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The mass movement led by Anna Hazare against corruption 
reflected traditions of civic resistance and civic engagement. 
Civic resistance and civic engagement are weapons for  
people who are dissatisfied with the politico-administrative 
system and its governance. People from many parts of the 
world have employed civic resistance and civic engagement 
to put governing mechanism in its proper direction. Anna’s 
movement, as a part of civic engagement with functioning 
of democratic institutions for greater benefit of the society 
tried its level best to bring solidarity among citizens for  
a greater cause. This movement has thrown up a debate 
on questions associated with corruption such as cynicism 
among people, approach to fight corruption, moral 
foundations of the society, supremacy o f the people and 
supremacy of the legislative institution. There took place 
a serious examination of the content, approach and method 
o f this movement. The present paper examines the different 
observations made by different scholars regarding its 
content, approach and method.

Corruption has been a major problem In ensuring quality 
governance in India. Its spread and cancerous growth has made the 
common peopte(to)aise doubts on foe functioning of governing institutions, 
Old and recent cases of corruption on the part of politicians and
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government officials have made people lose their trust and belief in the 
system. Corruption has attacked the very fundamental values of human 
dignity and socio-economic equality in this country. The preamble of the 
Council of Europe’s ‘Criminal Convention on Corruption* states : 
“corruption threatens the rule of law, democracy and human rights, 
undermines good governance, fairness and social justice, distorts 
competition, hinders economic development and endangers the stability 
of democratic institutions and the moral foundations of society” . At 
present all these things are happening in India. Development process is 
suffering because of corruption and doubts have been raised on the 
question of complete realisation of social justice. Though the preamble 
of Indian constitution states that India is a Democratic Republic aiming 
to secure to all its citizens social, economic and political justice, the 
reality is that for the vast majority these ideals remain a dream. The 
leadership has not given due importance to the philosophy of Indian 
constitution and literally subverted it through their unethical practices.

The mass movement led by Anna Hazare against corruption 
reflected traditions of civic resistance and civic engagement. Civic 
resistance and civic engagement are weapons for people who are 
dissatisfied with the politico-administrative system and its governance. 
People from many parte of the world have employed civic resistance and 
civic engagement to put governing mechanism in its proper direction. 
Civic resistance which became prominent in the past hundred years has 
succeeded in advancing causes like decolonisation, democratisation, and 
racial equality. Other cases where civic resistance succeeded include 
workers’ rights, protection of environment, gender equality, religious and 
indigenous rights, defence of national cultures and political systems 
against foreign encroachments, and opposition to wars and weaponry 
(Roberts, 2009:1). Anna’s movement, as a part of civic engagement with 
functioning of democratic institutions for greater benefit of the society 
tried its level best to bring solidarity among citizens for a greater cause. 
This movement has thrown up a debate on questions associated with 
corruption such as cynicism among people, approach to fight corruption, 
moral foundations of the society, supremacy of the people and supremacy
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of the legislative institution. There took place a serious examination of 
the content, approach and method of this movement. The present paper 
examines the different observations made by different scholars regarding 
its content, approach and method.

Context of the Anti Corruption Movement

Despite the great success story of India’s development and 
economic growth after the introduction of New Economic Policy there is 
no significant change in the life of vast number of people of the country. 
Generally it is understood that development means, the rise in income, 
industrialisation, technological advancement or modernisation of feudal 
economy into an independent economy. Amartya Sen has given a new 
perspective on the idea of development. He considers development as a 
process of expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy. He says, 
“development requires the removal of major sources of unfreedom: poverty 
as well as tyranny, poor economic opportunities as well as systematic 
social deprivation, neglect of public facilities as well as intolerance or 
over activity of repressive states" (Sen,2012:3). Even today, it is found 
that vast sections of people have remained poor and the economic 
marginalisation of Dalit and Tribal communities is continuing. There was 
belief among people that economic liberalisation would help everyone in 
the country. Economic liberalisation can be good if it is followed with 
genuine liberal ethics as it is found and practiced in many of the western 
liberal democracies. Any deviation from this would lead to disaster. This 
is what is happening in India and it is reflected in the nexus between 
politicians and corporate sector especially in the plundering of public 
resources of the country. The new economic policies have not fulfilled 
the belief that many had in them and have not been successful in 
containing the nexus between business, politics and bureaucracy. No 
wonder “in the name of encouraging businesses, a cosy relationship has 
developed between the businessmen, the politicians and the executive” 
(Arun Kumar, December 25,2010).

