 OBJECTIVES 
 

 

The parliamentary system-institutions and practices-evolved in Britain and 

have been adopted with modifications by many countries. This unit examines the 

features of a parliamentary system with particular reference to India. After going 

through this unit, you should be able to: 

• Explain the meaning of a parliamentary democracy, 

• Trace the evolution of parliamentary system of government, 

• Identify the features of parliamentary system of government, and 

• Evaluate the parliamentary system prevailing in India. 
 

9.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

 

The term parliamentary system is used in two main senses. In a broad 

sense, it denotes all political systems where there exists an assembly of elected 

representatives of people having the responsibility for legislation, including 

finance. The word ‘parliament’ is derived from the French expression ‘parle’ 

which means to speak or parley. This term was also used to describe conferences 

such as those held between the King of France and the Pope in 1245. Gradually, 

the term began to be applied to the body of persons who gathered to discuss and 

approve government policies and finances. Nearer to the people and public 

opinion than the other two organs of the government, the parliament has claimed 

to represent the sovereign will of the people. More commonly, the term 

parliamentary system or ‘parliamentary government’ refers to a system which is 

distinguished from the presidential system of government. Unlike the presidential 

system of government, which is based on the principle of separation of powers, 

the parliamentary system involves the fusion of the executive and legislative 

organs of the government. Before we examine the features of a parliamentary 
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government, let us see how parliamentary system evolved in Britain. 
 

9.2 EVOLUTION 
 

 

The origins of the British parliament can be traced to thirteenth century 

when King John of Great Britain called together a few discreet knights and other 

nobles to advice him on the necessity and methods for tax collection. These 

meetings were also used to advice the king on particular issues of public 

importance. These meetings were called parliament. During the reign of Edward 

I, a model parliament was summoned. It was termed as model because it gave 

representation to across section of the British society. In their struggle against the 

Pope and the Spanish kings, the Tudor dynasty sought the approval of the 

Parliament to legitimise their actions. In the process, the practice of seeking 

Parliament’s approval for laws, taxes, religious and foreign policies gained wide 

acceptance. During the Stuart rule, there ensured a tussle between the kings and 

the parliament over religious and foreign policies that led to a civil war resulting 

in the execution of King Charles (1649) for treason and the disposing of King 

James II in the Bloodless Revolution (1688). The monarchs had to accept that no 

law can be passed or tax imposed without the consent of the Parliament and that 

the king owned his crown to the Parliament. 

During the reign of King George I in the early eighteenth century, the 

institution of cabinet began to take shape. Being of German origin, King George 

could not speak English and was disinterested in British politics. He was inclined 

to turn the actual tasks of governing over to his chief ministers or administrators 

who began to meet regularly to advise the king. These ministers were chosen 

from the members of parliament so that they would manage the body and get the 

necessary laws or proposals for taxes passed. They collected themselves into what 

is today known as the Cabinet, a kind of collegial executive group. The members 

of parliament were instructed and advised by the Cabinet, and soon the parliament 

and Cabinet together became the government of Britain. King George II, also of 

German origin continued this practice. When King George III, a British born and 

English speaking monarch ascended the throne, the parliamentary system was 

well established. 

Within the Cabinet, the king had begun to rely on one individual called the 

Prime Minister, to preside over the cabinet meetings and conveyed its decisions to 
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him. Sir Robert Walpole (1721-42) was the first to be designated as the Prime 

Minister. The pre-eminence of the post was consolidated by the abilities of Prime 

Ministers like Pitt the elder, Pitt the Young, Disraeli and Gladstone. With the rise 

of Liberal and Conservative parties following the realignment of political forces 

after the 1832 Reforms on the one hand and the extension of franchise on the 

other, the position of the Prime Minister got strengthened. The Prime Minister 

became the leader of the nation and the head of the government. 

The British parliamentary system, also known as the Westminster 

government (as the Parliament is located in Westminster in London) has some 

unique features. First, there is no single document referred to as the constitution. 

The institutions and practices have developed through conventions. Secondly, in 

the absence of a written constitution there are no special amending procedures. 

The British parliament enjoys great flexibility. Often described as parliamentary 

supremacy, the British parliament has an unlimited authority, recognised by the 

judiciary, to make any law or to amend any law already made. No other body or 

court has the right to overrule or set aside its legislation. However, very few of  

the worlds legislatures, including those that have been modelled after the British 

system, are free in this sense of all constitutional limitations. What are the 

features of parliamentary democracies modelled after the Westminster 

government? What does it mean to be a parliamentary democracy? 

 
9.2.1 Features of Parliamentary System of Government 

What does it mean to be a parliamentary democracy or parliamentary 

system? What are the important features of this system of government? 

Parliamentary democracy is characterised by the fusion of executive and 

legislative powers into a single body. The executive, the cabinet ministers, sit as 

members of parliament and play a double role in the fusion of executive and 

legislative powers. Those who recommend legislation as members of the cabinet 

also vote on the same legislation as members of the governing legislature. 

Typically, the government is the Cabinet and the rest of the members of the 

majority party or coalition of parties in the parliament. The government, in a 

sense, has an automatic majority and most decisions are made from among these 

groups. Since the executive is selected on the basis of majority support in the 

parliament and not directly elected, the government is accountable only to the 
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parliament. 

Secondly, the executive branch of government is divided into a largely 

formal head of state (the monarch) and the head of the government (the Prime 

Minister) who exercises most of the executive powers and is responsible to the 

parliament. The function of the head of the state is not to govern but to see that 

there is a government. When a crisis occurs, either through the break down of a 

coalition government or through some national emergency, the head of the state 

has the responsibility to select an individual to form a government and get on with 

the business of governing. The Prime Minister is the head of the government, 

whose function is to make policy and suggest laws through his or her 

subordinates. The Prime Minister leads the Cabinet and therefore the government. 

The head of the state ‘reigns but does not rule’. 

Parliamentary democracy means collegial executive. Although the Prime 

Minister is the chief executive, he or she is not a singular executive. The collegial 

executive is a collection of ministers (Cabinet) who must make decisions as a 

group and must be in general agreement before legislation is recommended or 

policies are proposed. The ministers are both individually and collectively 

responsible to the parliament for their actions. 

Parliamentary democracy also means a democracy based on party 

responsibility. As we saw, the majority party or a coalition of parties commanding 

majority in the parliament forms the government. The political parties in a 

parliamentary system have a clearly defined platform and on which the position 

of the party with regard to a wide variety of issues is stated. The party platform is 

adhered to with as much consistency as possible. When the cabinet suggests a 

piece of legislation that would fulfil a pledge made in the party platform, all 

members of the majority platform must vote for that particular law. Not to do so 

is to invite the wrath of the party and the subsequent failure to be nominated in 

next election to run under that party’s ticket. The government in a parliamentary 

system, therefore, has a built-in majority on most issues and its will generally 

prevail. The minority party may debate the issues, the laws and the proposals, and 

they may even succeed in causing minor changes through suggested amendments. 

However, the minority can never defeat a bill initiated by the majority so long as 

the rule of party responsibility holds. 

Check Your Progress Exersise-1 

Note: I) Use the space below for your answer. 
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ii) Check your answer with the model answer given at the end of this unit. 

 

1) What is the single most important feature of a parliamentary system of 

government? 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

2) What the term collegial executive mean? 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

PARLIAMENTARY SYSTEM IN INDIA 
 

 

As India was preparing to become an independent democratic republic 

forsaking all relations with colonialism, there began, almost simultaneously the 

search for a model of polity upon which our institutional structures were to be 

based and political processes made to function. The search was made difficult by 

the complex nature of our social reality reflecting different classes, caste groups, 

ethnic and religious minorities—all having diverse interests and aspirations. 

Almost all thinkers and activists of the time were keen on evolving a 

polity that suited the interests and aspirations of all sections of the Indian society. 

Jaya Prakash Narayan, for example, while articulating a plea for reconstruction of 

the Indian polity emphasised the need for a rational and scientific model that 

suited Indian conditions and realities. In other words, he argued for a syncretic 

model that would give due consideration to the practices of the ancient Indian 

polity that, unlike the pure western model, was organised in tune with the social 

nature of man and the scientific organisation of the society. He argued for a social 

and political life that would assure the preservation of human values. 

Disapproving big state structures, Mahatma Gandhi favoured the 

establishment of decentralised structures whose social and political rules are 

informed by ethics. He felt that what we consider the Mother of Parliaments is 

morally impotent to do any good to the English society at large. The parliament, 

according to Gandhi, remains under the control of ministers who constantly 

change. Furthermore, for Gandhi, the development of the party system and the 

assessment of issues by party members guided by a mob-psychology rhetorically 
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called party discipline have led to the ruin of the parliament. However, this 

derision of English Parliament does not indicate Gandhi’s apathy towards the 

institution of Parliament per se. He wanted the people to choose a parliament with 

fullest power over finance, armed forces, courts and educational institutions. In 

short, he aspired for parliamentary swaraj in accordance with the wishes and 

needs of the people of India. 

However, the compulsions of economic development, coupled with the 

need to ensure political integration of varied elements and interests under a 

corporate collectivity of “The People” our leaders set upon an agenda of building 

a big modern state with elaborate structures, institutions and political processes. 

In their search for a democratic government that would remain accountable to the 

wishes of the people and duly represent their diverse aspirations, the builders of 

our modern state chose to look to various countries and their political 

experiments. The choice of a federal parliamentary system was the result of a 

colonial legacy and experience. The legislative experience since the colonial rule 

began in the early eighteenth century, with modifications in the method and 

nature of representation in subsequent years, had a profound influence in 

articulating the normative structure of our post-independent system of 

governance. 

In independent India, a parliamentary form of government was adopted as 

the institutional device through which the democratic spirit was sought to be 

realised. The institutional set up is headed by the President who is the head of the 

state and the executive, functioned through the Prime Minister, who is the head of 

the government, and the judiciary, by the Supreme Court, while the Parliament is 

entrusted with the exercise of legislative powers. These institutions function 

within the framework of parliamentary government based on the union of the 

legislative and the executive wings of the government. The executive, the Council 

of Ministers headed by the Prime Minister, comes from the legislature and is 

collectively responsible to it. In other worlds, it is through the members of 

parliament that the people of India exercise control over the executive. 

The main principles of this form of democracy was the presence of a 

popular check upon the government through periodic elections based on adult 

franchise; granting of liberties to its citizens; and the presence of an independent 

judiciary to safeguard those liberties. The government is not irremovable and is 

periodically open for anybody who gets the support of the people and enters it as 
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an individual or as a member of some party. The method of election is affected 

through persuasion, conversion, and change of mind, change of opinion 

performed through secret ballot. Moreover, the underlying assumption of our 

parliamentary democracy is the faith on liberal democratic and individualistic 

principles. 

The process of making this elaborate parliamentary structure functional 

depends upon the political parties, which constitute the crucial elements in any 

parliamentary form of government. However, the presence of political parties of 

all hues and ideologies in the polity, sometimes with antagonistic and diverse 

conceptions of socio-economic order, renders the functioning of our 

parliamentary processes difficult. Thus, questions about the feasibility of 

parliamentary democracy in a country with no stable conventions or rules to 

regulate the relationship between the various offices created by the constitution 

and the inability to function as a welfare state under conditions of economic 

depravity are being increasingly raised. These questions are being buttressed with 

proposals for alternative forms of government like the presidential system 

replacing the cabinet form of government. However, we must remember that in 

choosing the ‘Westminster model’ with some modifications, the framers of the 

constitution were motivated by the need for a responsible government to that of a 

stable government to be found in the Presidential system of government. 

Though ideally any democratic executive must satisfy the conditions of 

stability and responsibility, in practical circumstances a balancing of both has 

been difficult. A non-parliamentary government is not dictated by its dependence 

on a parliamentary majority for continuing in office. By assuring a fixed tenure, a 

non-parliamentary system tends to value stability rather than responsibility. The 

government’s dependence on parliamentary majority makes it incumbent upon 

the parliamentary government to be responsible in its functions. In our 

parliamentary democracy, the parliament plays a vital deliberative role as a forum 

for national debate thereby constituting a popular check upon governmental 

authority and functions. The individual members of parliament and the opposition 

during question hour, amendment processes and general debates, have amply 

demonstrated the deliberative importance of the parliament. Furthermore, the 

restraint upon government activities and policies is maintained through the 

introduction of no-confidence motions, cut motions, adjournment motions and 
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calling attentions. Thus, a popular authority of the parliament in our political 

system is reinforced both through the continuous and periodic assessment of 

governmental responsibility. It is continuously assessed by the members of the 

parliament and periodically by the people during general elections. This is unlike 

the feature in presidential systems where this assessment is only periodic and is 

limited by the tenure of the executive, making the legislature literally ineffective 

during normal times. Thus, any assessment of the effectiveness of our 

parliamentary system must take cognisance of the wishes of the framers to value 

responsibility over stability 

The parliamentary structure has also been replicated at the level of the 

states that respects their autonomy and the federal spirit that legitimises the unity 

of the Union. Consequently, at the level of the states we have elaborate structures 

that pursue the parliamentary spirit in choosing their leaders and administering 

government activities. by The adoption of parliamentary system to the 

requirements of large federal states means that the legislative powers of the 

parliament are limited. Since the federal and the state governments have separate 

law-making authority that is derived from the constitution, the Indian situation is 

characterised by constitutional supremacy rather than parliamentary supremacy. 

The supremacy of the constitution is further reinforced by constitutional provision 

of guaranteeing fundamental rights and empowering the judiciary with the power 

to act as a custodian of these rights. 

In short, in our parliamentary democracy, the legitimacy to rule is vested 

in the parliament, which it derives from the willing consent of the ‘people’ who 

make up the electorate. It is the collective personality of the parliament that 

imposes a code upon the conduct of both, individuals and political parties; the 

parliament is the protector of individual liberty and the foundation of Indian laws. 

An important feature of our parliamentary system, like other 

parliamentary democracies, is that it clearly demarcates the position and powers 

of the head of the state and the head of the government, thereby, in a sense 

establishing dual executives. The head of the government is appointed from the 

party or a coalition of parties that enjoys majority in parliamentary seats. This 

Council of Ministers, headed by the Prime Minister is collectively responsible to 

the Parliament. This principle of collective responsibility puts the idea of 

accountability in the government and restricts governments from taking decisions 

that it cannot justify before the Parliament. This not only indicates that the 
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hallmark of parliamentary system is a government that is collective but also 

implies that executive powers are collegiate in nature helping the maintenance of 

pluralism of opinions that forms the bulwark against authoritarianism. Moreover, 

unlike the Westminster model, the head of the state in India is elected and 

exercises his powers within the express provisions of the constitution. He is also 

not merely a titular head. The constitution empowers the parliament to impeach 

the President for the violation of the constitution. This implies that the President 

is empowered to discharge certain functions on his own for which he is liable. 

The President is also an integral part of the Parliament and is vested with powers 

by the constitution that helps to check parliamentary impropriety in case of the 

inability of political parties to secure parliamentary majority or its loss at any 

given time. The importance of presidential authority was exhibited on numerous 

instances of crisis that was confronted by the Parliament. For example in 1979, 

the President rejected the request of Morarji Desai to form a government after 

having resigned as Prime Minister. It was in 1979 that the President insisted that 

Charan Singh, the successor to Desai seek confidence of the Parliament. The 

failure of Charan Singh to gain that confidence subsequently resulted in elections. 

Though these acts of the President were mired in controversies, it is asserted by 

eminent jurists and writers that the President acted in a manner consistent with 

parliamentary conventions. Similarly in 1987, the President used his 

constitutional authority to return the Indian Post Office (amendment) bill to the 

Parliament. Thus, the President of India is a potential political counterweight to 

the Prime Minister, the Council of Ministers and the elected leadership. 

In the Indian parliamentary system, as in other parliamentary systems, the 

government governs in and through the Parliament thereby fusing the legislative 

and executive branches. The Indian constitution in Article 75(5) emphasises this 

peculiar fusion by maintaining that if a minister is not a member of any house 

within a period of six months he shall cease to be a minister. In other words, only 

a member of the Parliament, which is the legislative body, can become a minister 

of the government or a member of the executive. The Council of Ministers is, 

therefore, said to be the hyphen that links the legislative branch of the state to the 

executive branch. 

In a parliamentary system, which is sometimes referred to as the ‘Prime 

Ministerial form’ or ‘Cabinet form’ of government, the Cabinet comprising of a 
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few leading ministers headed by the Prime Minister makes all important policy 

decisions. The members of the Cabinet are allowed to play important political 

roles in rendering policy directives but under the overall supervision and authority 

of the Prime Minister. However, since the time of Lal Bahadur Shastri, the Prime 

Minister’s Office or the PMO has emerged as an important alternative source to 

the power of the Cabinet. The authority of the PMO was subsequently re-enforced 

under Mrs. Indira Gandhi and its role enlarged in actual decision-making. This 

authority of the Cabinet or the PMO has to some extent encroached upon 

parliamentary prerogatives and its legislative process most notably through the 

frequent passage of legislation by Ordinance issued in the name of the President. 

Today the PMO is a significant centre of authority in the political structure, which 

not only emphasises it authority in actual decision-making but also in monitoring 

and co-ordinating policy implementation by the other ministries of the 

government. 

However, governance is not merely dictated by the institutional structure 

that is established but is dialectic of the interaction of the institutions and the 

political culture with each having an impact on the other. Immediately after 

independence, the presence of a single dominant political party with very little 

opposition had undercut the principle of political pluralism that formed the basis 

of any parliamentary structure. In a situation where the government had majority 

control in the Parliament, the legislature was reduced to little more than a ‘talking 

shop’. Parliamentary processes were clouded by the charisma of Jawaharlal  

Nehru who according to Ashish Nandy had himself become the opposition 

criticising his ministers for lapses or extolling them to implement policies for 

development. Though, during this period the authority of the Prime Minister 

attained supremacy and position of primacy in the Indian political system, the 

essence of parliamentary democracy and needs of a federation functioned well 

with state and central politics remaining largely autonomous. During this period, 

according to political scientist Paul Brass, a strong central government coexisted 

with strong states in a mutually bargaining situation. Furthermore, during this 

phase, the firm grip of civilian control over the military was strongly asserted and 

a political executive responsible to the Parliament provided clear and effective 

policy guidance. 

After the death of Nehru and the power struggles within the Congress, a 

party enjoying pre-eminent dominance in Indian politics, there was erosion in the 
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values associated with parliamentary democracy and the federal spirit was 

undermined. The Congress party’s efforts to retain that dominant position led to 

centralising tendencies within the party and even to the imposition of what may 

be termed as ‘elective dictatorship’ under the government of Mrs. Indira Gandhi. 

However, during this period as well the importance and need of the parliament 

was demonstrably justified. The crisis and power struggle in the Congress party 

resulted in a vertical split of the party in 1969 over the Congress nominee for the 

Presidency of India and the election of Mrs Gandhi’s candidate, V.V.Giri, as 

President. Mrs. Gandhi was expelled from the Congress party, but this expulsion 

did not effect her position as the Prime Minister since she retained her support in 

and among the members of the parliament. Thus, a leadership crisis in the party 

having majority in the parliament did not affect the functioning of the government 

effectively reflecting the importance of the parliamentary processes. This 

importance of the parliamentary process was again demonstrated in 1979, when a 

section of the Janata Party members in the parliament expressed dissatisfaction 

with Morarji Desai, resulting in his resignation. 

However, parliamentary legitimacy and sanctity suffered tremendous 

challenges during the regime of Mrs Gandhi. In 1973-74, for example, food 

shortages, rising prices coupled with the highly personalised and authoritarian 

style of functioning by Mrs Gandhi resulted in major political demonstrations in 

many parts of the country. This was precipitated by a court verdict holding Mrs 

Gandhi’s 1971 election as invalid. Mrs Gandhi responded in a manner that 

undermined parliamentary democracy. The fundamental principles of 

parliamentary democracy like freedom of expression, enjoyment of civil liberties, 

a free press and opposition were gagged through the imposition of emergency 

under Article 352. Furthermore, the argument of parliamentary supremacy was 

used to justify the undermining of parliamentary norms and procedures. This was 

done through the passing of new electoral laws superseding the laws under which 

the Allahabad High Court declared Mrs. Gandhi’s election as invalid. This act of 

the Parliament had the effect of undermining the process of judicial review that 

was meant to act as a bulwark against parliamentary authoritarianism. This 

excessive executive power and undermining of judicial independence continued 

during this period with the choice of Chief Justices and Judges committed to the 

ruling political party without respect for established norms and procedures. 
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In fact, the electoral reversals suffered by the Congress party led by Mrs. 

Gandhi in the 1977 general elections reflected the firm and deep roots of 

parliamentary democracy in India. The ‘people’ of India have reflected enough 

maturity in exercising their franchise periodically by reversing their mandate and 

trust vested in a particular party. For example, Rajiv Gandhi, who led the 

Congress party to a massive victory, securing nearly 80 per cent of the seats in the 

Parliament in 1985, suffered a humiliating defeat in 1989. 

The Indian parliamentary system saw its breakdown for a brief 

interregnum in 1975, restored in 1977, survived the fall of the Janata government 

in 1979 and the return to power of Mrs. Gandhi. The unprecedented majority won 

by Rajiv Gandhi in 1985 was followed by the defeat of the Congress and the 

installation of the V.P.Singh government in 1989 and later that of Chandrasekhar 

in 1990. The 1991 general elections saw the return of the Congress government 

under P.V.Narasimha Rao, which survived its term through methods that are now 

being examined by the judiciary. The consequent bribery trial has thrown up 

challenges for our parliamentary processes with questions as to whether acts 

within the parliament are subject to judicial interpretation or not. 

The fractured verdict of the 1996 general elections led initially to the 

installation of a 13 days government of Atal Bihari Vajpayee, the 13 months 

government of Devegowda and the installation of I.K.Gujral government in 1997. 

The general elections in 1998 again resulted in a fractured verdict, leading to the 

formation of the Vajpayee government that lost its majority soon, after a coalition 

member withdrew support. In the event where no other political party was able to 

stake claim for the formation of the government, parliament was dissolved and 

general elections were notified. The 1999 general elections reflected the polarised 

psyche of the electorate and the inability of any party to secure absolute majority 

in the parliament. This led to the formation of the National Democratic Alliance 

(NDA), a coalition of thirteen different parties under the leadership of Vajpayee 

and its claim to form the government. 

However, though all these instances lead to instability in governmental 

functioning, it did not have any negative affect upon the transition of political 

power. The instability in government functioning did not lead to instability or 

assertion of radical political claims for the usurpation of parliamentary authority 

by the other organs of the government or the imposition of any form 

authoritarianism. This shows that the parliamentary spirit has been deeply 
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embedded in the political consciousness of all the actors in our polity thereby 

enhancing the necessity and importance of our parliamentary democracy. 

The Indian parliamentary structure thus matured through these trials and 

tribulations, from being an institution dominated by a single party to the 

emergence of a fractured polity with highly polarised political opinions and 

mandate. Though, we as a parliamentary polity underwent numerous crises with 

unstable and frequently changing governments, the authority and legitimacy of 

our parliamentary structures have only matured in the process. Though demands 

for restructuring the political structure have gained momentum due to these 

unstable moments, it has been met with immense opposition. This opposition is 

justified on the basis of claims that any change in the political set up might 

augment the process of authoritarianism, which will not only harm the effective 

functioning of political pluralism but will affect the basis of our tolerance 

respecting diverse religions, ethnic, tribal or other affiliations. 

 
Check Your Progress Exersise-2 

Note: I) Use the space below for your answer. 

ii) Check your answer with the model answer given at the end of this unit. 

 

1) The parliamentary government is more a responsible 

government than a stable government. Explain. 

…………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………… 

2) What are the two factors that establish constitutional supremacy 

rather than parliamentary supremacy in India? 

....................................................................................................................... 

....................................................................................................................... 

.......................... 
 

LET US SUM UP 
 

 

The parliamentary system, also known as the Cabinet form or Prime 

Ministerial form of government, historically led the struggle against the kings for 
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popular rights. We saw that although parliamentary government evolved in 

Britain, it has been adopted by many countries, both in the developing and 

developed nations with suitable modifications. Some of the fundamental features 

of parliamentary system in India are as follows: 

• A government formed as a result of parliamentary elections based upon 

the strength of party representation or a coalition in the parliament; 

• The fundamental feature of the system is political pluralism that allows 

the presence of competing political parties with diverse ideologies and 

goals reflecting the interests and aspirations of a heterogeneous polity; 

• Ministers or the members of the real executive (government) are drawn 

from parties in the parliament that have majorities in the parliament or are 

party to the coalition; 

• The government is responsible and accountable to the parliament, in the 

sense that it rests upon the parliament’s confidence and can be removed in 

case of loss of that confidence; 

• The government can recommend dissolution of the parliament and call a 

general election in case no party is in a position to form the government , 

meaning that electoral terms are usually flexible within a maximum limit; 

• The parliamentary executive is collective and the nature of power 

diffusion is collegial; 

• The posts of the head of the government and the head of the state are 

separate with the President being the constitutional figurehead and the 

Prime Minister, leading the Council of Ministers, the real executive. 
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ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXCERSISES 
 

 

Check Your Progress Exersise-1 

1) The parliamentary system involves the fusion of the executive and legislative 

organs of the government whereas the presidential system of government is based 

on the principle of separation of powers among the three organs of the 

government. 

2) It means that the executive is plural. The Prime Minister may be the head of 

the Cabinet, but the decisions taken should have the collective backing of the 

Cabinet as the ministers are not merely individually, but collectively responsible 

to the legislature. 

 
Check Your Progress Exersise-2 

1) The parliament plays a deliberative role as a forum for national debate. This 

itself checks governmental authority, though the government being part of the 

legislature is held directly accountable through various parliamentary devices. 

This ensures a responsible government, though not necessarily a stable 

government. Non parliamentary system may not be responsible, the executive 

being assured of a fixed tenure. Further, it is difficult to ensure the accountability 

of the excusive to the people except at the polls. 

2) One is the federal division of law-making powers between the Central and state 

governments and the other is the provisions in the constitution that guarantee 

fundamental rights. 
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10.0 OBJECTIVES 
 

 

This unit examines the evolution, structure and functioning of the Indian 

Parliament. After going through this unit, you should be able to: 

• Trace the evolution of modern legislature in India; 

• Discuss the organisation and functions of the Parliament; and 

• Explain parliamentary procedures 
 

10.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

 

The term legislature has been derived from the Latin word lex, which 

means a distinct kind of legal rule mainly of general application. This rule is 

named legislation, and the institution, which enacts it on behalf of the people, is 

known as legislature. Essentially, there are two models of legislative structure: the 

Parliamentary and the Presidential. In the parliamentary model, the executive is 

selected by the legislature from among its own members. Therefore, the executive 

is responsible to the legislature. The Presidential system is based on the theory of 

separation of powers and does not permit any person to serve simultaneously in 

both executive and legislature. 

The Parliament of India, which is the creation of the Constitution, is the 

supreme representative authority of the people. It is the highest legislative organ. 

It is the national forum for the articulation of public opinion. 
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10.2 INDIAN LEGISLATURE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 

 

Indian Parliament did not emerge overnight; it evolved gradually during 

the British rule, particularly since 1858 when the British Crown assumed 

sovereignty over India from the East India Company. By the Government of India 

Act of 1858 the powers of the Crown were to be exercised by the Secretary of 

State for India assisted by a Council of India. The Secretary of State, who was 

responsible to the British Parliament, governed India through the Governor- 

General, assisted by an Executive Council consisting of high government 

officials. There was no separation of powers; all the powers--legislative, 

executive, military and civil-- were vested in this Governor-General in Council. 

The Indian Council Act of 1861 introduced little bit of popular element as 

it included some additional non-official members in the Executive Council and 

allowed them to participate in the transaction of legislative business. The 

Legislative Council was neither deliberative nor representative. Its members were 

nominated and their role was limited only to the consideration of legislative 

proposals placed by the Governor-General. 

Indian Councils Act of 1892 made two important improvements. First, 

non-official members of the Indian Legislative Council were henceforth to be 

nominated by the Bengal Chamber of Commerce and the Provincial Legislative 

Councils, while the non-official members of the Provincial Councils were to be 

nominated by certain local bodies such as universities, district boards, 

municipalities. Secondly, the Councils were empowered to discuss the budget and 

address questions to the Executive. 

Indian Councils Act of 1909, based on Morley-Minto Reforms, for the 

first time, introduced both representative as well as popular features. At the 

Centre, election was introduced in the Legislative Council though the officials 

still retained the majority. But in the Provinces, the size of the Provincial 

Legislative Council was increased by including elected non-official members so 

that the officials no longer constituted the majority. This Act enhanced the 

deliberative functions of the Legislative Councils and provided them opportunity 

to move resolutions on the Budget and any other matter of public interest barring 

certain specified subjects, such as the Armed Forces, Foreign Affairs and the 
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India States. The Government of India Act of 1915 consolidated all the previous 

Acts so that the executive, legislative and judicial functions could be derived from 

a single Act. 

The next phase of legislative reforms emerged out of the Government of 

India Act of 1919 brought further legislative reforms in the form of responsible 

government in the Provinces. At the Centre, the legislature was made bicameral 

and elected majority was introduced in both the Houses. However, no element of 

responsible government was introduced at the Centre. The Governor General in 

Council continued to be responsible as before to the British Parliament through 

the Secretary of State. 

The Government of India Act of 1935 came into being after several 

parleys between the Indian national leaders and Britain. It contemplated a 

federation consisting of British Indian Provinces and native states. It introduced 

bicameral legislatures in six Provinces. It demarcated legislative power of the 

Centre and the Provinces through three lists: the Central List, the Provincial List 

and the Concurrent List. However, the Central Executive was not made 

responsible to the legislature. The Governor General as well as the Crown could 

veto bills passed by the Central Legislature. The Governor-General besides the 

Ordinance-making powers had independent powers of legislation or permanent 

Acts. Similar limitations existed in case of Provincial Legislatures existed as well. 

The international political scene and the conditions in India and Britain 

led the British government to an unequivocal acceptance of India’s claim to 

freedom. The Indian Independence Act of 1947 was passed setting up two 

independent dominions, India and Pakistan. The legislature of each dominion was 

to have full legislative sovereignty. The powers of the legislature of the dominion 

were exercisable without any limitations whatsoever by the Constituent Assembly 

formed in 1946. This Constituent Assembly adopted the Constitution of India, 

which received the signature of the President on 26th November 1950. 

Check Your Progress Exercise-I 

Note: I) Use the space below for your answer. 

ii) Check your answer with the model answer given at the end of this unit. 

1) The important legislative reforms introduced by the Government of 

India Act of 1919 

are……………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………… 
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………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………… 

2) Division of powers between the Centre and component unit was first 

introduced by …………………………………………… 

 
 

10.3 UNION LEGISLATURE 
 

 

Under the provision of Article 79, the Parliament of India consists of the 

President and the two Houses - the Lower House or Lok Sabha (House of the 

People) and the Upper House or Rajya Sabha (Council of States). While the Lok 

Sabha is subject to dissolution, the Rajya Sabha is a permanent chamber which 

cannot be dissolved. The office of the President also never remains vacant. 

10.3.1 The President 

While the American President is not a part of the Legislature (Congress), 

the President of India is an integral part of the Indian Parliament. However, he 

cannot sit and participate in the deliberations in any of the two Houses. 

The President of India performs certain important role vis-à-vis the 

Parliament. The President summons and prorogues the House from one session to 

another and has the power to dissolve the Lok Sabha. No bill passed by both the 

Houses can become a law without the President's assent. Further certain bills can 

be introduced only after the recommendation of the President has been obtained. 

The President also has the power to promulgate Ordinances when both the Houses 

are not in session. These Ordinances, though temporary in nature, have the same 

force and power as a law passed by Parliament. In Unit 12, we will examine the 

position and powers of the President of India in detail. 

10.3.2 The Lok Sabha 

The Lower House or the House of the People is popularly known as Lok 

Sabha. Its members are directly elected by the people. The maximum number of 

members to be elected which was fixed by the Constitution at 500. It was raised 

to 520 members by the Seventh Constitutional Amendment (1956) and to 545 

members by the 42nd Constitutional Amendment (1976). This includes not more 

than 525 members chosen by direct election from territorial constituencies in the 

States and not more 20 members to represent the Union Territories. In addition, 
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the President may nominate two members of the Anglo-Indian community if he is 

of the opinion that the community is not adequately represented in the Lok Sabha. 

The distribution of seats among the States is based on the principle of territorial 

representation which means each State is allotted seats on the basis of its 

population in proportion to the total population of all the States. For election 

purpose, each state is divided into territorial units called constituencies which are 

more or less of the same size with regard to the population. 

The election to the Lok Sabha is conducted on the basis of adult franchise; 

every adult who has attained 18 years of age is eligible to vote. The candidate 

who secures the largest number of votes gets elected. The Constitution provides 

for an independent organisation known as the Election Commission to conduct 

elections. The normal life of the Lower House is five years, though it can be 

dissolved earlier by the President. 

To be a member of the Lok Sabha, a person should be an Indian citizen, 

must have completed 25 years of age and must possess all other qualifications 

that are prescribed by a law of the Parliament. A candidate seeking election to the 

Lok Sabha can contest from any parliamentary constituency from any of the 

States in India. 

The Constitution has laid down certain disqualifications for membership. 

No person can be member of both Houses of Parliament or member both of 

Parliament and of a State legislature. The candidate may contest from several 

seats, but if elected from more than one, he has to vacate all expect one according 

to his choice. If a person is elected both to the State legislature and the Parliament 

and if he does not resign from the State legislature within the specified time 

period, he will forfeit his seat in Parliament. A member should not hold any office 

of profit under the Central or State government except those that are exempted by 

a law of Parliament, and should not have been declared as an insolvent or of 

unsound mind by a competent court. A member also gets disqualified when he 

remains absent from the meetings of the House for a period of sixty days without 

prior permission or when he voluntarily acquires the citizenship of another 

country or is under any acknowledgement of allegiance to a foreign state. 

10.3.3 The Rajya Sabha 

The Rajya Sabha or Council of States consists of not more than 250 

members of which 12 members are nominated by the President from amongst 

persons having 'special knowledge or practical experience in literature, science, 
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art, and social service.' The remaining members are elected by the members of the 

State Legislative Assemblies in accordance with the system of proportional 

representation by means of single transferable vote. Thus, unlike Lok Sabha, 

Rajya Sabha adopts the method of indirect election. For the purpose of this 

election, each State is allotted a number of seats, mainly on the basis of their 

population. The Rajya Sabha, thus reflects the federal character by representing 

the States or the units of the federation. However, it does not follow the American 

principle of equality of State representation in the Second Chamber. Whereas 

every State of the United States sends two representatives to the Senate, in India, 

the number of representatives of the States to the Rajya Sabha varies from one 

(Nagaland) to 34 (Uttar Pradesh) depending upon the population of a state. 

Rajya Sabha is a continuing chamber as it is a permanent body not subject 

to dissolution. One third of its members retire at the end of every two years and 

elections are held for the vacant positions. A member of Rajya Sabha has a six- 

year term, unless he resigns or is disqualified. 

10.3.4 Special Powers of Rajya Sabha: 

The Rajya Sabha has hardly any control over the ministers who are 

individually and jointly responsible to the Lok Sabha. Though it has every right to 

seek information on all matters which are exclusively in the domain of Lok 

Sabha, it has no power to pass a vote of no-confidence in the Council of 

Ministers. Moreover, the Rajya Sabha has not much say in matters of money bills. 

Nevertheless, the Constitution grants certain special powers to the Rajya 

Sabha. As the sole representative of the States, the Rajya Sabha enjoys two 

exclusive powers which are of considerable importance. 

First, under Article 249, the Rajya Sabha has the power to declare that, in 

the national interest, the Parliament should make laws with respect to a matter 

enumerated in the State List. If by a two-thirds majority, Rajya Sabha passes a 

resolution to this effect, the Union Parliament can make laws for the whole or any 

part of India for a period of one year. 

The second exclusive power of the Rajya Sabha is with regard to the 

setting up of All-India Services. If the Rajya Sabha passes a resolution by not less 

than two-thirds of the members present and voting, the parliament is empowered 

to make laws providing for creation of one or more All-India Services common to 

the Union and the Sates. 
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Thus, these special provisions make the Rajya Sabha an important 

component of Indian Legislature rather than just being an ornamental second 

chamber like the House of Lords of England. The constitution makers have 

designed it not just to check any hasty legislation, but also to play the role of an 

important influential advisor. Its compact composition and permanent character 

provides it continuity and stability. As many of its members are "elder statesmen" 

the Rajya Sabha commands respectability. 

 
 

10.4 PRESIDING OFFICERS 
 

Each house of Parliament has it own presiding officers. The Lok Sabha 

has a Speaker as its principal presiding officer and a deputy speaker to assist him 

and officiates as presiding officer in his absence. The Rajya Sabha is presided 

over by the Chairperson, assisted by a deputy chairperson. The latter performs all 

the duties and functions of the former in case of his/her absence. 

