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ABSTRACT

This study, encompassing five of India’s twenty-five states with 42.4% of its
population, is the first comparative evaluation of India’s state-level legislators
(MLAs). So far research on MLAs has resulted in a series of studies in individual
states largely focused on their changing socio-economic background and political
- socialization. The present enquiry extends this to examine their activities,
effectiveness, role perceptions, and attitudes particularly in relation to national issues.

The selected states were chosen to represent the diversity of India along regional,
ethnic and linguistic lines and also to represent five different political parties in India
which display different sub-cultures and ideologies: Uttar Pradesh - Hindi heartland,
India’s most populous state (population 139 million, 1991, ruling party BJP, 1991/2);
Maharashtra - Western region, India’s commercial capital (79 million, Cong.I); West
Bengal - Eastern region, a longstanding and flourishing leftist government (68
million, CPI(M) led Left-front); Tamilnadu - Southern region, ruled by regional
parties since 1967 (56 million, DMK); and Haryana - Northern region, a prosperous
agricultural state (16 million: Janata Dal, 1990). The research is based upon face to
face interviews of at least an hour’s length with MLAs in these five states. The data
reported are largely quantitative but rest upon qualitative and inter-active contents.

The findings are three fold: first, provincial legislators, whether in Hindi heartland
or elsewhere, have a commitment to the concept and unity of India; second, in the
light of the secondary literature on legislative roles, MLAs in India are on balance
closer to the “errand-boy” model than to the Westminster model of legislators
holding, at least theoretically, the executive to account; third, there are significant
variations in terms of socio-economic backgrounds and the perceptions of various
state level and national issues between different states and different parties.

MLAs, irrespective of their state or party and by virtue of their strategic position in
the middle strata between the apex and base of society, are a vital and sensitive link
in the process of political integration in India. These intermediate elites are largely
“politically bilingual” with a capability to relate to both the elite above and the
“masses” below. This makes them not only effective channels of communication but
also an influential mediating linkage between the two. India’s current population is
over 850 million and this populous democracy is ultimately articulated by 545 MPs
at national level. But the author argues that some 4000 provincial legislators, as an
important component of India’s intermediate elite, are crucial to the stability of India.
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I. INTRODUCTION

In the study of democratic political systems, it has long been recognised that while
strong institutions are essential for political development and stability, the role of
political culture and political actors, who relate to and perform within the institutional
framework of a polity, is equally important.! Wahlke rightly argues that one without
the other provides only a partial explanation of political processes within a system and
that the institutional and the behavioural are interdependent.? In the Indian context,
where leadership, both national and regional, has often played a deinstitutionalizing

role, the behavioural assumes greater importance.?

Viewed thus, elected Members of State Legislative Assemblies (MLAs) in India are
important political actors by virtue of their strategic position in the political
organization of a state. Not only does the executive, who at state level control an
extensive patronage network, come mostly from their ranks but, as key players, they

can also influence over time the development of political culture at state level.

! See, for example, W H Morris-Jones, The Government and Politics of India, Third (revised)
Edition, (Huntington: The Eothen Press, 1987) ch. 2; see also Samuel P Huntington, ‘Change to
Change: Modernization, Development and Politics’ in Comparative Politics, April 1971, pp 283-322.
Huntington argues that a political system is an aggregate of components which include polifical
culture, political structures, groups, leadership and policies. Changes in political development and
stability are consequent upon any changes in these major components and in the relations between
change in one component and change in another. p.316 (emphasis mine)

2 John C Wahlke, Heinz Eulau, William Buchanan, and LeRoy Fergusan, The Legislative
System: Explorations in Legislative Behavior (New York: John Wiley, 1962) ch. 1

3 See, for example, Atul Kohli, Democracy and Discontent: India’s Growing Crisis of
Governability (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1991) Ch. 13; Lloyd and Susanne
Rudolph, In Pursuit of Lakshmi: The Political Economy of the Indian State (Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press, 1987) pp 83-87
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Despite their importance, MLAs are a poorly researched species. There are several
studies of MLAs but all of single states and, in many cases, limited to specific groups
in the legislature.* No attempt seems to have been made to analyse the MLAs as
second tier political elites in India. This is puzzling when we take into account the
fact that in addition to the 543 elected MPs at national level,> only some 4000 Indian

MLAs represent about 500 million voters.®

The twin objectives of this thesis are to describe the ‘Indian’ MLA and to examine,
through a detailed empirical analysis, variations in perceptions and orientations of

MLAs from five different states and five different political parties in India.

