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“BALANCE OF POWER

- Anna Hazare’s agitation has set an example for the future” BY S L Rao
   Jayaprakash Narayan’s movement in the 1970’s was met by Indira Gandhi with mass arrests and the Emergency for two years. Anna Hazare, a much less educated leader with a record of successful anti-corruption fasts in Maharashtra, got the central government to recommend his suggestions to Parliament. Manmohan Singh appears meek compared to Indira Gandhi. He does not have a loutish Sanjay Gandhi to egg him to strong reactions. But he did have two distinguished lawyers as Cabinet Ministers who want initially no, and then, tough government responses to Anna Hazare. This led to harsh comments from Hazare and his associates, but no violence, and delayed the settlement for many days. It took the induction of politically sensitive Ministers. The Emergency made harsh reactions to public non-violent agitations unacceptable. Anna Hazare’s agitation will over the years spawn many similar local and some national agitations to redress specific public grievances about which there is widespread discontent.  
   Some say that Anna Hazare has diminished Parliament and democracy. I think he has restored the right relationships between government, legislature and the people. If there are many people who feel strongly about an issue, are led with determination and single-minded objectives, and agitate non-violently, it will be difficult in future for any Indian government to refuse to consider their demands. This has lessons to the public for tackling all kinds of issues, from unchecked inflation, to security-physical and social, and problems in Manipur and Kashmir. If the Maoists evoke little sympathy it is because of their brutality and violence. People also distrust governments that meet Maoists with matching brutal responses. But a non-violent mass movement on issues that will attract broad support, led by people who also understand mass communications and the media. They will attract others in the country and more nuanced responses from governments. 

   Is this a negation of democracy? Such mass movements are not easy to mount. Anyone can fast (as in Manipur for ten years) and even die (like the Swami protesting against sand depredations on the Ganga), but with no influence on outcomes. The faster must be a person with a public record of service, a team of dedicated planners, communicators, organizers, volunteers to keep order and cleanliness, and for a national movement, many such people spread across the country. Such teams will come together for a few national causes; not for every local problem. However, local issues could have similar local teams being formed. What such teams do is to expand democracy by taking public opinion (now called civil society), to the law makers and forcefully pushing their points of view. They must be highly disciplined and completely non-violent if they are to be effective. The additions today are mass media support and the use of social media. 

   Legislatures are the final authority for the enactment of laws. However, public opinion has rarely participated in formulating them, except in instances like the Right to Information Act. Even specialized and less controversial legislation like those on independent regulatory commissions have little response from government to suggestions made by public opinion, even by experts.  The Anna Hazare movement has demonstrated that mobilizing concerned citizens and the media can compel government response to public concerns. This give life to the phrase in the Constitution “We the People” as the supreme authority under the Constitution, whose will has to be expressed through the various arms of government. Parliament and legislatures are supreme in that only they can pass laws, but proposals can come from anywhere. 

   The primacy of the executive and the legislature in formulating appropriate legislation now has two additional actors in tandem-public opinion and the media. This is all to the good since we have wrongly taken it for granted that it is the prerogative of the executive and the legislature to formulate laws and others have no role. We now realize that public opinion has had no role because bureaucrats and powerful Ministers have denied them that role. Public opinion must now educate the more open-minded members of the legislatures, saturate the media and get the legislature to consider changes in legislation.

   Competition among news media is a new factor. However the media must be careful in not taking positions themselves. 

   Hopefully members of legislatures, at least some of them, will do more homework on the legislation they pass, so that they have considered all aspects before passing them. Our legislatures have many members who have criminal charges against them, are accused of corruption, have served terms in jail, and then are free to express themselves and vote against institutions like the Lok Pal being created with strong powers.

   The Hazare movement raises serious doubts about the dynastic leadership in the Congress party and the separation of political power from leadership of the government. The dynasty and especially the young successor had a great opportunity in this political crisis. It was handled for some time as a legal and bureaucratic procedural challenge. The absence of any political sensitivity and the depth of feeling in urban India led to the shameful spectacle of government changing its positions every day and sometimes twice a day. The dynasty was deafeningly silent.

   A striking feature was the old age of Ministers in government and the youth of most of the agitators led by Hazare. It is time that this age disparity is removed and we get Ministers closer in age of the people they govern. 

   The experience also underlines the need for the Leader of government to either be Leader of the main party in government or the dominating figure in that party. This is not the case with the Congress for the last seven years. An economist turned bureaucrat turned Prime Minister was more comfortable with sharp legal minds that dealt with the issues procedurally, and made a huge mess of it. As Arun Jaitley perceptively remarked he cannot conceive of the BJP in government being led by someone without political authority.  

   There was no coordination within government and the Congress party and conflicting messages kept being given until the experienced politician (the Finance Minister) and a Marathi speaking former Chief Minister facing corruption charges himself were brought in. 

  The main Opposition party, the BJP, tried to gain political advantage out of the Congress and government embarrassment. They did not succeed because of their own involvement in corruption and reluctance to accept a strong Lok Pal that could turn against them when they got power. Their actions in Karnataka where the Lok Ayukta was not given prosecuting powers and in Gujarat where the government has stalled for 7 ½ years in appointing one, did not leave the BJP with a record of strong anti-corruption. 

   Anna Hazare himself was fully focused and determined. He was a powerful negotiator who showed flexibility only when he was sure that he had the government on its knees. His core group frittered away Hazare’s clarity and simplicity by making wild charges against government, insulting language and intemperate reactions. 

   The experience will become classic of political negotiation and lead to many other such movements.
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