
Democratic growing pains 

INDIA: VOICES OF DISSENT 

by Ananda Dasgupta 

Opposition politics in India have come to resemble those 
celebrated marriages of film stars: the initial blaze of pub- 
licity, the enormous public attention, the fervent oaths of 
fealty, then the brief honeymoon, when past recriminations 
are forgotten, areas of commonality are discovered, and 
each party tries to convince a credulous media and a skep- 
tical public that this time around it can work. And through 
it all (to push the metaphor a little further) the “other 
woman”-she who wrecked the previous marriage-looks 
on with a quiet smile. Just so does Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi, both in her public and private utterances, adopt 
a note of buoyant optimism, pointing out to whomever 
will listen (and with both radio and television controlled 
by her government, people do listen) that this is not the 
first time “disparate” elements have banded together to 
unseat her; and in all probability it will not be the last. 

In early 1985 there will once again be a general election 
in the country that liberal Westerners are fond of calling 
the world’s largest participatory democracy. For both the 
opposition and Mrs. Gandhi’s ruling Congress I party, it 
is business as usual. Routine abuses are traded in Parlia- 
ment, routine walkouts over routine issues are conducted 
by the opposition, and, with routine scorn for ideology, 
routine alliances are being sought and forged for the routine 
quintennial polling exercise. 

And this is precisely the trap into which India’s main- 
stream politicians have walked. By failing to confront hon- 
estly the atavistic forces of disruption and political violence, 
they have deluded themselves into believing that the center 
of politics in India still resides in its imported British 
institutions: the various political parties, the Parliament, 
and the state assemblies. 

All this is, of course, just a few generations old-par- 
liamentary democracy having begun in India only after the 
end of the First World War, when the Montagu-Chelmsford 
reforms presented the subcontinent, then still undivided, 
with the rudiments of its present system. Independence 
and subsequent events seemed to indicate that Indians had 
taken to electoral politics with alacrity and enthusiasm; 
indeed, it became fashionable for Western liberals, par- 
ticularly the Americans, to point to India as proof that 
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Western-type democracy need not be limited to the West 
alone-that it was compatible with illiteracy and igno- 
rance, social ossification and poverty. 

See (ran the refrain) how well the Indians have adapted 
to democracy! The applause was sincere, the pride un- 
derstandable, for at the opposite pole stood China, the 
giant with gigantic problems not dissimilar to India’s but 
which had chosen communism, totalitarianism, and a cen- 
tralized, rigidly planned economy. Suddenly the two an- 
cient Asian countries found themselves in the position of 
racehorses, each obliged to try beating the other under the 
guidance of-and with a little deft prodding from-their 
respective jockeys, the West and the USSR. India’s triumph 
would be the triumph of Bentham, Mill, and Jefferson; of 
peaceful, gradual, and, above all, democratic change. 

One hears less of such things today. The first major 
shock came in June, 1975, when, overnight, Mrs. Gandhi 
imprisoned all the opposition, clamped down on the media, 
and, for all practical purposes, turned the country into a 
police state. Western liberals must have been acutely dis- 
illusioned to see how readily the most fundamental liberties 
were surrendered to her “Emergency”; how easily the me- 
dia, including privately owned papers, slid into their new 
role as purveyors of the message of Mrs. Gandhi and her 
son Sanjay; how smoothly the police, the courts, the bu- 
reaucrats enforced laws more appropriate to the India of 
the seventeenth century. 

Nineteen seventy-seven upset all that. The Janata party- 
a diverse coalition united in its opposition to Mrs. Gan- 
dhi-rode to power on an anti-Indira Gandhuanti-Emer- 
gency ticket, and once again the talk was of the Indian’s 
political maturity and his commitment to the democratic 
ethos. Three years later, India’s much-vaunted democracy 
fell apart like a split orange, and Mrs. Gandhi won re- 
election with a huge majority. 

POLITICAL DISENCHANTMENT 
Much has happened in Indian politics since 1980. The 
country’s urbanized elite-from which most politicians and 
all newsmen and academics hail-have totally, inexplic- 
ably, and unforgivably missed the paramount reality of 
Indian politics: that the consensus which formed the bed- 
rock of politics has virtually disappeared, that faith in the 
normal democratic processes has hit an all-time low, and 
that more and more people are opting out of the elaborate 
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rigamarole of elections that seem to result in increasingly 
unresponsive and insensitive governments. 