10.4.1 The Speaker 

The position of the Speaker of the Lok Sabha is more or less similar to the 

Speaker of the English House of Commons. The office of the Speaker is symbol 

of high dignity and authority. Once elected to the office, the speaker severs his 

party affiliation and starts functioning in an impartial manner. He acts as the 

guardian of the rights and privileges of the members. 

The Speaker is conferred with a number of powers to ensure an orderly 

and efficient conduct of the business of the House. He conducts the proceedings 

of the house, maintains order and decorum in the house and decides points of 

order, interprets and applies rules of the house. The Speaker’s decision is final in 

all such matters. The Speaker certifies whether a bill is money bill or not and his 

decision is final. The Speaker authenticates that the house has passed the bill 

before it is presented to the other house or the President of India for his assent. 

The Speaker in consultation with the leader of the house determines the order of 

business. He decides on the admissibility of questions, motions and resolutions. 

The Speaker will not vote in the first instance, but can exercise a casting vote in 

case of a tie. The Speaker appoints the chairpersons of all the Committees of the 

house and exercises control over the Secretarial staff of the house. 
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The Speakers conduct cannot be discusses in in the house except in a 

substantive motion. His salary and allowances are charged to the Consolidated 

Fund of India so that the independent character of the office is maintained. 

A special feature of the Speaker's office is that even when the House is 

dissolved, the Speaker does not vacate his office. He continues in office until the 

new House elects another Speaker. In the absence of the Speaker, the Deputy 

Speaker presides over the House. 

10.4.2 Chairperson of Rajya Sabha 

The Vice-President of India is the ex-officio chairperson of the Rajya 

Sabha; but during any period when the Vice President acts a President or 

discharges the functions of the President, he does not perform the duties as a 

presiding officer of the Rajya Sabha. The Vice-President is elected by the 

members of both the houses of Parliament assembled at a joint meeting, in 

accordance with the system of proportional representation by means of single 

transferable vote and the voting at such elections is by secret ballot. The Vice 

President is not a member of either house of Parliament or of a house of 

legislature of any State. He holds office for a term of five years from the date on 

which he enters upon his office or until he resigns his office or is removed from 

his office by a resolution passed by a majority of members of the Rajya Sabha 

and agreed to by the Lok Sabha. The functions and duties of the Chairperson of 

the Rajya Sabha are the same as those of the Speaker of the Lok Sabha. 

Check Your Progress-2 

Note: I) Use the space below for your answer. 

ii) Check your answer with the model answer given at the end of this unit. 

1) What are the qualifications and disqualification for a member of Indian 

Parliament? 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………… 

2) The powers of the Speaker of Lok Sabha 

are…………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 
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…………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………… 
 

10.5 LEGISLATIVE PROCEDURE 
 

 

Law making is the primary function of the legislature. As modern society 

is very complex in nature, law making also becomes a complex process. The 

Constitution of India prescribes the following stages of legislative procedure. 

The first stage of legislation is introduction of a bill which embodies the 

proposed law and is accompanied by the "Statement of Objects and Reasons". 

The introduction of the bill is also called the first reading of the bill. There are 

two types of bills: ordinary bills and money bills. A bill other than money or 

financial bill may be introduced in either House of Parliament and requires 

passage in both the Houses before it can be presented for the President's assent. A 

bill may be introduced either by a Minister or a private member. Every bill that is 

introduced in the House has to be published in the Gazette. Normally, there is no 

debate at the time of introduction of a bill. The member who introduces the bill 

may make a brief statement indicating broadly the aims and objects of the bill. If 

the bill is opposed at this stage, one of the members opposing the bill may be 

permitted to give his reasons. After this the question is put to vote. If the House is 

in favour of the introduction of the bill, then it goes to the next stage. 

In the second stage, there are four alternative courses. After its 

introduction, a bill (I) may be taken into consideration; (II) may be referred to a 

Select Committee of the House; (III) may be referred to a Joint Committee of 

both the Houses; (IV) may be circulated for the purpose of soliciting public 

opinion. While the first three options are generally adopted in case of routine 

legislation, the last option is resorted to only when the proposed legislation is 

likely to arouse public controversy and agitation. 

The day one of these motions is carried out, the principles of the bill and 

its general provisions may be discussed. If the bill is taken into consideration, 

Amendments to the bill and clause by clause consideration of the provisions of 

the bill is undertaken. If the bill is referred to the Select Committee of the House, 

it considers the bill and submits its report to the House. Then the clauses of the 

bill are open to consideration and amendments are admissible. This is the most 



10 
Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU  

time-consuming stage. Once the clause by clause consideration is over and every 

clause is voted, the second reading of the bill comes to an end. 

In the third stage the member in charge moves that "the bill be passed". At 

the third reading, the progress of the bill is quick as normally only verbal or 

purely formal amendments are moved and discussion is very brief. Once all the 

amendments are disposed off, the bill is finally passed in the House where it was 

introduced. Thereafter, it is transmitted to the other House for its consideration. 

When the bill comes up for considered by the other House, it has to 

undergo all the stages as in the originating House. There are three options before 

the House (I) it may finally pass the bill as sent by the originating House; (II) it 

may reject the bill altogether or amend it and return to the originating House; (III) 

it may not take any action on the bill and if more than six months pass after the 

date of receipt of the bill, this means rejection. 

The originating House now considers the returned bill in the light of the 

amendments. If it accepts these amendments, it sends a message to the other 

House to this effect. If it does not accept these amendments, then the bill is 

returned to the other House with a message to that effect. In case both the Houses 

do not come to an agreement, the President convenes a joint-sitting of the two 

Houses. The disputed provision is finally adopted or rejected by a simple majority 

of vote of those who are present and voting. 

A bill that is finally passed by both the Houses is presented with the 

signature of the Speaker to the President for his assent. This is normally the last 

stage. If the President gives the assent, the bill becomes an Act and is placed in 

the Statute Book. If the President withholds his assent, there is an end to the bill. 

The President may also return the bill for the reconsideration of the Houses with a 

message requesting them to reconsider it. If, however, the Houses pass the bill 

again with or without amendments and the bill is presented to the President for his 

assent for the second time, the President has no power to withhold his assent. 

Thus, law-making is a long, cumbersome and time-consuming process; it 

becomes difficult to pass a bill within a short time. Proper drafting of the bill 

saves time and skillful soliciting of opposition support makes the task easier. 

10.5.1 Money Bills 

Financial bill may be said to be any bill which relates to revenue and 

expenditure. But the financial bill is not a money bill. Art. 110 states that no bill 

is a money bill unless it is certified by the Speaker of the Lok Sabha. A money 
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bill cannot be introduced in the Rajya Sabha. Once a money bill is passed by the 

Lok Sabha, it is transmitted to the Rajya Sabha. The Rajya Sabha cannot reject a 

money bill. It must, within a period of fourteen days from the date of receipt of 

the bill, return the bill to the Lok Sabha which may thereupon either accept or 

reject all or any of the recommendations. If the Lok Sabha accepts any of the 

recommendations, the money bill is deemed to have been passed by both Houses. 

Even if the Lok Sabha does not accept any of the recommendations, the money 

bill is deemed to have been passed by both the Houses without any amendments. 

If a money bill passed by the Lok Sabha and transmitted to the Rajya Sabha for its 

recommendations is not returned to it within fourteen days, it is deemed to have 

been passed by both the Houses at the expiry of the said period in the original 

form. 

 
 

10.6 PARLIAMENTARY PRIVILEGES 
 

 

For free and efficient functioning of the members of Parliament it is 

important that they are granted some privileges. There are two types of privileges 

for the members of Parliament: enumerated and unenumerated. The important 

privileges a member enjoys under the enumerated category are: I) Freedom of 

speech in each House of the parliament; ii) Immunity from proceedings in any 

Court in respect of anything said or any vote cast; iii) Immunity of liability in 

respect of publication by or under the authority of either house of Parliament of 

any report, paper, votes or proceedings; iv) Freedom from arrest in civil cases for 

duration of the session for a period of 40 days before and after the session; and v) 

Exemption from attending as a witness in a Court. 

In the unenumerated category fall similar privileges and immunities which 

are granted to the members of the House of Commons of British Parliament. Like 

the House of Commons, the Indian Parliament has power to punish a person, 

whether a member or a non-member, in case of contempt of Parliament. 

 
 

10.7 PARLIAMENTARY DEVICES TO CONTROL THE EXECUTIVE 
 

 

As observed, one of the important functions of the Parliament is to control 

the executive. A number of mechanisms are available to it for this purpose. 
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The rules of procedure and conduct of business in parliament provide that 

unless the presiding officers otherwise direct, every sitting begins with the 

Question Hour, which is available for asking and answering questions. Asking of 

questions is an inherent parliamentary right of all the members, irrespective of 

their party affiliations. The real object of the member in asking the question is to 

point out the shortcomings of the administration, to ascertain the thinking of the 

government in formulating its policy and where the policy already exists, in 

making suitable modifications in that policy. 

In case the answer given to a question does not satisfy the member who 

raised it and if he feels the need for detailed ‘explanation in public interest’ he 

may request the presiding officer for a discussion. The presiding office can allow 

discussion, usually in the last half an hour of a sitting. 

Members can, with the prior permission of the presiding officer, call the 

attention of a Minister to any matter of public importance and request the  

Minister to make a statement on the subject. The Minister may either make a  

brief statement immediately or may ask for time to make the statement at a later 

hour or date. 

Members can take the government to task for a recent act of omission or 

commission having serious consequence by resorting to adjournment motion. 

This motion is intended to draw the attention of the house to a recent matter of 

urgent public importance having serious consequences for the country and in 

regard to which a motion or a resolution in the proper notice will be too late. 

Adjournment motion is an extraordinary procedure which, if admitted, leads to 

setting aside the normal business of the house for discussing a definite matter of 

public importance. Adoption of an adjournment motion amounts to the censure of 

the government. 

Besides these devices, Parliament exercises control over the executive 

through various house committees. 

10.7.1 Parliamentary Committees 

The accountability of the executive to the Parliament and the Parliament’s 

right to oversee and scrutinise the way in which the executive functions are 

accepted as axiomatic. But in practice due to some unavoidable factors, such as 

the pressure on Parliament and its operational procedures, it is difficult for 

parliament as a body to undertake thorough scrutiny of the multifaceted and 

complex details of day to day administration and its financial transactions. 
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Parliament has solved the problem by establishing a series of committees with 

necessary powers to scrutinise the working of the different departments of the 

government. 

Among the important Committees, which scrutinise the government's 

works, particularly in the area of public finances, two committees need special 

mention: Public Accounts Committee and Estimates Committee. These and other 

Committees are expected to keep the executive on its toes. They ensure an 

effective and comprehensive examination of all the proposed policies. Often, 

Committees provides an ideal context for discussing controversial and sensitive 

matters in a non-partisan manner, away the glare of publicity. They provide a 

useful forum for the utilisation of experience and ability that may otherwise 

remain untapped. They also constitute a valuable training ground for future 

ministers and presiding officers. 

 
 

10.8 STATE LEGISLATURE 
 

 

In most respects, state legislatures are similar to the Parliament of India. 

However, the choice of unicameralism or bicameralism was left to the states, 

depending on how they weighed the functions of the second chamber compared to 

the costs involved in running it. Very few states have opted to have bicameral 

legislature consisting of the Legislative Assembly (Vidhan Sabha) and the 

Legislative Council (Vidhan Parishad). 

The Legislative Assembly of each State is composed of members chosen 

by direct election on the basis of adult suffrage from territorial constituencies.  

The size of the Assembly varies from a minimum of 40 to no more than 500. The 

duration of the Legislative Assembly is for five years. 

The membership of the Legislative Council shall not be less than 40 but 

not more than one-third of the total membership of the Assembly. The House is 

composed of partly elected and partly nominated members. Normally, 1/6 of total 

members are nominated by the Governor and the rest are indirectly elected on a 

complicated formula involving graduates, educators and members of the 

Assembly. 

The position of the Council is inferior to that of the Assembly so much so 

that it may well be considered as unnecessary. A) The very nature of composition 
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of the Legislative Council makes its position weak, being partly elected and partly 

nominated, and representing various interests. B) Its survival depends on the will 

of the Assembly, as the latter has the power to abolish the Second Chamber by 

passing a resolution. C) The Council of Ministers are responsible only to the 

Assembly and not to the Council. D) As regard any ordinary bill originating in the 

Assembly, the Council's position is very weak for it can only delay its passage for 

a limited period. Hence, the second chamber of the State legislature is not a 

revising body, but a mere dilatory body. 

The legislative process in the State Assembly is similar to that in the 

Parliament with one significant exception. The Governor can reserve any bill 

passed by the State legislature for the consideration of the President. Particularly 

in one case, it is obligatory on the Governor to reserve the bill, i.e., when the bill 

is derogatory to the powers of the High Court. If the President directs the 

Governor to return the bill for reconsideration, the Legislature must reconsider the 

bill within six months and if it is passed again, the bill is presented to the 

President again. But it shall not be obligatory on the President to give his assent. 

Thus, it is clear that once the Governor reserves a bill for the President, its 

subsequent enactment remains with the President and the Governor has no further 

role in it. Since the Constitution does not put any time limit upon the President 

either to declare his assent or withhold, the President can keep the bill in cold 

storage for an indefinite period without revealing his intention. 

 
 

10.9 DECLINE OF LEGISLATURE: 
 

At present there exists a strong tendency indicating decline of legislature 

and corresponding enhancement of power of the executive. Several factors have 

contributed to this decline of the prestige and functioning of the Parliament. 

Parliament is simply not able to devote its entire time to the details of the 

legislative measures. It could at best lay down broad policy and leave the rest to 

be taken up by the executive. Hence all bills contain a clause empowering the 

government to frame necessary regulations and bye laws. Thus, delegated 

legislation robs the Parliament to a great extent, the law making power, resulting 

in the decline in the prestige of the Parliament. 

The ever-changing political and moral conditions in India are also 

responsible for the decline of the prestige of the Parliament. Dominance by the 
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party, the lack of party organisation, the malaise of political defections, corruption 

and the decline of the morale of politician have all contributed to the erosion of 

the prestige of the Parliament. A major threat to Parliament in India is posed by 

the growth of diverse and divisive forces in all the political parties. Both the 

ruling and opposition parties are prompted more by considerations of expediency 

and political motives than ideology. The ineffectiveness of the opposition and the 

lack of a strongly articulated public opinion have added to the erosion of 

Parliaments position vis a vis the executive headed by the Prime Minister. In 

theory, we have a parliamentary system where the executive is controlled by the 

legislature, but in reality, the powers of the legislature have passed into the hands 

of the executive. 

Check Your Progress Exercise-3 

Note: I) Use the space below for your answer. 

ii) Check your answer with the model answer given at the end of this unit. 

1) What is Question Hour? 

…………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………. 

 
 

2) Bring out the significance of adjournment motion. 

…………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………….. 
 

 

10.10 LET US SUM UP 
 

 

The Parliament of India, the supreme legislative organ in the country, has 

a long historical background. While legislature in some form came into being 

during the days of the East India Company, it was only when the Company rule 

was replaced by that of the Crown that the powers of the Union Legislature as 

well as its democratic base began to gradually grown. 
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The Parliament consists of the President, the Lok Sabha and the Rajya 

Sabha. To get elected to the Parliament, one has to fulfil certain qualifications 

prescribed by the Constitution and the Parliament. Members of the Parliament 

have certain privileges to enable them to function better. Each house has its own 

presiding officer to conduct the meetings of the House and to protect the dignity 

and honour of the House. 

The primary function of the Parliament is to enact laws. In addition, it 

holds the Council of Ministers responsible for its policies and criticises the 

policies wherever necessary. It also has the powers to amend the constitution and 

to impeach the President. There are several Committees appointed from among its 

members for effective functioning. Devices like the question hour, adjournment 

motion, calling attention motion, etc. are available for Parliament to check the 

government. Passing of the budget, an important function of the Parliament, 

provides it with an opportunity to scrutinise the activities of the government. 

There is a declining trend in the position of the legislature all over the 

world. Delegated legislation, ascendancy of the executive over the other organs of 

the government, emergence of strong party system, etc. are some of the reasons 

for such a trend. Despite these trends, the Parliament still commands respect and 

is able to maintain its position vis a vis the other organs of the government. 
 

10.10 SOME USEFUL BOOKS 
 

Basu, Durga Das, 1983, Commentary on the Constitution of India, Prentice Hall, 

New Delhi. 

Granville Austin 1964, India’s Constitution-Cornerstone of a Nation, 

Mukherjee, Hiren, 1978, Portrait of Parliament: Reflections and Recollections, 

Vikas, New Delhi. 

 
 

ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXCERCISES 
 

 

Check Your Progress Exercise-I 

1) Bicameral legislature at the Centre- For the first time, elected majority was 

established in legislature. 

2) The Government of India Act of 1935 which introduced federalism in India. 

Check Your Progress Exercise-2 
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1) To be a member, the person should be 25 years (for Lok Sabha) or 30 years 

(for Rajya Sabha) and other qualifications prescribed by the Parliament. A 

member disqualifies if absent from meetings for more than 60 days without 

permission, if he holds a office of profit under Government of India, if found to 

be of unsound mind, if declared insolvent or acquires citizenship of another 

country or is under any acknowledgement of allegiance to a foreign state. A 

member elected to the State Assembly, forfeits his membership of Parliament if 

he does not resign from the State Assembly within a specified period. 

2) Has wide and extensive powers-presides over the sitting of Lok Sabha, 

conducts proceedings, maintains order in the house and determines the order of 

business in the house- acts as spokesperson of the house-interprets and applies 

rules of the house-authenticates bills- certifies money bills- etc 

Check Your Progress Exercise-3 

1) The first hour of the sitting of a house which is available for asking and 

answering of questions. 

2) It is an extraordinary procedure to call the attention of the house to a matter of 

grave importance and affecting the whole country. Normal business is set aside to 

discuss the motion. And adoption of this motion amounts to censure of the 

government. 
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11.0 OBJECTIVES 
 

As in all parliamentary systems, India has both a nominal and real 

executive. This unit examines the office of the President of India and the 

Council of Ministers headed by the Prime Minister. After going through this 

unit you should be able to: 

• Describe the powers the President of India. 

• Explain the procedure for the election of the President of India. 

• Describe the composition and functions of the Council of Ministers 

• Identify the sources of power and influence of the Prime Minister 

• Discuss the position of the President and Prime Minister in the Indian 

political system. 
 
 

11.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

The executive power of the government of India is vested in the 

President of India, who is both the formal head of the state and the symbol of 

the nation. The Constitution of India, however, bestows authority and dignity 

to the office of the President without providing adequate powers to rule. 

Instead, the President performs essentially a ceremonial role. The Prime 

Minister exercises real executive power. While the President is the head of the 

state, the Prime Minister is the head of the government. The President carries 

out the actual functions of the government only with the aid and advice of the 

Prime Minister. As one political scientist observed, for a President to use the 

executive powers formally vested in the office would be to misuse and abuse 

the trust reposed in the highest dignitary in the land. How are the incumbents 

of these two important offices of the executive elected or selected? What is the 

position of the President and the Prime Minister in the Indian political system? 
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What is the relationship between the executive and legislature in a 

parliamentary system such as one prevailing in India? These are some of the 

questions that we seek to address in this unit. 
 

11.2 PRESIDENT OF INDIA 
 

The constitution has made detailed provisions to see that the President, 

the head of the state, is a ceremonial head and that he did not arrogate to 

himself any real power. The President is indirectly elected for term of five 

years and can be removed on the basis of impeachment proceedings brought 

against him by the Parliament. The Constitution also provides for the post of a 

Vice President, also indirectly elected, who would serve as head of the state in 

the event of the President’s incapacity or death. 

11.2.1 Qualifications 

Articles 58 and 59 of the Constitution of India lay down the 

qualifications for the office of the President of India. A candidate for the 

office of the President should be a citizen of India, must have completed 35 

years of age and posses other qualifications which are necessary to become a 

member of the Lok Sabha. He/she should not hold any office of profit under 

the Union, State or local governments at the time of his election, nor should he 

be a member of either house of Parliament or state legislature. Besides, the 

candidate should possess such other qualifications as may be prescribed by the 

Parliament from time to time. 

11.2.2 Method of Election 

The Constitution prescribes an indirect election through an electoral 

college (composed of the elected members of Parliament and the elected 

members of the state legislative assemblies) on the basis of proportional 

representation and by means of single transferable vote. Based on the system 

of principles of uniformity among states and parity between the centre and the 

states, the election procedure is designed to ensure the election of a truly 

national candidate. 

To ensure uniformity among states, the value of the votes of elected 

members of the state assemblies is calculated on the basis of the total 

population of the state. The value of a state elector’s vote is worked out by 

dividing the total population of the state, by the total number of elected 

members in the assembly. The quotient obtained is divided by 1000 to obtain 

the value of the vote of each member of the assembly in the presidential 

election. The value of the vote of a member of Parliament is obtained by 

dividing the total number of votes given to all the elected members of the 
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states assemblies by the total number of elected members of both the houses  

of the Parliament. 

Voting is by single transferable vote, with electors casting first and 

second preferences. A candidate who receives an absolute majority of votes 

cast by the Electoral College is declared the winner. In case no candidate 

secures absolute majority in the first counting, the second preference votes of 

the lowest polling candidate are transferred to the other remaining candidates 

until such time as one candidate crosses the threshold of 50 percent of the 

votes cast. 

This method of election was intended to make the Presidential election 

broad based to achieve political balance between the Centre and the states. 

Consequently, the President represents not only the Union but also the States. 

This is in keeping with the federal character of the Indian polity. 

11.2. 3 Term of Office and Removal of the President 

The term of the office of the President of India is five years. His tenure 

commences from the date on which he assumes office after taking an oath 

administered by the Chief Justice of India. Though the constitution is silent, 

the President can seek a second term. For instance, Rajendra Prasad was 

elected as the President twice, though Jawaharlal Nehru, the Prime Minister 

was not in favour of Rajendra Prasad’s second term. But the latter was 

supported by a large number of Congress leaders 

The President remains in office until his successor enters office. 

However, if the President wishes to resign, he could send his resignation letter 

to the Vice President. If the post of the President falls vacant, the Vice- 

President takes over the charge. But the election for the post of President must 

be conducted within six months from the date of occurrence of vacancy. 

Articles 56 and 61 deal with the procedure for impeaching the 

President of India. In this regard, the constitution lays down ‘violation of the 

Constitution’ as the ground for removal. The process of impeachment can be 

initiated in either house of parliament and must be passed by not less than 

two-thirds of the total membership of the house in which it has been moved. If 

the other house investigates the charge and two-thirds majority of that house 

find him guilty, then the President stands impeached from the office from the 

date of passing of the resolution. Thus, the procedure of removal of the 

President is difficult and has been made so to prevent misuse of this power by 

the Parliament. Till date, no President has been impeached. 
 

11. 3 POWERS OF THE PRESIDENT 
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Article 53 deals with the executive powers of the President of India. 

The powers of the President are broadly divided into two types, namely, 

ordinary and emergency powers. The ordinary powers of the President can be 

grouped as executive, legislative, financial and judicial powers. 

The executive powers of the Union are vested in the President. Article 

53 vests all executive powers in him and empowers him to exercise these 

powers directly by himself or through officers subordinate to him. Article 75 

requires the Prime Minister to communicate to the President all decisions of 

the Union Council of Ministers. Article 77 holds that all executive powers of 

the Union government shall be exercised in the name of the President. 

The President has both administrative and military powers. The 

President has the power of appointment and removal of high dignitaries of the 

State. The President appoints the Prime Minister and, on the latter’s advice, 

the council of ministers, the Attorney-General, the justices of the Supreme 

Court and High Courts, members of special commissions (such as the Union 

Public Service Commission and the Election Commission); and the governors 

of states. The choice of the Prime Minister is not a discretionary prerogative of 

the President but is usually dictated by the party commanding a majority 

following in the Lok Sabha. 

The President of India is also the Commander-in-Chief of the Defence 

Forces. He appoints the Chiefs of the Army, the Navy and the Air Force. He 

has the power to declare war and conclude peace. But all these powers have to 

be exercised by him subject to the ratification of the Parliament. As pointed 

out, he exercises he exercises all the executive powers only with the aid and 

advice of the Council of Ministers headed by the Prime Ministers. 

Even though the President is not a member of either house of 

Parliament, Article 79 states that the President is an integral part of the Union 

Parliament. As we saw in Unit 11, the President has the power to summon 

both the houses of Parliament, nominate twelve members to the Rajya Sabha, 

has the right to address either house or their joint session at any time and the 

power to dissolve the Lok Sabha. All money bills to be introduced in the 

Parliament have to obtain the recommendation of the President. Such a prior 

recommendation is also necessary for introducing bills regarding the 

formation of new states, alteration of areas, boundaries, names of the existing 

states, etc. Finally, when any bill is passed by the Parliament, it can become an 

Act only when it has the assent of the President. The President can withhold or 

return a non-money bill for the reconsideration of the Parliament. However, if 
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the same is passed by both the houses with or without modifications and 

returned to the President, the latter is bound to give his assent. 

When the Parliament is not in session, the President can promulgate 

ordinances in public interest. These ordinances have the same force and effect 

as the laws passed by the Parliament. However, they have to be placed before 

the Parliament within a period of six weeks from the day of the reassembling 

of Parliament. Without the Parliament’s approval, the ordinance will become 

invalid. 

Article 254 empower the President to remove inconsistencies between 

laws passed by the Parliament and state Legislatures and the subjects included 

in the Concurrent list. Another legislative function President having a bearing 

on states is that the Governor of a state can reserve certain bills passed by the 

state Legislatures for the consideration of the President. 

The judicial powers of the President of India include the appointment 

of the justices of the Supreme Court and High Courts, and the power to grant 

pardon, reprieve, suspension, remission or commutation of punishment or 

sentence of court. These powers of granting pardon are given to the President 

for removing the extreme rigidity in the criminal laws and for protecting the 

persons on humanitarian considerations. The President also has the right to 

seek the advice of the Supreme Court on some important constitutional, legal 

and diplomatic matters. In 1977, the President sought the advice of the 

Supreme Court for creating Special Courts to try the emergency excesses. 

11.3 1 Emergency Power 

With the intention of safeguarding the sovereignty, independence and 

integrity of Union of India, the constitution bestows the President of India 

with emergency powers. The President is empowered to declare three types of 

emergencies, namely, a) national emergency arising out of war, external 

aggression or armed rebellion, b) emergency arising due to the break down of 

the constitutional machinery in the States and c) financial emergency. 

The President can make a proclamation of national emergency at any 

time if he is satisfied that the security of Indian any part of the country is 

threatened by war, external aggression or armed rebellion. This proclamation 

must be submitted to the Parliament for its consideration and approval. It must 

be accepted within one month by both the houses of Parliament by two-third 

of the members present and voting. If the Parliament fails to approve the 

proclamation bill, it ceases to operate. If approved, it can continue for a period 

of six months. However, it can continue for any length of time if the President 
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approves the proclamation for every six months. The Parliament however, has 

the power to revoke the emergency at any time by a resolution proposed by at 

least one tenth of the total members of the Lok Sabha and accepted by a 

simple majority of the members present and voting. National emergency under 

Article 352 was proclaimed for the first time in 1962 when the Chinese 

aggression took place. The second proclamation was made in 1971 during the 

Bangladesh war. On 26th June 1975, for the first time, the President 

proclaimed, on the advice of the Prime Minister, emergency in the name of 

grave danger to internal security. 

When there is a breakdown of the constitutional machinery in the state, 

the President can impose emergency in that state. Article356 provides that if 

the President, on receipt of a report from the Governor of a state or otherwise, 

is satisfied that a situation has arisen in which the government of the state can 

not be carried on in accordance with the constitutional provisions, he may 

proclaim constitutional emergency in the state. He can also declare state 

emergency if the state government refuses or fails to carry out certain 

directives given by the central government. 

The proclamation of this type of emergency, popularly called as 

President Rule, can remain in force for a period of six months. By the 44th 

Amendment, the Parliament can extend the duration of the state emergency for 

a period of six months at one instance. Ordinarily, the total period of such 

emergency cannot exceed one year unless there is a national emergency in 

force. However, the total period of state emergency cannot go beyond three 

years. 

The President can impose financial emergency. Article 360 states that 

if the President is satisfied that a situation has arisen where the financial 

stability or credit of India or any part of the country is threatened, he may 

declare financial emergency. Like the National emergency, such a 

proclamation has to be laid before the Parliament for its approval. 

On its face value one can say that the President enjoys formidable 

powers. In reality however, he can exercise his powers only on the aid and 

advice of the Council of Ministers, headed by the Prime Minister. In this 

respect, the Presidents position is more like that of the British Monarch rather 

than that of the President of the United States of America. While the President 

of India may be the head of the state, the head of the government is the Prime 

Minister. 

Check Your Progress Exercise-1 
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Note: Use the space below for your answer. 

Check your answer with the model answer given at the end of this unit. 

1) Explain within three sentences how the President of Indian Republic is 

elected. 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………. 

2) What are the legislative powers of the President of India? 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………. 

3) What are the effects of the emergency powers of the President? 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………… 
 

11.4 THE PRIME MINISTER 
 

The real executive power under the constitution vests with the Union 

Council of Ministers with the Prime Minister at its head. The President is 

obliged to act according to the advice of the Council of Ministers which is 

responsible in the real sense of the term, not to the President but to the Lok 

Sabha. 

As in Britain, the Prime Minister is usually a member of the lower 

house of Parliament. When Mrs Indira Gandhi was selected as a Prime 

Minister in 1966, she was a member of the Rajya Sabha. By getting elected to 

the Lok Sabha, she strengthened the convention of the Prime Minister being a 

member of the lower house. 

The Prime Minister is appointed by the President. However, the 

President has hardly any choice in selecting the Prime Minister. He can only 

invite the leader of the party in majority in the Lok Sabha, or a person who is 

in a position to own the confidence of the majority in the house. The Prime 

Minister holds office during the pleasure of the President. The ‘pleasure’ of 
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the President in this regard is related to the unwavering majority support 

which a Prime Minister receives in the Lok Sabha. 

The President appoints the other members of the Council of Ministers 

on the advice of the Prime Minister. A minister may be chosen from either 

house and has a right to speak and take part in the proceedings of the other 

house, though he can vote only in the house to which he belongs. Even a 

person who is not a member of either house of Parliament can be appointed as 

minister but he has to qualify for it by being elected or nominated to either 

house within a period of six months. 

11. 4.1 The Council of Ministers and the Cabinet 

The term ‘cabinet’ is used interchangeably with that of Council of 

Ministers. But they are different. The Council of Ministers, or the Ministry, 

consists of different categories of ministers. At the time of independence,  

there was no such institution as a cabinet in India. What existed then was the 

Executive Council. On 15 August 1947, the Executive Council was 

transformed in to a Ministry or Council of Ministers that is responsible to the 

Parliament. 

The term ‘cabinet’ was used thereafter as an alternative to the Council 

of Ministers. At this stage, all the members of the ministry or the cabinet 

except the Prime Minister had the same status. But the situation changed once 

junior ministers were appointed to the Council of Ministers. In 1950, based on 

the recommendations of the Gopalswamy Ayyangar’s report, a three-tier 

system of the ministry was established: with the cabinet ministers at the top; 

ministers of the state at the middle and deputy ministers in the lowest rung. 

The Cabinet, composed of the ‘senior most ministers’ whose 

responsibilities transcended departmental boundaries into the entire field of 

administration, is a smaller body and the most powerful body in the 

government. The Cabinet serves three major functions: i) It is the body which 

determines government policy for presentation to the Parliament; ii) It is 

responsible for implementing government policy; iii) It carries out inter- 

departmental coordination and cooperation. 

The cabinet meets regularly, as it is a decision-making body. It is 

assisted by the cabinet secretariat that is headed by a senior member of the 

civil services, the cabinet secretary. To manage the volumes and complexities 

of work that comes before it the cabinet members have developed standing 

and ad hoc committees. There are four Standing Committees which are 

permanent in nature. These are the defence committee, economic committee, 



Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU  

9 

 
administrative organisation committee and parliamentary and legal affairs 

committee. Ad-hoc Committees are constituted from time to time. 

Next in rank are the ministers of state who hold independent charge 

of individual ministries and perform the same functions and exercise the same 

powers as a cabinet minister. The only difference between such a minister of 

state and a cabinet minister is that he/she is not a member of the cabinet, but 

attends cabinet meetings only when specially invited to do so in connection 

with the subject that he/she is given charge of. There are other ministers of 

state who work directly under cabinet ministers. 

At the bottom of the hierarchy are the deputy-ministers who do not 

have specific administrative responsibilities. But their duties include: i) 

Answering of questions in parliament on behalf of the ministers concerned  

and helping to pilot bills, ii) Explaining policies and programmes to the 

general public and maintaining liaison with members of parliament, political 

parties and the press, and iii) Undertaking special study or investigation of 

particular problems, which may be assigned to them by particular minister. 

From the above it is clear that the Cabinet is the nucleus of the Council 

of Ministers. Precisely because of this reason Walter Bagehot calls the Cabinet 

‘the greatest committee of the legislature’. It is the ‘connecting link between 

the executive and legislative power’. 

11.4.2 Collective Responsibility 

The Council of Ministers function on the principle of collective 

responsibility. Under this principle, all ministers are equally responsible for 

each and every act of government. That is, under collective leadership each 

minister accepts and agrees to share responsibility for all decisions of the 

cabinet. Doubts and disagreements are confined to the privacy of the cabinet 

room. Once a decision has been taken, it has to be loyally supported and 

considered as the decisions of the whole government. If any member of the 

Council of Ministers is unable to support government policy in the Parliament 

or in the country at large, then that member is morally bound to resign from 

the Council of Ministers. 

Even if the Council of Ministers is formed as a result of a coalition of 

various political parties, a minimum common programme becomes essential 

for maintaining the solidarity of the ministry, and the various political parties 

forming the coalition government have to stand behind that programme. 

Unless they do so the Cabinet cannot survive. Unity within Council of 

Ministers is not only essential for its very survival, but is also necessary for its 
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efficiency and efficacy, on the basis of which alone can it continue to enjoy 

the confidence of the people. Minister of State Mohan Dharia was dismissed 

from the Council of Ministers in 1975 because of public dissent from the 

government policy on how to handle the people’s movement launched by 

Jayaprakash Narayan. Open bickering between members of the Janata 

government on matters of public policy was the prelude to the collapse of the 

government in 1979. 
 

11. 5 THE CABINET AND THE PARLIAMENT 
 

The core of the parliamentary government is the accountability of the 

Prime Minister and the Cabinet to the Parliament. The Parliament does not 

govern but critically examines the policies and acts of the government, and 

approves or disapproves of them as the representative of the people. The very 

existence and survival of the Prime Minister and the Council of Ministers 

depends upon the support they receive in the Parliament. As we observed, the 

Council of Ministers is collectively responsible to the Parliament. Thus, the 

general feeling is that the Parliament controls the Executive. But in reality, the 

Prime Minister with his majority support controls the very working of the 

Parliament. 

11.5 1 Sources of Prime Minister’s Power and influence 

Though the constitution does not enumerate the powers and functions 

of the Prime Minister, the Prime Minister in practice enjoys a wide range of 

powers as a leader of the Council of Ministers and the Lok Sabha. 

The Prime Minister’s prerogative of constituting, reconstituting and 

reshuffling the ministry as well as chairing the meetings bestows the office 

with considerable influence over the members of Parliament. It must however 

be noted that the Prime Minister’s freedom to select his colleagues is 

subjected to his/her own position within the party. For example, India’s first 

Prime Minister, Nehru, could not ignore Sardar Patel who was very powerful 

in the Congress party. He was therefore appointed as the Deputy Prime 

Minster and Home Minister. Some of Patel’s followers were also made 

members of the ministry. Similarly, Mrs Indira Gandhi in the early years of 

office has to accommodate powerful leaders in the party in her ministry. 

Emerging as an all-powerful leader after the 1971 mid-term elections, she had 

complete freedom in choosing and reshuffling ministers. In coalition 

governments, the Prime Ministers were did not have much choice in choosing 

ministerial colleagues. In the Janata government, Morarji Desai had many 

ministers whom he never knew before. In case of H.D.Deve Gowda and later 
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I.K. Gujral governments, the ministers were selected not by the Prime 

Minister but by the leaders of the 14 regional parties who formed the United 

Front. 

The Prime Minister also derivese power and influence from the fact 

that he/she is the leader of the majority party and sometimes even the leader of 

the parliamentary wing of the party. As a leader of the Lok Sabha, the Prime 

Minister has enormous control over parliamentary activities. The Prime 

Minister advises the President on summoning and prorogation of the sessions 

of Parliament. The Speaker consults the Prime Minister in finalising the 

agenda of the Lok Sabha. With the Council of Ministers sponsoring majority 

of the bills presented to the Parliament and with the Prime Ministers deciding 

on the strategies for presenting the bills before the Parliament, the Prime 

Minster’s influence over the legislature gets reinforced. Moreover, the Prime 

Minister enjoys enormous legislative power in the form of recommending 

Ordinances to the President for promulgation when the Parliament is not in 

session. But the most important power of the Prime Minister with regard to 

Parliament is to recommend dissolution of Lok Sabha. The President has to 

accept the advice of the Prime Minister who is backed by the majority of the 

Lok Sabha. This is the power by which the Prime Minister controls even the 

opposition. 

