9 Opposition and parliamentary
accountability

Who sets the agenda??

Sandeep Shastri

I was in the opposition for 40 years but I never hesitated to congratu-
late the government of the day when the situation warranted. But,
Congress bebaved irresponsibly during the Kargil war

Atal Bihari Vajpayee as Prime Minister 7 April 2004

The government does not want our cooperation or wants it on its own

terms. We are the Opposition. But if the Government does not allow

the Opposition to play the part then there would be difficulty and
democracy would not work well

Atal Bihari Vajpayee as Leader of the NDA

while in the Opposition 26 August 2004

The Government and the opposition both have a sacred obligation.
We do incalculable damage to the reputation of India’s Parliament
if we resort to disruption of Parliament to make a political point.
Those who prevent Parliament from functioning, disable the voice
of the people
Manmohan Singh as Prime Minister in
address to nation on 2 September 2012

The NDA government is pushing forward a discussion with not even

a formal consultation with the Opposition. The Congress partly

strongly opposes the move of the Government and will do so on the
floor of the House

Manmohan Singh as Leader of the Opposition

in the Rajya Sabha on 21 December 2002

Approaching the theme

The opening four statements made by two very important leaders,
who held the positions of both the Prime Minister as well as Leader
of the Opposition,” succinctly highlight the difference in perspective
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when one is the ruling and the opposition. All four statements draw
attention to a clear difference in perception. Vajpayee rightly pointed
out to the ‘role of a constructive opposition when he was Prinl:e Min-
ister and highlighted the need for the opposition to be given its legiti-
mate space when he was the Leader of the Opposition. Manmofl;lan
Singh as Prllme Minister drew attention to the responsibilities of the
opposition in allowing Parliament to function and bemoaned the lack
of consultation between the ruling and the opposition when he was
the Leader of the Opposition. In the working of India’s parliamentar
dechracy, the role of the opposition is clearly now occupying ch
spotllghr' of attention. In the last quarter century with the formation
of coalition governments at the national level and the clear emergence
ofa competitive party system, the role of the opposition has assumed
adde‘d sllgmﬁcance and relevance. There is of course, an element of
amblg‘u%ty and lack of consensus (especially between the ruling and the
opposition) on the legitimate role of the opposition in a parliamentar
system. More often than not, for those in politics, where they ‘stand}:
depends on which side of the aisle they ‘sit’! This chapter makes an
attempt to assess the position of the Opposition within the framework
of Parharqen_tary democracy and analyze the multiple roles it has come
to play within the boundaries of Parliamentary accountability.

If one were to look at the broader context there has been an interest-

ing debate on the emerging role of the Parliament in India. While many

commentators have drawn attention to the decline of Parliament and
the strong public sentiment against Parliament® others have focused on
the progressive democratization of the legislative chambers.* Scholars
have. al§o drawn attention to the changing characteristics of political
parties in India as being the principal factor contributing to the decline
of Parliament.” While exclusively focusing on the Opposition in the
!owef house of the Indian Parliament, we would make the argument
in this chapter that the political context in which the oppositiogn oper-
ates on the one hand and the redefining of the role that elected repre-

;entatlves.themselves seem to be increasingly believing in needs to be
udgeted into any assessment.®

A framework for analysis

Robert'Dahl referred to polyarchal democracies as offering meaning-
ful c.hmces among different alternatives in his seminal work on dem(g)-
cratic theory as early as in 1956, asserting that the alternative with the
maximum support gains prominence even as others enjoy an element
of legitimacy.” A few decades later, expanding on this theme, Dahl

Opposition and parliamentary agenda 205

argued that in polyarchal democracies, citizens enjoyed the right to be
critical of the conduct of government.® Clearly, ‘opposition alongside
participation’ was seen as the mainstay of democracy. One of the key
features of liberal democracies and which made them distinctly dif-
ferent from non-democratic regimes was the legitimacy and presence
of the opposition. Shapiro has rightly asserted that democracy ‘is an
ideology of opposition as much as it is one of government’.'’