The recourse to extraconstitutional and extraparliamen- 
tary agitation is hardly new in India-which is, after all, 
the land of Gandhi, who got his way by going over the 
heads of his doubting colleagues and an imperial British 
government by proclaiming fasts, “days of silence,” and 
other unconventional tactics. But in the present context, 
a more temfying development can scarcely be imagined: 
Indian politics have become irrelevant to Indians. 

Witness, for example, the readiness with which people 
have taken to ostensibly peaceful agitations to redress real 
or imagined grievances. The leaders of these campaigns 
are not opposition politicians or members of Parliament 
and the state assemblies; they are relatively unknown faces 
and with mostly nonpolitical backgrounds. Thus, the farm- 
ers’ agitations launched in 1981 for higher procurement 
prices has been led by Sharad Hoshi. a gentleman agri- 
culturalist who has studied and lived in the United States. 
Similarly, the mastermind behind the Akali agitation that 
has whipped the adjacent states of Punjab and H q a n a  
into communal frenzy and, by unofficial estimates, has 
resulted in over a thousand deaths at the hands of terrorists 
or in pitched battles with the Army and police, is one 
Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale, a Sikh priest. Bhindranwale 
is India’s counterpart to Iran’s Khomeini-the most dan- 
gerous of all leaders, the holy bigot. But perhaps the most 
remarkable campaign is the one mounted by the students 
of Assam to force the government to evict the five million 
illegal Bangladeshi immigrants who have entered the state 
and, allegedly with government connivance, got them- 
selves listed on the electoral rolls. The students’ determined 
bid to prevent elections to the state assembly in February, 
1983, based on these doctored rolls led to such incredible 
brutality and violence that some four thousand corpses were 
left rotting in the fields of Nellie and Gohpur. 

“Extremists,” the academic liberal would say, nodding 
reassuringly. There are always people and forces beyond 
the spectrum of electoral politics-particularly in a new 
and underdeveloped democracy-who choose violence as 
a means of struggle. The Basque menace has existed for 
centuries, but that does not indicate that Spain’s nascent 
democracy is threatened. Nor does Westminister, the mother 
of parliaments, find itself endangered by the continuing 
rampages of the Irish Republican Army. Repeatedly, In- 
dia’s voter-turnout figures are trotted out as evidence of 
how deep democracy has sunk its roots in the country; 
indeed, the voter tumout during each of India’s six general 
elections has been consistently high. (An interesting side- 
light: An exceptionally large turnout has meant discomfort 
for Mrs. Gandhi each time it has occurred. Thus, in 1967, 
when the Congress party lost control of eight states and 
limped back to power at the central level with just 41 per 
cent of the popular vote, the turnout was about 62 per cent; 
ten years later, the year the Janata party won and formed 
its short-lived government, the figure was about the same. 
In contrast, during the 1971 and 1980 elections, both of 
which Mrs. Gandhi won handily, turnout was only 52-55 
per cent.) But such optimism is misplaced. First, the type 
of extremism that lacerates India today is far more wide- 
spread, violent, and organized than any it has known pre- 
viously. Second, the momentum that this extremism has 
created has forced political parties to associate themselves 

with it in order to pick up supporters and votes, thereby 
lending it a measure of respectability. 

The disenchantment with parliamentary politics finds its 
most vocal expression in the public’s perception of poli- 
ticians in generil. The most prestigious political forecast- 
ing organization in the country, Dr. Eric DaCosta’s Indian 
Institute of Public Opinion, found in a very recent survey 
that the mood of the people in the Hindi-speaking heart- 
land-which accounts for 214 of Parliament’s 542 seats 
and which generally votes uniformly-is one of gloom 
about both the present and the future. Another poll con- 
ducted by the Indian Market Research Bureau was even 
mote revealing: A full 71 per cent of the people who said 
they would vote for Prime Minister Gandhi also said that 
she does indeed believe in nepotism and family rule; and 
48 per cent of the same voters said she is corrupt. Why, 
then, does a full 80 per cent of those who voted the Con- 
gress I into power in 1980 indicate that they would do so 
again? Overwhelmingly the reason given is that Indira 
Gandhi is the only person capable of offering the nation 
a strong, stable government at the central level. 