As the head of the government, the Prime Minister enjoys the power of 

patronage. All the major appointments of the Central government are made by 

the Prime Minister in the name of the President, which includes justices and 

judges of the Supreme Court and High Court, the Attorney-General, the  

Chiefs of the army, navy and air force, Governors, ambassadors and High 

Commissioners, the Chief and members of the Election Commission, etc. 

Further, the Prime Minister’s control over the administration, including the 

intelligence agencies and other administrative wings of the government 

enhances his/her influence over other members of parliament and 

administration. 

Apart from these structural factors, there are other factors that increase 

the power and authority of the Prime Minister. To begin with, in the post- 

Second World War period, the rise of executive has been a universal 

phenomenon, irrespective of the political system. Moreover, the general 

elections in most democratic systems have virtually become an election of the 

leader, and it is being interpreted as a popular mandate. Sometimes a leader 

derives strength from his/her charisma. Leaders like Jawaharlal Nehru and 
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Indira Gandhi had undisputed control over the party on account of their 

charisma. This enabled them to exercise enormous power and influence over 

national affairs, which were not clearly envisaged by the Constitution.. The 

cumulative effect of all these factors has undoubtedly contributed to the 

enhancement of the power and prestige of the office of the Prime Minister. 

Check Your Progress Exercise-2 

Note: Use the space below for your answer. 

Check your answer with the model answer given at the end of this unit. 

1) The three most important functions of a Cabinet are 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………… 

2) What is collective responsibility? 

………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………… 

3) Parliamentary system contains structural factors which contribute to the 

Prime Ministers power and influence. Identify these factors. 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………….. 
 

11.6 THE PRESIDENT AND THE PRIME MINISTER 
 

Article 78 enumerates the duties of the Prime Minister. The Prime 

Minister is to: a) communicate to the President all decisions of the Council of 

Ministers relating to the administration of the affairs of the Union and 

proposals for legislation; b) furnish such information relating to the 

administration of the affairs of the Union and proposals for legislation as the 

President may call for and; c) if the President so requires, to submit for the 

consideration of the Council of Ministers any matter on which a decision has 

been taken by a Minister but which has not been considered by the Council. 

These duties of the Prime Minister seem to suggest that the President is the 

real executive with vast powers. But as we saw, the President can exercise his 

powers only with the aid and advice of the Council of Ministers. The Prime 

Minister, heading the Council of Ministers, is therefore the real executive. The 
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President is a constitutional head performing a ceremonial role. However, 

there have been occasions when the President had differences of opinion with 

the Prime Minister on the policies of the government. 

The first President of India, Rajendra Prasad, tried to break from the 

British convention that the head of the state is always bound by the advice of 

the Prime Minister and the Cabinet. For instance, he was unhappy with the 

Nehru government’s attempt to reform Hindu personal law. Again in 1959, he 

declined to give his assent to the state emergency in Kerala. In these cases, he 

was prevailed upon in the end to accept the convention even in Indian 

conditions. On one occasion (28 November 1960, address to the India Law 

Institute, New Delhi) he remarked “there is no provision in the Constitution 

which in so many words lays down that the President shall be bound to act in 

accordance with the advice of the Council of Ministers”. A few days later 

Prime Minister Nehru replied at a Press Conference “the President has always 

acted as a constitutional head. We have modelled our constitution on the 

parliamentary system and not a presidential system, although we have copied 

or rather adopted many provisions of the US Constitution, because ours is 

federal one. Essentially, our constitution is based on the UK parliamentary 

model. That is the basic thing. In fact, it is stated that whenever it does not 

expressly say anything, we should follow the practice of the House of 

Commons in UK”. 

In the 1960s, the theory of Independent Presidency gained some 

ground. KM Munshi who developed the theory argued that there is no 

provision in the constitution of India which expressly lays down that the 

President is bound by the advice of the Council of Ministers. Further, the 

President is elected by the Parliament as well as state legislatures. As such he 

is expected to protect the interests of the states. He also takes the oath to 

defend, protect and preserve the constitution. In other words, he safeguards the 

provisions of the constitution from violation and encroachment from any 

quarters including the government. As if to prevent such ideas from gaining 

ground, the 42nd Amendment act was passed which stipulated that the 

President shall be bound by the advice of the Council of Ministers. Thus, 

ended all misgivings about Independent Presidency. However, the 44th 

Amendment act, passed during the Janata government, restored the earlier 

position. Further, it also stated that the President is empowered to ask the 

Council of Ministers to reconsider its advice on any matter. 
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In 1987, a political stir was created when President Zail Singh 

withheld his assent to the Indian Postal (Amendment) Bill, despite its having 

been passed by both the Houses of Parliament. The President won public 

support for himself and for the office by open expression of displeasure over a 

bill which would expand enormously the government’s power to tamper with 

private correspondence. The bill never came back for the reconsideration of 

the President. 

One of the reasons for this tension was partially a reflection of bad 

personal relations. While all Prime Ministers have taken great care to observe 

protocol in being formally deferential to the President, for example, by 

keeping him informed of government matters regularly, Rajiv Gandhi failed to 

maintain such communication and caused offence to the President. While the 

Prime Minister maintained in the Rajya Sabha that he had kept the President 

informed of all important matters of the state, President Singh claimed that he 

had been ignored and slighted by Rajiv Gandhi and kept in the dark about 

many important state issues in violation of established constitutional 

conventions. When the Speaker refused to permit a discussion of the 

controversy in the Lok Sabha, opposition parties staged a walkout in March 

1987. Though Rajiv Gandhi repaired his relations with Zail Singh and ended 

the controversy, such public constitutional crisis was quite a departure from 

the discrete attempts by President Rajendra Prasad and Prime Minister Nehru 

to define the roles and jurisdiction of their respective offices. 

Though there have been differences between the President and the 

Prime Minister, these did not assume serious proportions culminating in any 

constitutional crisis. Whenever such differences arose they were attempted to 

be resolved informally or through the party functionaries. On the whole, the 

President has always worked only as constitutional head. As in Britain, some 

of the constitutional conventions and practices in India have been defined only 

as a result of tussles between different parts of the government. 

Check Your Progress Exercise-3 

Note: Use the space below for your answer. 

Check your answer with the model answer given at the end of this unit. 

 
 

1) Explain the doctrine of Independent President. 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………. 
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11.7 LET US SUM UP 
 

Following the pattern of British Westminster model, Indian evolved its 

own system of parliamentary form of government in which the executive is 

responsible to the legislature. The executive power of the government of India 

is vested in the President of India, who is both the formal head of the state and 

the symbol of the nation. The President is endowed with authority and dignity 

without adequate powers. The President can exercise his authority only with 

the aid and advice of the Council of Ministers headed by the Prime Minster. It 

is the Prime Minister who exercises real executive power in the Indian 

political system. As the head of the Council of Ministers, the leader of the 

majority party in the Lok Sabha and often the leader the Parliament, the Prime 

Minister enjoys considerable power and authority. Though the Prime Minister 

is appointed by the President and holds office with the pleasure of the 

President, the Prime Minister is in reality responsible to the Parliament. The 

Council of Ministers and the informal cabinet headed by the Prime Minister 

work on the principle of collective responsibility. As we saw, there have been 

differences between the President and the Prime Minister, these did not 

assume serious proportions culminating in any constitutional crisis. The 

President on the whole, worked only as a constitutional head. 
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11.9 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXCERCISES 

Check Your Progress Excersise-1 

1) The President is elected by the members of the Electoral College on 

the basis of proportional representation and by means of single transferable 

vote. The Electoral College comprises the elected members of the Union 

Parliament and State Assemblies. 

2) To summon and prorogue the Parliament- To dissolve the Lok 

Sabha-power to promulgate Ordinances-summon and address the joint sitting 

of the two houses of Parliament-veto of non-money bills-powers to nominate 

members to the Parliament etc 
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3) The Parliament will have the power to make laws on all subjects 

including those in the state list- The Central government can issue directions 

to the state government- Fundamental rights can be suspended –Normal term 

of the Lok Sabha can be extend by one year, etc 

 
Check Your Progress Excersise-2 

1) To determine government policy for presentation to the Parliament; ii) 

Implement government policy; iii) Carry out inter-departmental co-ordination 

and co-operation. 

2) The Council of Ministers functions on this principle. Each member accepts 

and agrees to share responsibility for all decisions of the cabinet. It’s 

necessary for efficiency and efficacy but also for the very survival of the 

cabinet system of government. 

3) In a parliamentary system, the Prime Minister is the head of the Council of 

Ministers, leader of the majority party in the Lower House and head of the 

government. 

 

Check Your Progress-3 

 

1) This doctrine was enunciated by KM Munshi. He argued that there is no 

provision in the Constitution that lays down that the President is bound by the 

advice of the Council of Ministers. Moreover, since the Parliaments as well as 

state legislatures elect the President, he is expected to protect the interests of 

the states. Also, the President takes oath to defend, protect and preserve the 

constitution. 
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12.0 OBJECTIVES  
 

This unit deals with the structure, composition, jurisdiction and 

functions of the Indian judiciary. After going through this unit, you should be 

able to: 

• Trace the evolution of the judicial system in India; 

• Describe the composition of the courts in India; 

• Explain the functions and jurisdiction of the Supreme Court, High Court 

and the Subordinate Courts; and 

• Explain the concept of judicial review and its importance in safeguarding 

fundamental rights. 
 
 

12.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

In a political system based on constitutional government, the functions 

of rule making, rule enforcement and rule interpretation are separated into the 

three institutions of the legislature, the executive and the judiciary. A judiciary 

that is independent of and acting as a check on the arbitrary exercise of 

legislative and executive power is an essential feature of a constitutional 

government. The judiciary is also the final arbiter on what that constitution 

itself means. In a federal system, the judiciary also serves as a tribunal for the 

final determination of disputes between the union and its constituent units. 

Given the tremendous importance of the role and functions of the Supreme 

Court and the High Courts, various measures have been adopted to ensure the 

independence of the judiciary. Let us first trace the evolution of the modern 



Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU  

2 

 
judicial system in India and then examine the various constitutional provisions 

relating to its powers and functions. 
 

12.2 EVOLUTION AND DEVELOPMENT OF JUDICIARY IN INDIA 
 

The development of judiciary in general can be traced to the growth of 

modern nation-states. This was the stage when it was assumed that power and 

administration of justice was prerogative of the state. 

During the ancient times, administration of justice was not considered 

a function of the state as it was based on religious law or dharma. Most of the 

kings courts dispensed justice according to dharma, ‘a set of eternal laws 

rested upon the individual duty to be performed in four stages of life 

(ashrama) and status of individual according to his status (varna)’. The king 

had no true legislative power, the power to make ordinances “on his own 

initiative and pleasure”. Even if a law has been enacted and royally 

recognised, an individual to whom custom applies may disobey it on the 

ground that it conflicts the precepts of dharma. At the village level, the 

local/village/popular courts dispensed justice according to the customary laws. 

However, during the medieval times, the king arrogated to himself an 

important role in administering justice. He was the highest judge in the land. 

With the advent of the British rule in India, judicial system on the basis 

of Anglo-Saxon jurisprudence was introduced in India. The Royal Charter of 

Charles II of the year 1661 gave the Governor and Council the power to 

adjudicate both civil and criminal cases according to the laws of England. But 

it was with the Regulating Act of 1773 that the first Supreme Court came to be 

established in India. Located at Calcutta, the Supreme Court consisted of 

Chief Justice and three judges (subsequently it was reduced to two judges) 

appointed by the Crown and it was made a King’s court rather than a 

Company’s court. The court held jurisdiction over “his majesty’s subjects” 

wherever the Supreme Courts were established. Supreme Courts were 

established in Madras and in Bombay later. 

Judicial system during this period consisted of two systems, the 

Supreme Courts in the Presidencies and the Sadr courts in the provinces. 

While the former followed the English law and procedure, the latter followed 

regulation laws and personal laws. 

Subsequently, these two systems were merged under the High Courts 

Act of 1861. This Act replaced the Supreme Courts and the native courts (Sadr 

Dewani Adalat and Sadr Nizamat Adalat) in the presidency towns of Calcutta, 
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Bombay and Madras with High Courts. The highest court of appeal however 

was the judicial committee of the Privy Council. 

At this stage of development of the Indian legal system, we see the 

beginning of a new era in the emergence of a unified court system. 

The Federal Court of India was established in Delhi by the Act of 

1935. This was to act as an intermediate appellant between the High Courts 

and the Privy Council in regard to matters involving the interpretation of the 

Indian constitution. In addition to this appellate jurisdiction, the Federal Court 

had advisory as well as original jurisdiction in certain other matters. This court 

continued to function until 26 January 1950, the day the independent India’s 

constitution came into force. 
 

12.3 THE SUPREME COURT 
 

The entire judicature has been divided into three tiers. At the top there 

is a Supreme Court, below it is the High Court and the lowest rank is occupied 

by session’s court. 

The Supreme Court is the highest court of law. The Constitution says 

that the law declared by the Supreme Court shall be binding on all small 

courts within the territory of India. Below the Supreme Court, are the High 

Courts located in the states. Under each High Court there are District Sessions 

Courts, Subordinate Courts and Courts of Minor Jurisdiction called Small 

Cause Courts. 

Given the importance of the judiciary in a federal system resting on 

limited government, the Supreme Court was designed to make it the final 

authority in the interpretation of the Constitution. While framing the judicial 

provisions, the Constituent Assembly gave a great deal of attention to such 

issues as the independence of the courts, the power of the Supreme Court and 

the issue of judicial review. 

12.3.1 Composition and Appointments 

The Supreme Court consists of the Chief Justice of India and such 

other number of other judges as is provided by the law. When the Supreme 

Court was inaugurated, it had only eight judges. Its strength has risen to 

twenty five judges. The President of India, who is the appointing authority, 

makes these appointments on the advice of the Prime Minister and the Council 

of Ministers. 

The Constitution stipulates in Article 124 (2) that the President shall 

appoint judges of the Supreme Court under his hand and seal after 

consultation with such of the judges of the Supreme Court as the President 
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may deem necessary. In the case of the Chief Justice of the India, the 

President shall consult such judges of the Supreme Court and of the High 

Courts as he may deem necessary. In spite of this clear constitutional 

provision, the appointment of the Chief Justice of India has become a matter 

of political controversy. Here it may be worth recalling the issues that were 

raised in 1973 when the Government of India appointed Justice SS Ray as the 

Chief Justice of India superseding four other judges, against the 

recommendations of the outgoing Chief Justice, SM Sikri. 

To eliminate politics in the appointment of judges, high minimum 

qualifications have been prescribed. For appointment to the Supreme Court, a 

person should be a citizen of India, a judge of the High Court for at least five 

years, or should have been an advocate of High Court for at least ten years or  

a distinguished jurist in the opinion of the President of India. 

12.3.2 Tenure 

Once appointed, a judge holds office until he attains 65 years. A judge 

of the Supreme Court may resign his office or may be removed in case of 

misbehaviour or incapacity. According to the procedure laid out in the 

Constitution, each house of the Parliament will have to pass a resolution 

supported by two third of the members present and voting. The motion of 

impeachment against a judge was table in Parliament for the first in 1991. This 

involved Supreme Court Justice V Ramaswami. When an audit report  

revealed several irregularities committed by the judge during his tenure as the 

Chief Justice of the Punjab and Haryana High Court, a three man judicial 

committee was set up with a serving and a retired Supreme Court judge and 

the Chief Justice of the Bombay High Court. The Committee concluded that 

there had indeed been a wilful and gross misuse of official position and 

intentional and habitual extravagance at the cost of the public exchequer 

which amounted to ‘misbehaviour’. Justice Ramaswami, however, maintained 

that there were procedural irregularities in the notice of the motion, the 

constitution of the committee and its functioning. The impeachment motion 

moved in May 1993 failed with 196 out of 401 voting for it and the remaining 

205 abstaining. But accepting reality, the judge subsequently resigned. 

12.3.3 Salaries 

A very important element that determines the independence of the 

judges is the remuneration received by them. The salaries and allowances of 

the judges are fixed high in order to secure their independence, efficiency and 

impartiality. Besides, the salary, every judge is entitled to a rent-free official 
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accommodation. The Constitution also provided that the salaries of the judges 

cannot be changed to their disadvantage, except in times of a Financial 

Emergency. The administrative expenses of the Supreme Court, the salaries, 

allowances, etc,. of the judges are charged on the Consolidated Fund of India. 

12.3.4 Immunities 

To shield judges from political controversies, the Constitution grants 

them immunity from criticisms against decisions and actions made in their 

official capacity. The Court is empowered to initiate contempt proceedings 

against those who impute motives to the judges in the discharge of their 

official duties. Even the Parliament cannot discuss the conduct of the judge 

except when a resolution for his removal is before it. 

Check Your Progress Excersise-1 
Note: I) Use the space below for your answer. 

ii) Check your answer with the model answer given at the end of this unit. 

1) What are the qualifications required for appointment as a judge of the 

Supreme Court? 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

…. 

2) What is the procedure for removing a judge of the Supreme Court.? 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

…………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

 

12.4 JURISDICTION OF THE SUPREME COURT 
 

Article 141 declares that the law laid down by the Supreme Court shall 

be binding on all courts within the territory of India. The different categories 

into which the jurisdiction of the Supreme Court is divided is as follows: 1) 

Original Jurisdiction, 2) Appellate Jurisdiction, 3) Advisory Jurisdiction, 4) 

and Review Jurisdiction. 

12.4.1 Original Jurisdiction 

The Supreme Court has original jurisdiction firstly as a federal court. 

In a federal system like that in India, both the Union and the State 

governments derive their powers from and are limited by the same 

constitution. Differences of interpretation of the Union-States distribution of 

powers, or conflicts between States governments require authoritative 
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resolution by a judicial organ independent of both levels of government. 

Under Article 131, the Supreme Court is given exclusive jurisdiction in a 

dispute between the Union and a State or between one State and another, or 

between a group of States and others. When we say that the Supreme Court 

has an exclusive jurisdiction, we mean that no other court in India has the 

power to entertain such disputes. Similarly, the original jurisdiction of the 

Supreme Court will mean that the parties to the dispute should be units of the 

federation. Unlike the Supreme Courts in Australia and the United States, the 

Indian Supreme Court does not have original jurisdiction to decide disputes 

between residents of different states or those between a State and the resident 

of another State. 

The Supreme Court also has non-exclusive original jurisdiction as the 

protector of Fundamental Rights. Article 32 of the Constitution gives citizens 

the right to move the Supreme Court directly for the enforcement of any of the 

fundamental rights enumerated in Part III of the Constitution. As the guardian 

of Fundamental Rights the Supreme Court has the power to issue writs such as 

Habeas Corpus, Quo Warranto, Prohibition, Certiorari, and Mandamus. 

Habeas Corpus is a writ issued by the court to bring before the court a person 

from illegal custody. The court can decide the legality of detention and release 

the person if detention is found to be illegal. By using the writ of Mandamus, 

the court may order the public officials to perform their legal duties. 

Prohibition is a writ to prevent a court or tribunal from doing something in 

excess of its authority. By the writ of Certiorari, the court may strike off an 

order passed by any official of the government, local body or a statutory body. 

Quo warranto is a writ issued to a person who authorisedly occupies a public 

office to step down from that office. In addition to issuing these writs, the 

Supreme Court is empowered to issue appropriate directions and orders to the 

executive. 

12.4.2 Appellate Jurisdiction 

The Supreme Court is the highest court of appeal from all courts in the 

territory of India. It has comprehensive appellant jurisdiction in cases 

involving constitutional issues; civil and criminal cases involving specified 

threshold values of property or a death sentence; and wide ranging powers of 

special appeals. 

Article 132 of the Constitution provides for an appeal to the Supreme 

Court from any judgement or final order of a court in civil, criminal or other 

proceedings of a High Court, if it involves a substantial question of law as to 
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the interpretation of the Constitution. The appeal again depends upon whether 

the High Court certifies, and if does not, the Supreme Court may grant special 

leave to appeal. 

Article 133 of the Constitution provides that an appeal in civil cases 

lies to the Supreme Court from any judgement, order or civil proceedings of a 

High Court. This appeal may be made if the case involves a substantial 

question of law of general importance or if in the opinion of the High Court 

the said question needs to be decided by the Supreme Court. 

Article 134 provides the Supreme Court with appellate jurisdiction in 

criminal matters from any judgement, final order, or sentence of a High Court. 

This jurisdiction can be invoked only in three different categories of cases: a) 

if the High Court on appeal reverses an order of acquittal of an accused person 

and sentenced to death. b) if the High Court has withdrawn for trail before 

itself any case from any court subordinate to its authority and has in such a 

trial convicted the accused person and sentenced him to death, and c) if the 

High Court certifies that the case is fit for appeal to the Supreme Court. 

Finally, the Supreme Court has the special appellate jurisdiction. It has 

the power to grant, in its discretion, special leave appeal from any judgment, 

decree sentence or order in any case or matter passed or made by any court or 

tribunal. 

12.4.3 Advisory Jurisdiction 

The Supreme Court is vested with the power to render advisory 

opinions on any question of fact or law that may be referred to it by the 

President. The advisory role of the Supreme Court is different from ordinary 

adjudication in three senses: first, there is no litigation between two parties; 

second, the advisory opinion of the Court is not binding on the government; 

finally, it is not executable as a judgement of the court. The practice of 

seeking advisory opinion of the Supreme Court helps the executive to arrive at 

a sound decision on important issues. At the same time, it gives a soft option 

to the Indian government on some politically difficult issues. A case in point is 

the controversy surrounding the Babri Masjid complex in Ayodhya. The 

government decided to refer aspects of the dispute to the Supreme Court for  

an opinion. Since there was no legal point at issue, the referral to the Supreme 

Court had had the potential for politicising the judiciary instead of resolving 

what was essentially a political problem. 

12.4.4 Review Jurisdiction 
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The Supreme Court has the power to review any judgement 

pronounced or order made by it. This means that the Supreme Court may 

review its own judgement order. 

From the above it is clear that the Supreme Court in India is far more 

powerful than its counterpart in the United States of America. The American 

Supreme Court deals primarily with cases arising out of the federal 

relationship or those relating to the constitutional validity of laws and treaties. 

The Indian Supreme Court apart from interpreting the Constitution, functions 

as the court of appeal in the country in matters of civil and criminal cases. It 

can entertain appeals without any limitation upon its discretion from the 

decisions not only of any court but also of any tribunal within the territory of 

India. The advisory jurisdiction of the Indian Supreme Court also is something 

absent from the purview of the American Supreme Court. 

Despite these powers, the Indian Supreme Court is a creature of the 

Constitution and depends for the continuation of these powers on the Union 

legislature which can impose limitations on them by amending the 

Constitution. Moreover, all these powers can also be suspended or superseded 

whenever there is a declaration of emergency in the country. 
 

12.5 THE HIGH COURT 
 

The constitution provides for a High Court at the apex of the State 

judiciary. Chapter V of Part VI of the Constitution of India contains  

provisions regarding the organisation and functions of the High Court. By the 

provision of Article 125 which says “there shall be a High Court for each 

state”, every state in India has a High Court and these courts have a 

constitutional status. 

The parliament has the power to establish a common High Court for 

two or more states. For instance, Punjab and Haryana have a common High 

Court. Similarly, there is one High Court for Assam, Nagaland, Meghalaya, 

Manipur and Tripura. 

In case of Union Territories, the Parliament may by law extend the 

jurisdiction of a High Court to, or exclude the jurisdiction of a High Court 

from any Union Territory, or create a High Court for a Union Territory. Thus, 

Delhi, a Union Territory, has a separate High Court of its own while, the 

Madras High Court has jurisdiction over Pondicherry, the Kerala High Court 

over Lakshadweep, the Mumbai High Court over Dadra and Nagar Haveli, the 

Kolkota High Court over Andaman and Nicobar Islands, the Punjab Haryana 

High Court over Chandhigarh. 
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12.5.1 Composition of the High Court 

Unlike the Supreme Court, there is no minimum number of judges for 

the High Court. The President, from time to time will fix the number of judges 

in each High Court. The Chief Justice of the High Court is appointed by the 

President of India in consultation with the Chief Justice of India and the 

Governor of the State, which in actual terms mean the real executive of the 

State. In appointing the judges, the President is required to consult the Chief 

Justice of the High Court. The Constitution also provides for the appointment 

of additional judges to cope with the work. However, these appointments are 

temporary not exceeding two years period. 

A judge of a High Court normally holds office until he attains the age 

of 62 years. He can vacate the seat by resigning, by being appointed a judge of 

the Supreme Court or by being transferred to any other High Court by the 

President. A judge can be removed by the President on grounds of 

misbehaviour or incapacity in the same manner in which a judge of the 

Supreme Court is removed. 

12.5.2 Jurisdiction 

The original jurisdiction of a High Court includes enforcement of 

Fundamental Rights, settlement of disputes relating to the election to Union 

and State legislatures and jurisdiction over revenue matters. Its appellant 

jurisdiction extends to both civil and criminal matters. In civil matters, the 

High Court is either a first appeal or a second appeal court. In criminal 

matters, appeal from decisions of a session’s judge or an additional sessions 

judge where sentence of imprisonment exceeds seven years and other 

specified cases other than petty crimes constitute the appellant jurisdiction of a 

High Court. In addition to these normal original and appellant jurisdictions, 

the Constituent vests the High Courts with four additional powers. These are: 

• The power to issue writs or orders for the enforcement of the 

Fundamental Rights. Interestingly, the writ jurisdiction of a High 

Court is larger than that of the Supreme Court. It can not only issue 

writs not only in cases of infringement of Fundamental Rights but 

also in cases of an ordinary legal right. 

• The power of superintendence over all other courts and tribunals 

except those dealing with the armed forces. It can frame rules and 

also issue instructions for guidance from time to time with 

directions for speedier and effective judicial remedy. 
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• The power to transfer cases to itself from subordinate courts 

concerning the interpretation of the constitution. 

• The power to appoint officers and servants of the High Court. 

In certain cases, the jurisdiction of High Courts is restricted. For 

instance, it has no jurisdiction over a tribunal and no power to invalidate a 

Central Act or even any rule, notification or orders made by any 

administrative authority of the Union, whether it is violative of Fundamental 

Rights are not. 

Check Your Progress Excercise-2 
Note: I) Use the space below for your answer. 

ii) Check your answer with the model answer given at the end of this unit. 

1) In what areas does the Supreme Court have original jurisdiction. Which 

area is an exclusive preserve of the Supreme Court? 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………… 

2) The writ jurisdiction of a High Courts is wider than that of the Supreme 

Court and can issue 

writs……………………………………………………………. 

……………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………… 

…. 
 

12.6 SUBORDINATE COURTS  
 

Under the High Court, there is a hierarchy of courts which are referred 

to in the Indian constitution as subordinate courts. Since these courts have 

come into existence because of enactments by the state government, their 

nomenclature and designation differs from state to state. However, broadly in 

terms of organisational structure there is uniformity. 

The state is divided into districts and each district has a district court 

which has an appellant jurisdiction in the district. Under the district courts, 

there are the lower courts such as the Additional District Court, Sub-Court, 

Munsiff Magistrate Court, Court of Special Judicial Magistrate of the II Class, 

Court of Special Judicial Magistrate of I Class, Court of Special Munsiff 

Magistrate for Factories Act and Labour Laws, etc. At the bottom of the 

hierarchy of Subordinate Courts are the Panchayat Courts (Nyaya Panchayat, 
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Gram Panchayat, Panchayat Adalat etc). These are, however, not considered 

as courts under the purview of the criminal courts jurisdiction. 

The principle function of the District Court is to hear appeals form the 

subordinate courts. However, the courts can also take cognisance of original 

matters under special status for instance, the Indian Succession Act, the 

Guardian Act and Wards Act and Land Acquisition Act. 

The Constitution ensures independence of subordinate judiciary. 

Appointments to the District Courts are made by the Governor in consultation 

with the High Court. A person to be eligible for appointment should be either 

an advocate or a pleader of seven years standing, or an officer in the service of 

the Union or the State. Appointment of persons other than the District Judges 

to the judicial service of a State is made by the Governor in accordance with 

the rules made by him in that behalf after consultation with the High Court 

and the State Public Service Commission. 

The High Court exercises control over the District Courts and the 

courts subordinate to them, in matters as posting, promotions and granting of 

leave to all persons belonging to the State judicial service. 
 

12.7 JUDICIAL REVIEW 
 

Literally the notion of judicial review means the revision of the decree 

or sentence of an inferior court by a superior court. Judicial review has a more 

technical significance in pubic law, particularly in countries having a written 

constitution, founded on the concept of limited government. Judicial review in 

this case means that Courts of law have the power of testing the validity of 

legislative as well as other governmental action with reference to the 

provisions of the constitution. 

In England, there is no written constitution. Here the Parliament 

exercises supreme authority. The courts do not have the power to review laws 

passed by the sovereign parliament. However, English Courts review the 

legality of executive actions. In the United States, the judiciary assumed the 

power to scrutinise executive actions and examine the constitutional validity 

of legislation by the doctrine of ‘due process’. By contrast, in India, the power 

of the court to declare legislative enactments invalid is expressly enacted in 

the constitution. Fundamental rights enumerated in the Constitution are made 

justiciable and the right to constitutional remedy has itself been made a 

Fundamental right. 

The Supreme Court’s power of judicial review extends to 

constitutional amendments as well as to other actions of the legislatures, the 
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executive and the other governmental agencies. However, judicial review has 

been particularly significant and contentious in regard to constitutional 

amendments. Under Article 368, constitutional amendments could be made by 

the Parliament. But Article 13 provides that the state shall not make any law 

which takes away or abridges fundamental rights and that any law made in 

contravention with this rule shall be void. The issue is, would the amendment 

of the constitution be a law made by the state? Can such a law infringing 

fundamental rights be declared unconstitutional? This was a riddle before the 

judiciary for about two decades after India became a republic. 

In the early years, the courts held that a constitutional amendment is 

not law within the meaning of Article 13 and hence, would not be held void if 

it violated any fundamental right. But in 1967, in the famous Golak Nath 

Case, the Supreme Court adopted a contrary position. In was held that a 

constitutional amendment is law and if that amendment violated any of the 

fundamental rights, it can be declared unconstitutional. All former 

amendments that violated the fundamental rights to property were found to be 

unconstitutional. When a law remains in force for a long time, it establishes 

itself and is observed by the society. If all past amendments are declared 

invalid, the number of transactions that took place in pursuance of those 

amendments become unsettled. This will lead to chaos in the economic and 

political system. In order to avoid this situation and for the purpose of 

maintaining the transactions in fact, the past amendments were held valid. The 

Supreme Court clarified that no future transactions or amendments contrary to 

fundamental rights shall be valid. This technique of treating old transactions 

valid and future ones invalid is called prospective over-ruling. The Court also 

held that Article 368 with amendments does not contain the power to amend 

the constitution, but only prescribes the procedure to amend. This 

interpretation created difficulty. Even when there is a need to amend a 

particular provision of the constitution, it might be impossible to do so if the 

amendment had an impact on fundamental rights. 

In 1970, when the Supreme Court struck down some of Mrs Indira 

Gandhi’s populist measures, such as the abolition of the privy purses of the 

former princes and nationalisation of banks, the Prime Minister set about to 

assert the supremacy of the Parliament. She was able to give effect to her 

wishes after gaining two-thirds majority in the 1971 General Elections. In 

1972, the Parliament passed the 25th Constitutional Amendment act which 

allowed the legislature to encroach on fundamental rights if it was said to be 
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done pursuant to giving effect to the Directive Principles of State Policy. No 

court was permitted to question such a declaration. The 28th Amendment act 

ended the recognition granted to former rulers of Indian states and their privy 

purses were abolished. 

These amendments were challenged in the Supreme Court in the 

famous Kesavananda Barathi Case (otherwise known as the Fundamental 

Rights Case) of 1973. The Supreme Court ruled that the while the parliament 

could amend even the fundamental rights guaranteed by the Constitution, it 

was not competent to alter the ‘basic structure’ or ‘framework’ of the 

constitution. Under the newly evolved doctrine of ‘basic structure’, a 

constitutional amendment is valid only when it does not affect the basic 

structure of the constitution. The second part of Article 31C (no law 

containing a declaration to implement the Directive Principles contained in 

Article 39 (b) and (c) shall be questioned) was held not valid because the 

amendment took away the opportunity for judicial review, which is one of the 

basic features of the constitution. The doctrine of basic features gave wide 

amplitude to the power of judicial review. 

Later history shows the significant role played by this doctrine in the 

review of constitutional amendments. For challenging the election to 

Parliament of a person who holds the office of Prime Minister, the 39th 

Constitutional Amendment provided a different procedure. The election can 

be challenged only before an authority under special law made by Parliament 

and the validity of such as law shall not be called in question. The Supreme 

Court held that this amendment was invalid as it was against the basic 

structure of the Constitution. It argued that free and fair elections are essential 

in democracy and to exclude judicial examination of the fairness of the 

election of a particular candidate is not proper and goes against the democratic 

ideal that is the basis of our constitution. 

In a later case, the Minerva Mill Case, the Supreme Court went a step 

ahead. The 42nd Constitutional Amendment of 1976, among other things, had 

added a clause to Article 368 placing a constitutional amendment beyond 

judicial review. The Court held that this was against the doctrine of judicial 

review, the basic feature of the constitution. 

One of the limits on judicial review has been the principle of locus 

standi. This means that only a person aggrieved by an administrative action or 

by an unjust provision of law shall have the right to move the court for 

redressal. In 1982, however, the Supreme Court in a judgement on the 
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democratic rights of construction workers of the Asian Games granted the 

Peoples Union of Democratic Rights, the right of Public Interest Litigation 

(PIL). Taking recourse to epistolary jurisdiction under which the US Supreme 

Court treated a post card from a prisoner as petition, the Supreme Court of 

India stated that any ‘public spirited’ individual or organisation could move 

the court even by writing a letter. In 1988, the Supreme Court delineated the 

matters to be entertained as PIL. The categories are: matter concerning bonded 

labour, neglected children, petition from prisoners, petition against police, 

petition against atrocities on women, children, Scheduled Castes and 

Scheduled Tribes, environmental matters, adulteration of drugs and foods, 

maintenance of heritage and culture and other such matters of public interest. 

Since the granting of the right to PIL, what some claim to be the only 

major democratic right of the people of India, and granted not by the 

Parliament but by the judiciary, the courts have been flooded by PILs. While 

the flood of such litigation indicates the widespread nature of the deprivation 

of democratic rights, they also pose the danger of adding to the pressure on the 

courts that are already overloaded. 
 

12.8 JUDICIAL REFORMS 
 

The most striking criticism against administration of justice is the large 

number of pending cases and the delay in the dispensation of justice. In the 

early 1990s, there were more than two crore cases pending in different courts. 

Reasons for the piling of a large number of cases can be attributed to structural 

and procedural flaws in the judiciary. The availability of multiple remedies at 

different rungs of the judicial ladder also enables dishonest and recalcitrant 

suitors to abuse the judicial system. This leads to the piling up of cases as well 

as delay in the dispensation of justice. 

Another weakness of the judicial system is cumbersome procedures 

and forbidding cost of justice. Suggestions for judicial reforms have come up, 

to help achieve a new order and bring economic, political and social justice. 

In fact, the Tenth Law Commission had invited suggestions for judicial 

reforms. One suggestion was to reduce the workload of the Supreme Court of 

India which accepts nearly one lakh cases every year (whereas the US 

Supreme Court accepts only 100 to 150 cases of the five thousand filed). 

Among the suggestions to reduce the load of the Supreme Court, one was to 

establish a Constitutional Court to deal exclusively with constitutional matters 

and another was to establish Zonal Courts of Appeal in the country. 
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Check Your Progress Exercise-3 
Note: I) Use the space below for your answer. 

ii) Check your answer with the model answer given at the end of this unit. 

 

1) What is the significance of the Keshavananda Bharati Case of 1973? 

………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………… 

 
 

2) What is PIL? 

………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

12.9 LET US SUM UP 
 

 

As we saw, the existing judicature in India can be traced to the British 

period. The Royal Charter of the Charles II (1661), the Regulating Act of 

1773, the Indian High Courts Act of 1861 and the Act of 1935 are the 

important milestones in the evolution of modern judicial system in India. The 

Constitution of India has designed the Supreme Court as the highest court of 

law. The law declared by the Supreme Court has been made binding on all 

small courts, that is, the High Courts and the Subordinate courts 

Given the importance of judiciary as a federal court and as a guardian 

of fundamental rights of the citizen, the framers of the Indian Constitution 

gave great deal of thought to such issues as the independence of the courts and 

judicial review. 

Judicial review is a technique by which the courts examine the actions 

of the legislature, the executive and the other governmental agencies and 

decide whether or not these actions are valid and within the limits set by the 

constitution. The foundation of judicial review is (a) that the constitution is a 

legal instrument, and (b) that this law is superior in status to the laws made by 

the legislature that is itself set up by the constitution. It is now well established 

in India that judicial review constitutes the basic structure or feature of the 

Constitution of India. 
 