Thus within a democratic framework, the legitimate space of the

opposition has always been recognized with varying degrees of asser-
tiveness. Three dimensions need to be factored into this analysis.
Firstly, the nature and structure of the democratic political system
assumes significance. Does the system provide for institutional and
political opportunities for the voice of the opposition to be heard? Is
the opposition accommodated in the legitimate space available within
the political institutions that exist or do they need to get themselves
heard through more ingenious ways by accessing other available plat-
forms in the democratic political process? These questions are critical
to understanding the role of the Opposition in the Indian democratic
context. A tangential aspect that merits focus is whether the consti-
tutional arrangement provides for a presidential, semi-presidential or
a parliamentary system of government. In a parliamentary system of
government, the role and space for the opposition is often distinctly
defined. Comparisons across established democratic political systems
have found that in ‘institutional terms, the Westminster systems are
still at the bottom of the league table when it comes to opposition
influence on parliamentary decision-making’.'" In these parliamentary
democracies, the opposition within the elected legislature many a time
sees its legitimate role as being one of criticizing the ruling party and
the government often with an eye on the next elections.'? Yet, when
this criticism is within the larger framework of accountability, it is a
‘powerful reminder of the great capacity of parliamentary democracy
(to balance) . . . competing public demands for political stability and
change.’'? Helms identifies three tasks of the opposition, especially ina
parliamentary democracy:'* a) criticizing the government; b) scrutiniz-
ing and checking government actions; and ¢) representing a credible
alternative to the government. It has often been argued in western par-
liamentary democracies that, within the elected legislature, when the
ruling party is strong, the opposition takes recourse to parliamentary
debates and committees to assert its presence.'’ We would argue that
in parliamentary democracies like India, a strong ruling party presence
in the legislature often forces the Opposition to establish its presence
more outside elected Chambers than within it.
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Secondly, the nature of the party system plays a critical role in estab-
lishing the contours of the influence of the opposition. It has often been
argued that where coalition governments are the norm, the blurring of
the clear divide between what constitutes the ruling and the opposition
impacts on the influence of the opposition. In a one-party dominant
system, the opposition could often be pushed to the margins.!® The
role of the opposition in traditional two-party systems is often more
unambiguous whereas in a competitive multi-party system one could
often witness bipolar or multi-polar contestations.!”

A third dimension that assumes significance is the difference in the
influence of the opposition in federal and unitary systems. The territo-
rial distribution of powers coupled with the nature of the party system
also influences the strength and status of the opposition within elected
legislatures in both federal and unitary parliamentary systems.'® This
facet is critical when the role of the opposition in India is assessed.

While discussing the patterns of opposition in western democra-
cies, Dahl referred to the ‘ends and means’ of the opposition. While
regard to the means there was no single pattern and varied from one
political system to another, the end invariably was coming to power
or ushering in change, at times of a radical nature. The means var-
ied according to their strategies, distinctiveness, choice of sites for
encounter, nature of competitiveness in the system, and the focus of
their concentration.!®

Within the broader theoretical context outlined, this chapter will
assess the role of the opposition in the Lower House of the Indian
Parliament (Lok Sabha) over the last quarter century, especially after
1989. For many, the 1989 Parliamentary elections heralded the end
of one-party domination and the ushering in of a competitive party
system.?? This election also saw the commencement of a phase of coali-
tion and minority governments on the one hand and a clear emergence
of a formal and legitimate opposition in the Lok Sabha.

The opposition in the Lok Sabha: an overview

As per the conventions and practices that have defined the working
of the parliamentary system of government, the party that secures a
majority of seats in the Lok Sabha becomes the ruling party and its
leader, the Prime Minister. Those political parties which are opposed to
the ruling party are in the opposition and the opposition party with the
largest number of seats and has more than 10 per cent of the strength
of the House is declared as the official Opposition and its leader as the
Leader of the Opposition.?!
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If one were to trace the history of the first fifteen Lok Sabhas (1952-
2014), in the first three Lok Sabhas (1952-1967) no opposition party
was accorded the official status of the Opposition as none of them had
10 per cent of the members of the House. This was clearly the phase
of one party-domination, when the Congress party was in power not
merely at the Centre but in most of the states. The Opposition was not
merely limited in its numerical strength but was also deeply divided. It
has often been argued that the real opposition to the Congress party
was not so much on the Opposition benches but within the ranks of
the Congress party. Much before the first General Elections in 1952,
when the Constitution was still being drafted, it was argued that the
real Opposition leader to Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru was his
own Deputy Prime Minister, Vallabhai Patel.?> Manor asserts that the
first Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru, was committed to
liberal values and a dominant Congress saw very little threat from the
opposition. Manor elaborates that Nehru “treated opposition parties
generously, unlike many of his contemporaries elsewhere in the devel-
oping world’.??

