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37.0 OBJECTIVES

After reading this Unit you will learn about:

@ the evolution of the concept of democracy,
@ the evolution of democratic ideas and institutions in India,
® the limits within which these ideas and institutions function.

37.1 INTRODUCTION

Democracy is the watchword of the developing nations today. All shades of political
opinions equally proclaim their adherence to it. However, in practice, it might mean quite
different things to different classes, groups and parties. Thus, there is no one agreed
definition of democracy. In.India too the ideas and institutions of democracy grew up in
the context of different perceptions of different classes, groups and parties. The context of
anti-colonial struggle and the post-independence developments gave these perceptions a
definite direction. '

37.2  THE CONCEPT OF DEMOCRACY: A HISTORY

As a concept, the word democracy originated probably in the fifth century B.C. to describe
the system of government found among few of the Greek City States. The translation of
Greek word provides us with a basic definition of democracy as ‘rule by’ or ‘of the
people’.

In the modern context, these views were first revived and articulated in the early modern
Europe as a critique of precapitalist ideology and rule. Seventeenth and eighteenth century
Europe witnessed the emergence of capitalism and the erosion of the existing feudal order.
It was during this period that revived democratic ideas acquired their conceptual apparatus
and practical social meaning in the principles of liberalism. '
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Accordmg to them, the real essence of democracy can be captured only if there exists an
institutional arrangement of decision-making, based upon various levels of people’s
participation. Such political framework of democracy is possible, only if the people realize
that they are equally enjoying the fruit of socio-economic development. In other words the
actual democracy can exist only under a participatory socialist polity, where people

- become their own political master or genuine sovereign voters.

Check Your Progress 1
- 1) Liberal democracy’s theorists (Locke, Rousseau etc.) said that:

i) society was divided into various classes and groups because one group or class was
biologically more fit than the others.

ii) authority to rule came from the consent of the people.
iil) authority to rule was given by God

iv) none of these

2) Politics in majority of the modern day democratic states
i) is determined by the nature of the prevalent party-system
ii) is determined by ‘participatory democracy’
ii1) is determined by divine right of the king

iv) None of the above

37.3 THE EVOLUTION OF DEMOCRATIC IDEAS AND
INSTITUTIONS IN INDIA

Democratic ideas and institutions grew up in the context of the impact of British rule, the
national movement and the development of post independence polity.

37.3.1 The Impact of the British Rule

In the evolution of the modern democratic ideas and institutions in India, the experience of
British Colonial rule and of the anti-colonial freedom struggle was decisive. It was only
when the pre-Colonial Indian Society was put into the melting pot of colonial rule that the
ideas of democracy and nationalism started to take shape, in the beginning of nineteenth
century. Colonial exploitation required a new economic and administrative infrastructure,
which in turn set new social forces of production into motion. Out of these came a new
social mobility, which allowed the growth of reformist, nationalist, liberal and democratic
ideas. .

Indian Renaissance and Democracy

_The demand for the introduction of democratic and representative institutions in India
dates back to the days of Raja Ram Mohan Roy and Indian Renaissance. However
renaissance in India marked only a half-hearted advance towards a liberal democracy. It
lacked a radical self-critical appraisal of India’s social structure and its value system. .

L)
Even this half-hearted advance through Renaissance the movement lacked the support of
any prominent social class. It was confined to a tiny section of educated people. Thus it
lacked a revolutionary will and the power for the social and ideological transformation of
Indian society. Unlike the social movements of antifeudal revolution in the west, and
transition to capitalism the democratic movement in India took place without any break
twith pre-capitalist ideologies. Thus democracy and capitalism in India always remained
.impregnated with a strong sense of revivalism and with local parochial traditions of caste,
language, region and religion. .

The introduction of Western education in India was the most significant development in
the growth of liberalism, democracy and nation-building in the modemn Indian context. It
provided the educated manpower to organise business and industry along scientific lines. It
produced the leadership of the national movement. The organization of the Congress-
nationalist platform was.achieved with the initiative of the educated elite. In fact,
according to the early nationalists, the unity of the educated elite signified Indian national
unity (Surendranath Banerjee).

The Establishment of

Democratic Polity in India

59
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The Early Nationalist§ and Dengifacy
The success of the early nationaligd§ay in the spread of the message of democracy and

nationalism among edqcated India b In the beginning, they demanded the introduction of
representative institutions within giffframework of British overlordship over India.

. | .
Even the political mess pans like ‘Swaraj’ and ‘Swadeshi’ did not go beyond
the confines of British; [

i

ge of the
ule.