12.10 SOME USEFUL BOOKS 
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12.11 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXERCISES 

Check Your Progress Excercise-1 

1) A person to be appointment as a judge of the Supreme Court should be a 

citizen of India, should have been a High Court judge for at least five years, an 

advocate of High Court for at least ten years or a distinguished jurist. 

2) A Supreme Court judge can be removed for misbehaviour or incapacity. 

Each house of the Parliament has to pass a resolution supported by two third 

of the members present and voting. 

Check Your Progress Excercise-2 

1) It has original jurisdiction as a guardian of Fundamental rights and as a 

federal court. As a federal court it has exclusive jurisdiction in disputes 

between the Union and a State or between one State and another, or between a 

group of States and others. 

2) Not only to enforce fundamental rights but also any legal right. 

 
 

Check Your Progress Excercise-3 

1) The Supreme Court evolved the doctrine of basic structure or features of 

the constitution which gave wide amplitude to the power of judicial review. 

2) PIL is a democratic right which allows any ‘public spirited’ individual or 

organisation to move the court to seek justice on behalf of the victims of state 

and societal forces. 
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UNIT 13 BUREAUCRACY IN INDIA 
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13.11 Answers to Check Your Progress Exercises 
 

13.0 OBJECTIVES 
 
 

This unit deals with bureaucracy, particularly with reference to India. After going through 

this unit you will be able to: 

• Explain the meaning of bureaucracy and discuss its salient features; 

• Trace the evolution of bureaucracy in India; 

•  Discuss the composition, nature and functioning of statutory bodies of bureaucratic 

recruitment such as Union Public Service Commission (UPSC); 

• Describe the nature and functioning of bureaucracy in the post-Independence India up 

to the commencement of globalisation; and, 

• Discuss the impact of globalisation on bureaucracy. 
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13.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Bureaucracy is the executive arm of the government. In traditional classical literature on 

organs of government, one studied the legislature, the executive and the judiciary with 

bureaucracy being subsumed under the executive (which comprises the political 

establishment and the bureaucracy). Now, one finds that bureaucracy is being treated 

separately and this is indicative of its growing importance. In this unit, we shall be 

focussing on bureaucracy with special reference to India. 

 

13.2 MEANING AND CONCEPT 
 
 

Most of you must be familiar with the word ‘bureau’ which means office. Bureaucracy 

takes off from this only. In essence, bureaucracy is an organised body of persons who 

deal with office procedures, rules and regulations. Bureaucracy popularly refers to 

government officials. Generally, it should be mentioned here that when one talks of the 

bureaucracy, one refers to the civilian bureaucracy also known as the civil services (the 

sense in which bureaucracy is treated in this unit). This point is being mentioned because 

the military also has a bureaucracy and the corporate world too has one. Indeed, 

bureaucracy exists in every organisation. Therefore, it is important to remain focussed on 

the fact that in this lesson, when we mention bureaucracy, we have the civilian 

bureaucracy (civil services) in our mind. 

 

13.3 FEATURES 

 

Bureaucracy anywhere has certain, well-established features. Alternatively, an 

organisation in bureaucratic if it has these features. Some of the better known features  

are : (i) Hierarchy (ii) Chain of command (iii) Adherence to rules and regulations (iv) 

Impersonal/faceless and apolitical (v) Recruitment through statutory bodies specifically 

created for the purpose, etc. These features are briefly described below. We should 

mention here that these features are, by and large, not mutually exclusive but run into 

each other. 

13.3.1 Hierarchy 

Essentially, bureaucracy is hierarchical. It is based on rank. Each rank or position is 

subordinate to some and superior to some other. The bottom to the top, generally, makes 
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for a pyramidal structure with the lower ranks concentrated at the bottom and the higher 

ranks at the top. 

13.3.2 Chain of Command 

This feature is intimately linked with the one above. In any hierarchical body, there is a 

chain of command flowing from the top to the bottom. Normally, the command chain is 

not broken. To give an example from the Indian context, in a Department of the Central 

Government in Delhi, the chain of command is as follows: 

Secretary → Additional Secretary → Joint Secretary → Deputy Secretary → 

Under Secretary → Section Officer → other lower ranks. 

13.3.3 Adherence to Rules and Regulations 

A classic feature of bureaucracies all along has been their rigid adherence to rules and 

regulations. This has, in fact, led to the adjective “bureaucratic” being coined for any 

person/organisation insisting too much on rules, regulations and procedures. 

13.3.4 Impersonal/Faceless and Apolitical 

A bureaucracy is supposed to be impersonal. This basically means that a bureaucrat is 

expected to be guided by objective (as against subjective) considerations while following 

rules and regulations in the course of implementing various policy measures and 

directives. In other words, a bureaucrat or a civil servant or a government official- 

whatever name we choose to call him by – is not supposed to be guided by his personal 

whims and fancies, biases and prejudices in the discharge of his official duties. 

As regards the ‘faceless’ aspect, you perhaps are aware of the fact that any civilian 

bureaucracy is subordinate to the political executive. The political leadership is the face 

of the administration, while the bureaucracy works behind the scenes. It of course does 

not always happen but that is how it has been envisaged. 

Bureaucracy, strictly, is also supposed to be apolitical. This basically implies that a 

bureaucrat is not to have a political agenda of his own but rather, faithfully implement the 

policies of the government of the day. It also has another and possibly more important 

meaning and that is: a civil servant’s loyalty and commitment should be to the 

constitution of the land and not to any political party, politician, etc. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 1 

Note: (I) Use the space below for your answer. 

(II) Check Your answers with the model answers given at the end of this unit. 

1. What do you understand by bureaucracy? 
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2. Enumerate the salient features of bureaucracy and describe any two features. 
 

 

 

 
 

13.4 HISTORY 
 
 

Bureaucracy in some form or the other has existed from times immemorial. In ancient 

India when monarchy was the predominant form of government, the various categories of 

courtiers constituted the bureaucracy. Modern bureaucracy in the sense of a body of 

persons being recruited through an open public competitive examination conducted by an 

independent, statutory body is credited to People’s Republic of China (PRC). 

In India, Lord Cornwallis is credited with creating the bureaucracy, as we know it today. 

The Indian Civil Service (ICS) was the culmination of steps initiated by him. This  

service as well as branches of colonial bureaucracy, to start with, had Indians only in the 

lower echelons. They were, in fact, debarred from holding higher positions. From the 

1850s onwards, the doors to higher ranks were opened for Indians and many of them 

made their mark. One can cite names such as that of Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose, 

K.P.S. Menon Senior, T. N. Kaul among others who distinguished themselves in the ICS. 

Some of them, in fact, went onto play a crucial role in post-independent India as well. 

It should, however, be always remembered that the ICS was essentially a colonial 

creation designed to serve colonial ends. Though the Indians in the ICS were  

occasionally sympathetic to the ‘natives’ (the Indian masses), by and large they followed 

the line of their colonial masters. It was for this reason that the nationalist leadership 

fighting for independence from British rule was highly critical of the role played by the 

‘steel frame of the British Empire’ – the popular name of the ICS (also known as the 

heaven born service). Jawaharlal Nehru, in particular, was its staunch critic. 

The colonial bureaucracy in India largely performed what are called ‘maintenance’ 

functions, viz., maintaining law and order, collection of taxes/revenue, etc. The concept 

of developmental administration was not much heard of then. Fundamentally, the 

bureaucracy was a policing/tax collecting machinery and very far removed from being a 

citizen friendly administration. The colonial bureaucracy was time and again employed 
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by the British to crush the freedom movement. This was the broad scenario at the time of 

India’s independence. 

13.4.1 India’s Independence and the Bureaucracy 

The situation obtaining as, regards the bureaucracy in the period leading up to India’s 

independence has been described above. After attaining freedom from the British rule, 

the major issue at hand was the type of civilian bureaucracy the newly independent 

country should have; viz. what kind of structure, method of recruitment and other related 

questions. There was also the prickly and thorny issue of the fate of the Indian officers in 

the erstwhile ICS. These matters were resolved the following way: despite  their  

criticism of the ICS, the post-independent leadership decided to let those Indian officers 

continue in the civilian bureaucracy constituted after August 15, 1947 who still had 

service years left. However, instead of being absorbed in the newly created Indian 

Administrative Service (IAS) – the successor to the ICS – quite a few of these officers 

were directly drafted into the other newly created Central Government service, viz., the 

IFS (Indian Foreign Service) which was to implement India’s non-aligned foreign policy. 

For instance, KPS Menon Senior and T.N. Kaul joined the foreign service and went onto 

render distinguished service. 

Regarding recruitment, as before it was to be through an open competitive examination 

conducted by an independent, autonomous statutory body. This was to be the Union 

Public Service Commission (UPSC) headquartered in Delhi, the country’s capital. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 2 

Note: (I) Use the space given below for your answers. 

(ii) Check your answers with the model answers given at the end of this unit. 

1) Discuss the nature of Indian bureaucracy during the colonial time. 
 

 

 
 

13.5 STATUTORY BODIES FOR RECRUITMENT AND OTHER RELATED 

MATTERS 
 
 

13.5.1 The Union Public Service Commission (UPSC) 

The Union Public Service Commission or the UPSC to use its popular abbreviated form 

is an autonomous body created by the Constitution to recruit – personnel (officer and 

other ranks) for the various Central Government services. Thus, it conducts not only the 
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annual civil services examination (for the IAS, IFS, IPS Allied Services Group A and B) 

but also other Central Government services such as the Indian Forest Service, the Indian 

Economic Service and the Indian Engineering Service. In fact, the UPSC conducts the 

recruitment of not only the civilian bureaucracy, but also of the defence services of the 

country. Thus, it conducts the examinations for the National Defence Academy (NDA) 

and the Indian Military Academy (IMA). The UPSC has been conducting the various 

examinations since 1947. It is, in fact, not only responsible for recruitment, but also acts 

as an advisory body regarding all career matters of the recruited personnel. 

13.5.2 Special Provisions for Deprived Sections 

It is important to note that as regards recruitment to bureaucratic positions in India, there 

is provision for reservation of a certain percentage of posts for deprived sections of 

society. Thus, from the onset of independence, 22.5% of post have been reserved for 

Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs). In addition, since the 

implementation of the Mandal Commission recommendations, an additional 27% of posts 

have been reserved for the Other Backward Castes (OBCs). 

Also, the various state governments have their own state-wise quotas for government 

jobs. Some of the Southern Indian States – Karnataka and Tamil Nadu for instance –  

have always had very high quotas for which there have been historical and socio-political 

reasons. 

13.5.3 Controversy over the Policy of Reservation 

The policy of reservation which is based on the principle of affirmative action has been 

controversial from the beginning. While it has always found favour with the sections for 

whom it is meant, the others have not been too well disposed towards it. While this 

section some how reconciled itself towards reservation for the Scheduled Castes and 

Scheduled Tribes, it found it difficult to accept a similar treatment to the OBCs after the 

announcement of the Mandal Commission recommendations. This is because it was felt 

that the OBCs really do not have a history of religion-sanctioned social oppression the 

way SCs and STs and especially, the SCs have. There is merit in this argument, but as of 

today the recommendations have come to stay and the possibility of a change in the status 

quo in extremely remote, if not impossible. In fact, since government jobs are 

increasingly being reduced in the wake of globalisation, there has been now talk of 

reserving jobs in the private/corporate sector for the marginalised sections of society. 

This demand, though not concretised as yet, has further widened the split between those 

benefited by reservation and those outside the reserved slot. 

13.5.4 State Public Service Commissions (SPSCs) 
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Our point regarding the recruitment of the Indian Bureaucracy will not be complete 

without a reference to the State Public Service Commissions. As the very nomenclature 

indicates, a state public service commission is responsible for recruitment to government 

service at the state level. In terms of organisation and functioning, State Public Service 

Commissions correspond to the UPSC at the central level. However, in terms of 

credibility, a wide gulf exists between the State Public Service Commissions and the 

UPSC. In recent times, a lot of State Public Service Commissions have come under a 

cloud for their partisan, biased and politicised functioning. It, certainly, is a fact that the 

members of State Public Service Commissions are, generally, political appointees and 

therefore, susceptible to extraneous pressures. 

After having examined aspects like recruitment, etc., we can go to an overview of the 

bureaucracy in India after independence up to the era of globalisation. The post- 

globalisation era has been treated separately for obvious reasons. 

Check Your progress Exercise 3 

Note: (I) Use the space below for your answers. 

(ii) Check your answers with the model answers given at the end of the unit. 

1) Write a short note on the Union Public Service Commission (UPSC). 
 

 

 
 

2) What is the controversy regarding the policy of reservation? 
 

 

 

 
 

13.6 POST-INDEPENDENCE BUREAUCRACY UPTO THE 

COMMENCEMENT OF GLOBALISATION 
 

Bureaucracy  after  independence  set  about  implementing  the  agenda  of  its  political 

masters (as it is supposed to do). Following achievement of Independence, the Congress 

headed by prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru assumed the reigns of power. The Congress 

Party was broadly committed to democratic socialism, secularism and non-alignment (in 

its foreign policy). The bureaucracy set about implementing this.  Since the country was  

a fresh, newly independent nation free after centuries of colonial rule, initially there was a 

lot of enthusiasm amongst the political leadership as well as the bureaucracy regarding 

nation-building.  Barring some black sheep in their ranks, the bureaucrats, by and large, 
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exhibited high standards of professional and personal conduct. Of course, even then as 

now, they had ‘Burra Sahib’ attitude but rarely were they accused of professional and 

personal misconduct (unlike now). Though professionally, the desire to get ahead was 

there, the desire for personal aggrandisement was rare. 

13.6.1 1967 State Assembly Elections: A Watershed 

The year 1967 to be precise marked a watershed in Indian Politics and administration. 

This was the year in which the Congress Party’s hegemonic hold over India’s politics was 

broken. It lost power for the first time in several assembly elections to the non-right anti- 

Congress forces basically put together by the late Prime Minister Chaudhary Charan 

Singh. This had a tremendous impact on national politics and on the society. It was 

recognised by the political class as well as the common citizenry that the all powerful 

Congress Party which had spearheaded India’s fight against colonial rule could be 

defeated. It was not possible earlier. The recognition of this fact had far reaching 

implication for India’s politics, society and administration. The impact of 1967 can be  

felt in the times that we are passing through now. 

The support base of the political forces that had dealt a massive electoral and 

psychological blow to the Congress and which was largely consolidated by Charan Singh 

comprised, essentially, the Other Backward Castes. These forces got a filip after the  

1967 elections. Their fairly impressive representation in the bureaucracy today, an 

offshoot of the Mandal Commission Recommendations, can be traced back to the 

watershed elections of 1967. Indeed, the setting up of the Mandal Commission itself- 

which in the last decade has affected India’s polity so decisively was a recognition of the 

growing power of socio-political forces unleashed in the wake of the 1967 Vidhan Sabha 

elections. 

13.6.2 Churning Within the Congress Party 

There was a great churning within the Congress itself. The then prime minister Indira 

Gandhi who ever since assuming power in 1966 had been facing a tough time from the 

old guard (the Syndicate) within the Congress found her position further weakened. To 

reclaim her position as well as that of her party, she then undertook a series of steps that 

were to overwhelmingly change India’s political landscape as well as the world of 

civilian bureaucracy. The Congress Party split in 1969 with the Syndicate getting 

marginalised. The party’s official nominee in the presidential elections N. Sanjeeva 

Reddy was defeated after Mrs. Gandhi herself put her weight behind V.V. Giri. A series 

of populist radical measures endearing Indira Gandhi to the Indian Left, such as the 

nationalisation of banks and the abolition of privy purses of the Indian princes followed 
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which helped Mrs. Gandhi and her party to become popular once again. Later on, in 

1971, her slogan of ‘Garibi Hatao’ and victory in the Indo-Pak war helped the Congress 

under Mrs. Gandhi to win the Lok Sabha elections by a landslide margin. Thus, the  

wheel had come full circle. However, the intervening four years led to new ideas such as 

the one of a committed bureaucracy emerging. 

13.6.3 The Idea of a Committed Bureaucracy 

The idea most fundamentally, entailed that a bureaucrat should be hundred percent 

committed to the policies and programmes of the political party in power. By extension, 

this also implied full commitment to the individual politicians holding power. A 

bureaucrat was not to be guided by any other consideration. This development was, 

essentially, a consequence of the belief in the Congress circles that the electoral debacle 

the party had suffered in 1967 was in no small measure due to the fact that the civil 

bureaucracy had not faithfully delivered on the party’s programmes, thus alienating the 

voters from the party. Whatever may be the merits of this argument, the idea of a 

committed bureaucracy gathered momentum and eventually, became a part and parcel of 

Indian public administration. 

This had very far reaching and basically negative consequences. Once the idea gained 

legitimacy, bureaucrats began currying favours from their political masters. Plum 

postings were offered to those who did the bidding of their political bosses, while those 

who insisted on following an independent line based on professional opinion were 

punished. Punishment took the form of arbitrary transfers, postings to insignificant 

departments and in some cases, even suspension from service. A system of rewards and 

punishments got institutionalised in due course of time with civil servants being rewarded 

and punished on the basis of their loyalty and commitment to politicians or parties and 

not on the basis of their professional performance. As indicated above, over a period of 

time, the politician-bureaucrat nexus grew into a powerful force immensely benefitting 

both the parties, but spelling a blow to the concept of development and citizen friendly 

administration. This was, in fact, the ‘politicization of the bureaucracy’ about which we 

hear so much laments now. 

13.6.4 Bureaucrat – Politician – Businessman Nexus 

A parallel – though not always – development was the addition of the businessman to the 

unholy combine of the politician and the civil servant. In the democratic socialist or the 

Nehruvian Socialist to be more correct, framework of development that India followed 

after independence, government permission or licence was required for every small and 

big thing necessary for setting up a business. The discretionary power rested with the 
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bureaucrat who could grant the licence against favours granted by the concerned 

businessman or alternatively, withhold the permission on the concerned party’s refusal to 

please the government official. Very often, the bureaucrat and the political boss to whom 

he reported shared in the spoils, as the ultimate sanctioning authority was the politician. 

This was the genesis of the notorious ‘Licence-Permit-Quota Raj’ which in about 20-30 

years from independence completely derailed India’s socialist pattern of development. 

The planning process, the mixed economy, all got off track because of the immensely 

powerful and corrupt troika of the officer-politician-businessman often contemptuously 

described as the “Babu-Neta-Bania’ syndrome. 

The ineffective and inefficient mixed economy brought about by the licence-permit-quota 

raj coupled with the politicisation of the bureaucracy remained the contexts of India’s 

civilian bureaucracy till the onset of globalisation. The globalisation era going back to  

the 1990s marked another watershed in the world of Indian bureaucracy, just as the 1967 

elections had done. It is to this that we turn our attention now. 
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Check Your Progress 4 

Note: (i) Use the space given below your answer 

(ii) Check your answers with the model answers given at the end of unit 

1. What is committed bureaucracy? What were its consequences? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

2. Write a short note on the bureaucrat-politician-businessman nexus 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

13.7 INDIAN BUREAUCRACY IN THE ERA OF GLOBALISATION 
 

 

The era of globalisation worldwide commenced about one and a half decades back; 

sometime around the mid to the late 1980s. What is accepted, generally, as globalisation 

today is actually the spread of the process of liberalisation of the economy on a global 

scale. By liberalisation of the economy is meant freeing a national economy from 

governmental control and letting it run as per the market forces. It is against this 

definitional context that we have discussed the bureaucracy in this section. 

In India (as indeed in many other countries), it was increasingly felt that the democratic 

socialist model of development had failed to deliver the goods. Of course, it is debatable 

whether there was something intrinsically wrong with the democratic socialist 

framework or it had gone wrong as regards the implementation part. Whatever may be 

the truth, the fact was that liberalisation of the economy entailing a slackening, if not total 

elimination, of governmental regulation over the economy gained currency. This process 
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was of course actively encouraged by the US influenced bodies such as the IMF 

(International Monetary Fund) and the World Bank. 

Once liberalisation of the economy was accepted, changes in the bureaucracy were 

inevitable. In India (as elsewhere) in the last more than ten years, there has been a 

slackening of governmental rules and regulations, which certainly has been a welcome 

development. We may mention here that in this unit, we are not debating the merits and 

demerits of globalisation. You will read about lobalisation in unit 29. In this unit, we are 

only concerned with the impact of globalisation on the bureaucracy and that too in the 

Indian context. 

As already mentioned, in the era of globalisation or alternatively, Economic Reforms, 

there has been a doing away of the plethora of government rules and to this extent, the 

developmental process has been speeded up. However, it is still not clear if it has  

brought down corruption arising from the acts of commission and omission of the 

Bureaucrat – Politician-Businessman combine. Even as the process of economic reforms 

consequent to liberalisation has been on, there have been consistent reports of India 

continuing to be amongst the most corrupt countries of the world. This naturally raises 

questions about the very rationale of liberalising the economy. Be that as it may, the 

process of liberalisation is currently very much on in the country. 

13.7.1 Attitude of the Bureaucracy 

Subsequent to the structural adjustment of the economy consequent to liberalisation, there 

have been perceptible shifts in the attitude of the bureaucracy. When liberalisation first 

commenced, a lot of bureaucrats were openly hostile to it as they obviously felt that in a 

regime of slackening governmental control, the quantum of power wielded by them as 

well as their importance would come down. This has indeed happened. The ‘redeeming’ 

feature in that over the years, some bureaucrats have seen the writing on the wall, and 

become ‘facilitators’ rather than obstructers of development. The Indian media in the last 

few years has carried quite a few lead stories on the personal initiatives of the post-90s 

bureaucrats in the domain of citizen friendly administration. A lot of the comparatively 

younger bureaucrats have grown up in the new, liberalising India and are, therefore, more 

amenable to the new ideas of development. However, in so far as corruption is  

concerned, as we have already stated above, it is difficult to say whether it has gone 

down, up or remained at the pre-economic reforms level. 
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Check Your Progress 5 

Note: (i) Use the space given below your answer 

(ii) Check your answers with the model answers given at the end of unit 

 
 

1. What has been the impact of globalisation on the Indian buraucracy. 
 

 

 
 

13.8 SOME CONTROVERSISES/PROBLEMS ASSOCIATED WITH THE 

BUREAUCACY 
 

 

 

The Indian Bureaucracy has had some continuing problems/controversies associated with 

it from the very beginning. It may be mentioned that these problems are to be found in 

bureaucracies worldwide. 

13.8. 1 Minister Versus Civil Servants 

The inter-relationship between the political (ministers) and the permanent 

(government officials) executive in India (as elsewhere) has been complex, to say 

the least. To a great extent, this is because of the inherent nature of the 

relationship between the ministers and the civil servants. In any form of 

government and more so in a democracy, such as India’s, the civil servants are 

subordinate to the ministers. However, this is not always the case. Where the 

minister is ignorant and incompetent, the officers under him have a field day 

doing exactly as they please with the minister unable to do a thing. On the other 

hand, when the minister is powerful the officers are generally too willing to do the 

minister’s bidding; often in contravention of all rules and regulations. 

Also, as we have already pointed out, ministers and bureaucrats in India have 

often enjoyed a highly mutually beneficial relationship based on a quid pro quo 

basis; i.e. a relationship based on mutual exchange of favours. The net result of  

all this has been a highly politicized bureaucracy and this fact, has not changed 

much even in the post-globalisation era. 

13.8.2 Generalists Versus Specialists 

This again is a controversy that has plagued the bureaucracies the world over. 

Each country has tried to find its own solution to the problem. 
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In India, the genesis of the problem can be traced back to the days of Lord 

Cornwallis who is credited with laying the foundation of the civil services in 

India. The Britishers needed English knowing Indians and general awareness to 

man the lower ranks of the bureaucracy. No specialist knowledge was required. 

This set the precedent for Indians from the pure stream of Arts and Humanities 

and later on Sciences and Commerce (though not to the same extent) making it to 

the civil services. Professionals and Specialists (medicos, engineers, etc.) very 

rarely thought of a career in the bureaucracy. However, this has changed over the 

years. As governance has become more complex, need has been felt of 

‘candidates with a more specialised background. This is because civil servants 

with a generalist background have increasingly been found unequal to the task. 

The recruiting bodies such as the UPSC have also been encouraging aspirants 

with a specialist background, viz., medicos, engineers, lawyers, chartered 

accountants, etc. 

The controversy is mainly centred on the fact that one school of opinion holds that 

a person with a general background (especially in Humanities/Social Sciences) is 

better suited for the task of civil administration as s/he can take an overall, macro 

view of the tasks and the issues at hand. The other school, however, holds that in 

the present globalised era with a lot of emphasis on I.T. (information technology) 

and on issues of economic and commercial significance, a specialized background 

is more conducive to effective and productive administration. The solution 

perhaps lies in effecting a grand mix of the two approaches and in India, this has 

been attempted. For instance, the department of science and technology has often 

been headed by professional scientists rather than career bureaucrats, even though 

one has to mention that the bureaucrats have resented this. 

13.8.3 Under-representation of the Minorities 

The minorities, especially, the Muslims-India’s largest minority – have often 

complained of their poor representation in the country’s premier civil services 

such as the IAS and the IPS. However, there is no hard core evidence to support 

that this has been deliberately the case. Poor levels of education and motivation 

have been a major cause. Solutions such as a separate quota for the minorities 

have been suggested, but it requires a consensus amongst the political class. 
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Check Your Progress 6 

Note: (i) Use the space given below your answer 

(ii) Check your answers with the model answers given at the end of unit 

1. Discuss some of the controversies/problems associates with the 

bureaucracy in India. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

13.9 LET US SUM UP 
 

In this unit, you have read about the bureaucracy in India. Some form of bureaucracy has 

existed from times immemorial. Modern bureaucracy is attributed to people’s Republic  

of China which was the first country in the world to conduct on open, competitive 

examination for recruitment to the civil services. Bureaucracy basically means a body of 

government officials. 

In India, bureaucracy as we know it today is traceable to Lord Cornwallis. Colonial 

bureaucracy which had the Indian Civil Service (ICS) at its top basically served the ends 

of India’s colonial masters. After independence, in the early years there was a lot of 

enthusiasm amongst both the political leadership and the bureaucracy regarding nation 

building. However, over a period of time things went down. The politician-bureaucrat- 

businessman combine, the idea of a committed bureaucracy, all these spelled the doom of 

the civil services. Today, the bureaucracy is in the era of globalisation and trying to  

come to grips with a loss of power in a regime of slackening governmental control over 

the economy. 
 

13.11 SOME USEFUL REFERENCES 
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13.11 ANWERS TO CHECK YOUR PLROGRESS EXERCIES 
 

 

Check Your Progress Exercise 1 

1. Your answer should include the following points: 
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(a) Executive arm of the government 

(b) Body of government officials 

 

2. Your answer should comprise the following: 

(a) Features – hierarchy, chain of command, adherence to rules and 

regulations, impersonal/faceless and apolitical 

(b) Any two features of your choice 

 

Check Your Progress Exercise 2 

1. Your answer should consist of the following: 

(a) Lower ranks largely of Indians; doors to the ICS opened later 

(b) Created to serve colonial ends 

(c) Nationalist leadership critical of the ICS 

(d) Maintenance functions 

 

Check Your Progress Exercise 3 

1. Your answer should include: 

(a) Autonomous, statutory body created by the constitution 

(b) Recruitment of civilian/military bureaucracy 

(c) Advisory body for career matters 

2. Your answer should comprise: 

(a) Reservation for SCs/STs versus that for OBCs 

(b) Possibility of reservation in the private sector 

 
Check Your Progress 4 

1. Your answer should include: 

(a) Commitment to politicians/parties in power 

(b) Politicisation of the bureaucracy 

2. Your answer should comprise: 

(a) Result of licence permit requirement 

(b) Relationship of mutual favours and in contravention of rules and 

regulations 

 

Check Your Progress Exercise 5 

1. Your answer should mention: 

(a) Comparatively less red tapism 

(b) Level of corruption not significantly reduced 

(c) Positive change among some bureaucrats 

 

Check Your Progress Exercises 6 

1. Your answer should include the following points: 

(a) Ministers Versus Bureaucrats 

(b) Generalists Versus Specialists 

(c) Under- representation of Minorities 
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Unit 24: WOMEN 

 
 

STRUCTURE 

 

24.0 Objectives 

24.1 Introduction 

24.2 Reforms for women in the 19th and early 20th centuries 

24.2.1 Against “Sati” 

24.2.2 Widow remarriage 

24.2.3 Rehabilitation of the prostitutes 

24.2.4 Arya Samaj 

24.2.5 Prohibition of Child Marriage 

 

24.3 Education for Women and Women Emerging with Identity 

24.3.1 Women in Literature and Literature by women 

24.3.2 Women for Rights 

24.3.3 Women for Women 

24.3.4 Women in Nationalist Struggle 

24.3.5 Women for Equality 

 

24.4 Women’s Independent Political Identity 

24.4.1 Discrimination against women in politics 

24.4.2 Women’s initiatives in politics 

24.4.3 Women “terrorists” 

 

24.5 Major Issues confronting women’s unity or united movement 

24.5.1 Communalism and Casteism 

24.5.2 Daily encounters with oppression 

(i) against alcohol 

(ii) against dowry 

(iii) against sexual abuse 

24.5.3 Environment and livelihood 

 

24.6 Women in politics or politics ‘by’ women 

24.6.1 Telengana movement 

24.6.2 Bodh Gaya movement 

24.6.3 Dalit women’s movement 

24.6.4 Adivasi women’s movement 

24.6.5 Movement through literature, theatre ad other forms of expression 

 

24.7 Key words 

24.8 Some useful books 

24.9 Answers to check your progress exercises 
 

 

24.0 OBJECTIVES 
 

 

The Unit deals with the role and contribution of women in the various social and political 

movements in India. After going through this unit, you will be able to know: 
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• The historical background of women’s movement in India. 

• Major issues confronting women’s unity; and 

• Role of the women in Politics. 
 

 

24.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

 

It will be easier to understand the role of women in the social and political movements of 

India if we divide the study into the following categories 

 

First, we shall try to have a panoramic view of the role of women in the 19th and the 20th 

centuries, i.e. in the pre and post- colonial era. 

 

We shall next, look into these movements from two broad angles, viz, (i) “for” women 

and (ii) “by” women. (i) The period of reforms and nationalist struggle can be categorised 

as “for” women since all the benefits and opportunities for advancement were fought for 

and gifted by social reformers who, inevitably, were men. Women had eager and sincere 

participation in India’s struggle for freedom, but the leadership was in the hands of men 

only. Yet, this period is extremely significant as the “beginning of freedom” for women. 

 

(ii) In the post-independence period women concentrated on their own freedom. The 

foundation for this movement had been laid in the anti-British Raj days when women had 

started discovering their identity through literature and their activities as “terrorists”. 

They slowly became part of the world’s women’s movement and their role in the social 

and political movements in their own country started becoming more and more 

prominent. 

 

24.2 Reforms for women in the 19th and early 20th centuries 

 

The 19th century could well be called an age for women. Their rights and the wrongs 

done to them, as well as their capacities and potentials, used to be the subjects of heated 

discussions in Europe and even in the colonies. By the end of the century, feminist ideas 

were in the minds of the “radicals” in England, France, Germany and even Russia. In 

India, the wrongs against women began to be deplored by social reformers. Such 

movement of ‘for’ women, ‘by’ men originated in Bengal and Maharashtra. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
24.2.1 Against Sati 

 

The Indian bourgeois class, that was born out of Westernisation, sought to reform the 

society by initiating campaigns against caste, polytheism, idolatry, animism, purda, child- 

marriage, sati and the like. These, to them, were elements of ‘pre-modern’ or primitive 

society. The foreign missionaries had branded these as examples of “Hindu 

barbarism” thus creating enough grounds for the colonial powers to rule. Ram Mohan 

Roy and Bidyasagar managed to receive the required administrative and legal support 

because of this. In 1817, Pandit Mrityunjay Bidyalankar declared that sati had no 
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“Shastric” sanction. One year later Governor william Bentinck prohibited Sati in his 

province, viz, Bengal. It took 11 years for this prohibition to get extended to other parts 

of India as the Sati Prohibition Act of 1929. 

 

24.2.2 Widow Remarriage 

 

In 1850s Pandit Ishwarchandra Bidyasagar, like Pandit Mrityunjay, proved from the 

Shastras that the re-marriage of a widow is allowed. His was a long, difficult journey 

through debats with orthodox pandits and banter from some of the pillars of then Hindu 

society. The Vernacular (Bengali) press got filled with songs and satires both in support 

and against. Such verses appeared in the designs of the woven cloths. They created 

turmoil in society. Bidyasagar submitted a petition to the Governor General in 1855. 

 

A Widow Remarriage Association had started in Madras in 1871, but was short lived. In 

1878, Virasalingam started the Rajamundri Social Reform Association, focusing mainly 

on widow re-marriage. In 1892, the Young Madras Party or the Hindu Social Reform 

Association was launched. Aryan Brotherhood Conference, of which Ranade and N.M. 

Joshi were members, once declared in one of its meetings, “let us no longer live in a 

fool’s paradise in the fond belief that because we have managed to survive so long .. 

under our present social arrangement, we will be able to survive for ever…” 

 

Forty odd years since the Act was passed, there had been 500 widow re-marriages only, 

though social reform organisations, championing the cause, had mushroomed all over 

India. The majority of them were child or virgin widows. Widows from the upper caste, 

who were not virgins, could not and did not- re-marry. 

 

24.2.3 Rehabilitating of Prostitutes 

 

Other notables, who fought for reforms in anti-woman socio religious customs, were 

Jyotiba Phule, Dayanand Saraswati, Karve and women like Pandita Ramabai, Sister 

Nibedita and Tagore’s sister Swarnakumari Devi. Bengal had witnessed rebellious spirits 

like Madhusdan Datta and Henry Derozio. They both were powerful poets also. They  

had invited the wrath of the reformers even by attacking male morality. Madhusdan 

organised the prostitutes and inspired them to choose the profession of acting, instead. 

 

According to a report in Amrita Bazar Patrika of 1869, 90% of Calcutta’s prostitutes  

were widows, of whom a large number came from Kulin Brahmin families. The  

“Kulins” were the most detestable group of Brahmins whose socially sanctioned 

livelihood was to go on marrying and collecting dowries. Their day to day living was  

also totally free as they kept on visiting their wives’ paternal homes as these ‘mararied’ 

women had to continue living in their fathers’ house. The number of such ‘wives’ could 

very well exceed 100. So, with a single stroke of death (of one husband) at least 100 

widows were available in the market as prostitutes. 

 

We must make special note of the fact that Bidyasagar, the first and the greatest 

protagonist of widow re marriage felt a moral repugnance towards this scheme of 

rehabilitation of the prostitutes and did not think of stopping this abhorrent practice of 

polygamy. Strangely, he could not realise that the number of widows will drastically 

decline and thus the problem will become much less formidable if polygamy could be 

strictly stopped. 

 

24.2.4 Arya Samaj 
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Swami Dayanand was rather revolutionary for his time. He disowned the caste system 

and prescribed equal treatment to women quoting from the shastras. His Arya Samaj did 

not impose any duties or obligations on women, which could not be applied to men 

according to the Hindu lawgivers. In his representative book, “Satyartha Prakash” 

Dayanand insisted that polygamy, child marriage and the seclusion of women did not 

exist in Aryan India. He called for compulsory education for boys and girls both and that 

there should be equal stress on tradition and modernity through the compulsory learning 

of Sanskrit and English. He raised the age of marriage for girls and boys to 16 and 25, 

respectively. 

 

But Arya Samajis like Lala Lajpat Rai and Lal Chand opposed higher education for 

women. They believed that if at all, ‘the character of girls’ education should be different, 

because ‘the education we give to the girls should not unsex them’ Apart from basic 

literacy, Arithmetic and some poetry, Arya Samaj religious literature, sewing, 

embroidery, cooking, hygienic, drawing and music were the subjects taught. The Brahma 

Samaj that started as a protest against idolatry and the backward pulling norms and rituals 

of Brahminical Hindusim, was not free of this stereotype notion about girls and women. 

The notion continued till the latter stages of our freedom movement. They only dissident 

voice was of Subhas chandra Bose. Herin lies the justification behind dividing the ages 

into “for” and “by” women. The women, at that time, had neither the awareness nor the 

sensitivity to demand everything that were allowed to or given to men. 

 

24.2.5 Prohibition of Child Marriage 

 

In 1860 an Act was passed fixing the age of consent at 10. Behram Malabari, himself not 

a Hindu, (a Parsi) started a campaign in support of this Act towards the end of the 

century. He could manage to convince a good number of lawyers, doctors, teachers and 

public servants. They believed, which was echoed in the statement by the Jessore Indian 

Association, that “early marriage weakens the physical strength of a nation; it stunts its 

full growth and development, it affects the courage and energy of the individuals and 

brings forth a race of people weak in strength” and determination. In 1891, Tilak had led 

an agitation against the Act and a modern visionary like Tagore had opposed in words 

and deed! 