It is interesting to record that the first time a party was formally
recognized as the official opposition in the Lok Sabha, was whep
the Congress party split and the Congress(O) emerged as an opposi-
tion party against the Congress(R) and its leader Ram Subhag Singh
became the first Leader of the Opposition. He had a tenure as Leader
of the Opposition for just over a year as the Fourth Lok Sabha was
dissolved. Once again the Fifth Lok Sabha (1971-1977) saw no oppo-
sition party securing the minimum required 10 per cent of the seats.
This was also a phase when the relationship between the government
often became tenuous especially on account of the central govern-
ment misusing the provisions of the Constitution to destabilize the
opposition-led state governments.**

The Sixth Lok Sabha saw the Janata Party emerging as the rul-
ing party and the Congress being relegated (for the first time) to the
benches of the opposition. The Congress emerged as the official oppo-
sition and Y.B. Chavan became the official Leader of the Opposition to
be soon succeeded by C.M. Stephen when the Congress party split and
saw a leadership change on the floor of the House. When the Janata
government collapsed and Charan Singh formed the government with
the outside support of the Congress, the Janata Party emerged as the
official opposition and its leader Jagjivan Ram became the Leader of
the Opposition.

When the Congress returned to power in 1980, the Seventh and
Eighth Lok Sabhas once again saw a situation for a decade, wherein
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no opposition party secured the minimum 10 per cent of the seats and
thus there was no official opposition party or Leader of the Opposition.

The 1989 polls that led to the constitution of the Ninth Lok Sabha
was a watershed election in more than one way. This election heralded
the end of one-party domination and the emergence of an authentic
multi-party system.”’ For the next quarter century the country saw
coalition and minority governments at the national level with no single
party being able to secure a majority on its own in the Lok Sabha. This
development also saw an element of stability in the ranks of the oppo-
sition and during this two-decades-and-a-half period there has always
been an official opposition and a Leader of the Opposition. The party
which emerged as the official opposition was linked to the politics of
coalition formation and support to minority governments.

The 1989 elections saw a five party National Front coalition gov-
ernment to power with the outside support of the BJP and the left
parties. The Congress, which was the single largest party in the House
preferred to sit in the opposition and given its numerical strength its
leader, Rajiv Gandhi became the Leader of the Opposition. When the
National Front Government collapsed in December 1990 and a splin-
ter group of the Janata Dal (S) led by Chandrashekar formed the gov-
ernment with outside support of the Congress, Rajiv Gandhi had to
give up the position of the Leader of the Opposition as his party was
supporting the new government and the BJP emerged as the official
opposition and its leader L.K. Advani became Leader of Opposition.

The 1991 elections saw the Congress forming a minority govern-
ment and the BJP emerged as the official opposition party and first
L.K. Advani and later Atal Bihari Vajpayee became the Leader of
the Opposition. After the 1996 Lok Sabha elections when Vajpayee
formed the thirteen-day BJP government, the Congress was accorded
the status of the official opposition with its leader P.V. Narasimha Rao
becoming Leader of the Opposition. When the thirteen-party United
Front government came to power with the outside support of the Con-
gress and the Left parties, the BJP once again became the principal
opposition with Vajpayee being appointed Leader of the Opposition.

The Twelfth Lok Sabha had one of the briefest terms of a little over
a year. The BJP-led coalition government was in power with the Con-
gress being the official opposition led by Sharad Pawar. The Thirteenth
Lok Sabha saw the BJP-led NDA return to power and the Congress
retaining its position as the official opposition though with Sonia Gan-
dhi as the new leader. The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Lok Sabha saw the
Congress-led UPA emerging as the ruling coalition with the BJP being
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the official opposition first under the leadership of L.K. Advani, who
later handed over the leadership to Sushma Swaraj.

Thus, clearly, the ninth general election in 1989 is the touchstone
when the position of an official opposition and its recognized leader
in the Lok Sabha got stabilized and the Lok Sabha has always had a
Leader of the Opposition since then till the sixteenth general election in
2014 when the Congress returned with only forty-four seats in the Lok
Sabha that less than 10 per cent of the strength of the House. In any
case the development till then has a direct corollary to the emerging
competitive multi-party system in the country and the fact of coalition
governments at the national level. What have been its wider implica-
tions for the discharge of responsibilities by the party which occupied
the status of the official opposition in the Lok Sabha will be the focus
of the next section.