We identify MLAs as not only important political actors who exert varying degrees
of influence on state level politics and policies, but also as significant agents in the
process of political integration or disintegration which is often considered a central
problem for all developing societies. A crucial aspect of political integration is the
perceived ‘gap’ between the elite and the mass representing “differences in outlook
between the those who govern and those who are governed”.” To quote Edward

Shils, “[T]he separation of the uneducated ‘masses’ immersed in their traditional

4 These are studies that concentrate on a small group in a legislature based on religion, caste or
gender. See, for example, V Prabhavati, Perceptions, Motivations and Performance of Women
Legislators: Andhra Pradesh State Legislature 1956-1983 (New Delhi: Classical Publishing, 1991);
Maneesha Aroon Tikekar, Scheduled Caste Legislators in Maharashtra: Socialization, Recruitment
and Role in Modernization (Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Bombay, 1986).

5 The Lok Sabha strength of 545 includes two Anglo-Indian MPs nominated by the President.

6 Figures compiled from David Butler, Ashok Lahiri & Prannoy Roy, India Decides: Elections
1952-1991 (New Delhi: Living Media, 1991).

7 Myron Weiner, ‘Political Integration and Political Development’ in J L Finkle & R W Gables
(Eds.), Political Development and Social Change (New York: John Wiley, 1966)
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culture from the ‘intellectuals’ who have a modern education is representative of some

disjunctions observable in the social structure of practically all the new states”.3

Communication between the ‘intellectuals’ at the apex and the ‘masses’ at the base
of the society is generally conducted through mediating linkages. In institutional
terms, political parties, bureaucracy and media are the prime institutions that help in
the process of integration. In behavioural terms, the interface is provided by
influential social and political actors - the intermediate elite’ and the local elite!® -
who occupy the continuum between the base and apex of the system. The influence
of these elites could stem from their economic (signifying wealth), social (status), or
political (power) positions. In the Indian context, the role of such intermediaries
acquires more importance because the characteristics of ‘masses’ are not uniform. For
example, even within a single state, the slum-dwellers in cities, the poor farmers in
the countryside, and the tribals in the interior may have ‘poverty’ in common, but
they are significantly divergent and not subject to the same mode of communication.
MLAs, being important intermediaries, are a crucial instrument of linkage in this

respect.

8 Edward Shils, ‘On the Comparative Study of New States’ in Clifford Geertz (Ed.), Old
Societies and New States: The Quest for Modernity in Asia and Africa (New York: The Free Press,
1963)

° To quote Rajni Kothari, “Thus the most crucial link in the structure of political integration
turned out to be not the national elite which sought to penetrate downward nor the local elite at the
village level which was gradually drawn upward towards the system, but the emergence of an
intermediate elite between these two levels and its operation both downward and upward, mediating
between the decision-makers and support seekers on the one hand and the masses and their
immediate leaders on the other. Labelled as ‘middle-men’ or ‘link-men’, these intermediate leaders
have shown a remarkable capacity for commuting between tradition and modernity and in bringing
about a pragmatic relationship between the two.” Politics in India (New Delhi: Orient Longman,
1970) p. 90

10 Subrata Mitra identifies local elites (Gaon Ka Netas) as “men of a certain standing and
influence on the village. They are essentially people in a leadership position within the village, but
the fact that they act as the interface of the village with the world beyond it gives them public
visibility outside the village as well.” Power, Protest and Participation: Local Elites and the Politics
of Development in India (London: Routledge, 1992) p. 76
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This study stems from a conviction that, in the long run, unless these state level
politicians can speak the language of India’s national political elite and conversely
unless the national elite understands them, the political modernization of India will
continue to be stunted. Because MLAs are the most dependent on the mass below,
they are a vital and a sensitive link in the process of vertical integration in India,
particularly when we talk of elite-mass integration.!! This is illustrated by Seshadri
and Jain’s interviews with electors, which indicate that a large proportion of rural
voters gain their main political information from political leaders;'? but this link can
only work if MLAs become politically ‘bilingual’ - equally fluent in both political
forms of discourse, the elite above and the mass below - thereby representing and
mediating the demands of each.!® Evidence from our field work suggests that the
Indian MLAs, who relate easily to the mass electorate, may in varying degrees be
distant but they are certainly not divorced from the modern language of the national

elite in India.