In the beginning, therefore, the Inf In National Congress lacked the militancy and
programme essential fof a decisiv ‘ruggle for independence and democracy in India. The
English educated elite Was too dedgl drawn into the charm of the colonial ethos and its
value-system to seek afly real radi ﬂ break with the British rule. In the process, early
Congress politics, durigg the mod El e era, were hampered by its incapacity to seek mass

support for its policies and action}d tside the narrow circle of the English educated elite.

This limitation was sought to be gifircome by the extremist leadership. They tried to

achieve this goal not odl the basis §#fla specific socio-economic policy of mass-mobilization

against colonial exploitation, but the help of the religious ideology of Hindu

revivalism. Instead of q hieving agimocratic consenses of all communities on the basis of

: 2' e of nationalism, Hindu revivalism led to communal
|

division between Hindas and Mus| | s. The religious extremists therefore strengthened the
Muslim fear that Congiess was an§#kentially Hindu party. Thus the alienation of Muslims
from Congress led to the weakeniflg 51' the movement of democracy and nationalism in

JIndia. : |

Democracy in the Age|of Mass Niflvements ‘
In the twentieth century the move l’l t of nationalism and democracy registered significant
advances. The Minto-Morley Ref@ls of 1909 permitted a minority of indirectly elected
members to the centrall egislative ii:ncil and majority of directly elected members to
enter the provincial coupcil. The ¥M9 Act introduced the system of dyarchy in India. The
1935 Act was passed irj| the afte of the Khilafat, the Non-cooperation and the Civil
Disobedience Movements. During i se movements large section of Indian people were
drawn in the struggle far democraffy and freedom. This included a section of capitalist
class, the middle classes, the work§lk class and peasantry. The participation of the working
people in these moveménts imme E' y enhanced the stature and strength of the nationalist

‘ as a result of the Quit India Movement and post-

| was transferred to the Indians. However, the

movement and its leaddpship. Fina
hworst communal holocaust and the‘partition of the
E ‘ |

|
!
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World War II social si ‘tion, po
independence of India witnessed
country. |

| .
eport on Partition and Independence.
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37.3.2 The Perception of the Constituent Assembly The Establishment of

Democratic Polity in India
The establishment of the 385 members Constituent Assembly by the colonial government
in 1946 was the culmination of the struggle for democratic government and independence
in India. It represented various shades of opinion including Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs.
" But this body of Constitution-makers was not fully representative in character. 292
members of it were chosen by the legislative assemblies of 1! provinces (ruled directly by
British) elected on a restricted franchise of about one-fifth of the adult population. 93
members were nominated by the rulers of the native states under the overall hegemony of
the British. The partition of the country in August 1947 reduced the size of this body to
298 of which 208 owed their loyalty to the Congress party.

The Constituent Assembly gave direction to the establishment of democratic institutions in
India. It functioned, both as the Parliament as well as the Constitution making body until
January 1950. The Congress Party being the most influential section, naturally had a direct
impact on the philosophy of the Indian Constitution. The real shape of the Indian
Constitution was determined not by an autonomous body of legal experts, but by the
liberal creed of the Congress party. The Constitution was, above all, a legal form of the
political philosophy upheld by the Congress party. And, all the decisions about the
establishment of liberal-democratic institutions in India: The form of government,
federalism, securalism and democratic rights were taken at the level of the Congress party
and its high command. This was confessed in the floor of the Assembly by the Chairman
of the Drafting Committee of the Indian Constitution Dr. Ambedkar himself by saying
that: “They had to go to another place to obtain a decision and come to Assembly™.

However, there was nothing wrong in such an overwhelming influence of the Congress per
se in the making of the Constitution. Constitutions are never made entirely within a
legalistic framework. Both the Philadelphia convention of 1787 and French National
Assembly of 1778-91 also went far beyond the legalistic terms and references. However,
there was a major difference between them and the Indian Constituent Assembly. They
marked a radical liberal revolutionary break in their social situation while this was not the
case in India. The independence of India highlights a compromise with the social situation
that has imposed the reality of Partition . This historical situation appeared beyond the
control of the Congress party and its leadership. The division of the country, however,
gave a free hand to the Congress party in the Constituent Assembly to evolve a
constitutional framework of its own choice. Earlier it had lacked this freedom while
negotiating with the Muslim League. :