Much criticism and widespread protests against government's 
economic policies made political parties in power@come up with the

VW.5 HoA October - December 2013 Social Science In Perspective



Idea of liberalisation with humane face. In this direction government of 
India led by United Progressive Alliance came up with a number corrective 
measures like the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act. The aim of this Act is enhancing livelihood security by 
providing at least one hundred days of guaranteed wage employment in 
a financial year to every rural household whose adult members volunteer 
to do unskilled manual work. But a recent study has revealed that there 
has been large scale corruption and irregularities in the implementation 
of the programme in several states with authorities in some areas 
misappropriating central funds and threatening workers to keep their 
mouth shut. Further, it is revealed that there was great fraud in making 
(of Job) cards, maintenance of proper muster rolls and denial of work to 
job seekers sometimes.

Many instances can be cited to show that even human sufferings 
caused by natural calamities such as earthquakes, flood and drought did 
not get sufficient rehabilitation because of corrupt practices on the part of 
administration. Even in such situations politicians and bureaucrats do not 
hesitate to exploit people and make money out of the fund kept for 
rehabilitation. Such incidents are very well explained in a book ‘Everybody 
Loves a Good Drought’ written by P.Sainath (Sainath, 1996). The 
governance mechanism in the country with respect to delivery of goods 
is thus fraught with many problems in which corruption is major one. Such 
grim situation paves the way for cynicism among many people. But, people 
who have some hope would try to employ alternate strategies to counter 
the ills eroding the system. The recent anti-corruption movement is a sign 
of civic engagement with the establishment and civic resistance 
against it for its unwilling attitude to put an end to corrupt practices.

Fighting Corruption : The Substance and Meaning of the Hazare 
Movement

There exists different views regarding prevention or elimination of 
corruption in India. Some believe in institutional arrangement to tackle 
it, and some say that there is no need of further institutions to prevent 
corruption. In the last two decades the country has seen a number of

350 Engaging Corruption In India: A Critical E x»)^N k m ^lle c^llo < ie s

Social Sciencein Perspective Vd.5 No.4 October-December 2013



I

Prakash S. Desai 351

people centric movements against corruption promoted by both state 
governments and centra! government The movement ted by Anna Hazare 
was one of such movements which questioned the government on its 
apathetic attitude towards corruption. It is not that this was the first 
movement against corruption. Earlier there were some examples but 
Anna’s movement has awakened the conscience of large number of 
people regarding corruption, ft should be noted that the movement got 
huge support from common people. This popular support explains the 
frustration with everyday corruption and with regular explosion of scams 
looting public money in the country. The depth of support which came 
for this movement should have made the ruling establishment and the 
officials understand that the movement highlighted a critically important 
issue and it was their duty to respond to it positively. But, as no crucial 
issue in the country get debated without both negative and positive views, 
this movement too won accolades and brick bats.

Expressing her opposition to Anna’s movement Arundati Roy, aired 
a different view regarding its demand and approach. She opined that 
Janlokpal as proposed by the Anna Movement seemed to have sought 
the overthrow of the Indian state (Roy, August 21,2011). To put any social 
concern and movement associated with it as anti-state will not enrich 
the very idea and practice of democracy. Moreover, Anna's demand was 
not at all like demands of other radical socio-economic movements which 
use violence as a method to achieve them. Concern of Anna’s movement 
was corruption and violations of Common peoples’ rights due to them. 
With this concern it demanded strong institutional arrangements to prevent 
corruption. In fact through its dissension and resistance it tried to enhance 
the quality of democratic debates and discussions in the country. The 
observation of Arundati Roy indirectly conveys the message that the 
movement exhibited anti-state stance. The movement ted by Anna Hazare 
was not a movement to overthrow the Indian state. The movement was 
a clarion call “to the system as a whole to redefine the polity and the 
economy to restore the symbiosis so crucial to an orderly functioning” 
(Mukhia, October 13,2012). This movement was “ a eaH for reforming 
within rather than the threat of an overthrow” (Ibid).
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Another serious observation came from Prabhat Patnaik. He 
observed that the substitution erf one man for the people and reduction of 
the people's rote merely to being supporters for one man’s actions was 
antithetical to democracy (Patnaik, August 24, 2011) Anna’s movement 
was not about who was leading whom. The movement was highlighting a 
major problem with which we were fed up. it involved fighting for a greater 
cause and it never evoked messianic spirit or leadership style.