 

Reform movements were so strong in the Bombay-Poona cultural belt that a few had the 

courage to question even Brahminism the very base of Hinduism G.H. Deshmukh, a 

socio-religious reformer for example, had argued in the 1840s that the “Brahmins should 

give up their foolish concepts; they must accept that all men are equal and that everybody 

has a right to acquire knowledge…”. But in 1871, he succumbed to threat to outcaste 

him. As a consequence, he mellowed down. 

 
 

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 1 

 

Note: i) Use the space below for your answers 

ii) Check your answers at the end of the unit 

 

1. Why can the 19th century be called the age for women? 
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2. What do you know about the various attempts enforce widow re-marriage.? 
 
 

 

 

 

 

3. What was Dayanand Saraswati’s contribution? 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

24.3 EDUCATION FOR WOMEN AND WOMEN EMERGING WITH 

IDENTITY 
 
 

24.3.1 Women in Literature and Literature by Women 

 

By the late 19th century, social reform movements were beginning to show effects; 

confidence and determination started getting observed in the life and work of some 

women. Novelists like Nirupama Devi and Anurupa Devi started getting referred to in  

the Bengali literary circles and were even given memberships of literary clubs which 

were dominated by men. Tagore’s novels and short stories are full of women characters 

who excel their husbands and other male admirers. A few examples are “Gora” and 

“Gharey Bairey” by Tagore, “Anandamath” and “Debi Choudhurani” by Bankimchandra 

and “Pather Debi” by Sharatchandra. In Tagore’s “Char Adhyay”, a nationalist woman, 

seeking identity, is criticised and crushed by male ldadership-typical of politics even 

today, which has largely remained a male domain. Almost all women activist were 

literary writers also; literature and writings with literary flavour were commonly used as 

side weapons with most of the male freedom fighters also. Some of the noted names 

among women were Nagendrakala Mustafi, Mankumari Basu and Kamini Roy. Kashibai 

Kanitkar was the first woman novelist from Maharashtra. Others were Mary Bhore, 

Godavaribai Samaskar, Parvatibai and Rukminibai. In South, Kamala Sathinandan, the 

editor of Indian Ladies Magazine, was a writer also. Sarala Debi, Kumudini Mitra and 

Madame Cama had made marks in Journalism to promote the cause of revolution. 

 

24.3.2 Women for Rights 
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Madame Cama had the honour of unfurling a ‘Bande Mataram’ flag at 1907 Congress of 

the Socialist International at Stuttgart, and, in 1913, Kumudini Mitra, more known as a 

“terrorist”, was invited to the International Women’s Suffrage Conference at Budapest, 

Hungary. Sarojini Naidu waited upon the committee, headed by Montague and Lord 

chelmsford to demand a series of reforms in the condition of the Indian women. Sarala 

Debi made representations before the committee on behalf of Bharat Stree Mahamandal. 

At the sixth National Social conference in 1892, Hardevi Roshanlals, the editor of 

“Bharat Bhagini” insisted that this platform was ‘more important’ than Congress, because 

the former understood that: 

 

The woman’s cause is man’s 

They rise or sink together, 

Dwarfed or god-like, bound or free. 

 

Anandibai Joshi was the first woman doctor. She and Kantibai were stoned when they 

dared wearing shoes and carrying umbrellas on the streets. These were symbols of male 

and caste authority. Was women’s position better than that of the lower castes or the 

untouchables? In 1882, Tarabai Shinde’s book, Stree Purush Tulana generated heated 

discussions all over. She insisted that the faults, commonly ascribed to women, such as 

superstition, suspicion, treachery and insolence, could be as much found in men. She 

suggested to the women that, by the strength of their firm will, they remain always well 

behaved, pure as fire and unblemished internally and externally. Tarabai also suggested 

that men would have to hang their heads down in shame. 

 

Mai Bhagawati, an “upadeshika” of the Arya Samaj had the confidence to speak in a 

large public gathering in Haryana. In 1881, Manorama Majumdar, educated at home by 

her husband, was appointed dhama pracharika by the Barisal Brahmo Samaj. As 

expected, lot of heated debate followed questioning the ‘wisdom’ of carrying the issue of 

women’s equality a little too far. Regular participation in the nationalist campaigns and 

organisations had generated such a spirit that a group of Brahmo women walked through 

the streets of Calcutta singing and speaking against the evils of purdah. These are 

indisputable instances of initiatives or movements “by”women. But Indian National 

Congress and other political parties were not yet prepared to acknowledge that potential 

among women. Though the women delegates were allowed to sit on the dias, they were 

not allowed to speak or vote on the resolutions. 

 
 

24.3.3 Women for Women 

 

Rabindranath Tagore’s sister Swarnakumari Debi launched “Sakhi Samiti” with the aim 

of training widows to learn, to teach and thus become the most powerful agents of 

spreading education among women. The Samiti organised crafts fairs in order to promote 

women-centric cottage industries as a means of developing self-confidence (atmashakti) 

and nationalism. Congress discovered great value in this kind of “meals”, but the male 

leaders could not think beyond organising a separate women’s section. 

 

Swarnakumari Debi’s daughter, Sarala Debi, was strikingly rebellious. She wanted to  

flee the ‘cage’ or ‘prison’ of home and establish her right to an independent livelihood 

like men. She started a gymnasium in 1902, where women were trained in the use of 

sword and ‘lathi’. She can be called the architect of militant nationalism or even 

revolutionary terrorism. 
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24.3.4 Women in Nationalist Struggle 

 

The 1905-8 Swadeshi movement in Bengal reflects the beginning of a women’s 

participation in nationalist activities on a larger scale. Many of the wives, sisters and 

daughters started forming support groups for the movement. Middle class nationalism 

inspired women and girls who gave away jewelry as well as money. In the villages, 

Handfuls of grains came as contributions. Militancy became such a feature of the 

‘samitis’ in which women had active involvement that five such in East Bengal, viz 

Swadesh Bandhab, Brati, Dhaka Anushilan, Suhrid and Sadhana, were banned in 

January, 1909. 

 

Purani Agyawati, a woman member of Hissar Arya Samaj, toured almost all over Punbaj, 

pleading mothers to bring up their sons not for government service but as independent 

manuacturers and traders of ‘swadeshi’. She also tried to convince that strict and blind 

observance of caste norms prevent the mothers from giving great sons to the nation. In 

Delhi, Agyavati opened a '‘Vidhava Ashram" to organise widows not only against 

oppression and for their right to education, but also to train them in militant nationalism. 

She was described as “a very bold woman” by the government, which was sufficiently 

alarmed by her activities. 

 

24.3.5 Women for Equality 

 

Speaking to the Indian Social conference at Calcutta in 1906. Sarojini Naidu said, 

“instruction may mean accumulation of knowledge, but education is an immeasurable, 

beautiful and indispensable atmosphere in which we live and move and have our being… 

How then shall a man dare to deprive a human soul of its immemorial inheritance of 

liberty and life? Your fathers, in depriving your mothers of that birthrith, have robbed 

you, their sons, of your just inheritance. Therefore, I charge you restore to your women 

their … rights… you are, therefore, not the real nation-builders… Educate your women 

and the nation will take care of itself…” 

 

That there was a sense of great achievement among women and of new spaces opening 

up for them was beautifully put by the Tamil nationalist poet Subramanya Bharati in his 

poem, “The Dance of Liberation”, in 1920 

 

Dance! Rejoice! 

Those who said 

It is evil for women to touch books 

Are dead. 

The lunatics who Said 

They would lock women in their houses, 

Cannot show their faces now. 

 

A discourse on equality began to develop, in the late 1910s and 1920s, amongst women. 

They used nationalists’ arguments to defend their demands for equal rights. Urmila Devi, 

a militant woman, defined ‘swaraj’ as self-rule and ‘Swadhinata’ as the ‘strength and 

power to rule over oneself’. Amiya Debi rightly felt that ‘Swadhinata’ cannot be given, it 

has to be taken by force…. If it is left to the “well-wishing” men, then women’s adhinata 

(dependence) along will get strengthened. The nationalist leaders, who were the first to 

call women outside their home and household, believed in complementarity and not 

sameness, which the revolutionary women demanded. The reformers and the ‘givers’ 

believed that women’s rights should be recognised because of women’s socially useful 



Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU 8  

8 

 
 

role as mothers. Women demanded equal rights because, as human beings, they have the 

same needs, the same desires and the same capacities as men. 

 

Prabhavati worked for a group in U.S.A called “Freedom for India and Ireland” and 

Renuka Ray was associated with the “League Against British Imperialism” in England. 

Pabhavati married M.N. Roy, the pioneer of communist movement in India, and got 

equally involved with the revolutionaries and the communists. She joined hands with 

Muzaffar Ahmad, poet Nazrul Islam and Hemanta Kumar Sarkar to organise the 

scavengers as a member of the Workers and Peasants Party. 

 

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 2 

 

Note: i) Use the space below for you answers 

ii) Check your answers at the end of the unit 

 

1. Write, in brief, women’s first fight for rights during the colonial period. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What was the role of Purani Agyavati in the nationalist struggle? 
 
 

 

 

 

 

3. How did women define “Swaraj” and “Swadhinata” during freedom struggle? 
 
 

 

 

 

 

24.4 WOMEN’S INDEPENDENT POLITICAL IDENTITY 
 

 

24.4.1 Discrimination Against Women in Politics 

 

No woman was chosen by Gandhi in his long list of 71 marchers to Dandi. Well- 

recognised women, like Khurshid Naoroji and Margaret Cousins, protested strongly. But 

the leader remained firm on his decision arguing that he had allocated a “greater role to 

women than the mere breaking of salt laws”. But Sarojini Naidu defied and joined the 

march at Dandi at the final stage and was the first woman to be arrested in that 

movement. Once defiance cleared the path, and thousands of women joined the salt 

satyagraha. This is generally remembered as the first time “the masses of Indian women” 

got involved in the struggle for independence. Husbands now started getting proud of 
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their wives in the jails; but they resented if their wives had not taken prior permission. A 

few notable amongst these wives were Kasturba Glandhi, Kamaladebi Chattopadhyay, 

Nellie Sengupta, Basanti Debi (Roy), Durgabai Deshmukh and Aruna Asaf Ali. 

 

24.4.2 Women’s Initiatives in Politics 

 

Lilabati Mitra helped Bidyasagar in 1890s to perform widow re-marriages by sheltering 

willing grooms. Kamini Roy was active in the Ilbert Bill agitation, organising girls at the 

Bethune School to hold meetings and wear badges supporting the Bill. She worked with 

Banga Mahila Samiti in their social reform projects. Aghorekamini Nari Samiti mobilised 

opinions against the ill-treatment of women workers by the tea planters. Prabhavati  

Mirza had got inspired by Aurobindo’s terrorism.. At the age of ten only she fasted in 

protest against Khudir am’s hanging and later turned out to be a committed trade uninist 

of the 1930s. 

 

24.4.2 Women “Terrorists” 

 

Kumudini Mitra had organised a group of educated Brahmin women who liaised between 

the revolutionaries in hiding. Women got increasingly involved with revolutionary 

groups, popularly known, feared and revered as “terrorists”. In December, 1931, Shanti 

Ghosh and Suniti Chowhhury shot a district Magistrate, Mr. Stevens, who had harassed 

women more than the law, perhaps, permitted. Mina Das had atempted to shoot the 

Governor of Bengal, Stanley Jackson in 1922. They had all acted on their own and the 

first two were sentenced to transportation for life. Preetilata Wadedar led a raid on a club 

that the Europeans frequented. The bomb killed one and injured four.  Preetilatae,  

clothed in male attire took cyanide to avoid arrest. A paper stating that the raid was an 

“act of war” was recovered from her person. On the same day pamphlets were  

distributed exhorting teachers, students and the public to join the campaign against the 

British rulers and the Europeans. Sarala Debi and Sister Nibediata were also closely 

related to and inspired by the Bengal terrorists. 
 

24.5 MAJOR ISSUES CONFRONTING WOMEN’S UNITY 
 

 

24.5.1 Communalism and Casteism 

 

The issue of communalism was taken up by All India women’s Conference (AIWC) in 

the thirties. In 1932 both their district branches and the annual conference organised 

protests against the reservation of separate seats for women in the legislatures applying 

communal criteria. The Bombay branch, for example, got involved in riot relief and the 

Andhra Pradesh branch started a campaign against religious prayers in the schools. The 

organisation was, perhaps, the first to raise demands for uniform civil code so that 

women cannot be subdued and tortured by religious dictums and caste obligations. They 

demanded exactly the same law for all women of India- whatever may be their caste or 

religion. 

 

Unfortunately, by 1940s communal tensions manifested among the members themselves, 

as a result of the increasingly hostile relations between the congress and the Muslim 

League.  By 1944 most of the Muslim women left AIWC.  After partition and migration 

to Pakistan, they formed All Pakistan Women’s Conference, thus belying the very 

purpose of this organisation. The AIWC in India continued to work against 
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communilsim, casteism and patriarchal oppression and started getting members from all 

religious groups, though the Hindu and the Dalits are many more in number. 

 

Communalism and casteism have taken a horribly violent and ugly form ever since the 

carving out of the country on communal lines; Intolerance of the lower castes and of the 

religious and racial minorities has increased by leaps and bounds; mobilisation among 

women in protest and self-defence has also become stronger and wider. The other modes 

of oppressions, related to and born out of patriarchy and the concetration of wealth and 

power in the hands of a few, have also motivated the women’s movement in India. The 

number of such organisations is so large and the area of their activities is so vast that it is 

simply impossible to make individual note of them within the extremely limited scope of 

this lesson. The students will have to rely on their general knowledge and daily 

newspaper reading. 

 
 

24.5.2 Daily Encounters with Oppression 

i) Against Alcohol 

 

Bhil women were the first known to have raised their voice against the alcohol menance 

by breaking liquor pots in 1972. We know of so many such after that, the most sustained 

and successful having been The Anti-Arrack Movement in Nellore in Andhra Pradesh. 

Alcoholism is understood by women and the men who fight for women’s cause, as a 

major cause behind wife-beating and family violence. Unending or increasing 

impoverishment of a family is also mainly because of man’s income being wasted on this 

menace. That is why all women’s bodies take up alcohol as a major issue, apart from 

dowry and sexual abuse, in fact all anti-liquor movements gradually get involved in all 

other problems facing women.  Even the movements for environmental protection, e.g  

the Chipko movement, the movement for equal land rights, e.g the Bodhgaya, and the 

movement for a separate political entity, like. Uttaranchal, could not separate itself from 

the age-old day to day problems that have not allowed women, from the socially and 

economically backward section particularly, to see the light of freedom. 

 

ii) Against Dowry 

Progressive Organisation of women, Hyderabad was the first to organise powerful 

movement against dowry in 1975. It used to attract more than 2000 men and women in 

their demonstrations and the anger had spread to Maharashtra, Karnataka, Madhya 

Pradesh, Gujarat and even to as far as Punjab and Bengal. But the movement took deep 

and permanent roots in and around Delhi because the problem was, and is, much more 

acute and gruesome in this clutural belt. Mahila Dakshata Samiti was the pioneer body in 

Delhi in this regard. Now its scope, like in case of all other similar organisations, has 

spread over to all other areas concerning women’s oppression and subjugation. 

 

iii) Against Sexual Abuse Rape and other forms of sexual abuse are the most 

common and frequent of crimes against women and yet, the most unreported.  

This is the most easily available and ego-satisfying weapon in the hands of male 

power not merely to overpower women, but even to overpower men from the 

deprived and oppressed communities. Apart from rapes within the family or due 

to personal lust or enmity, rapes are quite common occurrence in communal and 

caste tensions and in police custody. The agitation against rape, for the first time, 

started against police rape. The rape of Ralmmeza Bi in police custody became a 

symbol. The movement is ever-increasing in area, support and anger, yet the 

upward trend in the number of incidents is not getting checked. Shakti Shalini, 
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Sasbala Mahila Sangha, Janvadi Mahila Samiti are some of the striking names in 

this field. The last named has been organisaing women in their political battles 

also. The latest over-riding issue for women of all categories, of course, has been 

the reservation of seats in the highest decision- making bodies of the land. 

 

All forms of male domination, in fact, were based on women’s economic dependence. 

The two primary structures of women’s oppression were thus, the sexual division of 

labour and the culture and politics that rationalised it. On the other hand, Mahilal Samata 

Sainik Dal, like most other women’s bodies, believed that men’s base desire for sexual 

pleasure had led them to enslave women. What is fascinating about the movements 

against various forms of violence and women’s movements have basically sprung as an 

urge to resist and protest is how these have woven together several different kinds of 

attitudes towards women: from feminist to anti –patriarchal to anti capitalist to utopian 

patriarchalism. The last is held mostly by men who feel it is their duty to protest and care 

for their women. 

 

A whole new set of personal relationships developed in the feminist movement of 

friendships which cut across class, caste and cultural barriers, even though, to some 

extent, these friendships remained unequal. The middle class women, who usually were 

the leaders or organisers, acted more out of a sense of duty, and the poor from a position 

of helplessness and gratitude. Yet, the growth of a new sense of ‘individuality’ was 

clearly visible. 

 

24.5.3 Environment and Livelihood 

 

As explained by Engels, ownership of land and the means of production controls all 

categories of human relationships and is, therefore, the basis of patriarchy. Even in the 

age of highly advanced science and technology, food and all that a human being needs 

come from Nature and environment. We also know that from the day one of human 

existence, women have been the food gatherer and food provider; and therefore, women 

are the worst affected as a result of environmental degradation and indiscriminate robing 

of Nature. That is why, women’s movement has been most powerful with regard to their 

and their family’s livelihood and the conservation of Nature. It started with women 

breaking forest laws in pre-independence India. Chipko and Narmada Bachao  

movements are good examples in this regard. ‘Self-employed Women’s Association 

(SEWA)” is the fist known organisation in India and South Asia, which united the 

women workers in the unorganised and the home-based sectors. This perhaps, is the  

most successful and sustained women’s movement since it got closely tied up with 

‘Mahila Kosh’ or women’s co-operative bank. It has inspired many similar movements  

in Bangladesh, Nepal and elsewhere in South Asia. The Self-employed Women’s Union 

of South Africa has copied the model in totality and these two, to gather, have been able 

to influence ILO to enact international laws, giving recognition and protection to the 

home-based workers (the majority of whom are women from the most deprived sections 

of a economy). The ‘Grameen Bank’ of Bangladesh had become another widely 

acknowledged model for women’s economic independence. 

 

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 3 

 

Note: i) Use the space below for your answers. 

ii) Check your answers at the end of the unit. 

 

1. Write what you know about the activities of a few women terrorists. 
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1. Explain why alcoholism has been taken as a major cause for violence against 

women. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

2. What do you think is/are the basic reason/s behind violence against women? 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

24.6 WOMEN IN POLITICS OR POLITICS ‘BY’ WOMEN 
 
 

In section 24.4 you have read, in brief about women’s independent political identity or 

initiative. In this section you will be able know a few instances where such initiatives 

looked more pronounced. 

 

24.6.1 Telengana Movement 

 

Women’s participation was significant in the Telengana movement for land and related 

Eco-political rights. Though the leadership was with men, the movement could have died 

early if not for the strong and sustained motivation from the women. It started against the 

injustices for the British Raj (1941), and continued against the continuation of the 

injustices even under their own government (till 1952). 

 
 

24.6.2 Bodh Gaya Movement 

 

Another landmrk movement for land, i.e., livelighoold, or economic rights “by” women 

was the forceful acquisition of the ‘patta’ by the peasant women, who had collected from 

in and around Bodh Gaya (Bihar). The men were not putting in enough efforts or 

resources into the land due to drinking and other bad habits. The unexpected success 

became a terrific inspiration for all united efforts by women. But, the success here was 

unique and exceptional; in most other cases success was not in their fate, and Bihar 

continues to be one of the top States in social injustice and oppression of women. 

 
 

24.6.3 Dalit Women’s Movement 
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It will not be wrong to say that the Dalit women got first organised by a self-taught Dalit 

couple, the Phules, in Maharashtra. They (Phule couples) can also be called one of the 

founders of the movement for women’s rigshts in the 19th Century. At present, Janvadi 

Mahila Samiti is the strongest supporter of this movement. The Dalit women felt the  

need to organise themselves separately, both from their men and the other  women, 

mainly because of two reasons: (i) Dalit men, however oppressed themselves, do not stop 

oppressing their own women; and (ii) The non-Dalit women, however sincere, fail to 

comprehend the ‘double’ oppression that a Dalit women invariably suffers. 

 

24.6.4 Adivasi Women’s Movement 

 

In the North Cachhar hills of Nagaland, Gudiallo, affectionately called ‘Rani’, became 

famous for her role in the civil disobedience movement. She got involved at a very early 

age of 13, inspired by her male cousin Jadonang, who was active in mobilising the 

villagers in Manipur. In 1931-32, Gudiallo led a ‘no tax’ campaign, having taken over  

the reins of leadership from her cousin brother who was hanged by the Raj. These 

villagers stopped paying the compulsory levies on porterage and started refusing to work 

as forced labour. 

 

This is one of many such indigenous and spontaneour peoples’ movements which used to 

be strongly discouraged and disowned by the ‘mainstream’ nationalist politics. This  

trend and the attitude of deciding what is good and what is necessary for the other or 

others is the foundation of patriarchy and capitalism (and, of course, imperialism), and 

continues to this day even after independence. That is why the adivasis, the dalits and the 

women are continuing to fight their battles even after more then half century of India 

attaining freedom. At present, the war against environmental degradation is fought 

mainly by the adivasis or the sons and daughters of Nature, because robbing of Nature 

means robbing of their livelihood and culture. The mainstreem government of 

independent India does not realise that our country is, once again, getting colonised by 

the world market forces. 

 

24.6.5 Movement through Literature, Theatre and other Forms of Expression 

 

Section 24.3.1 has given us a brief idea about women’s contribution to their own 

movement through literature during the pre-independence social reform and political 

movement period. There was a bit of a lull in the first few decades after independence. 

May be the women took a little time to realise that 1947 did not bring any independence 

for them. Lately, with the rising strength in the women’s movement for equality, there 

has been a spurt in writings, films and plays by women and on women. Powerful women 

writers like Arundhuti Roy, are trudging the ‘women only’ field and taking up the cause 

of humanism or universal human rights much more forcefully than men. Women are 

making men realise that their good lies in women’s good and that women’s good lies in 

the good of the entire humanity. 

 

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 4 

 

Note: i) Use the space below for your answers 

ii) Check your answers at the end of this unit 

 

1. What is the very special problem faced by a dalit women ? 
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24.8 SOME KEY WORDS 
 

 

Colonial: relating to or characteristic of a colony. A colony is a territory and a people, 

occupied and ruled over by an imperialist power or imperialist mentality 

 

Reform: amendment of what is defective, vicious, corrupt or depraved; 

removal or correction of an abuse, wrong or errors. 

 

Feminist ideas: ideas born out of the belief that women are equal to men with 

regard to political, economic and social rights. 

 

Gender: the socially established division between man and woman with the 

implied belief that women are inferior to men in every aspect of 

life. 

 

Radicals: marked by a considerable departure from the usual or traditional; a 

political group associated with views, practices and policies of 

extreme change. 

 

Bourgeois: one with social behaviour and political views influenced by private 

property interests and consumerism. 

 

Westernisation:     conversion to or adoption of the traditions and the latest culture of  

the highly industrialised countries, generally in the western 

hemisphere. 

 

Polygamy: the custom of having more than one wife at the same time. 

 

Suffrage: the right to vote (in political matters or for the formation of a 

government). 
 

24.7 SOME USEFUL BOOKS 
 

 

Kumar, Radha, The History of Doing, Kali for women, New Delhi, 1993. 

Sanghari, Kumkum and Vaid, Sudesh (eds.), Recasting Women: Essays in colonial 

History, Kali for women, New Delhi, 1989. 

Liddle, Joanna and Joshi, Rama (eds.), Daughters of Independence: Gender, Cast and 

Class, Kali for Women, New D`elhi, 1986. 

Gail Omvedt: Cultural Revolt in a Colonial Society 

Gail Omvedt : We will smash this prison 
 

24.8 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXECCISES 
 

 

Check Your Progress Excercise 1 
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1) It was called so because attempts to introduce the social reforms for the 

improvement of the conditions of the women were made during this period. The 

evils which were sought to be eliminated included tradition of sati, child marriage, 

ban on the widow-remarriage, purda system, etc. 

2) Pandit Ishwarchandra Bidyasagar and Pandit Matrunjay proved that the the 

Shastras approved the widow-remarriage; widow-remarriage associations were 

formed and the widow re-marriage ruled were made. 

3) He founded the Arya Samaj which attempted to fight the caste system, tradition of 

polygamy, child marriage, and for the compulsory learning of Sanskrit and 

English. 

 
 

Check Your Progress Excercise 2 

1) These instances were: in 1907 Madan Cama unfurled the “Bande Matram” flag at the 

Congress of Socialist International at Stuttgart; in 1913 Kumudini Mitra was invited 

to the International Women’s Suffrage Conference at Budapest; Sarojini Naidu, Sarla 

Debi and Hardevi Roshalal were also among the first women to raise the issues of the 

women. 

2) As a member of the Arya Samaj she toured almost all over Punjab pleading to the 

women not to encourage their sons to join the government jobs but to become the 

“swadeshis”. 

3) According to them the “swaraj” and “swadhinata” meant self rule , and the “strength 

and power to rule over oneself “ respectively. 

 

Check Your Progress Excercise 3 

 

1) They participated in the Indian National Movement by killing the British officers, 

and by appealing to students, teachers and public to revolt against the colonial 

system. 

2) Alcoholism has the adverse impact on the entire family. The women revolted 

against it by launching the Ant-Arrack Movements in several parts of the country, 

especially Andhra Pradesh and Uttaranchal. 

3) The violence against women get expressed in the form of rape, dowry death, 

domestic violence, etc. The main reasons for this lie in their vulnerable social, 

economic and educational conditions, and the values of the people. 

 

Check Your Progress Excercise 4 

 

1) The dalit women face dual problems of discrimination: they face the  general  

problems which are faced by the women belonging to all castes, and the problems 

which are faced by the dalit women due to their caste status. 
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25.0 OBJECTIVES 
 
 

After reading this unit, you will be able to: 

• Understand the meaning of dalit movement in India; 

• To identify the issues/problems involved in the dalit movement; 

• To know various forms of dalit movement; 

• To know phases through which the dalit movement has passed; and 

• Analyse the role of dalits and their organisations in the electoral politics. 
 
 

25.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Last few decades have seen a spate of dalit movement in various parts of the 

country. This is reflected in their social, cultural and political activities at various 

levels, i.e., state, local and all India. A large number of social and cultural 

organisations of dalits, their political parties and leaders have emerged in various 
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parts of the country. Though in most parts of the country they are not able to 

assert themselves, yet in the areas where favourable situation exists dalits are 

asserting themselves. They have become a decisive force in the social and 

political processes of the country. The contemporary dalit movement is taking 

place along with the social and political movements of various other social groups 

like women, tribals, environmentalists, workers and peasants. 

 

25.2 WHO IS A DALIT AND WHAT IS A DALIT MOVEMENT? 
 
 

Dalits are those groups of people who have faced social discrimination including 

the untouchability. They largely belong to the economically disadvantaged groups 

of our society. They are placed in the Scheduled Caste categories in our 

constitution. The category of dalits was first used by Jyotiba Phule in the 

nineteenth century. It was first popularly used by the Dalit Panther in the 1970s. 

But it has come in currency quite recently – from the 1980s onwards. It has 

almost replaced the category of harijans used for the dalits or Scheduled Castes. 

The term Scheduled Castes was in common use till the term of dalit became more 

popular from the 1980s onwards. There are special provisions for the protection 

of their interests in our constitution – reservation in the public jobs, scholarships, 

legislative bodies, etc. Universal adult franchise and other constitutional rights 

have enabled them to participate in political activities. 

Dalit movement raises issues of caste-based discrimination and economic 

inequality. It is a struggle for social justice. The issues on which dalit movement 

is launched are: self – respect, harassment of women, payment of wages, forced 

labour or begar, disputes over land, implementation of the reservation policy, 

promotion in the job, denial of democratic rights like casting of votes, disrespect 

to Dr. B.R. Amebedkar/his statue, etc. Dalits protest and agitate on these issues  

in various ways which include mainly informal ways, at individual basis, through 

the organised ways, satyagraha and litigation, by getting these raised either in the 

parliament or in the legislative assemblies. Dalit movement/agitation is also 

expressed through collective action like demonstration, rallies, procession; 

through signature campaign, protest literature, etc. Some times their agitation 

result in the clashes between dalits, police and the those elements in the society 

who are inimical to the interests of dalits. 
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Check Your Progress 1 

Note: i) Use the space below for your answer 

ii) Check your answer with model answer given at the end of unit. 

1) What do you mean by the term dalit? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

2) What the main issues raised by the dalit movement? 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

25.3 Dalit Movement in India 
 
 

 
 

Dalit movement in India is taking place at various levels such as those of villages 

and towns, state and all India (nation). It is taking place in those areas where 

dalits are in a position to agitate, as still in many parts of the country they are not 

able to raise their voice. Therefore, certain trends can be identified in the dalit 

movement in the country from the regions where it has been taking place. Dalit 

movement in India can be divided into two periods; pre- Independence period and 

post – Independence period. 

 
25.3.1 Dalit Movement in the Colonial Period 

During the pre-Independence period, there were dalit movements at both levels 

in India – the national and the provincial. At the national level M K Gandhi and 

Dr. B R Ambedkar attempted to take up the problems of dalits. But Ambedkar 

and Gandhi followed different approaches to solve them. Gandhi found 

untouchability as a corrupt form of Hinduism, and suggested that it can be solved 

by moral reform of the Hindus. He coined the term “harijans” with the purpose to 
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say that dalits or untouchables were also “people of God” like those of the high 

castes. Ambedkar on the other hand saw the real cause untouchability in the very 

nature of Hinduism and suggested that only solution to the untouchability or caste 

discrimination lay in abolition of Hinduism or conversion of dalits into other 

religion, preferably Buddhism. Before actually questioning the tenets of 

Hinduism or advocating conversion Ambedkar had tried to eradicate 

untouchability within the fold of Hindu region. Regarding this he launched the 

temple entry movement. The most important incident which drastically changed 

attitude Ambedkar about the Hindu religion was the Mahad Satyagrah of 1927 in 

Maharastra. In this incident Ambedkar led a large number of dalits to enter into 

the Chowdar water tank which was banned for the untouchables by the orthodox 

Hindus. Ambedkar’s move was opposed by the orthodox Hindus, who ritually 

purified the tank. The reaction of the orthodox Hindus forced Ambedkar to burn 

the Manusmriti, and remark in 1935 “ I have been born a Hindu but I will not die 

a Hindu“. He realised that the basic problem lay with the Hinduism and for dalits 

to be liberated from the menace of untuchability, conversion was the only 

panacea. This conviction of Ambedkar resulted in his conversion to Budhhism in 

1956 with a large number of his supporters. 

There were leaders at the provincial levels also who were involved in combating 

the problems of dalits. There were also single caste movements in different parts 

of India – of Nadars, Pulayas, Ezhavas in South; of Namsudra movement in West 

Bengal; Adi Darm movement led by Mangoo Ram and Adi Hindu movement led 

by Acchutananda among the Chamars of Punjab and Uttar Pradesh respectively, 

Narayana Guru led movement among the Ezahavas in Trivancorer and Ayyakali- 

led movement among the Pulayas of Kerala. These movement were committed to 

self-reform in the rituals, advancement of their education, gaining access to 

employment under state. Dalit movement of Pulayas traced their origin to the pre- 

Aryan period and described them as the original residents of the country  – 

Hindus or the high castes had come later on. Mangoo Ram traced the religion of 

the untouchables prior to the Hindu religion. According to him the untouchables 

were the original inhabitants (Adi) of India; they had their own religion - the Adi 

Dharm. The Adi Dharmis had been pushed to the subordinate positions by the 

later arrivals. He tried to revive the Adi Dharm. By the mid-1930s the movement 

had petered out. Sri Narayana Guru (1857-1928) developed a critique of 

Hinduism in Travancore which had influence beyond his own Ezahava 
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community to Pulayas, etc. His philosophy was “one caste, one religion and one 

God for man”. With the emergence of Ayyakali (1863 – 1941) Pulayas also 

became effective. Pulayas were later attracted towards the Marxists and 

Gandhians in Kerala. In Hyderabad princely state, P R Venkataswami attempted 

to mobilise the untouchables. The main plank of his mobilisation were self- 

reform, education and equality. Dalit movement in South and West during the 

1920s and 1930s also focused on permission to enter the temples. 

The provincial level dalit leadership also responded to the social reform 

movements of North India which took place in the early decades of the twentieth 

century like the Arya Samaj. But finding the leadership of these movements 

belonging to the high castes, too patronising and their notion of equality too 

restricted, they parted company with these movement. This was followed by their 

independent course of action. It happened in UP and Punjab. Similarly in Madras 

MC Raja found the Non-Brahmin Justice Party inimical to the interest of the 

untouchables. 

Apart  from  these,  the  dalits,  especially  the  Chamars, of Madhya Pradesh 

(Chhattisgarh) had already been under the influence of the Satnami movement 

since the 18th century inspired by the legacy of the leadership of Guru Ghashi 

Das. The Satnamis questioned the notion of social and ritual hierarchy in two 

simultaneous ways: by rejecting the Hindu gods and goddesses, and by rejecting 

the puja and purohit within the temple. The was in line with the Bhakti tradition. 

With the entry of Ambedkar and his conflict with Gandhi over separate electorate 

to the untouchables, catapulted Ambedkar to national level politics of the 

untouchables in India. From the 1930s onwards – Amdedkar started his 

movement with the issue temple entry. 

A major area of difference in the earlier years of the twentieth century between 

Congress and Ambedkar was regarding the issue which had be given priority  

over the other in the programme of the Congress. Ambedkar believed that the 

Congress should accord the social issues priority over the political issues. He felt 

that political rights can not be enjoyed without establishing social equality. 

Congress on the other hand believed that once political rights have been given to 

the people, social equality can be established. 

Dalit politics in the following period was marked by the conflict between 

Ambedkar and Gandhi. The occasion when the differences between Ambedkar 

and Gandhi came to the fore was Round Table Conferences of 1930-31. By then 
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having understood the futility of the temple or tank entry movement, Ambedkar 

focused on the need for giving representation to dalits, as a separate and minority 

community in various public bodies. 

Ambedkar sought into national prominence following his differences over the 

nature of electorates at the Second Round Table Conference of 1931 in London; 

the conference had met to discuss the Simon Commission Report which had 

suggested joint electorate and reservation for the Depressed Classes. Ambedkar 

was one of the two Depressed Classes representatives invited to the Conference. 

Ambedkar demanded separate electorate for the Depressed Classes. Ambedkar’s 

claim was supported by another representative of the Depressed Classes from 

Madras – MC Raja. But Gandhi opposed Ambedkar’s proposal for the separate 

electorate for the Depressed Classes. Raja changed his position and entered into 

an agreement with Munje, President of the Hindu Mahasabha to support the joint 

electorate. Raja – Munje pact divided the leadership of the untouchables. 

Ambedkar was supported by the Mahar leaders from Maharastra, Adi Dharm 

Mandals from Punjab and one of the organs of the Bengali Namsudras. Raja’s 

supporters included prominent Chambhar leaders from Maharastra. Gandhi on the 

other hand set on fast unto death on September 20, 1932 against the Communal 

Award of the British which advocated the separate electorate. In order to avoid 

unpalatable situation which could result following fast of Gandhi, Ambedkar 

relented and entered into a Pact with Gandhi known as Poona Pact. According to 

it separate electorate was removed and instead reservation was introduced in the 

legislative bodies for the untouchable castes. The recommendations of Poona Pact 

were incorporated in the Government of India Act, 1935. As a result there was 

reservation in the legislative assemblies during the election of 1937. Ambedkar’s 

party Independent Labour Party contested this election. He later converted ILP 

into the Scheduled Caste Federation (SCF). Later on, Raja had become supporter 

of Ambedkar. After his death, the supporters of Ambedkar formed Republican 

Party of India (RPI). On the other hand, Congress and Gandhi were patronising 

towards the untouchables; Jagjivan Ram emerged from such patronage. 

 

 

Check Your Progress 2 

Note: i) Use the space below for your answer 

ii) Check your answer with model answer given at the end of unit. 
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1) Discuss the dalit movements at the provincial level during the colonial period. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

2) Discuss the nature of relationship between Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, M.K. Gandhi. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

25.3.2 Dalit Movement in the post – colonial Period 

Dalit movement in the post – Independence period in India can be divided into 

three phases, i.e., phase I (1950s – 1960s), phase II (1970s –1980s); and phase III 

(1990s onwards. There has been a common feature of dalit politics through out 

the post – Independence period, especially from the 1960s onwards, e.g., to strive 

to have a party of their own or a party led by the dalits. The shift in dalit support 

from the Congress to RPI in the 1960s, to the Janata Party in 1977, the Janata Dal 

in 1989 and to the BSP in the 1990s onwards are examples of this desire of the 

dalits. Several factors have contributed to the rise of dalit movement, especially 

from the 1980s onwards. These include emergence of a new generation among 

dalits, which is conscious of their rights, explosion of mass media and the impact 

of the ideas of Dr. B R Ambedkar. 

