
Motions in Parliament UPSC Explained

Description

The daily proceedings of the Indian Parliament do not take place in a casual manner. Every debate,
discussion, vote, and expression of legislative intent must follow a strict procedural path. To initiate a
discussion on any matter of public interest, legislative policy, or governance, a formal proposal must be
brought before the House. This formal proposal forms the basis of parliamentary decision making.

For civil services candidates studying Indian Polity, the mechanics of these proposals require close
attention. The Constitution establishes the legislature as a check on the executive, but the actual
exercise of that check happens through procedural tools. Without a structured method to introduce a
topic, the Parliament cannot record its opinion, make decisions, or pass directives that bind the state
machinery.

The execution of legislative business rests on rules adopted by both the Lok Sabha and the Rajya
Sabha. These rules provide that no discussion can arise on a matter except on a proposal made with
the consent of the Presiding Officer. It is through these technical instruments that the collective will of
the peopleâ??s representatives is processed, debated, and finalized into official records.

What are Motions in Parliament?

A motion is a formal proposal made by a member to the House requesting that the House do
something, order something to be done, or express an opinion on a matter. It is the fundamental
technical device through which parliamentary business is set in motion. No discussion on any public
issue or policy can take place unless a valid motion has been introduced in accordance with the rules of
procedure.

The member who proposes the motion is known as the mover, and the proposal must be worded in a
clear and actionable format. Once a motion is admitted by the Presiding Officer and moved by the
member, it becomes the property of the House. The assembly then focuses its attention on that specific
statement, deciding whether to accept, modify, or reject it.
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Every administrative decision, legislative enactment, and expression of lack of confidence must
originate from a motion. It serves as the language of parliamentary action. Without it, statements made
by members remain mere observations without any legal or procedural consequence for the functioning
of the state.

How Motions are Debated in the House

The journey of a motion from its introduction to its final adoption follows a standard three stage process.
This mechanism ensures that every proposal receives adequate scrutiny and that both the treasury and
opposition benches get an opportunity to voice their perspectives. The procedure prevents arbitrary
decision making on the floor of the legislature.

First, a member must give written notice of the intention to move a motion. The text of the proposal is
examined by the parliamentary secretariat to ensure it complies with the rules of admissibility. It must
not contain arguments, ironical expressions, or defamatory statements, and it must restrict itself to a
single definite issue. Once the Presiding Officer admits the notice, it is listed in the order of business for
a specific day.

The second stage involves the actual moving and debating of the proposal. The mover reads out the
motion and delivers a speech explaining its objectives. Following this, other members are permitted to
speak on the motion, offering support, raised criticisms, or suggesting alterations. At the end of the
debate, the minister concerned or the mover has the right to reply to the points raised during the
discussion.

Finally, the Presiding Officer puts the question to the vote of the House. This is the stage where the
collective opinion of the House is formally recorded. The vote can be taken through voice vote, division,
or electronic voting methods. If the majority of members present and voting support the proposal, the
motion is declared adopted and becomes a formal resolution or order of the House.

Broad Categories of Motions

The rules of procedure classify the proposals brought before Parliament into three distinct, overarching
categories. This classification is based on the independent status of the proposal and how it relates to
other ongoing businesses in the House. Understanding these divisions helps in understanding how the
parliamentary schedule is managed.

The first category consists of independent proposals that stand on their own merit and do not depend
on any other pending matter. The second category includes proposals offered as alternatives to an
original motion, intended to replace the initial text entirely. The third category comprises dependent
proposals that cannot stand alone and exist solely to assist, modify, or delay an existing item of
business. Now this becomes important. Every single motion used in the Indian Parliament, from a
simple vote of thanks to a complex censure motion, fits into one of these three structural groups.

Substantive Motions in Detail
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A substantive motion is a self-contained, independent proposal submitted for the approval of the
House. It is drafted in such a way as to enable the House to express its choice clearly and definitively.
Because of its independent nature, it does not rely on any other motion or ongoing legislative text to
make sense.

This type of motion is reserved for matters of high constitutional and political significance. The rules
mandate that certain high officials cannot be discussed or criticized casually; their conduct can only be
brought under legislative scrutiny through a properly framed substantive motion. This provision acts as
a safeguard to protect constitutional authorities from regular political rancor.

