
Trevor Fishlock on 
INDIA'S NEXT GANDHI 

The first time I saw Rajiv Gandhi he stood illuminated by 
the flames of his brother's sandalwood funeral pyre in Delhi. 
Until that time, even in India, and even though he was Mrs. 
Gandhi's elder son, he was almost unknown. He was plucked 
from contented obscurity, a pilot with Indian Airlines, to a 
place at his mother's side. There was never any real doubt 
that he would be chosen to succeed her. As a son of the 
remarkable house of Nehru, as the only person his mother 
could trust, his succession was inevitable. As he stood by 
the pyre, and the sun set, his face and eyes, his very de- 
meanor, showed a man beginning to understand the enor- 
mity of the burden thrust upon him. 

Now that he is prime minister his character and experi- 
ence are in the crucible. As a politician, as a manager, he 
is a largely unknown quantity. Indeed, he cannot himself 
know the quality of the personal resources--courage, 
shrewdness, stamina, guile-that he now has to mine. He 
is thrust into power at a time of acute crisis. The task before 
him is massive and the price of misjudgment and failure 
could be very high. He has to come to terms with the strengths 
and the weaknesses of his mother's political legacy. 

He came to my home in Delhi once, to talk with a number 
of foreign correspondents about the management of India. 
He was shy and talked quietly. He was feeling his way 
carefully and emerged as a man anxious to learn and to 
perform some service for his country. He wanted to do well 
by his mother, and he evidently felt a sense of loyalty and 

of duty. In political circles people were asking what a nlce 
fellow like Rajiv Gandhi was doing in a dirty and cynical 
business like politics. He had made plain his disgust at the 
grubbier side of politics, the widespread corruption at every 
level. 

His mother never had any illusions about the nature of 
politics and power. And she knew her India. No one had 
'.raveled it as much as she; and she had been intimately 
involved in its development, at the highest levels, since her 
childhood. She had been brought up an entirely political 
person. Her grandfather, Motilal Nehru, was a prosperous 
anglicized lawyer who made a courageous commitment to 
the cause cf independece. Her father, prime minister from 
1947 to 1964, played a central role in shaping the world's 
largest democracy, and he schooled his daughter, keeping 
her at his side as hostess and confidante. The so-called 
"syndicate" of older Congress party politicians who made 
her prime minister in 1966, believing her to be what they 
called "a dumb doll," ripe for manipulation, were wrong. She 
got rid of them. She knew much about the weaknesses and 
ambitions of men and had, as Henry Kissinger once said, 
"few peers in the cold-blooded calculation of the elements 
of power." 

Her insecure girlhood helped shape a leader determined 
to be unassailable, independent, and completely in com- 
mand, ensuring that no one around her could grow powerful. 
She had an antipathy to any sort of power base. Under her 
rule no man was likely to grow to great political stature. 

As part of her strategy to accrue power she worked stead- 
ily to weaken the regional leadership of the Congress party. 
Congress was a great political machine, an all-India network 
of democracy, at the very heart of India's political vitality. 
In the regional branches of the Congress men learned their 
politics, developed, and rose. The regions were made to 
feel that they counted, and, in this respect, the party was a 

"Now then, Mrs. Oxley, re11 us exactly what it is you don't like about our missiles." 
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force for stability, a common denominator in a complex and 
gigantic country of twenty-two states, nine territories, fifteen 
oflidal languages, and tindery communal tensions. 

But Mrs. Gandhi gradually wore down the strength of the 
parly's regional elements. She wanted no regional kinglets 
to challenge her. During the sixteen years in which she led 
India she bent Congress to her will and posted her own 
loyal men to mind the store in the regions. The great internal 
political battles in India concerned Mrs. Gandhi's struggles 
to defeat the regional chiefs who defied her, who repre- 
sented their people, and had an independent following: men 
like Sheikh Abdullah in Kashmir, M. G. Ramachandran in 
Tamil Nadu, the Sikh leaders in Punjab, and N. T. Rama 
Rao in Andhra Pradesh. 

In 1980, at the head of her eponymous lndira Congress 
party, Mn. Gandhi made a dramatic retum to power thirty- 
three months after lodng it. The Janata party, divided and 
quarrelsome, had made a hash of ruling; and opposition 
parties have remained fragmented since. At her side was 
her ruthless, scoundrelly, and impatient second son, Sanjay, 
holding no formal office but throwing an ominous shadow 
with his love for the political melee and the odor of power. 
On his death in an airplane crash six months after his moth- 
er's triumphant retum, Rajiv was drafted. He became the 
loyal aide and confidant, the heir apparent. He had the key 
qualification of being his mother's son, the only person such 
a suspicious and insecure woman could trust. Of course he 
knew of the loud complaints about the Nehru dynasty, about 
nepotism; but, as he said, "The way I look at it, Mummy has 
to be helped somehow." 

lndira Gandhi always had a sense of mission about her 
role, a passionate instinct for the place of the Nehrus in 
India's march. Rajiv, methodical, serious, cautious, diffident, 
not at all assertive, no natural politico, did not share his 
mother's sense of destiny, the belief that she was the em- 
bodiment of the popular will, though he was certainly imbued 
with an historical idea. He is, after all, a Nehru. 