The Thesis
The present study is the result of interviews with 207 MLAs from five of India’s

twenty-five States. This number represents 15 % of the members from each Assembly.

1 For a detailed treatment of the concept of Political Integration, see Myron Weiner, ‘Political
Integration and Political Development’ in Finkle and Gable (Eds.), Political Development and Social
Change (New York: John Wiley, 1966). See also James Manor, ‘The Dynamics of Political
Integration and Disintegration’ in Jayaratnam Wilson & Dennis Dalton (Eds.) The States of South
Asia: Problems of National Integration (London: C.Hurst, 1982) pp. 89-109. We use the term ‘elite-
mass integration’ to signify both, integration at the level of ‘ideas’ (Weiner) and integration at the
level of ‘inter-action’ (Manor)

12K Seshadri and S P Jain, Panchayati Raj and Political Perceptions of Electorate (Hyderabad:
National Institute of Community Development, 1972). They interviewed 434 voters including 291
rural respondents. To the question ‘What are the main sources of political information in your area?’
the largest proportions of rural respondents identified radio and leaders.

13 Perhaps there is a third language that the state level politicians must learn, that of the central
bureaucracy in Delhi. Fluency in this would certainly add to their own effectiveness and productivity.
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The States were selected to cover four different regions of India (see map 1) and their

related linguistic, cultural and political variations. These are:

WEST BENGAL - Eastern region - home of India’s longest serving
elected communist-led government. Language - Bengali;
MAHARASHTRA - Western region - a Congress bastion since India’s
independence and considered India’s commercial heartland. Language -
Marathi;

TAMILNADU - Southern region - a longstanding regional movement.
Language - Tamil;

UTTAR PRADESH - Northern region - India’s most populous state.
Located in the Hindi heartland, it had its first Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) government at the time of our study; and,

HARYANA - Northern region - a newer relatively more prosperous

State. Allegedly casteist and corrupt. Language - Hindi.

In 1991, these five states together had a population of 357.71 million, 42.4% of

India’s population.'* At least 15% of the strength of the assembly in each State was

interviewed. We obtained a sample that would fairly represent the existing pattern in

the respective assemblies (1990-92) based on Who’s Who or the party lists made

available to us.

Interviews with individual MLAs were based on a structured questionnaire (See

appendix 1). The questions asked of the MLAs were both multiple-choice and open-

ended. We needed to persuade the MLAs to speak frankly and give us candid

answers, which could only be done if they could be guaranteed anonymity. Often we

4 Computed from Census of India, 1991, paper no. 2 (provisional figures)
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had to assure them that we were not putting names to specific views and that all we

noted were respondent numbers.

Many questions were designed with supplementaries to get accurate responses. For
example, in determining an MLA’s residential status, we did not just ask him if he
had a rural or an urban residence. We probed for more details such as whether he/she
had more than one residence;'*> was this his ancestral home? For how many years
has he lived there? We found several cases where MLAs routinely replied ‘rural’, but
the supplementaries eétablished that they had lived in an urban area for over a decade.
Similarly, for many questions we asked them to briefly explain their answers, which
always clarified the issue and ensured that the response was not ambiguous. Normally
an interview took about an hour, but at least half the MLAs spent in the range of 90
minutes with the author. In about fifteen percent of the cases, the interviews lasted

over two hours.

The resultant data are analysed in two ways. First on a state-wise basis for our entire
sample; second, on a party-wise basis taking into account five main parties in these
states, Cong.I, CPI(M), BJP, DMK and Janata Dal.!® 87% of our sample is covered
between these five parties. At the national level, in the 1989-91 Lok Sabha these

parties accounted for 84 % of the members (see Chapter III)

The interviews were conducted between September 1990 and May 1992 often under

trying circumstances. This was the period during which India saw three Prime

13 In our sample there were very few women, as they are poorly represented in state legisatures.
For convenience therefore we use ‘he’ throughout the thesis.

16 We take Janata Dal as the undivided entity that was the ruling partner in V P Singh’s National
Front government during 1990. Since then, however, this party has split into at least three factions,
but for the purpose of our study we have clubbed all members of the various factions as members
of the undivided Janata Dal.