26. Nehru Signing the Constitution (24.1.1950). 61



https://iasexamportal.com/study-kit

Click Here for Print%d Study | es for IAS Exams
https://iasex?mportal : i
37.4 THE QUESTIO
DIRECTI)

. Towards A Sovereign State

FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS AND
PLES

i arﬂ and an overwhelming majority of the Constituent
Assembly members wel iffihenced and impressed by the western liberal tradition
of democracy. From thé b the freedom struggle itself, their advocacy of basic
human rights and politig individual citizens epitomized the liberal democratic

y was fpound to incorporate these promises in the Indian

were therefore declared as the most sacred part of

er than the village, family, caste or community: was

p background of a highly communal structure

ar@ilbd local-parochial particularistic ties and an inward-
looking social outlook,‘ his was a [if#at step forward in the direction of bourgeois justice

Both the leadership of

.Constitution. The Fund
the Constitution. The i 1v1dua1
‘al umt I

» cqulsmon, holdmg or dlsposmg off property were
i urts. In this context the process of judicial

. !‘ diciary were regarded as sacred. A hierarchical _
ided with the Supreme Court of India standing at its
and the independence of judiciary was to

B vidual citizens. The courts were vested with

stitution in this context of bourgeois democracy in

system of courts was, erefore Y

apex. The objective of pudicial re
defend the rights and pj
absolute powers to intéx

India.
On the other hand the Birecti B iples of the Constitution (as enunciated in the Part IV
of the Indian Constituti Mlared to be fundamental, but not enforceable by any

. Therefore, these directives have not been realized

court, in the governanci P
¢ licy and programme of the Indian state point towards

in practice. In fact rece
the reversal of these disg

fkdeals and values to the people.
‘nc ideals and values to the people.
iii) tried to take de hocratic v i to; the people through the vehicle of religious

i) were able to tak

ii) were not able tq|

2) The hall mark of t '  i of Indian democracy in the post independence period

was that |
i) caste and co be regarded as the basic legal units.
ii) the individual c}

_ 111) both (i) & (ii) ; :

5, Ihenized as the basic legal unit.

37.5 TOWARDS A DEMOCRATIC STATE STRUCTURE

The evolution of liber ,tradmon . Aauttlori_ty has a long history in India. It was not
established overnight idN of the Constityent Assembly. From the period of the
Indian Renaissance upfl] Independiliice in 1947, the Indian political elite had become
familiar with the workihg of Briti fllsystem of governance. The influence of this
experience with the wdrking the Hiltish model was naturally.overwhelming in the choice
of the state structure ta{goven I polity in the future. Therefore, when the Constituent
Assembly was entrusted wi MK of creating a formal institutional network of state-
power in India, they i , for the Parliamentary system of government patterned
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H The Establishment of
37.5.1 Parliamentary System at the Centre Democratic Poltty in India

The Parliamentary system of governance envisages the collective responsibility of the
executive (i.e. the Council of Ministers) to the Legislature. The decision-making authority
here rests with the Council of ministers led by the Prime Minister. The Prime Minister is
not only the leader of the majority party or coalition of parties in the Parliament, but he is
also the spokesman of the nation and the state. His influence is overwhelming in shaping
the policy of the state and government. Therefore, it is argued by some that it is neither the
Parliamentary nor the Cabinet form of government that is in operation in the contemporary
period. According to many political scientists and commentators (in India and Britain),
what exists in reality is the Prime Ministerial form of Government. The institution of
presidency is merely nominal. It is created for five years by an electoral college consisting
of the members of both houses of the Union Parliament and the legisiative assemblies of
the states. The President of India acts on the aid and advice of the Council of Ministers led
by the Prime Minister.

37.5.2 The State

Like the Centre, at the state level also the real executive power is vested in the Chief
Minister by virtue of his position as the leader of the majority party in the state
legislature. The role of the Governor has been the major bone of contention from the
beginning. It has become very controversial, as on the one hand he’ acts as the nominee of
the Centre by virtue of his being appointed by it, and on the other hand according to the
Constitution he is supposed to act in accordance with the will of the majority party and its
leadership.in the state legislature. Thus, there always exists a conflict in his role as centre’s
loyal nominee vis-a-vis his loyalty to the Constitution. This conflict becomes far more
prominent if the ruling party at the state level happens to be in political opposition to the
ruling party at the Centre.

37.6 THE ELECTORAL SYSTEM

The introduction of the representative system of government based on universal adult
franchise was one of the most significant advances towards the democratization of the
Indian political system. For this purpose, the Election Commission (Article 324) was
created to supervise the entire procedure and machinery for national and state elections.