Phase I (1950s – 1960s) 

Implementation of the universal adult franchise, reservation in educational and 

political institutions, and  in jobs for the Schedules Castes as per the provisions  

of the constitution enabled a large number of them to take advantage of these 

facilities in the period following independence. Along with these the state in India 

introduced several programmes for the betterment of the disadvantaged groups of 

the society, especially the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. Though in 

Most parts of the country the Scheduled Castes could not benefit from the 

measures introduced by the state due several practical reasons, yet these did help 

them wherever suitable conditions existed for them. Besides, the political parties, 
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especially Congress party attempted to mobilise them as its vote bank. Despite the 

difficulties in availing of their right to vote in many parts of the country, 

politicisation of the dalits took place to a considerable extent. Such process made 

them conscious of their rights. The policies and strategies of the Congress helped 

it create its social base which consisted of Dalits as major social group. The 

politicisation of dalits during this phase took as a constituent of the social base of 

the political parties, especially the Congress. Meanwhile, there emerged the first 

generation of dalit leadership borne after independence, which included educated 

middle class professional as well. This group became critical of dominant 

political parties and the cultural ethos, especially the Congress and the Hindu 

belief system. They started feeling that the Congress was using them as the vote 

bank; the high castes were holding the leadership of this party and not allowing 

dalits to get the leadership. On the cultural front they felt that the Hindu religion 

does not provide them a respectable place. Therefore, in order to live respectfully 

they should discard Hindu religion and convert to Buddhism. The advocates of 

this opinion were influenced by the ideas of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar. They formed 

Republican Party of India (RPI) based on the ideas and principles of Ambedkar. 

In the late 1950s and 1960s RPI launched a cultural and political movement in UP 

and Maharastra for achieving political and cultural autonomy form the dominant 

formations. A large number of dalits got converted to Budhhism. The RPI 

emerged one of the important political parties in the assembly and parliamentary 

elections held in UP during the 1960s. But the RPI could not remain a force in UP 

after the 1960s because its main leadership got co-opted into the Congress, a party 

against whom it had launched movement in the preceding decade. 

The Second phase (1970s – 1980s) 

This phase was marked by the combination of class and caste struggles. In the 

rural areas of West Bengal, Bihar and Andhra Pradesh the naxalite movement 

launched a struggle against the caste and class exploitation. In the cities of 

Bombay and Pune, the Dalit Panther launched the similar kind of movement. 

Dalit Panther Movement 

An educated group of dalits – young dalit writers and poets, in two major cities  

of Maharastra set up an organisation known as Dalit Panther in 1972. Influenced 

by Amedkarism, Marxism and “Negro literature”, they aimed at rejecting the 

caste system, which according to them was based on the Brahmincal Hinduism. 

Spreading their ideas through the media and communication network, through the 
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discussions and debate in the public space, i.e., offices, houses, tea shops, public 

libraries, dalit writes and poets provided the critique of the Hindu caste system 

and exploitative economic system. 

The origin of the Dalit Panther can be traced to a controversy which centered 

around the articles and poems written by dalit writers in a socialist magazine, 

Sadhana. Raja Dhale’s writing was most controversial of these writings. The 

controversy centered around two points; his comparison of a fifty rupee fine for 

molesting a dalit woman with hundred rupees – fine for insulting the national 

flag; another point was repetition of the points which were made earlier at the 

publication ceremony of the collected poems – Golpitha, of Namdev Dhasal, 

another noted dalit - Marxist writer. The Golpitah poems were also related to the 

exploitation of women. 

The high caste middle class felt outraged by the articles and demanded banning 

of the issue of Sadhna which carried the article by Raja Dhale. Dalit youths in 

reaction also organised a defence march holding a red-on-black Panther flag. In 

order to give up the conventional organisational nomenclature, they gave a new 

name to their organisation Dalit Panther. The activists of Dalit Panther belonged 

to first generation educated youth, whose parents were poor peasants and 

labourer, who had inherited the lagecy of Ambedkar movement. 

Initially the movement proclaimed to have an alliance of exploited people – 

dalits, backward classes, workers and peasants. Its programme centered around 

the problems of women, rejection of Brahaminical principles of purity and 

pollution, and fight against all kinds of political and economic exploitation. In the 

tradition of Ambedakarism, they aimed at achieving the political power.This 

movement grow in the wake of the failure of the Republican Movement of the 

1970s which suffered because of the personality differences of its leadership. 

With its main leadership having joined either the Congress or any other 

formation, the RPI movement had become almost an insignificant force. But the 

seeds sown by this movement resulted in the formation of Dalit Panther and its 

movement. But like the RPI movement, it had to suffer from the split. Two main 

leaders of the Dalit Panther Raja Dhale and Namdev Dhasal developed 

differences on the ideological ground. The former an ardent Ambedkarite accused 

Namdev Dhasal, a marxist of ignoring the caste problem and helping the 

communists to peneterate the Dalit Panther movement. This ultimately resulted in 

expulsion of Dhasal from Dalit Panther in 1974. Raja Dhale formed a separate 
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group of Dalit Panther. In 1976, the younger members of Dhale group led by 

Arun Kamble and Ram Das Athavale formed a new organisation Bharatiya Dalit 

Panther, in an attempt to give it an all India face. It took up the issues relating to 

education system, facilities to the Buddhist converts, renaming the Marathwada 

University at Aurangabad as Ambedkar University, and “nationalisation of basic 

industries”. But this also could not make any dent. 

The Dalit Panther could not be able to make an alliance of all exploited. It got 

divided between the Ambedkarites and Marxists, particularly after the 1974 by 

election to the Bombay parliamentary constituency. 

 
Naxalite Movement in Bihar 

 
 

Unlike the dalits of west UP or Maharastra, those of Bihar did not experience 

anti-caste movement in the colonial period. While the non-dalit peasantry was 

mobilised by different peasant or caste organisations in Bihar, dalits largely 

remained the vote banks of political parties. Jagjivan Ram did not make any 

efforts to mobilise them excepting for getting their votes. It was only since the 

late 1960s that dalits of central Bihar were initiated into the political movement. 

But it was not the exclusively on the caste lines; it was on the mix of caste and 

class exploitation. In Bihar there seemed to one to one relationship between caste 

and class to a considerable extent. The landlords formed their caste senas (private 

armies) in order to protect their class interests. The dalits got organised there on 

the caste and class lines. It was a backward class leader a koeri, Jagdish Mahto 

who made first attempts to mobilise the dalits of Arrah district. Influenced by the 

dual ideologies of Marxism and Ambedkarism, he started a paper called 

“Harijanistan” (dalit land) in Arrah district. He believed in the violent methods, 

including murder of the landlords in fighting the cause of the dalits. He raised the 

issues of low wages to the land less workers, protection of izzat of dalit women 

and social honour. He was murdered in 1971. 

Dalit mobilisation in Bihar got momentum again in the 1980s following the spade 

of attacks by the private army of the landlords such as “Bhoomi Sena” (of the 

Kurmis), “Lorik Sena” ( of the Rajputs) on dalits. In reaction to this the labourers 

formed “Lal Sena”. As the larger number of the victims of the landlords sena 

included dalits, they formed the larger chunk of the supporters of the naxalism. 

The naxalites attempted to unite the middle caste and the middle peasants. They 
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set up organisations like “Liberation”, “Party Unity” in Patna and Jehanabad 

districts. Party Unity set up an public organisation Mazdur Kisan Sangram Samiti 

(MKSS) in collaboration of ex-socialist Dr. Vinayan. The MKSS along with 

another organisation (Bihar Pradesh Kisan Sabaha – BPKS) which was formed at 

that time organised demonstrations in 1981. These two organisations formed 

underground armies and fought against the gangs of the landlords. They also 

fought among themselves. In 1983 the Liberation group formed another public 

front, The Indian Peoples’ Front (IPF). The IPF contested 1985 election. This 

showed a change in the perspective of the naxalite groups, which changed from 

emphasis on the “agrarian revolution” to “taking state power”. 

 
Dalit movement in Karnataka 

 
 

In Karnataka also dalits organised into the Dalit Sanghasrsh Samiti (DSS). It was 

an organisation which was set up in 1973 and set up its units in most districts of 

Karnataka. Like Bihar it also took up caste and class issues and attempted to build 

an alliance of diverse groups of the exploited classes. It also brought dalits of 

different persuasions – Marxism, socialism, Ambedkarism, etc, under the banner 

of a single organisation. During 1974 and 1784 it took up the issues relating to 

wages of the agricultural labourers, devdasi and reservation. It held study groups 

to discuss the problems of dalits. The DSS was formed following the resignation 

of a dalit leader Basavalingappa, who was asked to do so by the chief Minister 

Devraj Urs. This leader referred to the literature of the high caste with Bhoosa 

(cattle fodder). This outraged the students belonging to the high castes, leading to 

the caste rights between the high castes and dalits. Incensed by consequences of 

the remarks of the minister the chief minister had asked him to resign. The 

Bhoosa controversy set a strong anti-caste tendency, which was represented a 

journal Dalit Voice set up by a journalist Rajshekhar. Dalit Voice attacked 

Brahmins as “Nazis” and the left movement as “ Brahmo –Communist” and 

termed dalits as “born Marxists”. According to the editor of Dalit Voice the main 

issue in the dalit-OBC mobilisation is not the alliance between the dalits and the 

OBCs, the leadership of dalits over the OBCs. 

 
Phase III ( 1990s onwards) 
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The 1990s have seen the proliferation of dalit organisations in in different states 

of the country. The case of the BSP in Uttar Pradesh is most important. Though 

the RPI had been influential in Uttar Pradesh like Maharshtra since the 1950s, the 

rise of the BSP has been the most striking feature of dalit identity and politics in 

Indi. It has been able to lead the government in Uttar Pradesh thrice with a dalit 

woman Mayawati as the chief minister. The BSP was founded on April 14, 1984 

by its president Kashi Ram. Before forming the BSP Kashi Ram mobilised dalits 

under the banner of two organisations, i.e., the BAMCEF (All India Backward 

and Minority Employees Federation) and DS4 (Dalit Soshit Samaj Sangharsh 

Samiti). These were social and cultural organisations with their focus on the 

mobilisation of the dalit middle classes. With the formation of the BSP, Kashi 

Ram changed the social and cultural organisations into a political party – the BSP. 

The BSP aimed to mobilise the majority other sections of the society, the Bahujan 

Samaj, consisting of the dalits, backward class and religious minorities which 

excluded the high castes like Brahmans, Rajputs, and Banias. The BSP believes 

that the minority high castes have been using the votes of the majority 

communities or the Bahujan Samaj. They did not let them become the leaders or 

the rulers. As in a democracy it is the majority who should rule, the Bahujan 

Samaj should become the ruling class. There was a need to reverse the pattern of 

power game in the country; the Bahujan Samaj should no longer allow the 

minority high castes to use them as the vote banks. Rather the Bahjan Samaj 

should be the rulers. With this perspective the BSP contested the assembly and 

parliamentary elections in several states in the country from 1985 onwards. The 

BSP made its present felt in North Indian states, especially Punjab, UP, Rajasthan 

and Madhya Pradesh. 

The BSP has been able to consolidate its position among dalits mainly for its 

strategy of electoral alliances and the public policies. The most important case of 

the BSP’s electoral alliance has been in the state of UP, though it has attempted 

electoral alliances in other states as well . From the 1993 assembly election of UP 

onwards, the BSP has entered into alliances with the major political formulations 

like Congress, the BJP and the Samajwadi Party in UP or the Akali Dal and 

Congress in Punjab, which could help it win the assembly and parliamentary 

elections or in the post-poll alliance which help it form the government. The first 

alliance which the BSP made was with the Mulayam Singh  Yadav-led 

Samajwadi Party in UP in 1993 election.. The this alliance was considered as an 
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example of the unity of the Bahujan Samaj – the BSP identified with the dalits 

and the Samajwadi Party with the backward classes and the minorities. This 

alliance, however, continued only till the BSP withdrew support from the 

Mulayam Singh Yadav-led SP-BSP government in 1995. The fall of Mulayam 

Singh led-government was followed by its alliance with the BJP, which enabled 

Mayawati to become the first dalit woman Chief Minister of any state. 

Immediately after becoming the Chief Minister, Mayawati declared that her party 

serve the serva samaj; it was shift from her earlier position where she vowed to 

fight for the Bahujan Samaj. It was beginning of the BSP’s change in the electoral 

or alliance strategy. In the subsequent elections, contrary to original principles, it 

gave tickets even to the high castes Brahmins, Rajputs, Banias and Kayasthas 

gave them representation as ministers in her government. 

However, during her Chief Ministership, Mayawati introduced special policies  

for dalits. The most important of these included: – Ambedkar Village 

Programmes consisting of the special programmes for the welfare of the weaker 

sections in the villages identified as the Ambedakar Villages on the basis of the 

substantial dalit population in such villages, and naming of the public institutions 

after the low caste historical personalities. It also took prompt action against those 

who involved in the discriminatory activities against the dalits. The rise of the 

BSP has imparted a sense of pride and confidence among the dalits in the country. 

Especial focus of the BSP-led coalition governments in UP on the dalis in its 

policies has created caused resentment among the non-dalits both the high castes 

as well as the backward classes. The BSP has been able to counter this by change 

in its alliance strategy. Unlike its initial strategy, the has been giving tickets to 

high castes. In fact in the elections held in 2002 to the UP assembly election, the 

largest group of the MLAs in the UP legislative election belong to the high castes. 

The main criterion for forging alliance seems to be the ability of the candidates to 

win the election, which could made possible by an alliance of dalits and high 

castes candidates who are given tickets by the BSP. 

Though the BSP contributed to the politicisation of dalits to a large extent, it 

could not maintain the unity of the Bahujan Samaj. The main reason for its 

success lie in the electoral strategy of the BSP. 

Check Your Progress 3 

Note: i) Use the space below for your answer 

ii) Check your answer with model answer given at the end of unit. 
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1. What were the basic features of dalit movement in India during the 1950s and 

1960s? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2) Discuss the factors responsible for the rise of Dalit Panther. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Describe the basic features of dalit movement during the 1990s. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

25.4 Let Us Sum Up 
 
 

 
 

The social groups which have faced discrimination including untouchability are 

called dalits. Last two decades have seen emergence of dalit movement in various 

parts of the country. Dalit movement forms a part of social and political 

movements of other social groups like environmentalists, tribals, women and 

peasants and workers. Large number of organisations of dalits – social, cultural 

and political have emerged in various parts of the country. The BSP is one of the 

examples of such organisations. These organisations are autonomous and raise the 
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issues of dalits exclusively. The reasons for the rise of dalit movement include – 

rise of a new generation of dalits which is more are articulate and conscious of the 

their rights, explosion of mass media and impact of the ideas and life of Dr. B R 

Ambedkar. The BSP is the most important example of a dalit party which has 

carved a niche for it in north India. In Uttar Pradesh it been able to head the state 

government thrice. The success of the BSP depended on its electoral strategy and 

pattern of mobisation. 

 

25.5 KEY WORDS 
 
 

Dalits: The social groups which have faced discrimination including 

untouchability are called dalits. 

Dalit Movement: It means the protest of dalits against their discrimination of all 

kinds and for protection of their rights. 

Social Justice: It means an absence of social and economic discrimination; 

conditions which are for the protection and preservation of equality, self-respect 

and other rights. 
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25.7 Answers to Check Your Progress Exercise 
 
 

Check Your Progress Exercise 1 

1) Dalits are those groups which have social discrimination including 

untouchability. They largely related to the economically disadvantaged groups 

of the society. They belong to the Schedules Castes as enshrined in our 

constitution. 

2) These are related to social justice, and some of which include protest against 

the discrimination of all kinds, struggle for protection of the self-respect, 

payment of wages, against the forced labour, dispute over land, 

implementation of the reservation policy, fight against disrespect to Dr. B. R. 

Ambedkar, denial of democratic rights like casting of votes, etc. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 2 

1) These were single caste movements, i.e., of the Nadars, Pulayas and Ezhavas 

in South; of Namsudra in West Bengal; Adi Dharm movement in Punjab and 

Adi Hindu movement in UP; and Satnami movement in Madya Pradesh. 

These movements were committed to self-reform rituals, advancement of 

dalits’ education and access to employment under state. 

2) Gandhi and Ambedkar differed in their approach to the problem of caste and 

Untouchablity. According to Gandhi the untouchabilty was a corrupt form of 

Hinduism and it can be eradicated by moral reform of Hindus. Ambedkar 

thought that the real cause of untouchablity was the nature of Hindu religion, 

and suggested that the untouchabilty and casteisms can be eradicated by the 

rejecting Hinduism – in the coversion from Hinduism to other religion, 

preferably Buddhism. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 3 

1) These were: rise of the beneficiaries, among the dalits, of the state policies 

like the implementation of the universal adult franchise, reservation in the 

educational and political institutions and in the government jobs. During this 

phase dalits did not emerge as an independent political force; rather they were 

mobilised by the major political parties like the Congress. However, a large 

number of them had come under the influence of the RPI in UP and 

Maharastra. 
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2) These were: the impact of Ambedakarism, Marxism and “Negro literature”, 

and a controversy which arose from the articles and poems written by the dalit 

intellectuals in Maharastra and reaction of the high castes. 

3) This period has seen the rise of dalits as an independent political force 

signified by proliferation of dalit organisations in variuos parts of the country. 

The rise of the BSP in the North India, especially in UP is the most important 

example of the their rise as an independent political force. 
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26.0 OBJECTIVES 
 
 

This unit deals with one of the social and political movements in India, i.e., the 

movements of the tribals. After going through unit, you will be able to understand: 

• The meaning and main features of tribals in India; 

 

• Their socio -economic conditions; 

 

• Their movements in the pre-colonial and post-colonial periods; and 

 

• The reasons and consequences of the tribals movements in India. 
 

 
 

26.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

 

 

 

Tribe is a colonial concept, introduced in the 19th century, by colonial authorities and 

ethnographers to describe all communities of India. In the latter half of the same century, 

the concept of tribe was narrowed down to the primitive groups as distinct from castes. It 

was under the Government of India Act of 1935 and the Constitution of India that the 
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nomenclature of the Scheduled Tribe fully emerged. The Constitution of India does not 

define a tribe. The notion of the Scheduled Tribe has two aspects. It is administratively 

determined inter alia by the criteria of backwardness and remoteness – people living in 

forests and on hills. They are also called adivasis – the natives. The tribals like many 

other social groups have launched social and political movements for the reddressal of 

their grievances. 

Most of the regions except the Southern pockets, the North –western region and the 

islands have witnessed several agitations of the tribals during the colonial and post – 

colonial periods. During the pre-colonial period tribals rose against the regional power of 

the Marathas or Rajputs. They resisted against the zamindars and non-tribal 

administrators. During the colonial period they struggled against the British rule for their 

autonomy. Birsa Munda revolt in Central India is best known example of this. There were 

also regio-political movements resisting against the non-tribal cultural authority through 

religious ideas 

 

 

 

26.2 TRIBAL SOCIETY AND TRIBAL ECONOMY 
 

 

 

 

 

However, tribe in India today subsists on a single techno-economy of production. Most  

of them subsist on a combination of five modes or even more, of subsistence. The 

primitive technology, namely, hunting, food gathering and shifting and terrace  

cultivation is confined to the heavy monsoon zone covered by the tropical forests in the 

north-east, parts of eastern and central regions, the Nilgiris and the Andaman Islands. 

Pastoral economy which constitutes about 10 per cent of the tribal economy survives in 

the high altitude of the sub-Himalayan regions, the arid zones of Gujarat and Rajasthan, 

and in a small pocket in the Nilgiris. More than three quarter of tribal workers are 

engaged in the primary sector of economy, of which a majority are cultivators followed 

by agricultural labourers. A large number of them are engaged in livestock, forestry, 

fishing, hunting etc., and as workers in construction sector, mining and quarrying. 

Though barter is reported among tribal communities on a significant scale compared to 

the non-tribals, almost the entire tribal economy today is in the vortex of market forces. 

There has been a marked shift among the tribal communities from the traditional to the 
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new occupations. For instance, a number of communities practising hunting and 

gathering has declined as forests have disappeared and wildlife has diminished. 

Ecological degradation has severely curtailed the related traditional occupations of the 

tribal communities. However, there is a rise in horticulture terrace cultivation settled 

cultivation, animal husbandry, sericulture and bee-keeping. The tribes are moving away 

from their traditional occupations and settling down as peasants and that they have taken 

up new vocations to augment their income and raise productivity. We also find evidence 

of diversification in the tribal economy. There is a sharp rise in the number of tribals 

employed in government and private services, self-employment, etc. Many of the 

traditional crafts have disappeared and spinning, in particular, has suffered. Related 

activities such as weaving , dyeing and printing have similarly suffered. Skin and hide 

work, etc. have undergone changes; stone carving has declined. But the number of tribals 

employed in mining and masonry has gone up steeply which suggests a new mobility. 

The tribals are also craftsmen. Carving and body tattooing consist of the forms of arts  

and crafts prevailing among the tribal people. Wall painting and drawing have emerged 

as other major forms of art in recent years. In fact there has been a significant revival of 

these forms of art on a commercial scale among the Warlis, Rabaris, Rathawas and 

others. Basketry involves the largest number of tribes , followed by those engaged in 

weaving, embroidery and pottery. 

The impact of development processes, particularly education, has created a new stratum 

of entrepreneurs/businessmen , teachers, administrators , engineers/doctors and members 

of defence services among the tribals. Development process has also created division in 

tribal society. Disparities have increased. With the loss of control over resources and 

growth of population, demographic growth rate has been higher among tribes than the 

national average, poverty among the tribals has also increased manifold. Barring a few 

tribes or a few sections among them, the tribals remain among the most backward and 

poorest sections of our populations. 

 
 

26.4 SOCIAL AND POLITICAL MOVEMENTS OF TRIBALS 
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26.4.1 pre- colonial period 

 
 

In the pre-colonial period some of the tribes founded states in the territories extending 

from the north-east, through middle India to western and southern India. Where they did 

not found states, they were accommodated within regional political system, retaining a 

great deal of autonomy and freedom. Elsewhere the tribes were reported to be in 

disturbed conditions on the eve of the colonial role. For example, in western India the 

tribes such as Gonds, Vills and Kolis were reportedly in a disturbed state. The tribals 

often rose against regional powers such as the Marathas, Rajputs etc. The Mughals had 

put down the Kolis and the Marathas had dealt with the Bhils and Gonds, with a heavy 

hand. All this radically changed during the colonial period that witnessed the first major 

assault on tribal autonomy and tribal's control over their resources such as land, forest, 

minerals, etc. Colonialism also witnessed the dismantling of pre colonial political 

structures built up by the tribals or those that accommodated them. Therefore, tribals 

rebelled more often and organised movements and protests on a larger scale than any 

other community during the colonial period. 

 
The First Phase (1795-1860) 

 
 

The rise and establishment of the British rule saw the beginning of the first phase (1795- 

1860) of the tribal uprisings which may be described as primary resistance movements. 

The Santhal insurrection (1855-6) represented a transitional phase marked by the agrarian 

resistance and revivalism. 

In the North-East the sub-phases of tribal rebellions could be similarly 

demarcated. The Garos and Hajongs who submitted to the British  rule  to 

escape the tyranny of their zamindars, came under the influence of the Pagal 

Panthi. Their chief, Tipu who became the leader of the oppressed peasantry, 

founded a kingdom and was arrested. The Khasis were engaged in acts of 

depredations in the plains they raided from 1787 to 1825. The Singphos, 

Mishmis, Lushais, Khamptis and Daflas raided plains and killed people. The 

Khasis opposed the construction of the road, and the confederation of Khasi 

chiefs resisted the British attempt at the occupation of their country, led by 

Tirot Singh. The British sent out expeditions to punish the Lusahis, Mishmis 

etc. In middle India, this phase ended with the revolt of Maniram Dewan and 

Saranga Raja of Assam in 1857. 
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The Second Phase (1860-1920) 

 
 

The second phase (1860-1920) coincided with the onset of the intensive period of 

colonialism, which saw a much deeper penetration of merchant capital, a higher 

incidence of rent, etc., into tribal and peasant economies. It intensified the exploitation of 

the tribes. As a result of this, there were not only a larger number of movements, 

represented by such evocative native terms as mulkui larai, fituri, meli, ulgulan and 

bhumakal, involving many tribes but also a far more complex type of movement, which 

represented a curious mix of agrarian, religious and political issues. The Bhakti 

movement with its teneth of monotheism, vegetarianism, cleanliness, abstention from 

liquor, etc., was introduced by mendicants (gossainess) artisans and peasants moving into 

tribal areas. Christianity also arrived and under its impact a new tribal middle classes 

emerged, which was educated, conscious and self- respecting. Both Christianity and 

Bhakti movement contributed in this phase to the rise of millenarian movements. The 

tribal movements demonstrated, in varying degrees, tribal resistance against the assaults 

on their system and their attempt to prop up its mouldering edifices. They were followed 

by the socio-religious or revitalisation movements, viz, the Kherwar movement among 

the Santals (1871-80), the Sardar revivalistic movement among the Mundas and 

Oraons(1881-90), the Tana bhagat and Haribaba movements in Chotanagpur, the bhagat 

movement in Madhya Pradesh and Bhil revivalism, which were expressive of the tribals 

urge to create a new order. These two lines of the movement, through the length and 

breadth of the sub-continent, revealed striking similarities, a basis unity of response to 

almost the same complex of challenging forces. 

The movement led by Birsa Munda (1874-1901) is the best known of the socio-

political movements of this phase because the movement sought to establish 

Munda raj and independence. In its socio-religious aspects, it was  like any 

other bhagat movement, with the difference that it  was  also  influenced by 

Christianity, and it used both Hindu and Christian idioms to create the Munda 

ideology and world view. The rebels  attacked  police stations and officials, 

churches and missionaries. Though there was an undercurrent of hostility 

against the dikus (outsiders), there was no overt  attack on them except in a 

couple of controversial cases. The uprising was quelled, but its lessons were 

acknowledged in the passing of  the Chotanagpur tenancy act. It sought to 

protect the Munda land system, 
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prohibit transfer of tribal land recognise tribal right to reclaim land and 

create a new administrative unit. Their revolt  forced  the  Mewar  durbar  to 

sign a 21-point agreement. 

 
 

The Third Phase (1920-1947) 

 

In the third phase from 1920 to 1947 we see three trends in tribal movements. The first 

trend is the impact of the freedom struggle led by Mahatma Gandhi who mobilised some 

of the major tribal groups in the national movement and reconstruction programme. The 

second trend is represented by the movements centering on land and forest revival and 

reform of tribal society. The third trend is reflected by the rise of movements seeking 

autonomy, statehood, separation and independence led by the tribal middle class. 

We may describe in brief three movements, the Tanabhagat movement among the 

Oraons, the Haribaba movement among the Hos and allied tribes, and the Rajmohini 

movement among the Gonds. To the Hindu peasantry steeped in the medieval bhakti 

tradition, the Mahatma appeared like a bhakti preacher, and to the tribals like a bhagat. 

The best known of bhagat movements was the Tanabhagat movement which started in  

the manner of a nativistic movement. On April 21, 1914, an Oraon youth in his 20s, from 

the Dharmesh, the Supreme God, in a dream, together with the divine power and 

supernatural gifts necessary for the restoration of the Oraon raj ( this sentence to be 

redone). While the tribes accepted the nationalist programme and joined the mainstream 

of the national movement, they resisted against their economic and cultural exploitation. 

Swaraj meant not only freedom from British rule, but also freedom from the oppression 

of the dikus, money-lenders, zamindars and feudal-overlords. 

In the princely states where tribals were more backward, the Praja Mandals launched 

movements against the feudal order by mobilising the tribals. The tribes who responded 

particularly to these movements were the Bhils, Gonds, Kharwars, Mundas and Khonds. 

Most of them had a notion of property, private or communal, in land, which had been 

threatened by the colonial system and feudal exploitation. The agrarian issues which 

excited them were the demands for begar or veth (compulsory labour without payment) 

rasal or magan (free supply of provisions for visiting officers), and exactions other than 

rent (abwabs). 

Two nativistic movements sought to revive the pure and pristine elements of tribal 

culture. The Seng Khasi, a socio-cultural organisation of the Khasis had ben established 
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as early as 1889 to preserve the Khasi way of life. Through its platform the non-Christian 

Khasis have tried to strengthen the ancient system of clan relationship, which was 

disturbed by the large-scale conversion of the Khasis to Christianity. The second, the 

Zeliangrong movement, started as a religio-cultural movement under Jadunang. It 

assumed a political overtone and became the only movement to have established linkages 

with the national freedom struggle. Under Gaidinliu it remained strongly nationalistic, 

promoted tribal solidarity and demanded creation of a separate administrative unit for the 

Zeliangrong people to be formed out of the territories inhabited by the constituent tribes 

in the contiguous regions of Manipur, Assam and Nagaland, to which these states did not 

agree. 

 
Check Your Progress Exercise 1 

Note: I) Use the space given below for your answer. 

11) Check your answer with the given at the end of the unit. 

1) What is the Seng Khasi? 
 

 
 

 
 

 

2) Identify the main trends of the tribal movements in India during 1920-1947. 

- - - - - - - - -    - - - - - -    - - - -  - -  - - -    - - -    - - - - - - - -      - - -  - -  - - -    

-            
 

 

 

26.4.2 post-colonial period 

 
 

The post-colonial period witnessed intensification of the exploitation of resources of the 

land of the tribals and their marginalisation, immiseration or paupersation, despite 

progress in education and employment, representation in politics and share in power, and 

affluence of a section of tribal middle class. Therefore, this period witnessed the rise of a 

larger number of movements centered on the issues of identity, equality, empowerment, 

self-rule, etc. Tribal movements may broadly be classified into: 

(a) Political movements for autonomy, independence, state formation, and self 

rule . 
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(b) Agrarian and Forest-based Movements: movements for control over resources, 

such as land and forest or the movements directed against land alienation, and 

displacement and against restrictions in forest and for forest conservation. 

 
Political movements 

 
 

There been attempts at articulation of the aspirations for political autonomy among the 

Gonds and Bhils during the period that followed independence. The Raj Gond leaders 

such as Raja Naresh Singh demanded the formation of a separate state for the adivasis to 

be carved out of the tribal areas of Chattisgarh and contiguous districts of Rewa region 

and Vidarbha, in a memorandum submitted before the States Reorganisation 

Commission. On 19 May 1963 Narain Singh Ukey, President of the Condwana Adivasi 

Seva Mandal reiterated the demand for the formation of the Gondwana state, consisting 

of the Gond and other tribal regions of the Chattisgarh and contiguous districts of 

Vidarbha in Maharshtra. 

It was in Chotanagpur - Santal Pargana region of Bihar that the movement for political 

autonomy and formation of a state really developed further. The Adivasi Mahasabha was 

wound up and merged with a new regional party, the Jharkhand Party, in 1949. Behind it 

were the experiences of the failure of the militant movements and of the framing of the 

Constitution of India. The Jharkhand Party was thrown open, at least, in principle, to all 

residents Chotanagpur. There was thus a transition from ethnicity to regionalism as the 

formative factor in the movement. The period from 1952 to 1957 was in many ways the 

peak period for the Jharkhand movement and party, which had emerged as the major 

party in the Chotanagpur-Santal paragana region. The second general elections in 1957 

had seen it extend its influence to Orissa, where it captured five seats and held the 

balance of power in the state politics which was plagued by instability. It displayed 

remarkable unity, laid down the law in the tribal region, could mobilise thousands of 

people and take out mammoth processions at short notice. The decline of the party which 

began in the early 1960s. The reasons for its decline were the following: 

involvement of the tribals in the process of development;rivalry between the 

advanced Christian tribals and backward non-Christian tribals arsing out of 

competition on education, employment and control on the resources for 

development; and, shift in the support of the non-Christian tribals from 

Jharkhand to the Congress and Jana Sangha. 
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The Jharkhand Mukti Morcha emerged as a major political force in the industrial and 

mining belt of Chotanagpur and in state politics after the 1980 general elections. It sought 

to broad base the separatist movement by including with its ambit the peasant and 

working classes. The Jharkhand is described by its ideologues as an internal colony 

which is being exploited by outsiders. Even though the region accounts for 28 percent of 

minerals it avails itself of only 15 per cent of the state's budget for development. The 

development process itself is exploitative of the local inhabitants and outsiders have 

moved in to seize all opportunities of employment. 

Through many vicissitudes that affected Jharkhand movement, the groundswell of 

support for a separate state continued and even intensified, bringing within its sweep 

major political parties. They started by setting up the regional structures in the 1980s, The 

then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi declared in 1980 that Chhotanagpur was a culturally 

distinct area. This was translated into an autonomous political authority in the early 

1990s. In 1988, Bhartiya Janata Party committed itself to the formation of Vananchal 

State in terms of regional backwardness. Thus the two important players who were for 

long opposed to Jharkhand reversed their roles. All Left parties barring the CPI(M) 

supported the demand for a separate state in 1980s while highlighting land and forest 

issues, nationality, class and ethnic question, generally ignored by major parties. Thus 

while on the one side, the Jharkhand State was steadily growing and this was translated 

into electoral gains for the pro-state parties particularly the BJP in the 1990s. 

The Committee on Jharkhand Matters recommended setting up of an autonomous 

authority. The Jharkhand Area Autonomous Council (JAAC) came into existence in 

1993, but it fell short of the expectations of the people who demanded nothing short of a 

full state. In the two general elections held in 1995 and 1996 the all India parties 

advocating a separate state swept the polls Jhakhand state became a reality on 15 

November 2000, substantially fulfilling the objective of a Jharkhand state set by the 

Jharkhand Party in 1950 and dream of a tribal raj held out by Birsa Munda, about one 

hundred year ago. 

 
Political Movements in the North-East 

 
 

Tribal movements in the North-East stand in a category by themselves because of the 

region's unique geopolitical situation and historical background. Political processes in the 

North-Eastern hills picked up on the eve of transfer of power when a considerable 



Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU  

10 

 
number of tribals and a substantial section of their elite among the Khashis, Mizos, Garos 

and even a section among the Nagas agreed to participate in the constitutional system of 

India. Old tribes assumed new names, small tribes merged with larger tribes, and the 

tribes combined to form a new ethnic-cum-territorial identity. While the processes up to 

the formation of the autonomous councils or the state were almost common to all tribes, 

there were differences on the question of their relationship with the nation-state. A 

section of the Nagas chose the path of insurgency, followed by the Mizos, the Meiteis, 

and the Tripuris. Other sections of the same tribes later preferred integration. For 

example, in Nagaland the Angami, the Ao and the Sema who had played the major role in 

the beginning of Naga insurgency opted for sedate regional politics. The centre of gravity 

shifted from the area dominated by these tribes to the areas inhabited by the Konyak and 

Lotha and now to the international border. The insurgency is now dominated by the 

Hemis, and the Konyaks and Tangkhuls. In fact there has been a reaction among these 

minor tribes against the dominated by the Hemis, and the Konyaks and Tangkhuls. There 

is also a demand for the formation of the remote and underdeveloped Mon and Tuensang 

districts into a union territory. 

 
The Naga Movement 

 
 

The Naga movement is the oldest ongoing movement for autonomy or independence. The 

origin of the present Naga movement could be traced to the formation of a Naga club in 

the year 1918 at Kohima with a branch at Mokokchung, which consisted mainly of the 

members of emerging Naga elites, including government officials who came from the 

administrative centres of Kohima and Mokokchung educated in Christian educational 

institutions, and a few leading headmen of the neighbouring villages. The club discussed 

social and administrative problems involving all the tribes of the Naga Hills. 

The Naga Club submitted memorandum to the Simon Commission in 1929. It prayed for 

keeping the hills outside the scheme of reforms and for continuing the direct British 

administration of the hills In April 1945 the District Tribal Council which united the 

individual tribal councils was formed in the Naga hiils at the initiative of the then Deputy 

Commissioner of the Naga Hills District. The nomenclature of this Council was changed 

to Naga National Council (NNC)in 1946. The Japanese fought their last battle during 

World War II at Kohima, the headquarters of the Naga Hills District. The constitution of 

the Naga National Council as the political forum of the Nata tribes could be considered 



Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU  

11 

 
the beginning of the modern phase of the Naga movement. It gave a sense of political 

unity to the Naga tribes and it and embodied the concept of Naga nationhood. 

In 1946, the British Government proposed a scheme to carve out a Trust Territory 

comprising the Naga Hills, the then NEFA area and a part of Burma, as a ‘Crown 

Colony’ under control from London. The educated Nagas in the NNC quickly opposed 

this idea of British colonisation, like the Indian National Congress, and declared that the 

British must quit Naga hills when they quit India. 

The objectives of the NNC have developed through many phases from autonomy to 

independence. Under the in the 9-point agreement reached between the NNC and the 

Government of India — represented by the late Sir Akbar Hyderi, the then Governor of 

Assam on 27-29 June 1947, there were provisions for protection from land alienation, 

creation of administrative autonomy and a special responsibility of the Government of 

India for their implementation. The Naga movement from 1947 to 1954 in the Naga Hills 

remained peaceful and constitutional. Towards the end of 1949, the Naga National 

Council changed its goals favouring Independence outside India Union. 