20



Ministers, V P Singh (Dec.89-Nov.90), Chandrashekar (Nov.90 to Jun.91), and
Narasimha Rao (Jun.91 ~) and the assassination of Rajiv Gandhi (May 91). The
political scenario in India during this period was highly uncertain. Our first round of
scheduled interviews in Haryana had to be hastily abandoned after we were trapped
for four hours in an MLA’s home consequent on anti-Mandal rioting and the
imposition of a curfew in Kurukshetra. More than one visit to each state had to be
made in order to get the required number of MLAs. We were fortunate that although
the DMK government led by Karunanidhi in Tamilnadu was dismissed by the
President of India during the period of our field work, this happened only after

completion of all our interviews in the state.

Despite having been amply warned by some academics in Delhi about the
hopelessness of attempting to interview a large number of MLAs across several states,
we found that while the MLAs were indeed difficult to find, once an appointment was
made, most of them kept it. Only occasionally were we let down, but these were

exceptions.

The MLAs we interviewed were backbenchers. Ministers were avoided, as also were
the opposition frontbenchers, because they might not be reasonably frank. Our initial
experience with a handful of frontbenchers indicated that they usually said what

‘sounded’ politically correct.

Once the MLAs were at ease with our credentials, we found that most were fairly
candid. The normal pattern in the interview was that the first ten/fifteen minutes
established rapport, during which time the general questions were asked. By then the
MLAs would feel free to respond in confidence to more important questions. Most

absorbed the questions thoughtfully and gave considered responses. There were a few
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instances where MLAs who had been previously interviewed sought the author again
and added further to their responses. One MLA came back to the author the following

day with these remarks:

I was thinking about your questions all night and thought that I had not given you
a full picture on a few matters

This particular legislator then went on to delineate the extent of corruption pervading

the system.

Since all interviews were conducted personally by the author, the answers are
comparable. The questions were always asked in the same fashion. None of the
questions were designed or posed in such a way which would lead to a response set;
and all the answers were interpreted on an identical scale. We believe that this is a

particular strength of the study.

Although the thesis contains some qualitative material, the author had designed to
provide more qualitative information. Unfortunately, in July 1993, when the thesis
was in its final stages, the author’s flat was burgled and everything was removed
including the computer and two sets of back-ups. A good deal of qualitative
information was lost as a result, particularly information relating to the many ‘off the
record’ conversations with several MLAs in each state. The thesis has had to be
painstakingly recreated from hard copies and (luckily) some old back-up diskettes that
were found in the rubble left behind. Regretfully, therefore, the thesis is missing

some information that would have enhanced it.
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Background

The Indian Constitution established a democratic Republic as a Union of States.!”
At Union level, it provided for a Westminster-style parliament, and at State level, it
provided for Legislative Assemblies modelled on the same constitutional lines. The
Union Parliament consists of the President and two Houses: Rajya Sabha (The
Council of States or Upper House), and Lok Sabha (The House of the People or
Lower House). The State Legislative Assemblies consist of a Governor and either one
House - the Legislative Assembly (Vidhan Sabha) - or two Houses that include a
Legislative Council (Vidhan Parishad). Most states have unicameral legislatures
(having abolished their Legislative Councils) for which members are chosen by a

direct election from territorial constituencies in the State.?

In principle, each territorial constituency is formed on the basis of population
calculated roughly to accord equal representation to different parts of the same state.
In practice, however, the size of the electorate varies both within a state and between
different states.!® The reasons are partly to be found in the large variation in the
size of the states, and. partly in the constituency delimitation exercises. The general
rule for the Legislative Assemblies is to have a minimum of 60 and a maximum of

500 Members linked to the population of the state.?°

17 The Government of India Act of 1935, laying down a ‘quasi-federal’ pattern of government
for India, was considerably drawn upon in formulating independent India’s constitution.

18 Indian Parliament may, by law, abolish an existing Legislative Council if the proposal is
initiated by a resolution of the Legislative Assembly of the concerned state. Currently, only five
states have legislative Councils - Bihar, Jammu & Kashmir, Karnataka, Maharashtra and Uttar
Pradesh.

19 For 1989 Assembly elections in Tamilnadu, the smallest constituency had 98,546 voters and
the largest had 343,571 voters (A ratio of 1:3.5). Similarly in Maharashtra, the smallest constituency
had 103,305 registered voters and the largest had 461,665 voters (A ratio of 1:4.4). On an inter-state
comparison, generally the smaller states also have smaller constituencies in terms of number of
voters.