A recent report of the International Monetary Fund re- 
veals the extent of India’s corruption. According to IMF 
figures, “black money”-that is, money hidden from tax- 
ation-has been estimated at an amazing 50 per cent of 
India’s Gross National Product. Compare this to the es- 
timate of 15-25 per cent of GNP for the United States, 
Canada, Italy, and Sweden; for Thatcherite Britain the 
figure is less than 10 per cent. Statistics, however, tell 
only part of the story; one has to live in India to really 
understand the full extent of the condition. No one is 
exempt-from the bus conductors who pocket your change 
to the highest policy-makers of the land. 

SEALED CARRIAGES 
Political polls, high finance, letters to the editor, and the 
like-in the last analysis, all belong to only a small segment 

17 



~ WORLDVIEW 
isavailable in 
Microform. 

University Microfilms 
International 

Please send acidillonat information 
for 

I"lllir. 4 , l  p"bllrJl,,ml 

Stale Zip 

300 Nonh Zeeb Road 
Dept. P.R. 
Ann Arbor. Mi. 48106 

of the Indian reality; they are the artifacts and creations 
of urbanized Indians. Damaging as they are. they are not 
the final indication of the institutional collapse that this 
writer believes is ing place in India. For this, one must 
go to the village , w ere 80 per cent of the people live. 

Here, nothing as anged. Despite govemment schemes 
with names sm D i g faintly of Orwellian newspeak-the 

m l i \ s $ & o g r a " e ,  the Ground Water Development 
Programme, the Integrated Rural Development Pro- 
gramme, the National Rural Employment Programme, the 
Small Farmers Development Agency, the Rural Landless 
Employment Programme, the National Project for Bio-gas 
Development, the Development of Women and Children 
in Rural Areas Programme, and, finally, the Project for 
Assisting Small and Marginal Farmers for Increased Ag- 
ricultural Productiondespite all this, the villagers of the 
country have remained caught in a cruel time warp, trapped 
between the economic demands and longings of the twen- 
tieth century and the social mores, values, and technology 
of the twelfth. 

The fact is, by the end of the present century, using 
poverty ratios and present economic growth indices, there 
will be 472 million urrerly poor people in India-more 
than the total population at the time of independence, and 
more than the present populations of the United States and 
Canada combined. According to the sixth Five-Year Plan, 
poverty-stricken Indians are expected to number 282 mil- 
lion by the end of this year, of which 230 million will be 
from the villages. Some independent economists put the 
actual numbers at 329 million and 260 million respectively. 

Against this backdrop of unbelievable deprivation, there 
continue the interminable caste wars, communal clashes, 
and dowry killings. 

The unreality strikes foreigners as bizarre. Trevor Fish- 
lock, for years the London Times correspondent in the 
country and now stationed in New York, wrote in his India 
File (published in the States as Gandhi's Children): "While 
the urban educated raise points of order about democracy, 
the landlords' thugs and policemen in the countryside thrash 
those among the poor who dare to talk of rights. Trou- 
blesome crowds are dealt with by the application of a 
Napoleonic whiff of grapeshot, a few bullets from police 
rifles. 'Two dead in police firing' is a commonplace head- 
line, down-column in Indian newspapers. In the courts of 
law, advocates wear striped trousers, waistcoats, neck- 
bands, and gowns, their arguments backed by Halsbury, 
uttered in the cadences of Gray's Inn. In the cells of the 
country's awful prisons lie tens of thousands of men, 
women, and children who have been waiting for years to 
come to trial while lawyers spout." 

Mr. Fishlock has spotted the truth that so many others 
of his hemisphere have failed to see. The division of India 
is complete, and there are no bridges to traverse the ever- 
widening chasm. On the one hand is urban India, itself 
fragmented by hostile polarizations and irreconcilable con- 
flicts-the India that chairs the nonaligned conference, the 
India of shifting political alliances and shifty political lead- 
ers. On the other hand is the vast continent of silence- 
sullen, beaten, but twitching in the night. Each continues 
virtually independent but tragically linked to the other, 
much like the sealed twin carriages of an express train 
rushing madly into the darkness, shooting past one danger 
signal after another. lwvl 
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