There were also serious observations on fast as a strategy 
employed by Anna’s movement. One such observation came from Pratap 
Bhanu Mehta. His Observation was that Anna Hazare’s movement 
propagated the tyranny of virtue and it forgot the distinction between 
protest and fast-unto-death. Mehta considers protest as legitimate and 
fast-unto-death as blackmail (Mehta, August 16,2011).Such observations 
would definitely put strategies used by some great leaders in problematic 
position. Because, if fast-unto-death is considered as blackmail, the role 
played by Mahatma Gandhi in India’s struggle against British colonial 
rule also should be considered as a blackmailing role. It is rightly pointed 
out that such criticism of fasts are not new because when “Gandhiji fasted, 
Jinnah denounced him as a hypocritical Hindu, the RSS denounced him 
as covert Muslim lover, the Communist Party denounced him as a British 
stooge for opposing violent revolution, and Ambedkar denounced him as 
an upper caste wolf in secular clothing” (Anklesaria Aiyar, August 
31,2011). Anfta and his movement too received such brick bats regarding 
the method of fast. Fasts are not new and restricted to any selective 
regions of the world. There are historical examples that fasts have been 
a global phenomenon. Perfect example of use of fast as pressure strategy 
in recent history is the British and American sufferage movements. These 
“movements in Britain and the US brought democratic rights to women 
that had earlier been denied to them” (Ibid).

Sukhdev Thorat, made a comparative analysis of Ambedkar’s way 
and Anna Hazare’s methods (Thorat, August 23,2011) and suggested 
Anna to follow Ambedkar and use constitutional methods and enhance 
the people’s faith in them, otherwise last-unto death’ would convey the
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message that only coercive and unconstitutional methods work (Ibid). 
Here Ambedkar’s caution regarding India’s political democracy could quell 
the doubts and apprehensions about fast as a method to engage with 
the system. Ambedkar said: “on the 26th January 1950, we are going to 
enter into a life of contradictions. In politics we will have equality and in 
social and economic life we will have inequality. In politics we will be 
recognizing the principle of one man one vote and one vote one value. 
In our social and economic life, we shall, by reason of our social and 
economic structure, continue to deny the principle of one man one value. 
How long shall we continue to live this life of contradictions? How long 
shall we continue to deny equality in our social and economic life? If we 
continue to deny it for long, we will do so only by putting our political 
democracy in peril. We must remove this contradiction at the earliest 
possible or else those who suffer from inequality will blow up the structure 
of political democracy which this Assembly has so laboriously built up*.

At present, in India, it is marginalised people who are suffering 
most and further excluded from the development. It clearly shows the 
kind political democracy India is experiencing. It is the corruption nurtured 
by our permanent and political executives which is the main culprit for 
backwardness and marginalisation of socially marginalised communities. 
Our nation has witnessed a number of violent and no-violent agitations. 
Certain radical movements like Naxalbari movement have failed in 
convincing system and common people about their method and approach. 
Though such movements have raised very important questions on socio
economic equality; due to the violent methods employed by them, the 
establishment is not ready to enter in to dialogue with them. Many of 
non-violent protests like the Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA) too have 
not received proper response from the governments. Such inaction on 
the part of the establishment shows that there is no space for negotiations 
with both violent and non-violent methods of protest Such absence of 
space for both kinds of methods of protests would force people to go for 
the method of fast to bring the issue for public debate and to engage 
with government. It becomes difficult to accept that Anna Hazare’s method 
was unconstitutional because the very establishment is not ready to give
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space to peoples’ basic right to be heard and their right to raise legitimate 
demands.