37.6.1 Towards a democratic representation

India’s experience with elections on the whole has been positive. They have become the
chief system by which the strength of any leadership or a party is tested. Although, the
introduction of universal suffrage strengthened the already established caste-class authority
in terms of economic power, social position and political authority, but it also gave a voice
to the hitherto disenfranchised sections of society. In this way the elections have become
central to the legitimacy of political authority in India. In case they cease to be the key
instruments of political legitimation the political system of India itself might be threatened.
Whenever electoral choices were seen as being critically important in the health of
democracy, the Indian voters have utilized their right to franchise with wisdom.

Elections, in this way, have become a part and parcel of India’s political life. They are
more or less taken for granted for. the solution of any crisis. This is evident in case of
Jammu and Kashmir, Assam, and Tamil Nadu. The functioning of the electoral system in
India then has been central for the continued health of its democratic system. According to
Morris Jones, therefore, miraculously the elections are “one of the things Indians — do
well”.

37.6.2 Limits

However, within the context of Indian politics, we find that elections have not
revolutionized the situation. They were not introduced with any revolutionary aim either.
They were utilised as a vehicle for legitimizing the existent social and economic power of
the dominant castes and classes. Therefore, with few exceptions, they have not been
helpful to the toiling people as a weapon to diminish the socio-economic and political hold
of vested interests. For example a Survey of the Panchayat Samitis in Andhra Pradesh in
the mid-1960s, for instance showed that “high caste, more land, more money and more
1 educatien” continued to be “the requisite for political sticcess”. 63
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about their overwhelming imiportance to the independent Indian state. Many democrats,
reformers and the nationalists even wanted to get rid of them. But, the votaries of the
centralized state prevailed ultimately. Patel, for example, defended their utility by saying
that:

The Establishment of
Democratic Polity in India

“T have worked with them during difficult period ... Remove them and I see nothing
but a picture of chaos all over the country”. Even the radical Nehru concurred in
their continuance by saying that: “the old distinction and differences have gone... In
the difficult days ahead our service and experts have a vital role to play and we invite
them to do so as comrades in the service of India”.

In addition to the bureaucracy, the role of para-military forces like the Central Reserve
Police Force (CRPF), the Border Security Force (BSF) and the Central Industrial Security
Force (CISF) is also instrumental in strengthening the centralized political power structure
in India.

"Check Your Progress 3
Tick ( ) the correct statement:
1) The weakness of the electoral system in India is that

1) it has come to be manipulated by national and regional elite by using caste,
communal and regional chauvinism.

ii) it has no weakness at all.
iii) it has given effective representation to the toiling poor and depressed classes.

iv) None of the above.

2) What are the constraints in making India a truly federal structure?

378 LET US SUM UP

After reading this unit you were able to know:

® about a brief history of the concept of democracy.

® about the way in which the idea of democracy and its institutions have shaped up in
India. .

@ about the limits of both the concept of liberal democracy as well its practise, mainly
through the Indian experience.

379 KEY WORDS

Plural Voting : A system of voting in which one person gets more than one vote.

Disenfranchised sections: Those sections of a society who do not have the franchise i.e.
right to vote and elect a representative.

Consensus: Complete agreement on an issue.
Universal Suffrage: right to vote and elect representative for every individual.
Political legitimation: Political recognisation that certain art or idea is legal.

Paternalistic theory of authority: a theory that gave the king, the authority to rule since
he had to look after his subjects as a father looks after his son.

Pre-capitalist ideologies: ideologies i.e. world views which existed prominently before
capitalism. In Indian context they can be identified as religion or caste. These world views
in contrast to capitalism’s global spread were local in nature. 65
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Concept of natural hiemarchy: a ¢ ept which talked of society being divided into rich
and poor because of natural reasonq{§§. reasons of biology. So biologically the fittest man
became rich and the unff became pRW

Ul

Westminster Model: The parliame; iHi form of government which has evolved in
Britain. Westminster is t] the British Parliament is located.
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| 1
T s | I - _
SOME USEFUL 13OOK t OR THIS BLOCK
Amit K. Gupta (ed) | ‘\ and Reality,
| (I18rohar, New Delhi-1987)
Bipan Chandra “ Cp i munalism in Moderit India
| q as, New Delhi, 1986)
1

Sumit Sarkar -

mlllan New Delhi, 1983)
an Constitution (NCERT)
pocracy in Practice (NCERT) -



https://iasexamportal.com/study-kit