In 1954, the Naga announced the formation of the Hongkin Government that is the 

‘People’s Sovereign Republic of Free Nagaland’. Violence broke out in 1954 and there 

were many incedents  involving  the  Indian  army  and  rebels.  In  July  1960,  a  16-

point agreement was reached between Prime Minister Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru and a 

Naga delegation. On 1 August 1960, Prime Minister Nehru announced in Parliament the 

decision of the Government to make ‘Nagaland’ the 16th state of the Indian Union. By 

this time a new group of ‘overground’ Naga leaders had emerged in Nagaland, who 

formed the Nagaland Nationalist Organisation (NNO). The NNO was formed mainly by 

those leaders who had been instrumental in bringing about statehood for Nagaland. In the 

same way, there emerged the Democratic Party of Nagaland which was formed by those 

who differed from the NNO leadership and harboured sympathy for the secessionist 

underground group. However, the militant section of the Naga movement remained 

underground for more than a decade between 1954 and 1964. Till 1968, several rounds of 

talks were held between the underground leaders. Another landmark was the signing of 

the Shillong Accord, on 11 November 1975 under the terms of which the underground 

Naga accepted the Indian Constitution, the deposited their arms and government of India 

in turn released Naga political prisoners and promised their rehabilitation. However, 

while there has been no resumption of insurgency and more and more underground have 

come over ground, renouncing violence and Nagaland has generally remained an oasis of 

peace and stability in the troubled North-East, the Accord has been repudiated by Phizo 
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himself and the hostiles. The hostiles stood divided into three camps (i): the pro- Phizo 

Federal Party, (ii) the group led by Mown Angami who became Vice-President of the 

underground Naga national Council and who condemned the Federal party of its 

reconciliation with New Delhi and denounced the insurgents for betraying Christianity 

and (iii) the insurgents imbued with Moists ideology led by a Tanghkul Naga, T. Muivah 

and Isak Swu who have established the National Socialist Council of Nagaland (NSCN). 

There were incidence of shootouts, cross fire, murderous attacks, and indeterminate 

killings between pro-Phizo and Muivah-Isak factions on the Indo-Burma borders. 

 
Behind the permutations and combination of Naga politics one sees the changing 

equations among various tribes. The Angami, Ao and Sema who played the major role in 

the beginning of Naga insurgency have opted for sedate regional politics. The centre of 

gravity has shifted from the area dominated by these tribes and by the Konyak and Lotha 

to the international border. The insurgency is now dominated by the Hemis, and the 

Konyaks and Tanghuls loyal to pro-Phizo party have been killing the Angami, 

Khomengan and Chakesang. In fact there has been a reaction among these tribes against 

the dominance of the advanced tribes such as the Ao, Angami, Chakesang and Lotha. 

 
Meanwhile, the Nagaland politics have moved between the mainstream and regional 

poles. The Nagaland National Organization ran the government from 1964 to 1975. In 

1976 it merged with the Indian National Congress to gain a national identity. The Nagas 

in the mean time have emerged as the most dynamic and progressive people in the north- 

east who has built up village development board as the catlyst of rural development and 

also raised a Naga regiment which fought at Kargil. And yet, the final solution to the 

Naga problem is not yet in sight, though negotiations often take place between the 

government of India and insurgent group to find a solution. 

 
Agrarian and Forest-Based Movements 

 
 

In the post-colonial era the pattern of alienation of tribals’ resources such as land shows a 

marked change. Tribals are being displaced not only by non-tribals but also by the state 

and other organisations which require land for development. They are now pitted not only 

against other people but also against the state which they see as the major instrument for 

displacing them from their land. 
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The tribals are asking not only for restoration of the land that they lost by invoking the 

provision of the Andhra Pradesh Scheduled Area Land Transfer Regulations,  1959, 

which come into force in 1963, but also the transfer of ownership and delivery of 

possession in regard to the land allotted to them. Of late, they have been organised by 

CPI (ML) of the People’s War Group (PWG). In February 1981 there was an unusual 

spurt of forced harvesting on lands taken away from them by non-tribals, raiding of 

houses of moneylenders and decamping with mortgaged valuables. The traditional  

system of communication was revived to organise the tribals. Signals were exchanged by 

beating the drum. The Gond durbar held on 6 February 1981 at Keslapur declared that 

the problems of the tribals had come to a boiling point. The Gonds also prevented the 

demarcation of land for afforestation. They had earlier reacted strongly to the scheduling 

of the Lumbadars, a community of traders and moneylenders, as a tribe in 1977, because 

the Lumbadars always exploited the tribals and their status as a tribe helped them to 

legitimize their illegal possession of the Gonds’ land. On 20 April 1981 a conference was 

planned by CPI(ML) at Indervalli. The meeting was banned and the tribals were 

persuaded not to assemble there. However, they took out a procession which came into 

conflict with a police force. About 15 tribals lost their lives. 

 

 
 

 
 

26.5 CHARACTERISTICS AND CONSEQUENCES OF TRIBAL MOVEMENTS 
 
 

 
 

The leadership of the tribal movements has mainly emerged from themselves. 

While the leadership of the first phase emerged from the upper crust of tribal 

society, that of the second rose from the lowest rung of  it.  The  Santal  

brothers were landless - Birsa Munda was a  raiyat or  a  parja (crop-sharer)  

and Govind Giri was a hali. The leadership of the third phase  and  post- 

colonial periods was provided by the members of the upcoming tribal middle 

class, both in middle India and in the North-East. They were educated people 

which included priests, catechists, teachers,  public  servants, rural leaders  

and professionals who spoke largely in secular idioms. The leadership of the 

social reform movement was provided by the outsiders such as the Gandhian 

workers, of the Parja Mandal agitation by outsiders like Motilal Tejawat and 

of some tribal uprisings such as the Nagesia by even "Baniyas". 
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The goals of the movement ranged from the restoration of the pre-colonial 

polity, service tenure (Chuar), and land (Sardar) and right in forest  to  

expulsion of outsiders, end of  taxation, social reform, political independenc, 

or establishment of the tribal raj or participation in constitutional and 

democratic political apparatus, formation of  tribal  states,  gaining  equality 

and end of exploitation. 

The social and ethnic composition of the movements ranged from the  

movement led by a single tribe to a confederacy of tribes and the castes sub- 

ordinate to the tribes such as the artisans and service groups. Most of the 

movements were limited to a tribe but such movements in the first phase such 

as Kol and Santhal insurrections encompassed many tribal and non-tribal 

groups. In the third and post-colonial period broad based political parties 

emerged among the tribes, both in North-East and in middle India. The  all  

India tribal platforms gradually emerged in 1960s. 

All tribal movements were limited in scale but they had an immediate impact on policy 

which has been partly discussed above. Their impact has however to be studied 

both in the short and long term perspectives. In the short run the authorities 

responded by taking immediate measures to address the  tribal  concerns,  

divise measures to  protect their resources, facilitate access to the officials 

etc. In the long term the colonial policy built up a framework to 

institutionalise the isolation for tribals, a combination of elements of direct  

and indirect rule (in princely states, in the North-East etc., a mix of legal and 

administrative measures to protect land against alienation to non-tribals, and 

protect customary rights in forest. There was, however, to be  no  development 

of any kind – the missionaries were left free to manage education and health 

services. It was left to the Gandhian workers and Congress ministries which 

assumed office in late  1930s to institute inquires into tribals' poverty, 

indebtedness and backwardness and put in place the first slew of welfare 

measures. 

The results of the uprisings were thus not uniform for whole of tribal India. 

While in British India they achieved a non-regulation administrative system 

for tribes and special agrarian laws to protect tribal land, little was done or 

allowed to be done for them in princely states. However, the political agent 
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did intervene to uphold status quo rather than promote change. This 

ambivalence was typical of the colonial system. 

 
Check your Progress Exercise 2 

Note: I) Use the space given below for your answer. 

ii) Check Your answer with the answer given at the end of the unit. 

1) What were the reasons for the decline of the Jharkhand Party in the 1960s? 
 

 

 
 

2) What was the “Crown Colony” ? 
 

 

 
 

3) What was the Shillong Accord? 
 

 

 
 

4) What have been the main goals of the tribal movements in India? 
 

 

 
 

- 
 

 

 

 

 

26.6 LET US SUM UP 
 
 

The tribal movements are now being characterised as identity-based movements, of 

which various other issues relating to autonomy, land , forest, language and scripts are 

only ramifications. It is identity that is under stress. Identity stands at the centre-stage. 

This change in perception has now been made possible by people's own understanding of 

the situation, their perception of growing threat to their identity, the ongoing 

environmental and indigenous people's movements, and so on. The tribal movements 

now are being placed within the context of power relations, the scramble for power, the 
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search for equation among various communities within a region. The tribes have  

emerged as political communities, like other communities. 

The tribal movements are no longer perceived as belonging to one type. The movements 

arising out of the complex social situations are perceived as a mix of types and traits. So 

are the causes and processes, which are now perceived as endogenous and exogenous, a 

mix of issues relating to resources, culture and identity. 
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26.8 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXERCISE 
 

________________________________________________________________ Check 

Your Progress Exercise 1 

1) It was  a  socio-cultural organisation of the Khasis, which was established   

in 1889. It aimed to preserve the Khasi way of life against the large scale 

conversion of the Khasis to the Christianity. 

2) The main trends of the tribal movements were: 
 

i) The first trend: the impact of the Indian National Movement and the 

participation of the tribals in it. 

ii) Confluence of the tribal movement regarding land  and  forest  and 

the movement for reform in the tribal society. (  take it  to  the body  

of the text as well – at the relevant place. 

iii) Rise of the movements seeking autonomy, statehood, separation and 

independence, and led by the tribal middle classes. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 2 
 

1) Reasons were the following: 
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i) Involvement of  the tribals in the process of development. 

 

ii) Rivalry between the advanced Christian tribals and backward non- 

Christian tribals arsing out of competition  on  education, 

employment and control on the resources for development. 

iii) Shift in the support of the non-Christian tribals from Jharkhand  to  

the Congress and Jana Sangha. 

2) It was a proposed “Trust Territory” suggested by the British government 

comprising the Naga Hills, the then NEFA area and a  part  of  Burma, 

known as “Crown Colony”. It was supposed to be under the control from 

London. But it was opposed by the Nagas and the  Indian  National 

Congress. 

 

 
3) It was an accord  signed between the underground Nagas  and the 

Government of India on November 11, 1975. Under the terms of this  

accord the Nagas accepted the Constitution of India, deposited their arms. 

The government of India released Naga political prisoners and promised 

their rehabilitation. 

4) The main goals of the tribal movements included: restoration of the pre- 
 

colonial polity, service tenure, land, right to forest, expulsion of outsiders, social reform, 

end of texation, etc. 
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27.0 OBJECTIVES 
 

 

 

This unit deals with an important and so far quite neglected theme in political science, 

namely; environment movements in contemporary India. After reading this unit you 

should be able to: 

• understand historical relationship between man and the nature, emergence of 

ecopolitics and debate on development and sustainability; 
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• learn about the major issues addressed by the environment movements in form of the 

role of the state, judiciary, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), people, 

political parties, local bodies and legislations; and, 

•  outline the sources of conflicts of interest and narrate the processes of mobilization 

of victims of various environmental destruction by two case studies. 

 

 

27.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

 

Environment consists of physical, chemical and biological conditions which influence  

life on earth. Environment is not only a mere existence of natural elements like air, water 

and forests. It is essentially made up of both nature and man-made conditions. Any 

imbalance in environment, caused either by nature or man, has positive or negative 

impact on all forms of life on earth. Man’s limitless ability to alter environment has two 

major consequences. One of them is on himself and the other is on all non-human 

components of environment be they air, water, soil, forests or animals. 

 
In all societies, be they democratic or authoritarian, a decline in the quality of 

environment has occurred due to man’s mindless and greedy use of natural resources. A 

major conflict of interests has developed between those who wish to continue the plunder 

of nature and those who are opposed to it. A voice is being now raised for saner use of 

natural resources in a manner that does not destroy the environment but preserves it at the 

same time. Broadly speaking, all efforts in this direction of protecting environment 

through legislation or otherwise fall in the ambit of environment movement. It can be 

seen that this is a vast and complex task. Environment movement is about firstly making 

the victims of the plunder aware and conscientised and then lead them to preventive and 

protective collective actions. How this is done and with what degree of success or failure 

is discussed here. 

 

 

 

27.2 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 

 

 

 

27.2.1 Man-Nature Relationship 
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Man is one of the many species on earth. He is a major actor and component in the 

environment. Nature has its own ways to create and maintain balance among its various 

components. However, man has been mindlessly exploiting natural resources for 

development and generating prosperity in the last centuries with the growth of 

industrialisation. This has created an imbalance. In other words, the process of 

development brought about by the industrial revolution has depleted the resources faster 

than the natural replenishing capacity of the environment. Hence, the resulting of crisis of 

the environment. In order to overcome the limitation, man has adverse consequences on 

the environment. For instance, vehicles of various kinds are invented to increase the 

speed of transportation and movement. The adverse effect is poisonous emissions from 

vehicles causing greenhouse effect in biosphere. 

 
27.2.2 Emergence of Eco-politics 

 
 

The term eco-politics is of recent origin. Eco-politics is about interrelationship and 

mutual connection between environmental and political issues. Earlier, the ecological 

issues were paid attention only if they concerned national defense or collective security 

such as nuclear fall out or oil scarcity. Over the time, the focus has got extended to issues 

of development. Ecopolitics pleads for a value-based regulations regarding the use of 

natural resources in a manner that on one hand it prevents narrow unilateral exploitation 

and on the other hand, ensues equitable distribution of fruits of development. 

 
In the third world or developing countries, conflict on the issue of development takes a 

different form. Here the divide is between those who wish to protect the environment at 

all cost and those who are committed to development at any cost. This does not mean that 

the environmentalists are as such against development but plead for an eco-friendly 

development. They prefer alternative or sustainable development. Eco-politics results in 

the process of determining the preferred path of development. 
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27.2.3 Debate on Development and Sustainability 

 
 

Development is an extremely nebulous, deceptive and therefore ambiguous concept. It is 

usually associated with modernisation, industrialisation, urbanisation, science and 

technology. It essentially connotes change, growth and progress. Industrial revolution 

epitomized this view of development, resulting in a grave error so far as environmental 

interests are concerned. 

After second world war, colonialism ended and new nations were born. In order to 

increase productivity, large industries were set up by employing capital and resource- 

intensive technology. Unfortunately, this approach resulted in increasing inequalities, 

poverty and environmental crisis. The Report of the South Commission (1992:38) has 

observed that, “Inequalities tended to widen, as the economy grew and became more 

industrialized... the gap in income, knowledge and power was growing and large 

segments of the population experienced no significant improvement in their standard of 

living...”. The blind faith in ideology of development through this type of 

industrialisation caused a huge resource depletion and pollution. The goal of human 

welfare and meeting basic needs of the people could not be attained by this model of 

development. 

 
Developing countries consist of poor and the powerless. All efforts for speedy economic 

development through industrialisation in these countries have given more and more 

power to the financial and political elites. Degradation of environment has occurred due 

to both chronic poverty and uneven industrialisation. The general situation is such that 

the elites pay only lip service to environmental values and actually go on ecological 

rampaging. Even if they value environment they are often unwilling to part with the 

profits. Their stock defence and ready excuse is contained in their argument about lack of 

financial viability and absence of viable technical know-how to clean up (or keep clean 

the environment). The debate should actually be focused on the social or environmental 

cost of production versus mindless plunder of ecology for never ending profits for few. 

This debate remains unresolved mainly because of an informal alliance between the 

financial industrial and political-bureaucratic elites. The political system is usually 

repressive of general and particularly environmental dissent. It is often expressed as well 

as put down violently. Protests to safeguard the environment are often viewed and 
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dismissed by the elite interest. Thus, the situation in developing countries are sensitive 

and crucial. Such issues as land degradation, desertification, deforestation and pollution 

of air, water and soil by industries either remain ignored or inadequately and nominally 

attended. All in all, the poverty, resulting degradation and insensitive political system 

make the matters worse. A ray of hope lies in emergence of positive ecopolitics by green 

parties and groups in Europe and micro environment movements by environmental 

organizations in the developing countries. This leads us logically to explore the 

relationship between the civil society, state and ecopolitics. 

 

 
 

27.3 MAJOR ISSUES 
 

 

 
 

As is clear from the discussion in the previous section, the environment movement has 

thrown up various issues regarding vital inter-domain relationships between the victims 

and redressal systems existing in a society. Those who are adversely affected by the 

environmental problems and are protesting and resisting against a repressive alliance of 

vested interests need to be paid attention to understand the dynamics of environment 

movement. First and foremost major issue is pertaining to the nature and role of the state. 

Judicial option and intervention is second major issue discussed here. The third issue is 

regarding the debate between environment versus livelihood. 

 
27.3.1 Role of the State 

 
 

In order to understand what role state has played, we must understand theoretical 

conception and contemporary context of state. One understanding of state is that it is a 

neutral space or impartial agency for resolving the conflicts of interest which occur in 

market and civil society. However, Indian state’s performance for last five decades 

provides contrary evidences. The Indian state has failed to play its role and hence the 

civil society has to fill the void. Let us first explore the contemporary status of the state. 

Ever since the ending of cold war, collapse of communism and triumph of advancing 

capitalism, most nation-states are ruthlessly overrun. There has been an upsurge in global 

democratic aspirations as a result of the collapse of communism. The forces of free 

market are linking national economies with global economic systems. Globalisation of 
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politics and economy is taking place. The state is being caught in this process and is 

under pressures from within and without. 

It is found that the state or its counterpart in form of a local municipal body have acted in 

a biased manner in the issue of environmental pollution. The issue of environmental 

protection is split in two camps. One side is the ‘iron triangle’ of elitist domination in 

form of ‘bureaucrats-industrialists-politicians’ and on the other are the powerless victims 

of pollution and environmental degradation. Studies have shown that, instead of  

operating as a mediating and balancing agency, the state functions as a party to the issue 

against the interests of the people. If we see the history of legislation on pollution, we 

find that first of all nobody is ready to accept the existence of this issue. The people who 

are the victims of air or water pollution are left in cold with burden of proof on their 

shoulders. Whether it is US Steel Mill in Gary Indiana or factories and industries in  

Vapi, Ankleshwar, Nandesari and Baroda in Gujarat, when people go to complain about 

the impact of pollution in form of holes in the clothes and kitchen vessels or deaths of 

buffaloes or elephants by drinking polluted water, released stealthily in the nearby open 

spaces, village ponds, ravines and rivers, the polluting industries’ first reaction is there is 

no such problem. When potato and banana growing farmers of villages in Baroda region 

of Gujarat complained about crop-destruction due to air pollution, the polluting industry 

instantly disowned and disclaimed the responsibility. 

 
The impact of pollution is first felt by the people but the ‘iron-triangle’ usually opposes 

its existence. People are ultimately, left with no other option but to launch a movement 

first to make an issue of the problem. It is the suffering people who find themselves in a 

strange powerless and helpless situation. Organised existing public power, in form of 

state and its related structures, do not help them. Hence, they launch a movement to exert 

power resources in their favour by compelling the state first to recognise the existence of 

issue and then make and implement preventive laws on pollution. The iron-triangle does 

not stop here but enters the next arena of implementation of legislated policies and laws. 

It weakens and nullifies the effect by diluting it. People’s struggle continues even at this 

stage. Violation of pollution laws was not at all dealt with firmly until about the Bhopal 

gas disaster occurred. 
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27.3.2 Role of Judiciary 

 
 

The environment movement in India has essentially passed through three phases. In the 

first phase which was the longest phase, legislative hurdles were crossed. That is to say, 

opposition, obstruction or dilution of pollution laws was done while being framed in 

legislatures. In the second phase, opposition to implementation of already made anti- 

pollution laws was experienced. Here also the iron-triangle operated in favour of the 

polluters rather than in protecting the interests of the victims of pollution. In the current 

phase, as a final recourse to redressal of their grievances against those polluting and 

jeopardizing the increasingly fragile ecosystem, doors of the judiciary are knocked. 

Eminent legal scholar Upendra Baxi (1991) has observed that, “the growth of 

environmental jurisprudence in India is a very recent phenomenon. And even now it is 

confined to a few activist judges, lawyers, law academics and active citizens”. Baxi has 

argued that this is so mainly because “the Constitution itself is environment-blind”. The 

chapter on rights in the Constitution does not explicitly state about protecting the citizens 

from air and water pollution, deforestation, destruction of wild life and displacements of 

habitats. Much later 42nd Amendment to the Constitution has added a provision vide 

Article 48-A instructing the state to make efforts for protecting and improving the 

environment, forests and wild life. Article 51-A is about the fundamental duty of the 

citizens ”to protect and improve the natural environment including forests, lakes, rivers 

and wild life...” The absence of environmental concerns in the Constitution is due to its 

obsession with development. 

 
These provisions have improved the prospects of judicial intervention considerably. It  

has encouraged environmental litigation by the victims of pollution or of environmental 

degradation. However, from 1950-84, neither the state nor the civil society was 

concerned about systematic and organised degradation and destruction of the 

environment while pursuing the policy of generating prosperity through massive 

industrialisation. Judicial activism rose in response to this neglect. In Ratlam Municipal 

Corporation case, Mr. Justice Krishna Iyer gave a new, progressive and environment- 

friendly interpretation. He stated that Constitution is “a remedial weapon of versatile 

use”. He further recognised that people’s struggle for “social justice” includes 

environmental justice and “the remedial weapon” must be available to them. Anti-power 
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project stir by Kerala Shastra Sahitya Parishad to protect the fragile Silent Valley 

ecosystem in 1979 was facilitated by this landmark judicial intervention by Justice Iyer. 

 
The apex courts at the state and central level are flooded with petitions seeking protection 

of environment. This is a major achievement of enlightened judicial process. “Creative 

interpretations and rulings by the courts in various cases seeking environmental justice or 

compensation have expanded the scope and role of judiciary in this issue. For instance, in 

Shri Ram Fertilizer case the court created “an idea of absolute liability” of manufacturer 

of hazardous substances, raw material, processes or products, lest any damages are 

caused to the people or workers. 

27.3.3 Environment versus Livelihood 

Environmental degradation is the result of a vicious circle in which most societies are so 

badly caught. It is argued that development is undertaken to remove poverty and improve 

the quality of life of the people. But the mode of development that is followed has turned 

out to be environmentally disastrous. Instead of reducing poverty, it has increased 

inequality, deprivation, marginalisation and caused extensive environmental degradation. 

The growth and expansion of market-driven development strategy, be it socialist or 

capitalist, is not able "to solve the very problem it creates" (Shiva; 1991:342). 

Management of forest is another area where primacy of growth and basic needs outweigh 

environmental concerns. The industrialists, politicians and forest bureaucrats have forged 

a nexus to consume forests without any restraint. 

Heavy industrialization is another potent source of pollution and threat to environment. 

Unchecked industrialization has released toxic gases, chemicals, effluents and hazardous 

substances into air, water and soil. Another dimension of this issue pertains to the 

occupational hazards on the health and safety of the workers of some specific industries 

such as chemical, petrochemical, pharmaceutical, pesticides and fertilizer. The workers 

and the local population are found to be suffering from cancer, respiratory diseases, 

infertility, corrosion of fingers, toes and holes in the nose (wall separating the nostrils). 

There is a decline in livelihood prospects from fishing, agricultural and horticultural 

activities. Such widespread impact has generated anguish among the victims and people's 

movements were launched. 

This discussion shows that developing societies are really caught in choiceless and 

helpless situation. The market-centered and sensitive strategy of economic development 

has left us with little scope of amendments. Any alteration in strategy to save the one can 
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maim or kill the other. If livelihood is generated, environment is threatened and if 

environment is protected, livelihood is threatened. This is a strange predicament. The 

environment movement in India reflects this predicament and dilemma amply. 

 
Check Your Progress Excercise 1 

Note: i) Use the Space below for you answers. 

ii) Check your answers with the model answers given at the end of unit. 

 

1) What do you mean by environment movement? 
 

 

 

2) How do the environmentalists view the development? 
 

 

 

3) What is the “iron-triangle” and what is its relationship with the environment 

movement? 
 

 

 

4) Comment on the role of judiciary in the environment movement. 
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27.4 NATURE OF ENVIRONMENT MOVEMENTS 
 

 

 

We saw that the reasons for the changes in man-nature relationships are not to be traced 

too far. It has become clear that quiet, widespread depletion and degradation of natural 

resources is the result of pushing nature far beyond its carrying capacity by mindless 

consumption. The forest communities to some extent and people in general have over- 

exploited natural resources. The former have no other choice. Somehow ecological 

degradation is viewed as destined and cutting trees for fuel, shelter or income, over- 

grazing or over-farming in fragile eco-areas goes on undeterred or unchallenged.  

Grounds for struggles are multiple. 

 
Harsh Sethi has divided environmental responses into three types of struggles. In the first 

type, the struggle addresses the issue of rights of different social strata and communities 

over using resources. This type of struggle does not question the development model or 

the acts of redefining man-nature relations. In the second type, we find environmental 

response which struggles for legal corrections and policy shifts in resource use. At the 

centre lies concern about destruction and depletion of renewable and non-renewable 

resources. The normative basis of dominant development model remain unchallenged. 

The third variety of response is substantive and fundamental to the issue. It invokes 

ecological dimension. It aims at rejecting the dominant development model and redefine 

man's relationship with the nature. However, it must be stated that the environment 

struggles do not maintain typological purity once launched. These struggles have resulted 

centering around different natural resources such as air, wastes, land, forest or sea. 

Accordingly, they can be referred to as forest-based struggles, land use struggles, anti-big 

dam struggles, anti-pollution struggles and struggles against destruction of marine 

resources. 

 
Harsh Sethi) has done an analysis of these struggles by focusing on the participants or 

actors of the struggles, strategies of intervention, issues raised and focused and finally 

impact or outcome of struggle in terms of grievance-redressal, policy changes effected 

and conscientization. It is found that unlike other struggles, in ecological struggles fairly 

representative section of society is involved as participants. However, the most adversely 

affected people constitute the base of the struggle. For example, deforestation stretches 
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the work hours of women in collecting fuel wood and water longer, the tribals lose 

benefits of forest produce, the fisherman in Goa and Kerala suffer from excessive 

trawling. The victims are so dispersed and marginalised that for effective raising of 

voices and redressal of grievances, they require a chain of actors from more vocal and 

experienced realms of voluntary organisations, media, professionals like scientists, 

researchers, doctors, engineers, lawyers, technologists, human right groups, sympathetic 

and concerned policy-makers and bureaucrats. Each of these actors add strength, vigour, 

guidance and direction to struggle. 

 
By way of organisational and interventionist strategy, it has become imperative for 

environment movements that not only to strengthen and hold together the victim-folks in 

solidarity but also make holes in the opposite camp by skillfully raising doubts about 

possible benefits being outweighed by collective harm and so on. Most struggles are 

raised against development projects and therefore, they are likely to be fought back as 

anti-people, anti-national, anti-development, anti-progress and so on. This is usually 

countered by careful and systematic analysis of issues at stake and propagation of correct, 

data-based campaign material in actual resource-use. The limitation of this strategy is  

that when the issue goes beyond local limit, the original victim-actors are left behind and 

either the middle class professionals, media or voluntary agency leaders come to the fore. 

The leadership role and power shifts from local hands to mediating actors. Harsh Sethi 

has observed this is good strategically but bad ethically. Another aspect of this process is 

internationalisation of local or national issues as strategy which can harm the movement. 

In most cases, the central issues of environment movements revolve around fixing 

tolerance limits on carrying capacity of environment or cost-benefit ratios. Most struggles 

are of reformist nature. These issues have concomitantly raised interesting 

interconnections between ecology and feminism as well as ecology and human rights. 

The most significant issue raised by the movement is about our understanding or theory 

of knowledge. The present development model is nurtured on the myth of universal, 

objective and value-free notion of science. What was held as true universal knowledge 

for long time is today challenged. Science is increasingly viewed as partisan, parochial 

and ideological. These movements have also raised the issue of redefining our 

understanding of market, society, state, science and nature. The issue of preserving 

diversity and plurality in society and nature is well-raised by environment movements. 
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Analysing and understanding the impact of movement forms important aspect of the 

study. The environment movements have by and large remained “diverse and scattered”. 

Their overall impact is uneven. Alongwith failures there have been successes too. The 

Silent Valley movement’s impact was positive, successful and trend setting. The Doon 

Valley environment movement was partly successful. But at many other places, though, 

the movements are launched, intensified but not successful. Bhopal Gas disaster 

successfully drew the attention of the nation and the world but it has not succeeded in 

preventing hazardous products and processes (IPT; 1999). Despite the persistence of 

struggles, thousands of people are  displaced yearly due to large development projects. 

On the other hand, the movement has made a major contribution to give centrality and 

public space to the cause of environment protection. This is a historic achievement as 

never before so much concern, awareness, involvement and participation was witnessed. 

The government has made many policies on forests, wildlife, wastelands, water, air and 

soil conservation. But there is a wide gap between the rising concern and actual action by 

the state. Interestingly, no political party, trade union or peasant organizations have made 

this to be their issue. The environment movements remain exposed to the dangers of gaps 

between concern/thought and action; fragmented, co-optation, manipulation and 

distortion by government and vested interests. 

 

27.5 TWO CASE STUDIES 
 

 

 

With a view to understanding the structural and functional aspects of the environment 

movements two case studies are presented here. These case studies will provide a brief 

account of genesis, issues, organization, ideology, leadership, mobilization, impact and 

outcome of environment movements in India. 

 
27.5.1 Silent Valley Movement 

 
 

This movement originated in Kerala. It is one of the earliest landmarks in the recent 

history of environment movements in the direction of preserving environment by 

people’s own struggle and agitation in India. The reasons for its origin lie in Kerala 

Government’s proposal to build a dam on the Kuntipuzha river in early 1970s. The 

government’s concern was to generate prosperity for the state through increased 

industrialisation. This was not happening because of shortage of electricity in the state. 
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The prime aim in building the dam was to generate power for industries. The construction 

of dam was to cover 77 sq.kms. as catchment area. As a consequence, India’s richest 

tropical forest, known as Silent Valley was to be flooded and submerged. It is interesting 

to note that unlike in most such cases, there was no problem of displacement and 

rehabilitation of the people as the dam was to be constructed at a location where there 

was no human settlement. In this sense the Silent Valley movement was the first purely 

and primarily fought environment movement. The odds against the movement were 

heavy. The state government of Kerala was in total control of the issue as all the political 

parties and industrial lobby were in full support of the scheme and backed the 

government. 

 
Kerala Shastra Sahitya Parishad (KSSP), an already existing, active, progressive local 

people’s science movement group took up the challenge and steered the movement right 

from its infancy to maturing into a potent people’s power. The KSSP successfully 

mobilized local opinion against the dam and managed to rope in environmental experts 

like botanists, zoologists of international repute like Salim Ali, well known economists 

and engineers. This move strengthened the KSSP’s argument and position vis-a-vis 

government’s technical teams. It forcefully presented its argument against the scheme on 

the grounds of adverse environmental consequences on “a rare ecosystem, rich in 

biological and genetic diversity”. The KSSP went a step ahead as a strategy and argued 

that the required electricity could be generated easily by setting up thermal power  

stations in dispersed locations as well as by improving the power transmission systems. 

The KSSP was able to give this controversy the status of a genuine public debate far 

beyond the state. National attention was drawn. It was stretched to international arena by 

involving World Wildlife Fund and the International Union for the Conservation of 

Nature and Natural Resources. These global bodies had joined the issue of the movement 

on the grounds of protecting the lion-tailed macaque which is the rare bread of monkey, 

habitant of Silent Valley. This struggle lasted quite long. Furious debates, persistent 

campaigns and constant relentless lobbying through the media, parliament and expert 

committees made dropping the idea of dam in Silent Valley possible. Besides, the KSSP 

won the region the status of “national biosphere”. As a result of this successful 

movement, the scope for challenging environmentally unviable development policies, 

projects and schemes increased. This movement was preventive in nature, in the sense 

that it was launched unlike in many other cases, much before the project was executed 
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and its impact on environment could be felt. The project was successfully opposed at 

embryonic stage itself. This shows existence of already well-conscientised and informed 

non-political bodies like KSSP which could get activated much before the damages are 

caused. This case study also shows that environment movements require mobilisation, 

involvement and orchestration of diverse mix of actors (individual and institutional) 

stretching from experts to lay and local to global. 

 
27.5.2 Chipko Movement 

 
 

This movement was basically concerned with preservation and protection of forests. It 

was an environmental movement for maintaining the ecological balance in the sub- 

Himalayan region of Uttar Pradesh. Four districts of Uttarkashi, Chamoli, Tehri and Pauri 

form Garhwal division and cover a total area of 27,000 sq.kms. and about 14 lakhs 

population. It is interesting to note that due to migratory nature of labour there are more 

females than males in this area. Employment is very low in this region. There are 97 per 

cent working women as cultivators while only 72 percent men are cultivators. Males 

work in army and hence women are left behind to manage land, livestock and household. 

Chipko is also interpreted as feminist movement because of this. This movement 

originated in the Dasohli Gram Swarajya Mandal in Gopeshwar of Chamoli district. The 

movement was initiated by Gandhian Sarvodaya workers. The Sarvodaya workers were 

active in this area for about 13 years through various rural reconstruction work. 

 
The movement began on 24 April 1973. There was a historical conflict of interests over 

forest and timber rights in this area between local villagers and Sarvodaya workers on 

one hand and timber contractors and forest bureaucrats on the other. The contractors were 

able to exert more influence over forest bureaucracy and local politicians to corner the 

forest benefits. Previous to Chipko mobilisation, stirrings against government’s forest 

policy and department had taken place in this region too. The forest department rejected 

Sarvodaya workers’ demand for 10 ash trees per annum for its farm tools workshop set 

up with the support from Khadi Gramodyog Commission. But it allotted 300 ash trees to 

the Simon Company for manufacturing sports goods like tennis rackets etc. The primacy 

thus was accorded to tennis rackets over the self-subsisting needs of the poor cultivator’s 

ploughs. The cutting of these 300 trees by Company agent was started in March 1973. 

Sarvodaya workers and 100 other villagers marched from the nearby areas to Gopeshwar. 
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As a result of this resistance by the villagers, the company men beat retreat. In order to 

appease the protesters, the forest department showed readiness to concede one ash tree to 

Sarvodaya workers, if they let the Simon Company cut trees of its original quota. The 

temptation was raised to two, three, five and ten ash trees of full quota but it was rejected. 

The Simon’s quota was cancelled but re-allotted in Phata Forest in other part of the 

district. In June 1973, another local leader organized resistance and launched Chipko 

movement. The trees were guarded by the village upto end December when permit will 

automatically lose its validity. 

 
Sunderlal Bahuguna of Uttarkhand Sarvodaya Mandal, based in Tehri Garhwal, began his 

long march of 120 days on foot to spread the ideology of Chipko movement to entire 

region of Himalayas. What made this movement instantly popular is a decade old history 

of flash floods in this region. Mountain slopes were bared of forest covers by clear- 

cutting of trees, causing quick rushing of water. Road-building activity in this region also 

caused land-slides. Some mobilisation activities were already initiated before the Chipko 

was launched. The flood relief work had brought the Survodaya workers and the flood- 

marooned people together into a dialogical relationship regarding the environmental 

degradation, disasters and conservation. This strengthened environment agenda of the 

movement. In 1974, C.P. Bhatt re-launched Chipko struggle in Reni forest area. He 

appealed women to hug the trees in case they come to cut them. An attempt to cut 2500 

auctioned trees in Reni forest near Alaknanda river, was foiled by woman leader Gaura 

Devi in village Lata. A band of about 30 women led by her saved the trees by risking 

their lives. As a result of this persistence by the Chipko protesters, a government ban was 

imposed on tree-cutting in Reni for ten years. Whenever need arose, these women 

intermittently came out to save the trees at Gopeshwar in 1975, Bhynder valley in 

January 1978, Parsari in 1979 and at Dongri Paintoli in February 1980. Thus, the Chipko 

demonstrations, protests and resistance became frequent in this region. 

 
Thus, Chipko movement became a good example of people’s non-violent resistance to 

the destruction of environment by vested interests. This movement was spontaneous as 

ordinary hill people had come out in huge number without the usual lead, support or 

guidance of any centralized organizational apparatus. This movement accorded central 

position to the issue of renewable resources like soil, water and trees in the lives of 

ordinary dependent people. Chipko rose as a voice from the distant, neglected hills. 
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Concern for life and livelihood, so closely linked with the environment of this region, 

guided the course of the movement. Chipko succeeded in saving the local forest  

resources from commercial exploitation by contractors and tried to bring local forest 

wealth under the control of local village communities. The struggle, however, could not 

fully succeed in preventing the “alarming depletion of forest cover” in the region which 

was actually responsible for causing floods, landslides, soil erosion, drying up of local 

water streams and other sources, fuel and fodder shortages etc. Hill women played major 

role in this movement and gave it the character of truly people’s environment movement. 