There were doubts among many politicians that Anna’s movement 
was dictating terms on legislation and undermining parliament. Many 
politicians simply analysed the legality of methods but they never 
acknowledged the huge public awareness about the root cause of problem. 
Many intellectuals and politicians preferred to call the effort of Anna and 
his team as a hijack of democracy. Here mention must be made about 
the delay in passing the Lok Pal Bill for several years. For many years, 
elected representatives cutting across political parties could not take 
much interest in passing the Bill. This apathy to act made people like 
Anna Hazare, Arvind Kejriwal and othersftcil insist upon their version of 
bill to be passed to prevent corruption. Mere insistence on certain 
arguments and using last unto death’ for their acceptance cannot be 
considered as acts of hijacking democracy.

Another criticism of Anna Hazare’s anti-corruption movement was 
that it was an act of blackmail (Mehta,April 7,2011) and authoritarianism. 
Such accusations become very handy for many people to denigrate any 
individual or common action which questions establishment. If there is 
an attempt for monopolising political office such action can be called as 
authoritarian act. If there is an attempt to extract money in return for 
keeping silent another’s secrets such action can be called as blackmail. 
Anna Hazare and his team never tried to monopolise any political office 
and has not tried to extract money in return to keep silent government’s 
secrets. Therefore, it looks ridiculous in terming this as an act of blackmail 
and authoritarianism. Social fascism is another term used for Anna’s 
movement because it questions the way the country’s parliament and 
parUamentarians function (llaiah, Septmebr 7,2011). The presumed reason 
for terming Anna’s movement as social fascism is that Anna Hazare 
"sought to set aside the constitution (may be because it was drafted 
under the chairmanship of a dalit) and throw overboard the supremacy 
of Parliament which came into existence to dismantle the fascist social 
structures that existed for centuries in the form of Vama DharmsT (Ibid).
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To dismantle this centuries’ together Vama Dharma there is need of 
economic as well as social democracy. Demand for corruption free 
governance is one step in realising economic democracy. To realise social 
democracy there is need of change in economic condition of all citizens. 
Apart from this there is also consistent effort to be made by religious 
sphere in the direction of spreading the message of social equality. 
Religious sphere in the country has to seriously give a thought about it. 
If there is a larger coalition of people to engage with both society and 
polity any sort of discriminations can be put to an end. Simply, terming 
some movement as social fascist without analysing the social structure 
in the larger perspective would not yield any result.

Conclusion
Periodic elections as a tool to be well utilised to correct the system 

and bring the desired results is a commonly heard argument in debates 
on the functioning of democracy. Nobody can deny importance of 
elections in any democratic political systems. However, if there is 
something wrong with the way in which politicians, bureaucrats and 
common people take part in the elections it is difficult to realise desired 
results through elections. Elections in India have been made a farce by 
the political parties and common people with vested interests, Given the 
nature of elections in India it is very difficult to realise the desired results. 
It is quite aptly observed that the “democratic institution of periodic 
elections offers no way out for those at the receiving end, for periodic 
recirculation of power among the political parties has only brought a 
periodic redistribution of wealth among them and their cohorts" (Mukhia, 
The Hindu, Oct 13 2012). For present state of affairs and persistent 
problem of corruption, civic engagement and civic resistance can be 
employed by the concerned people till the time governing agencies of 
the country realise their duties. It is Robert Putnam who has talked 
about civic engagement in his research work. He highlighted its 
importance and w rote: “ the quality of political life and the performance 
of political institutions are directly affected by the quality of civic 
engagement in a particular society. He also showed that democracies
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function better in regions where there are long-standing traditions of civic 
engagements that are defined by indicators such as voting, political 
participation, newspaper readership, and participation in various voluntary 
associations. He further argued that norms and values of civic engagement 
are found in communities with a substantial stock of social capital. Social 
capital refers to those features of social life that make coordinated and 
efficient social action possible. It also refers to social networks and the 
norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from interaction among 
individuals” (Singh, 2008:200). India is known for such civic engagements. 
Its quality may not be better but at least there have teen efforts to engage 
with establishment. The way the recent anti-corruption movement has 
exhibited the courage to engage, there should be continuous effort to 
engage with the system.
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