Examples of substantive motions include:

A motion for the impeachment of the President of India under Article 61.
A motion for the removal of the Judges of the Supreme Court or High Courts.
A motion for the removal of the Chief Election Commissioner or the Comptroller and Auditor
General.
A motion of no-confidence in the Council of Ministers brought under the rules of the Lok Sabha.

Substitute Motions and their Nature

A substitute motion is a proposal brought before the House as an alternative to an original motion that
is currently under consideration. When a member feels that the original proposal does not address the
issue correctly, or wishes to steer the discussion in a completely different direction, they can move a
substitute motion.

This point needs attention because a substitute motion is not a mere amendment. While an amendment
modifies specific words or sections of an existing text, a substitute motion seeks to replace the entire
original motion with a fresh text. It presents the House with a choice between two distinct approaches to
the same subject matter.

Procedurally, when a substitute motion is moved, it is debated alongside the original motion. At the end
of the discussion, the Presiding Officer puts the substitute motion to vote first. If the House votes in
favor of the substitute motion, the original motion automatically lapses, as the new text has taken its
place. If the substitute motion is rejected, the House then proceeds to vote on the original proposal.

Subsidiary Motions and Their Classification

A subsidiary motion is a proposal that does not have any independent meaning or status on its own. It
cannot stand by itself in the House. Instead, it relies entirely upon an original motion that is either
already under consideration or about to be brought before the House. It exists to decide how the main
motion should be handled or modified.

The rules sub-divide subsidiary motions into three clear sub-categories based on their precise
functional role in parliamentary practice. These are:

Ancillary Motions
Superseding Motions
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Amendments

Each of these sub-classes performs a specific procedural duty, ensuring that the main debate can be
guided, delayed, or altered according to the developing consensus or strategy of the members.

Ancillary Motions and Examples

Ancillary motions are those subsidiary proposals that are used as a recognized web of connection with
the regular conduct of business. They are prescribed by the rules and practices of the House as a
necessary step to follow up on a previous action or to state how a particular piece of business must
proceed to its next logical stage.

These proposals do not add new ideas or delay the house; they simply act as procedural facilitators for
items already approved in principle. For example, once a bill has been debated and passed through its
initial readings, a motion that the bill be taken into consideration or passed is an ancillary motion. It is a
structural requirement to move the legislative document from one stage of the lawmaking process to the
next.

Superseding Motions and Speakerâ??s Discretion

A superseding motion is a proposal moved during the debate on an original motion with the explicit
purpose of setting aside that discussion. It seeks to replace the current debate entirely by introducing a
immediate procedural choice that must be resolved first. At this stage, one issue becomes clear: it is
often used as a tactical tool by members to delay a decision on a controversial matter.

When a main motion is being debated, a member may move a superseding motion stating â??that the
debate be now adjournedâ?• or â??that the consideration of the matter be deferred.â?• If accepted, the
house stops discussing the substance of the main issue and votes on whether to halt the debate.

The use of this tool is subject to the strict discretion of the Speaker or Chairman. If the Presiding Officer
is of the opinion that the superseding motion is an abuse of the rules of the House or is being used
merely to obstruct business unnecessarily, they may decline to propose the question to the House, or
may put the question immediately without allowing any debate on it. This prevents the minor opposition
from paralyzing the legislative calendar.

Amendments as Subsidiary Motions

An amendment is a subsidiary motion that seeks to modify the text of an original motion before the
House votes on it. Unlike a substitute motion, which replaces the whole document, an amendment
works within the framework of the original proposal. It aims to improve the text, clarify its meaning, or
delete objectionable phrases.

An amendment can take three forms: it can propose the omission of certain words, the insertion or
addition of new words, or the substitution of specific words within the original text. The rules require that
an amendment must be relevant to the main motion it seeks to alter. It cannot introduce a completely
foreign topic or be a direct negative of the original motion.
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When the debate concludes, the amendments are put to vote before the main motion is finalized. The
Presiding Officer arranges the order of voting so that amendments that are furthest from the original
text are decided first. Once all admitted amendments are accepted or rejected, the House finally votes
on the main motion in its original or amended form.

UPSC Perspective

Prelims Focus

For the Civil Services Preliminary Examination, candidates must focus on the classifications and
procedural nuances that govern these devices. Questions frequently test the ability to differentiate
between substantive and subsidiary proposals. Candidates must remember that an independent
proposal like the removal of a high constitutional functionary requires a substantive motion, which
carries strict notice requirements.