As his mother's lieutenant and heir, Rajiv Gandhi saw at 
first hand how politics work in India. He became a general 
secretary in the Congress. He watched as his mother un- 
dermined the centers of opposition power in Sikkim, in Kash- 
mir, Punjab, and Andhra Pradesh. As it turned out, her 
attempt to get rid of the charishatic leader in Andhra was 
a mistake. There was uproar. And in Punjab there was an 
ugly mess-a power play and politics on a volcano of re- 
sentments and extremist feelings. 

Mrs. Gandhi had employed her usual crisis method in 
Punjab: She had given the extremists plenty of time in the 
hope that they would bum themselves out. But there was 
the matter of terrorism, a constant affront that few govem- 
ments can endure for long. The Indian government's assault 
on the Golden Temple signed Mrs. Gandhi's death warrant. 

In respect to Punjab, to Andhra Pradesh, to Assam, to 
many other places and issues, Rajiv Gandhi leamed much 
in his four years at- his mother's side. He has to consider 
her legacy as well as his abilities. He is not going to be Mrs. 
Gandhi II. His mother would have argued that her long 
tenure, her centralizing of power, and her snuffing of regional 
ambitions have been critical factors in the forging of national 
unity in such a young, fissiparous country. She would have 
said that she forged a sense of nationhood. And it is true 
that she embodied the idea of a united India. 

But Rajiv Gandhi knows that if his country is to remain 
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truly democratic, some strength will have to be restored to 
the Congress, that the regions will have to have m m  to 
maneuver to assert their own identities, to have state rights. 
Congress under Mrs. Gandhi depended entirely on the power 
of her personality, and her son does not have that sort of 
personality. 

In the short term, India will no doubt rally to Rajiv's flag. 
Indians, wherever they live, whatever language they speak, 
are very proud of India and would not like it to fracture. In 
the long term, Mr. Gandhi will have to strike a difficult bal- 
ance: He will have to resolve the Punjab question and pla- 
cate the bruised Sikhs. He will have to redevelop the 
democratic network of Congress, to give the regions more 
power yet prevent them from growing too powerful. He will 
have to assert himself in the party to prevent the ambitious 
from unseating him. He will have to show strength and 
statesmanship in foreign policy. In particular, he needs to 
improve the dismal relationship with Pakistan. He has also 
to be politically altruistic, to find ways of improving the op- 
position in a country where politics have grown somewhat 
flabby in thirty-seven years of one-party rule. For a pilot, it 
is a tough takeoff. 

Trevor Fishlock, New York Bureau Chief of The Times, 
London, was that paper's India correspondent from 1980 
to 1983. He is the author of Gandhi's Children, a study of 
contemporary India. 

EXCURSUS 2 

Robert J. Myers on 
NATO AT THIRTY-FIVE 

"Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof." This seems to 
be the slogan of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 
which hosted in October a small delegation of observers 
organized by CRlA and financed by a NATO grant. In brief- 
ings at Brussels, Rome, and Naples the theme was the 
numerical advantage of the Warsaw Pact in conventional 
forces and weapons and the continuing deployment by the 
Soviets of more and more SS-20 intermediate-range nuclear 
missiles. The new deployments more than compensate for 
the Pershing Ils and cruise missiles in West Germany and 
the sixteen cruise missiles now operational in Sicily. 

Why, then, a considerably perkier spirit in NATO in 1984 
than was apparent during a similar visit last fall? There are 
two factors to take into account in judging military strength: 
not only actual military forces, but political will. For NATO, 
the decision to deploy the Pershing Ils and cruise missiles 
in Europe, aimed at targets in the Western part of the Soviet 
Union, was a thirty-fifth anniversary present. And the grand 
old alliance of sixteen countries successfully withstood the 
Soviet Union's threats and its walkout from the Geneva arms 
talks. Unquestionably, there is more self-confidence in NATO 
today than a year ago. How far this is warranted is, in my 
view, something else again. 

The view from Italy and the Sixth Fleet, Allied Forces 
Southern Europe, is bullish indeed. All Italian political par- 
ties, including the Communists, support the NATO shield. 
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