20 Exceptions are Sikkim 32, Goa 40, and Mizoram 40 members.
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When we talk of states in the Indian context, we are often talking of large entities.
Seven of India’s twenty-five states have populations greater that of the United
Kingdom.2! If Uttar Pradesh, India’s largest state, were an independent country, it
would rank fifth in the world behind China, USA, Indonesia, and Russia. There is
a great deal of heterogeneity among Indian states linguistically, but also socio-
culturally; the common dress, social festivals, caste and communal consciousness,
basic beliefs and expressions can all be different making generalizations about India
a risky exercise. An understanding of India’s political system, therefore, must also
depend on an understanding of the political patterns and behaviour in its constituent

states.

This apart, the Indian constitution divides power between the centre and the states by
creating extensive lists of issues which are placed under their separate and concurrent
jurisdictions. The judiciary is empowered to prevent encroachments by one on the
matters concerning the other. The state list is extensive and includes such crucial
matters as agriculture, land reform, industry (subject to Union regulations), education
(except scientific and some higher education), and law and order. The “concurrent”
list contains subjects where both the Centre and states are empowered to act but in
conflictual situations the Centre prevails. In addition, the Centre is provided with

residuary powers.??

Although this gives the impression that the division of powers strengthens the Centre

at the cost of the states, the Centre prevails only in a negative way by preventing state

21 United Kingdom 55.61 million (Source: UN Demographic Year Book 1991): Uttar Pradesh
139.03, Bihar 86.33, Maharashtra 78.75, Andhra Pradesh 66.35, West Bengal 67.98, Madhya
Pradesh 66.13, and Tamilnadu 55.64 million. There are also some small ones; eight states have a
population of less than three million each. (Source: Census of India, 1991 - provisional figures).

22 For a detailed discussion on Centre and State powers, see K R Bombwall, The Foundations
of Indian Federalism (London: Asia Publishing, 1967)
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governments from doing things that are considered opposed to national policies. The
powers vested in the Centre cannot be used in a more positive way as, for example,
to ensure that various economic and social policies are implemented effectively at
state level. Except in the financial provisions, where the Centre has the right to
determine policies for allocating tax revenues, the structure of the government hardly
provides for central control over state policies and administration.?® It follows that
a failure of state level administration must reflect on national achievements. This has
been long recognised, and several scholars have concentrated on state-level

politics.?*

Clearly, state politics is closer to the people. It is with state-level institutions and

bureaucracy that people have to deal on a day-to-day basis. State-level politics is still

5

largely conducted in the traditional idiom?> where loyalties are based on caste,

kinship, and local factions, and the resultant politics becomes ‘identity-based’ in the

23 Francine Frankel, India’s Political Economy: The Gradual Revolution (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1978) p.81. Paul Appleby (Report on a survey of Public Administration
in India, 1954) had commented that by such precise allocation of powers between central government
and the states, “India is strait-jacketed to a degree found in no other important federal nation”. (p.7)

2 Among others, Paul Brass, Jim Manor, Atul Kohli, Francine Frankel, Tom Nossiter and Paul
Wallace.

25 W H Morris-Jones, The Government and Politics of India (Huntington: The Eothen Press,
1987) listed three political idioms: ‘modern’, ‘traditional’, and ‘saintly’. There is every reason to
believe that if a saintly idiom existed it passed away with the death of the saint, Mahatma Gandhi,
himself. (ch.2). We use these terms reluctantly, as Morris-Jones did himself, because we do not wish
to convey that all traditional is undesirable and conversely all modern desirable. In any case, there
is a debate whether instead of moving to modernity, the traditional can in reality adapt itself and
move on to something that Geertz calls “post traditional”. We use the terms more in line with Myron
Weiner who argues that the traditional culture in the Indian districts may be permeated with
traditional elements but it is “not wholly traditional, for it has many modern components.” Likewise
he argues while the culture predominating New Delhi, the armed forces and the English speaking
intelligentsia, is “expressed in modern language and is permeated with elements which we normally
think of as modern, it is not wholly modern, for it has many traditional components. [See ‘India:
Two Political Cultures’ in Lucien Pye and S Verba (Eds.) Political Culture and Political
Development, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1965)). We use these terms throughout
the thesis only to specify politics which is more inclined to be traditional-identity based as against
Westminster norms of politics - norms on which India largely based itself.
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