The exact operational power of the Speaker regarding superseding motions and the fact that a
substitute motion is voted upon before the original text are details that form the basis of objective polity
questions. Close attention must also be paid to which motions are voteable and which merely allow the
house to discuss a topic without a formal conclusion, such as a motion to discuss a public policy without
a binding directive.

Mains Focus

In the Mains Examination, the focus must rise to an analytical critique of how these motions preserve
the concept of legislative oversight over the executive. The answer writing should reflect how these
tools allow the opposition to extract accountability from the Cabinet. For instance, the use of no-
confidence motions or adjournment motions demonstrates the ultimate authority of the Lok Sabha over
the survival of the government.

Aspirants should be prepared to discuss the balance between procedural obstruction and genuine
debate. The increasing use of motions to disrupt proceedings versus their structured use for policy
analysis is an administrative issue. The analytical observations should highlight that the effectiveness of
Parliament depends not just on the availability of these rules, but on the willingness of both the treasury
and opposition to utilize them for constructive governance rather than mere political theater.

Common Student Confusion

A common misunderstanding among students is confusing a substitute motion with an amendment. A
substitute motion is an entirely fresh text brought as a complete alternative to replace the original
proposal. An amendment, on the other hand, does not destroy the original motion; it merely adjusts
sections, inserts words, or removes sentences while leaving the overall structure of the original
proposal intact.

Another area where candidates face difficulty is understanding the status of subsidiary motions. Many
believe that any member can introduce a subsidiary motion at any point during a session
independently. This is a misconception. A subsidiary motion has zero procedural value unless it is

SHRI RAM IAS
8882939805, 9958635276

SHRI RAM IAS

Page 5
SHRI RAM IAS - Best IAS Coaching in Delhi

https://www.shriramias.in/parliament-adjournment-and-adjournment-sine-die-upsc/


directly tethered to an original motion that is already active or listed before the House.

Finally, there is a misconception that the Speaker must put every moved motion to a vote. In reality, the
rules grant wide discretionary powers to the Presiding Officer. If a motion is deemed frivolous,
obstructive, or non-compliant with the standard rules of business, the Speaker can refuse to admit it or
refuse to put it to the vote of the House.

Short Revision Points

Motion Defined: A formal proposal made by a legislator to the House to initiate discussion, seek
an order, or record an opinion.
Three Stages: Written notice and admissibility check, introduction and floor debate, final voting
by the members.
Substantive Motion: A self-contained, independent proposal used for matters of great
constitutional significance, such as the impeachment of the President.
Substitute Motion: Introduced as an alternative to an original motion; seeks to replace the entire
initial text and is voted on first.
Subsidiary Motion: Possesses no independent status; depends completely on an original
motion; divided into ancillary, superseding, and amendments.
Ancillary Motion: A regular procedural step required by the rules to move an ongoing business
to its next standard stage.
Superseding Motion: A tactical proposal aimed at adjourning or deferring the current debate,
subject to the veto power of the Speaker.
Amendment: A subsidiary proposal that alters an existing motion by deleting, adding, or
substituting specific words within its text.

FAQs

1. What is the basic purpose of a motion in Parliament?

The basic purpose is to introduce a formal proposal before the House so that it can be structured into a
debate and lead to a clear, official decision or expression of opinion by the legislature.

2. What is the difference between substantive and substitute motions?

A substantive motion is a completely independent proposal dealing with major issues like constitutional
removals, whereas a substitute motion is brought as an alternative text to replace another original
motion already under debate.

3. Can the Speaker refuse to put a motion to vote?

Yes, the Speaker possesses the procedural discretion to refuse to put a motion to vote if it is
determined to be an abuse of rules, obstructive in nature, or non-compliant with house regulations.
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A thorough command over parliamentary procedures and the working of legislative devices is essential
for answering both conceptual and applied questions in the civil services exam. Mastery over these
topics requires systematic coverage and analytical guidance that links theoretical clauses with actual
parliamentary developments. For candidates seeking to build a strong foundation in Indian Polity and all
other components of the UPSC syllabus, choosing the right guidance is a critical step. SHRI RAM IAS
is regarded as the best ias coaching in delhi, providing comprehensive class structures, precise study
material, and a dedicated mentorship model that prepares aspirants to meet the high standards of the
examination successfully.
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