Content Digitized by eGyanKosh, IGNOU 17  

17 

 

 

 

 

Check Your Progress Excercise 2 

Note: i) Use the Space below for you answers. 

iii) Check your answers with the model answers given at the end of unit. 

1) Identify the types of environment movement. 
 

 

 

2) What do you mean by internationalisation of environment issues? 
 

 

 

3) Analyse the impact of environment movement. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

27.6 LET US SUM UP 
 

 

 

The environment movements have emerged as a result of mindless and wasteful use of 

resources, irrespective of the type of political regime. A new class of environmental 

haves and have nots have emerged. This has led the global human society to debate the 

theme of economic development and environmental sustainability. Peoples’ movement 

against the environmental degradation faces opposition from the networking of the  

vested interests – the bureaucrats, industrialists and politicians. Nevertheless, the 

environment movement has been able to internationalise the environmental issues, raise 

the level of peoples’ consciousness about environment, and impacted on the policy 

initiatives. 

 
 

27.7 KEY WORDS 
 

 

Biosphere : That part of earth and its atmosphere which is inhabited by living 

things/beings. 

Deforestation : Destruction or removal of forests by denudation or clear-cutting. 

Desertification : The formation of desert in arid and semi-arid regions from 

overgrazing, deforestation, poor use of land, excessive 

withdrawal of ground water or climatic changes. 
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Green House Effect  :  Increasingly  released  carbon  dioxide  due  to  burning  of fossil 

fuels like coal and oil, tropical forests, causing holes in the 

ozone layer which is protecting the atmosphere of earth. 

Unfiltered direct heat from sun can raise the temperature on 

earth, melting polar ice caps and causing floods, and 

submergence of big cities like Calcutta, Mumbai, London, 

New York etc. 

 
Ozone : Colourless gas with a chlorine - like smell, formed from 

Oxygen. 

Pollution : Making something like air, water and soil or something 

impure or unnatural by adding dirts or harmful substances. 

Trawling : Fishing by using big-boat like trawlers owned by rich, 

powerful profiteers which yield very high fish-catch, leaving 

little for small, local, traditionally fishing communities. 
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27.10 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXCERCISES 
 

 

Check Your Progress Exercise 1 
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1) Efforts by the legislative bodies, concerned citizens, NGOs, judiciary, etc., to protect 

the environment is called as environment movement. 

2) They are against the development. Instead, they plead for eco-friendly 

development. 

 

3) The nexus of “bureaucrats-industrialists-politicians” is known as the “iron-triangle”. It 

usually opposes any move for protection of the environment. 

 

4) The judiciary in India has played very positive role in protection of the environment. 

Through the judicial activism the judiciary has been able to contribute to fight against  

the environmental degradation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Check Your Progress Exercise 2 

 

1) There are three kinds of environment movements. First, it addresses the issues of 

various strata of the society over using the natural resources; second, it questions the 

development model; and third, it focuses on the ecological dimension. 

 

2) The linkages of the local issues of environment with the broader issue of market, 

society, state, science and nature denote towards the internationalisation of the 

environment issues. 

 

3) Environment movements have been able to raise the level of peoples’ consciousness 

about environment. It has led to arrest the degradation of environment, internationalise 

the local environmental issues. 
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28.0 OBJECTIVES 
 
 

Workers and peasants in India have been involved in the collective actions in order to fight 

for their demands. Their collective actions like those of other social group can be included 

in the social and political movements. After going through this unit, you will be able to 

understand: 

• Nature of the movements of the workers and peasants; 

• Their demands, problems and leaderships; 

• Patterns of mobilisation in the collective actions; 

• Influence of these movements on the state; and 

• The impact of the liberalisation on the workers and peasants. 
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28.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Workers and the peasants together form the largest groups of the Indian society. While the 

workers largely belong to the exploited section, the peasants consist of both the poor and 

the rich sections. These groups have been involved in the collective actions or the social 

and political movements to get their demand fulfilled. The nature of the issues raised by 

them or their leadership depends on the place they occupy in the economy or society. It 

also depends on the fact whether the workers are engaged in the organised, unorganised, 

agrarian or the industrial sectors or whether a peasant is a poor peasant or the rich peasant 

operating in the mechanised capitalist economy or in the backward –feudal economy. In 

this unit, we shall discuss important features of the workers and peasants movements in 

India. 

 

28.2 WORKERS’ MOVEMENTS 
 
 

 

The workers movement in India can be divided in two phases – the pre-Independence 

period and the post-Independence period. 

28.2.1 Workers’ Movements in the Colonial Period 

The modern working class made its appearance in India in the second half of the 19th 

century with the growth of modern industries, railways, post and telegraph network, 

plantation and mining. But the labour movement started in an organised way only after the 

Second World War. The organised wokers’ unions are known as the trade unions. The All 

India Trade Union Congress (A I T U C) was formed in 1920. Its objective was to 

coordinate activities of all organisations in all the provinces of India to further the interests 

of the Indian labour in economic, social and political matters. In the second half of the 

1920s there was a consolidation of left ideological forces in the country. In1928 the left 

wing including the communists succeeded in acquiring dominant position inside the A I T 

U C. The moderates started a new organisation known as All India Trade Union Federation 

(AITUF). The 1930s was not a favourable period for the growth of trade union movement 

India. The communists were implicated in the Meerut Conspiracy case and the Bombay 

Textiles strike of 1929 had failed. A lull marked the activities on the trade union front. The 

serious economic depression of this period added to the woes of the workers further. It led 

to large-scale retrenchment. The main focus of the trade union movements during this 

period was maintaining wages and preventing retrenchment. 
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The Second World War divided the trade union leaders. The communists argued that with 

the Nazi attack on the Soviet Union in 1941 the character of the war had changed from 

imperialist war to people’s war. The communists were following the line of the Russian 

Communist Party and thought that in the changed circumstances it was the duty of the 

workers to support British war efforts. But the nationalist leaders wanted to strengthen the 

national movement to overthrow the British rule from India. The ideological rift led to 

another split in the trade union movement. The mounting cost of living made the workers  

to realise the need of an organised effort to secure relief. In spite of the government 

resorting to Defence of India Rules, which prohibited strikes and lockouts, there was a 

perceptible increase in number of both unions and organised workers. 

 
28.2.2 The Issues and the Types of Collective Actions 

 
 

The main issues which caused the workers strikes include: wages, bonus, personnel, leave 

and hours of work, violence and indiscipline, industrial and labour policies, etc. The 

workers take recourse to various types of collective actions for getting their problems 

redressed. These are – strikes, satyagrah, hunger strikes, bandhs and hartals, gharaos, 

demonstrations, mass casual leaves, work to rule, cutting of supply of electricity, etc. The 

most common form of workers’ collective action is the strike. There are examples of the 

railway, jute, plantation, mine and textiles workers strikes in the pre-Independence period. 

The centres of the strikes were Nagpur, Ahemadabad, Bombay, Madras, Howrah and 

Calcutta. In 1920 Gandhi intervened in the strike the textile workers of Ahmedabad and 

provided leadership to the workers. 

 
28.2.3 Workers’ Movements in the Post-colonial Period 

(i) The National Level 

The high hopes of workers were shattered after independence. There was hardly any 

improvement on the fronts of better wages and other service conditions. Three central trade 

union organisations were borne. The Indian National Trade Union Congress (INTUC) 

started by the Congress party was born in 1947.The Praja Socialist Party started the Hind 

Mazdoor Sabha (HMS) in 1948.The workers had to struggle hard even to retain what they 

had achieved earlier. A series of strikes stirred the country. There were highest number of 

strikes in 1947, i.e., 1811 strikes which involved 1840 thousand workers. The number of 

strikes and man-days lost had surpassed all the previous records. This declined in the 

1950s, but number of strikes and lock -outs increased again in the 1960s-1970s. Some 
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radicalists had formed the United Trade Union Congress (UTUC) in 1949. After 1964 

when there was a division in the Communist Party of India and Communist Party of India 

(Marxist) was borne this led to a split in Communist controlled AITUC as well and in 1970 

Centre for Indian Trade Union (C ITU) was borne. They are affiliated to the CPI and CMI 

(M). 

According to the provisional figures released by the Chief Labour Commissioner in 1994 

Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh (BMS) which is an affiliate of BJP has acquired a total 

membership of 31.17 lakh workers has secured the top position. The INTUC a Congress 

affiliated body with a total membership of 27.06 lakh is on the second position. The third 

position is enjoyed by CITU affiliated to CPM with a total membership of 17.98 lakh. The 

fourth position is enjoyed by HMS. According to the provisional figures the hold of 

Congress affiliated INTUC seems to have weakened. At the same time the hold of 

organisations like CITU, HMS and AITUC have strengthened. 

(ii) The Provincial Levels 

Another remarkable development of the 1960s was the birth of trade unions of the regional 

parties like the DMK and AIDMK in Madras. The Shiv Sena was born in Bombay in 1967. 

It soon set up its labour wing called Bharatiya Kamgar Sena. It was generally believed that 

the Shiv Sena had the backing of the industrial houses in the Bombay -Pune belt to counter 

the strong influence of the Communists and Socialists in labour unions. It succeeded in 

achieving this objective and its trade union established its supremacy in the Bombay region 

by the mid -1970s.The predominance of the Sena -led union was successfully challenged 

by Datta Samant, an eminent INTUC leader. When emergency was imposed in 1975 he 

refused to tone down his militancy. He was arrested and sent to jail. Then he was a 

Congress MLA. After coming out of jail when the emergency was lifted in 1977 he became 

even more popular. By the end of the 1970s he became the most powerful trade union 

leader in the Bombay -Pune belt. In the year1978 he left both congress and the INTUC to 

set up an independent union named the Maharastra Girni Kamgar Union (MGKU). He 

remained one of the most influential trade union leader in Bombay till he was murdered. 

(iii) The Trade Unions without Political Affiliations 

The 1960s also witnessed the emergence of independent unions or “apolitical”. They were 

independent in the sense that they were not affiliated to any political party or federation. 

These kinds of “apolitical” trade unions emerged out of the dissatisfaction of the workers 

with the existing trade unions which were affiliated to the political parties. The leadership 

of these unions has largely come from the educated middle classes. Engineering Mazdoor 

Sabha led by R J Mehta is one of the earliest unions of these type-covering workers in 
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engineering, chemicals, printing and allied industries. Datta Samant started a number of 

unions like Association of Engineering workers, Mumbai General Kamgar Union, 

Maharashtra Girni Kamgar Union. Shankar Guha Neyogi and A.K.Roy also came into 

limelight as leaders of independent unions. Neyogi concentrated on contract workers in the 

iron –ore mines of Dalli Rajhara near Bhilai in Madhya Pradesh into a formidable union. 

While AITUC and INTUC were concerned with the problems of permanent and better paid 

workers of the Bhilai Steel Plant, concentrated on casual workers employed in small and 

medium-scale industries in the region. Neyogi was murdered in 1990. Another example of 

this type is A.K.Roy who organised coal mine workers in the Dhanbad -Jhariya belt of 

Bihar. Roy`s support base was also among contract and casual labour in the coalmines. Roy 

also received support from a large number of local tribal mine workers because the trade 

unions operating in these areas did not satisfy them. Another important example of this 

type was the Self- Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) formed by Ela Bhat. She 

founded SEWA because she felt that unions in the organised sectors were not sensitive to 

the problems encountered by female workers. These are not the only examples of 

independent unions. 

One of the most important examples of the movement launched by the union which was 

unaffiliated to the political parties was the textile workers’ strike of 1982 in Mumbai. 

Dissatisfied with the Rastriya Mill Mazdoor Sangh (RMMS), affiliated to the INTUC the 

workers of the textile industry in Mumbai, rallied behind the MGKU-led by Datta Samant. 

The workers of the textile workers of Mumbai went on indefinite strike on January 18, 

1982. The demands of the workers included higher wages, making the badli (temporary) 

workers permanent, allowances for leave and travel and payment for house rent. The 

workers of other sectors than the textile also rallied behind Datta Samant. The Industrialists 

adopted intransigent attitude towards the strike. The strike created hardships for the 

workers. 

The strike had its repercussion on the rural areas to which the workers belonged. The  

textile workers also were the poor peasants or small farmers having links both in the cities 

as well the villages. Datta Samat was able to link the rural issues like the wages of 

agricultural labourer with those of the textile workers. The strike, however, did not succeed 

in getting the original demands of the workers accepted. But it helped Datta Samant to 

emerge as the most influential trade union leader in Bombay. 

 
(iv) Limitations of the Trade Union Movement in India 
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The Trade Union Movement in India is faced with many defects. Only a small fraction of 

the working class is organised. Even in the organised sector a sizable chunk of workers do 

not participate in Trade Union Movement Indian economy is largely agriculture based. 

Small peasants and agricultural labour encounter the problems of seasonal unemployment 

and low income. They are forced to go to cities in search of employment. Most of these 

workers are illiterate and ignorant and under the grip of superstitions and they have a 

migratory character. A large section of the workers do not exhibit much interest in trade 

union movement because city life for them is a temporary condition. So they do not realise 

the importance of unity among workers. Another major weakness of trade union is poor 

finance. This is a fact that working class in India is a very small part of the population but 

the main problem is the multiplicity of trade unions. The subscription rate by Indian 

workers is very less. This makes the trade unions dependent on external finance and 

influence. Yet another weakness of the trade union movement has been the dominance of 

the leadership from outside. The main reason for this has been lack of education among the 

workers. Mostly leadership is provided by professional politicians. It is being increasingly 

felt that the working class movement should be led by persons from the ranks of the 

workers who are aware of the problems and difficulties encountered by the working class. 

Political leadership ignores the needs and welfare of the workers and tries to use the 

organization for the interest of the political party. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 1 

Note: i) Use the space below for your answer. 

ii) Check Your answer given at the end of the unit. 

1) Identify the main issue of the workers’ movement in India. 
 

 

 
 

2) What were the reasons for the rise of “apolitical” trade Unions? 
 

 

 
 

3) Mention the limitations of the trade union movement in India. 
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28.3 PEASANT MOVEMENTS 
 
 

 
 

Peasants are those agrarian classes which are related to agriculture as the tenants or owners 

of land, and participate in the farming activities. They are a differentiated group. In the 

backward and feudal agriculture they cultivate land as the tenants of the landlords. In the 

more advanced agriculture, where the tenants have become the landowners following the 

implementation of the of the land reforms, they are the owners of the land. The peasants 

whose resources in the land are not enough to meet their basic needs, and who also work as 

labourers for others apart from working on their fields are poor and small peasants. The 

peasants who do not work for wages, but have enough resources relating to agriculture are 

rich and middle peasants or the farmers. They either mainly depend on the family labour to 

work on the land or they may combine it with the hired labour from outside the family. In 

this section you will be studying the movements of the small and poor peasants as well 

those of the rich peasants or the farmers. 

28.3.1 Small and Poor Peasant Movements 

There were several peasant movements both in the pre-Independence and post- 

Independence periods. Some examples of the former are – Oudh movement (UP) in 1920, 

Kheda and Bardoli (Guajarat) and Champaran (Bihar) movements and Moplah rebillions. 

The main examples of the of the post-Independence period are – Telangana ( Andhra 

pradesh), and Tibhaga and Naxalite (West Bengal) movements. 

The peasants during the pre-Independence period were living in the miserable social and 

economic conditions. They were exploited by a group of classes, e.g., landlords and their 

agents, moneylenders and the officials of the colonial state. The landlords increased the 

rents on the peasants continuously, took forced gifts and extracted begar from them. The 
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inability of the peasants to pay these multiplied due to the frequent famines and draught 

which affected them adversely. They were heavily indebted to the moneylenders in order to 

pay the rent and meet the needs of their subsistence. When the peasants could not pay the 

rent, services or the begar, they were evicted form their land. They were also physically 

tortured. Commercialisation of crops, and introduction of new land rules further worsened 

their conditions. 

The peasants reacted to by revolting against the landlords, moneylenders and agents of the 

colonial state. Leadership in the peasant movements was provided either by the rural 

intelligentsia or urban intelligentsia. Baba Ram Chand , the leader of the Oudh peasant 

movement belonged to the former. 

The peasants had been mobilised by some organisation. In case there was no organisation, 

some kind of informal networking of the peasants and their leaders had worked as 

orgnisation. This was true especially for the localised revolts. The informal networking or 

the organisational structure worked in mobilisation, communication of the messages and in 

planning strategies and programmes. 

From the beginning of the twentieth century different political parties mobilised the 

peasants in the revolts. The Congress started mobilising the peasants from the 1920s with 

the purpose to broaden its support base. This enabled peasant movements which were 

localised and running parallel to the national movement to merge with the latter. The 

Bardoli Sataygrah of 1928, no- rent campaign were examples of such merger. But the 

Congress did not encourage the conflict between the landlords and the peasants to get 

sharpened. The Congress had been more interested in forging an alliance between the 

landlords, peasants and other classes. 

After the Civil Disobedience Movement radical nationalists and many leaders of peasant 

movement started sharing the impression that the Congress was sympathetic towards the 

capitalists and Zamindars.The need to evolve independent class organisations and 

leadership to safeguard the interest of the peasants was being felt by them. This was under 

these circumstances that the first all India peasant organisation the All India Kisan Sabha 

was formed in 1936 in Lucknow under the presidentship of Swami Sahjanand Saraswati, 

the founder of Bihar Pradesh Kisan Sabha. N.G.Ranga the pioneer of Kisan movement in 

Andhra became its first General Secretary. The birth of an all India organization with a 

programme of common demands and expressing the aspirations of the peasants all over the 

country was an event of great historical significance. Very soon the branches of the All 

India Kisan Sabha were established in many districts. 
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The formation of Congress Ministries in a majority of the provinces in early 1937 marked 

the beginning of a new phase in the growth of peasant movements. The Congress had 

promised radical improvement in the conditions of the peasants on the eve of elections. 

There was definite increase in civil liberties, which provided better opportunities for the 

mobilization of peasantry. Different Congress Ministries introduced agrarian legislations 

for debt relief, restoration of lands lost during depression, for security of tenure etc. But 

these measures did not affect the conditions of the peasants of lower strata. The 

dissatisfaction of peasants found expression in a number of protest meetings, conferences 

and demonstrations. They criticised number of anti-peasant measures taken by the 

government like arrest of peasant leaders and banning peasant meetings. The outbreak of 

the World War II brought the resignation of the Congress Ministries and launching of 

severe repression against Kisan Sabha leaders. In the year 1939 the national convention of 

the All India Kisan Sabha was presided over by Acharya Narendra Dev. In his Presidential 

address he emphasised the need of separation of Kisan Sabha from Congress. According to 

him a separate Kisan Sabha was necessary in order to put pressure on the Congress. 

 
The end of the war, followed by the negotiation for the transfer of power and the 

anticipation of freedom marked a new stage in the history of peasant movements. 

Approaching freedom had filled the peasant movements with new spirit to assert their 

rights. The analysis of some of these movements gives us sufficient insight into the nature, 

social basis, achievements and limitations of the peasant movements in India. 

The Tebhaga Movement of Bengal was one of such movements. The provincial Kisan 

Sabha of Bengal launched this Movement in 1946. Gradually the influence of the left in 

general and the communists in particular increased in the Kisan Sabha.In 1947 the 

leadership of the All India Kisan Sabha went into the hands of the communists. The 

communists led the provincial Kisan Sabha of Bengal also. This Movement soon took the 

form of a clash between the bargardars (share-croppers) and the jotedars, the employers. 

The share-croppers began to assert that they would no longer pay a half share of their crop 

to their jotedars but only one- third. They also insisted that before division the crop would 

be stored in their khamars (godowns) and not in that of the jotedars. Poor peasants, middle 

peasants and also some sons of jotedars led the movement. The middle peasants provided 

the bulk of the leaders and they supported the movement up to the end. They hoped that it 

would culminate in total attack on landlordism. The rich peasants slowly detached 

themselves. When the government resorted to severe repression in 1947 the movement 

came to an end. 
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Another such movement was the Telangna Movement. It was launched in 1946 in the 

princely state of Hyderabad ruled by the Nizam. This movement developed in the context 

of the post- war economic crisis. This movement started as a protest against collection of 

excessive revenue using force by jagirdars. In the beginning the leadership was in the hands 

of the rich peasants and the movement was directed against the big absentee landlords 

allied to the Nizamsahi. But very soon the initiative passed into the hands of poor peasants 

and agricultural labour that started occupying lands of landlords, and wastelands and 

started distributing it among them. By 1947 this movement organized a Guerilla Army 

mobilizing poor peasantry and agricultural labour many of which were tribal and 

untouchables. This army snatched large quantity of arms from the zamindars and drove 

away the local government officials. They established their control over an area of 15,000 

square miles with a population of 40,000. The administrations in these areas were run by 

peasant soviets. The army of independent India succeeded in crushing the Telangna 

Movement in 1951. 

In 1967 there started a peasant protest at a place called Naxalbari in the Darjeeling District 

of West Bengal. After two decades of independence and congress rule there was 

disenchantment among people on a large scale, which found expression in Congress losing 

election in eight states. But the communists had done well in both Kerala and West Bengal. 

The per capita income was on decline and unemployment was on the rise. A group of 

young communists due to theoretical disputes resulting from the split of the Communist 

Party of India in 1964 protested CPIM`s policy of participation in 1967 election and joining 

the government afterwards instead emphasised the need of armed struggle with peasantry 

as the leading element. The peasant organisation of the CPIM in Darjeeling district was in 

the hands of such communist leaders. The land reform policy of the government had not 

succeeded in taking lands from zamindars and big farmers and distributing among poor 

peasants and landless labour in any significant way. There existed discontent among 

peasants. In such situation the leaders of peasant organization gave a call for establishing 

the government of peasant committees, organizing armed struggle to end the ownership of 

the jotedars on land and distribute it among poor peasants and landless labour. They drew 

inspiration from the Telangna Movement. The Naxalbari movement reached its zenith by 

the third week of May 1967. There was violence on a large scale. Naxalbari got enormous 

publicity largely because it was fighting a state government wherein C.P.I.M. was a major 

coalition partner and also because China believed that the Naxalites were following the 

correct line. 
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It lasted for fifty-two days only. In July 1967 police and battalions of paramilitary forces 

sent by Ajoy Mukherjee then the Chief Minister of the state, combed the whole area and 

the rebellion was suppressed. Naxalbari was a minor event in terms of its durations, 

intensity of resistance; area controlled or number of casualties suffered or inflicted on the 

other side. On these indicators Telangna was a much bigger happening. But Naxalbari 

acquired the symbol of armed peasant uprising. It had its reverberations all over the 

country. After this the revolutionaries who became active in U.P., Bihar, Punjab, Kashmir, 

Kerala and Andhra Pradesh came to be known as Naxalites. It emerged as a more powerful 

force in Kerala, Andhra Pradesh and Bihar. The emergence of Naxalism led to the 

formation of C.P.I. (Marxist Leninist) the third Communist party. This party believed that 

the goal of socialism could be achieved through armed struggle, justified use of violence 

for capturing lands of Zamindars and distributing them among poor peasants. The Naxalite 

Movement became a reference point for those poor peasants and landless labour that got 

nothing from the government except promises and whose condition showed no signs of 

improvement and were suffering oppressions at the hands of rural dominant sections. They 

found a ray of hope in this militant philosophy. This philosophy continues to inspire that 

segment of rural population who has lived at the receiving end. At many places they are 

fighting for security of employment, minimum wages, rights over a share of produce and 

against sexual abuse of their women. There are instances of violence when they exercise 

their right to vote. Most of the time they have to resort to violence to protect their rights 

and dignity which is under threat from the land owning and dominant sections of society. 

Their faith in violence is strengthened because they find the state and the police always 

taking sides with the land owning dominant sections of society. 

The second phase of land reforms known as the Land Ceiling Act started from 1961 

onwards with the stated objective of distributing land among the landless. After the 

Naxalbari Movement of 1967 and the Land Grab Movements launched in different states of 

1970 the need to impose rigorous land ceiling was realized. As early as in 1969 the Home 

Minister had warned that if steps were not taken to lessen agrarian tension both by the state 

and central government things would go beyond control. Land Reforms was essential part 

of the twenty Point Programme ofMrs Indira Gandhi during Emergency period. But in spite 

of all this by 1977 only 4.04 million acres were declared surplus, out of this 2.10 million 

were taken over by the government and merely 1.29 million acres were actually distributed 

The much acclaimed Green Revolution did not make much of difference in their condition. 

The percentage of households below poverty line in the rural areas has gone up from 

38.11% in 1960-61 to 48% in 1977-78. Agricultural labour continues to be their main 
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income and most of the studies suggest that there has been a marked decline in both real 

wages and the days of work. 

Naxalite outfits are active in Andhra pradesh, Bihar, Madhya pradesh and also in newly 

created states of Jharkhand and Chatisgarh. Many times they indulge in mindless militancy 

but they continue to inspire the underdogs of rural society because mostly they take up the 

problems faced by these sections. The government treats their armed struggle as law and 

order problem and uses police and paramilitary forces to suppress them the government has 

not shown the determination to address to the problems faced by the rural poor. The land 

reforms carried out by the government had not succeeded in distributing land among poor 

peasants and landless labour in any significant way. There have been attempts to ameliorate 

the financial conditions of poor peasants, agricultural labourers and artisans in the rural 

areas through funds made available by the central governments to the districts. But a major 

chunk of these funds are cornered by local vested interests. 

 
The agricultural labourers, poor peasants, contract labourers whether dalits, tribals or caste 

Hindus have been struggling to assert their rights. They struggle for wages, land, and 

against oppression of different types. Their movements are weak and divided. But surely it 

has a potential to emerge as a powerful force and can get justice. 

 
 

 

Check Your Progress Exercise 2 

Note: i) Use the space below for your answer. 

ii) Check Your answer given at the end of the unit. 

Q.1) In which way were the peasants exploited during the colonial period? 
 

 

 

 

 

Q. 2) What the Telengana Movement? 
 

 

 

 
 

Q. 3) Comment on the Naxalite movement? 
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28.3.2 Rich Peasants’ and Farmers’ Movements 
 
 

The last quarter of the twentieth century has seen the movements of a very important 

social group in the rural areas known as rich peasants, farmers, kulaks or the capitalist 

farmers in several regions of India. They rallied behind the farmers’ organisations in their 

respective regions. These organisations are - two Bharatiya Kisan Unions (the BKUs) of 

Punjab and Uttar Pradesh, Shetkari Sangathan of Maharastra, Khadyut Samaj of Gujarat, 

Karnataka Rjya Raitha Sangha of Karnartaka and Vivasayigal of Tamil Nadu. The most 

prominent leaders of these unions are Bhupendra Singh Mann in Punjab, Mahendra Singh 

Tikait in UP, Sharad Joshi in Maharastra and Nandunjappa Swami in Karnatak. These 

farmers are the most influential and resourceful sections of rural society in their respective 

regions. They largely belong to the intermediate castes. They have benefited most from the 

state policies especially the land reforms and the green revolution. They cultivate land with 

the family labour supported by the hired-labour. They control the maximum resources in 

the rural society – land, water resources, animals, modern technology like tractors, etc. 

The movements of rich farmers unlike the movements of poor peasants are not directed 

against any rural exploiters. In fact, a large group of them belong to the latter. These are 

directed against the state and unequal terms of trade. 

Their main demands have been – remunerative prices, susidised imputs, writing off loans, 

lowering of electricity bills, substantial reduction in water canal charges, representation of 

the farmers in the Agricultural Price Commission. With the exception of the Maharastra, 

these movement did not raise the problems of the small producers. Rather, Tikait has 

demanded scrapping of land ceiling laws and of the Minimum wages Act. 

The most common mode of mobilisation in the farmers’ or the rich peasants’ movements 

include rallies, satyagrah, road blocaked, gaon bandi (banning the entry of outsiders into 

the villages) and attack on the public property. Some times these result in violence. Their 

“apolitical” nature, which means their not being attached to the political parties has been 
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the most effective method of mobilisation, especially in the in the initial phase of the 

movements. 

While the farmers’ movements in India shared several common characteristics, e.g., they 

raised the market-oriented demands, their “apolitical” nature, their direction against the 

state, patterns of mobilisation, the BKU movement of UP was distinct in terms of 

leadership and involvement of the traditional institution. Mahendra Singh Tikait, the chief 

of the Uttar Pradesh BKU is also the hereditary head of the traditional caste organisation 

known as the Sarva Khap of the farming Jats. His social position enabled him to become 

the leader of the BKU at a time when the farmers of the UP did not have a leader of that 

stature in the wake of the death of Charan Singh in 1987. Tikait was able to involve the 

traditional leaderships or Khaps -chiefs of several farming castes under the banner of the 

BKU. Besides, the BKU also took up the social issues like dowry in the initial phase of its 

movement. 

The Bharatiya Kissan Union of Mahendra Singh Tikait speaks a language that invokes 

elements of Charan Singh’s discourse on agriculture. Charan Singh used to argue that there 

was an urban bias in Indian planning and held it accountable for diversion of resources 

from agriculture. It, however, does not go to the extent of treating industrial and urban 

India agains the rural India unlike the Shetkari Sangathan of Sharad Joshi. The rich peasant 

organisations do not admit any contradiction between the interests of rich peasants and the 

poor agrarian classes. They argue that unremunerative prices affect both the rich and the 

poor peasants. While the Shetkari Sangthan maintains a façade of India and Bharat divide 

to hide the class divide in agriculture, the BKU conceals it under the cover of existing 

Bhaichara (brotherhood) and peasant- proprietorship in the western U.P. 

The movement of rich peasant has become an important fact of the present day Indian 

reality. No political party can afford to displease them. The government’s decision to 

enhance electricity rates for farmers, raising fertilizer prices are met with stiff resistance. 

Many times they resort to stoppage of the supply of commodities like onion sugar or milk 

to get their demands conceded. One thing has become obvious that there has been a 

tremendous increase in the power of this class. They not only exploit the labour power and 

control majority of land they also control levers of power like gram panchayat, zila 

parishad co-operatives and educational institutions and banks to get maximum benefit from 

these institution and also to maintain its dominant position in the rural area. 

The rich farmers are diversifying their sources of income. Some of their income comes 

from outside the agrarian sector like employment in cities, rent trade, money lending or 
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transport. They are also investing in small industries like sugar and rice mills as well as in 

food processing. 

 

28.4 THE IMPACT OF ECONOMIC LIBERALIZATION ON THE WORKERS 

AND PEASANT MOVEMENTS 

 

 
 

The economic reforms in the country that came to be known as liberalisation can be said to 

be mainly the - 1990 development. The era of reforms started with the government of P.V. 

Narsimha Rao. Since then successive governments have continued with liberalisation 

agenda. The present government of Atal Behari Vajpayee is also committed to this agenda. 

Among the main planks of this New Economic policy are closure of sick and loss making 

public enterprises, disinvestments from and privatisation of the public sector enterprises. 

There has been a marked decline in the growth rate of total employment in the organised 

sector in the 1990`s as compared to 1980`s. In fact this period is known as a period of 

jobless growth. Labour laws relating to job security are being changed. Many workers have 

been pushed out of jobs under the voluntary retirement scheme. A practice of using 

contract and casual labour in place of regular employees has become widespread. There 

have been strikes by Trade Unions to protect the interests of workers in State Electricity 

Boards, ITDC hotels, banks, etc. A National Renewal Fund was created as early as in 1992 

to provide a social safety net to the labour force rendered jobless. 

In 1994 the government of India signed the Uruguway round of the General Agreement on 

Tariffs and Trade (GATT) at Maracas [Morocco] and became a member of the World 

Trade Organization (WTO). This step of the government can be seen as part of the New 

Economic policy. As per conditions of the GATT, developing countries including India are 

under obligation to introduce subsidies -discipline. They are being asked to keep subsidies 

to the farmers up to 10% of their value of output. But cutting down on subsidies is a 

difficult proposition because no government wants to displease the rich farmers. They 

continue to get things like irrigation waters and electricity either free or at throwaway 

prices. Another G.ATT related problem faced by the farmers is introduction of patenting in 

agriculture. The farmer is not automatically permitted to use farm-saved-seeds of protected 

varieties to sow the next crop. He has either to pay compensation for the use of seeds saved 

by him or obtain the approval of the breeder. As most of the Plant Breeders are the Multi 

National Corporations (MNCs), their primary intention is maximisation of profit. This 

leaves the farmers no option but to buy the seeds again. Farmers in Karnatka attacked the 
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farm of Cargill Seeds to register their anger. There have been protests against Terminator- 

Seeds of cotton in Maharashtra and Gujrat. The response of the rich farmers` movements to 

new developments like the New Economic Policy, India joining WTO has not been 

undifferentiated. While Sharad Joshi in the western part of the country has supported the 

new developments. Mahendra Singh Tikait in the north and Nanjundaswamy in the south 

have been critical of it. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 3 

Note: i) Use the space below for your answer. 

ii) Check Your answer given at the end of the unit. 

Q. 1. Identify the main farmers’ organisations along with their main leaders and the regions 

of their operation. 

 

 

 

 
 

Q. 2. What are the main demands of the rich peasant movements? 
 

 

 
 

Q. 3 What has been the impact of the New Economic Policy on the workers? 
 

 

 
 

 

28.5 LET US SUM UP 
 

 

In this unit you have studied about the collective action or the social and political 

movements of the workers and the peasants in India. These groups have been agitating 

from the colonial period for the redressal of their grievances. They formed their 

organisations and responded to the call of their leadership. The problems of the workers 

included mainly wages, bonus, personnel, leave and hours of work, violence and 

indiscipline, industrial and labour policies, etc. The peasants are not a homogeneous 

category. The poor and small peasants are related to their vulnerable social and economic 

conditions. The farmers which are also known as the rich peasants, kulaks or the capitalist 
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farmers are mobilised around the issues related to the developed and commercial farming. 

The period from the 197os onwards has seen the rise of workers and peasants’ 

organisations and the movements which are not affiliated to any political party. The 

farmers and peasants movements affect the political processes in India to a significant 

extent. 
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28.7 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS EXCERCISES 
 

 

Check Your Progress Exercise 1 

1) The main issues in the workers’ movements included - wages, bonus, personnel, 

leave and hours of work, violence and indiscipline, industrial and labour policies, etc. 

2) The “apolitical” trade union emerged because the workers were dissatisfied with the 

existing trade unions which were affiliated to the political parties. 

3) The trade unions have the following limitations: the organised woking class is small 

section of the working population in India; poor finance; dominance of the outside 

leadership; factionalism, etc. 
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Check Your Progress Exercise 2 

1) They were exploited by a group of classes, e.g., landlords and their agents, 

moneylenders and the officials of the colonial state. The landlords increased the rents 

on the peasants continuously, took forced gifts and extracted begar from them. They 

were heavily indebted to the moneylenders in order to pay the rent and meet the needs 

of their subsistence. When the peasants could not pay the rent, services or the begar, 

they were evicted form their land. They were also physically tortured. 

2) Telangna Movement launched in 1946 in the princely state of Hyderabad ruled by 

the Nizam. This movement started as a protest against collection of excessive revenue 

using force by jagirdars. In the beginning the leadership was in the hands of the rich 

peasants and the movement was directed against the big absentee landlords allied to the 

Nizamsahi. But very soon the initiative passed into the hands of poor peasants and 

agricultural labour that started occupying lands of landlords, and wastelands and started 

distributing it among them. By 1947 this movement organized a Guerilla Army 

mobilizing poor peasantry and agricultural labour many of which were tribal and 

untouchables. This army snatched large quantity of arms from the zamindars and drove 

away the local government officials. They established their control over an area of 

15,000 square miles with a population of 40,000. The administrations in these areas 

were run by peasant soviets. The army of independent India succeeded in crushing the 

Telangna Movement in 1951. 

3) The Naxalite movement originated in the Nazxalbari area of North Bengal. It was 

directed against the landlords and the state agencies. The movement was based on the 

principles of violence. It had spread into other states like Andhra Pradesh, Madhya 

Pradesh and Bihar. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 3 

1) These are - two Bharatiya Kisan Unions (the BKUs) in Punjab and Uttar Pradesh, 

led by Bhupender Singh Mann and Mahendra Singh Tikait respectively; Shetkari 

Sangathan in Maharastra led by Sharad Joshi, Karnataka Rjya Raitha Sangha in 

Karnartaka led Prof. Nanjundappa Swami; Khadyut Samaj in Gujarat, and Vivsayigal 

Sangam in Tamil Nadu. 

2) Their main demands have been – remunerative prices, susidised imputs, writing off 

loans, lowering of electricity bills, substantial reduction in water canal charges, 

representation of the farmers in the Agricultural Price Commission. With the exception 

of the Maharastra, these movements did not raise the problems of the small producers. 
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Rather, Tikait has demanded scrapping of land ceiling laws and of the Minimum wages 

Act. 

3) The impact of the New Economic Policy on the workers is reflected in the following 

way: deterioration in their material conditions, privatisation, retrenchment and the 

Voluntary Retirement Scheme, etc. 
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