The opposition and parliamentary accountability

When analyzing the role of the opposition as a party and as individual
members in the Lok Sabha, in ensuring parliamentary accountability
in particular and playing the role of a parliamentary opposition, the
following six roles are often outlined: a) Representing their individ-
ual constituencies; b) Holding the government of the day to account;
c) Seeking information from the government as and when required and
warranted; d) (Re)Interpreting government actions from the perspec-
tive of the opposition and their perception of the public good; e) Sup-
porting the government on matters that require a national consensus;
and f) Providing the nation with a viable alternative to the existing rul-
ing party. One could debate strategies to prioritize these roles. Further,
each of these roles and their relative importance and impact needs to
be viewed in the specific context of the wider developments of national
politics. Different opposition parties and members could also privilege
one role as against another in a specific context. Over time, a judicious
combination of these roles would do justice to an opposition party/
member to the role assigned to it. In this section, an evaluation of the
opposition in discharging these roles is dilated upon.

While focusing on the role of the opposition in the lower house of
the Indian Parliament, it is useful to provide a wider context in terms
of both popular perception of the working of Parliament and more
specifically the opposition on the one hand and the assessment con-
tained in the body of literature on the working of the Lok Sabha and
the opposition therein.
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Data from the National Election Studies, India Component of the
World Values Survey®® and the State of Democracy in South Asia
(SDSA) Studies would indicate that among common people, two
important political institutions suffer from a serious trust deficit: Par-
liament and Political Parties. The comparative chart below succinctly
illustrates the point. In the five surveys, highlighted, Parliament has
remained in fourth or third position, in terms of trust. What would be
heartening for those who support Parliament is that it is consistently
ranked above the political parties, the police, and the bureaucracy
(see Figure 9.1).

The first SDSA report (2005) clearly indicates that public trust in
non-elected institutions is much higher than elected institutions.?’”
However one also notices a silver lining in this regard. When it specifi-
cally comes to Parliament, the second round of the India segment of
the SDSA study (2013) indicates that the trust in Parliament witnesses
a dramatic increase by as much as thirteen percentage points.?® Fur-
ther, the first round of the Tracker Poll conducted by Lokniti-CSDS in
July 2013, in the run up to the 2014 Lok Sabha elections, specifically
sought the response of people to their level of satisfaction with the
main opposition party over the last four years (2009-2013).2° Close
to half the respondents were either fully satisfied or somewhat satisfied
with the way the main opposition party discharged its responsibilities.
While around one-fourth of the respondents were dissatisfied, around
three of every ten respondents preferred not to express an opinion.
One would immediately need to add a caveat at this point. The public
perception of the opposition in 2013 could be a direct corollary to
the strong level of disenchantment with the government, a fact that
was clearly expressed the very next year in the Lok Sabha elections.
However, both the second round of the India segment of the State of
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Studies that have focused attention on the working of the Indian
Parliament have drawn attention to the general decline in terms of
the time spent by the Lok Sabha on deliberations as also the quality
of those deliberations. Verma and Tripathi,’® in their analysis of the
decline of the Indian Parliament amidst democratization, indicate
that there has been the following: a) a steep fall in the number of
days that the Lok Sabha has spent in deliberations;’! b) a progressive
increase in the working hours lost in the Lok Sabha on account of
disruptions;* ¢) a sharp decline in the duration of the sitting hours
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of the House;** and d) a progressive reduction in the number of bills
passed and time devoted to discussion of the budget and passing of leg-
islation. The study also indicates that this decline has been especially
steep over the last two decades, ever since one saw the rise of a compet-
itive multi-party system, a series of coalition or minority governments.
Much of the analysis on the decline of the Indian Parliament has
focused attention on the perceptible deterioration in both the qual-
ity of the debate on the floor of the Lok Sabha as well as the time
and effort devoted to conduct its deliberations. After every forced
adjournment of the House on account of disruptions, there is an ani-
mated debate on the huge waste of both fiscal and human resources on
account of the elected chamber not being allowed deliberate and func-
tion. A game of mutual blame is unleashed by both the ruling party
and the opposition. On the other hand, it has also been argued that
the regular interruptions and deviations in the Lok Sabha proceedings
and ever-so-frequent disruption of the House are a ‘consequence of its
progressive democratization and a reflection of the larger develop-
ments and fundamental changes in the Indian political process.>

Reflecting on the role of the opposition in the Indian Parliament in
- general and the Lok Sabha in particular, Manor makes the argument
that ever since the phase of coalition politics and multi-party democ-
racy, parties which have sat in the Opposition have often believed that
at they stood a good chance of winning the mandate at the next elec-
tions.*® This may have often decided and defined their strategy both
on the floor of the House and in their approach to Lok Sabha pro-
ceedings. He also makes the point that much of the deliberations of
the Lok Sabha are not so much through the formal proceedings on the
floor of the House but through Parliamentary Committees at which
both members of the ruling and opposition participate actively and
often shed their political colours.’” However, studies have also argued
that the committee system and its functioning often leave much to
be desired.*® The other dimension that Manor highlights is that the
reduced misuse of constitutional provisions in the phase of coalition
politics could have contributed to less combativeness on the part of
the opposition.*?

Attention must also be focused on the argument that the Lok Sabha
(both ruling and opposition benches) is witness to a change in the
social profile of its members and the widening of the social base of rep-
resentation.*’ It is also argued that the increasing presence of regional
political parties in the Lok Sabha could also be a contributing factor
to the changing contours of the relationship between the government
and the opposition.*! However, there is very little empirical evidence to
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prove that the changing social profile of membership and the increas-
ing presence of state-based parties could truly explain the reduced time
that the Lok Sabha spends on its deliberations.

This chapter makes the argument that the changing quality and con-
tent of debates on the floor of the Lok Sabha and the opposition’s
participation in the same, coupled with the frequent disruptions on
the floor of the House, need to be viewed from the prism of percep-
tion of members of the Lok Sabha as individuals and political parties
as groups in how they have redefined their roles as elected represen-
tatives. The present phase of competitive party democracy and the
nature of our electoral system may have contributed to a searching
second look by both parties and especially those elected to the Lok
Sabha on their tickets, to re-define the role of an elected member.

Discussions with members of elected bodies across political parties
indicates that, elected representatives are increasingly redefining their
role as both people’s representatives and members of a deliberative
chamber.** Elected representatives from both the ruling party and the
opposition benches often see their role on the floor of the Lok Sabha
as being just one (and not necessarily the most critical and important)
platform they can employ to discharge their responsibilities.

While it is true that the time spent by the Lok Sabha for its sittings
and in debate and discussions is steadily declining, do member of the
House see the chamber as an arena for debate, dialogue, and discus-
sion, or do they see their roles as members (including those from the
ranks of the opposition) as being more critical outside the House and
believe that informal networks are more critical in fulfilling their roles
as elected representatives?

This would also help explain the increased recourse to disruptions of
proceedings and the need to adjourn the House without the conduct of
regular business. Given the presence of a 24/7 media, the visibility that
members (and parties) gain by such actions could make them believe
that the more effective way of holding the government of the day to
account is by such visible and vocal means of protest. Today, prime
time discussion on electronic media often involves representatives of
both the ruling and opposition parties sparring on important and con-
tentious issues of the day.*’ This tends to be more in the limelight
that the actual deliberations on the floor of the House. In the range
of corruptions cases involving the UPA, the debate, in which opposi-
tion leaders and government ministers took an active part, was clearly
much more outside Parliament that on the floor of the House. The
India Against Corruption Movement, which focused on the need for
an important legislation, occupied much of the spotlight of attention
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in 2011. This debate was however much more vibrant in the public
domain rather than on the floor of the Lok Sabha.

The key question that one needs to address is that for the opposition
is the ‘real theatre’ of politics and political debate not on the floor of
the Lok Sabha but in the public domain amongst the people. Is the
floor of the House more seen as a space for protest,* with the real
action of holding the government accountable happening more on the
streets and other public forums amongst the people?

In lieu of a conclusion

If one were to view the role of the opposition in ensuring parliamen-
tary accountability, keeping in mind the way elected representatives
(from across the political spectrum) perceive their roles, the issues
fall into a clear perspective. The floor of the Lok Sabha is no longer
seen as the principal site for challenging the government or holding
it accountable. The real scene of action is either outside the House in
the public domain or what grabs media attention on the floor of the
Lok Sabha. Why disruptions and stalling of proceedings becomes the
order of the day is the visibility and attention it provides the opposi-
tion and the fact that it is often a more effective way of embarrass-
ing the government of the day. More importantly, given the multiple
roles that elected representatives see themselves playing, especially in
order to win another election, the focus of attention gets dissipated
among multi-track activities, of which one of them (often reduced to
a lower order of preference) could be participation in formal parlia-
mentary proceedings.
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