INDIAN ELECTIONS

REVENGE OF THE PEOPLE

The Indian clectorate has told the wild ones that enough
is congh

Ashok Mitra

resolute eoalition of omnien snd exit pells kave made asses

of themselves. A sorl of sheepish apolegis could be on
offer: they did, m fact, hinlal the possibility ofa hung Lok Sabha
Thit hardly matters. The prognostications by pollsters provided
aota hintof the cataclysmic political changes thought opby India's
electors,

Perhips the fact that the principal news media are based in New
Delhi and Mumbai, respectively the nation's political and [inancial
aapltal, explains the haughty abséntmindedness of the sample
designs whick do not bother to reach down to the humble and weak
multitiides strewn across town and country. The latler, the mplicit
assurnption has been, are of no conseguence: as long as the nation’s
top decile shines, the restof the countrymen should betrer et nlong
Lo that senge, the poll outcome is the response of the nation's base
tov the pomigs-o0 al the level of the superstructure.

The elections hove rendered a near knock-out blow to the
Information Technalogy lebby The state chieFmamster whiom Tz
Incorpuraicd had held op asrole mode] for the glohalization process
= whiy used (o ke pride o desenbe himaelf ay CEQ of has stute -
has been sent padking. The other chicf minsler who was wuont W
remyind all and sundry fhat the seat of hid government was atso the
prefened habitat of the IT industry, hus sulfered an almost equal
humilistion.

Appropriate lessons oughi to be drvwn for their twn good by del
ministers elsewhere in the country, 1T is glamisur, IT is World-
Bank-fricndly, by embracing 1T, one éoaxes kudes from the US
admintstration. But what about its other adyverse efTects? 1 diverts
fuenels dwiny from ersential tasks for ameliprating the plight 6 Mpoar,
hepless people across the country 10 enable them to reach up oo
marginaliy better existence, The poor know where their priorilics
lig. They want drinking water, They want fmigation water, They
seek subkidized power. They want a going public distribution
system Lo provide them with essential consumer goods at prices
they can alford, they weint protection on the crops (hey raise; such
as wheat, cotton or suparcane, posed by uncontrolled imports from
rich foreign countries. They donot want plants and factories, bulls
assiducusly over the decades with (he natlon's oW resources, 1o
be gloged down or sold off to shady operators, And all because an
imported economic philosophy 15 trving toconvince official minds
st ceonomie efficrency 15 coterminous with 2 [shour-economizing
technalogy.

| It is necessary to he fair. The kind of national etynomy sought to

be buill in the recent period and which bas Inuniserized a vast
majurity of the population had iy genesis during (he catlier
Cemgress government. The arpument that they are not the original
simners have not saved the Bhorativa Janata Party leadership, 1
has been a silenl resolute coalition of prdinary men and women
wha hove marched 10 the polling stations (o express thair wrnth
They include, apart [rom the vast army of the unemploved and
other scrounging for hvelihood which the crumbs of sulsourcing
nre unable to ensure, the hungry and emacidted pensant masses
too. They also melude o cross-section of old and middle-aped people
whi have expenenced a shnnkage m their savings hecause domestic
interest rates have been hrought down sinee the Federal Reserve
Board hoes olso done so.

These millions heve now faken their revenge. It s almast a
Brechtian situation. Reforms-struck politicians; gloating over the
several misdoings they have commiited since 1991, were on the
paint of dissolyving the people; the people, grabbing the opportunity
Ural ciinie theie sy, decided w dissolve (heir nuling pelitictins
insleid,

Thie share market 1% in @ state of shock, Indiz Incorpomaied oo has
been overtaken by panic. Perhups as & variant ol dulo-sugpestion,
the tyeoons have come out with 2 pompous statement. Like-minded
cinizens, mke heart, notwithstimding the poll resulis, the economic
reforms will comtinue. It 15 cheek they demonstmmie, nnd they are
ot the sily pncs As the shure prices started W stumble, a o
irsued on hehalf of the Congrees sang the same fune;: everything 15
under control, onee the party of the Nehru-Gandhis returned 1o
poswer it would not deviate from the reforms apenda.

The Conpgresz should have better sense. The Lok Sabhe seats they
hzve worare because they were he party in oppasition to the ruling
alliance. who got identified with the perpetmitars of the misery
eountrymen have hean experiencing. To have a viable majority for
the new governmenl they will have to depend very substantially
on other parties and groups who are Tiercaly opposad to the
insensate reforms that do not contribute to reil growth, and shift
e and job epportunities from the poerer classes (o the deh,

That apart, the nervousness over the convulsions in the share market
ig altogether misplac-ed. For conslder the lollowing possibility, if
ghare prices decline, investors will meve on-a wide [Fonl oway




from speculstive activity and concentrate on direct physical
investment, therchy adding to productive capaeity. The current stock
exchange mess 18 therefore 8 good omen for the ceonomy; the new
govemment that is about to be installed must, for dear life;
comprehend this home truth,

The Bhuratiya Janata Party will enter a season for ruing in lelsure.
Its leaders should also have the humility to reflect on the
officiousness of their vicious bigotry, Merely because their party
makes the assertion, Hindutva does not become identical with
Bharativalva. The vulgar racket that the party had created in the
country in order (v construct 3 Ram temple on the ground where
the demolished Babri mosque had once stood has done immense
dannyze W India’s international credibility, even as it has engineered
migdieval savarery within the land. The Indian electoraie has over
this past formight told the wild ones that enough is encugh,

Perhaps the biggest significance of the 2004 Lok sabhs polls lies
elsewhere. Meither of the two major political parties will be very
keen 1o point oul the faet, but the total number of members elected
to the 14th Lok Sabha donot add up to even one-halfot s appregate
stremggth. It 15 the assorted regionul partes, into which belong a
handlit of recognized "national" partics too, who now command a
miajorily in the lower house of parliament.

The relevance of these regiomal parties is going to increase
heneetorth w an inondinale degree. They will be increasingly more
assertive and elanm their pound of Nesh from the systerm, That need
not be regarded as catustrophy, Who knows, with growing pressure

meunied by the regional parties, the Indiun polity could well turm
into A penumely federal arrangement with progressivaly prester
davalufion of powar and réspurces.

A cluster ol regional parties will control state adminigtrations across
the country; without their support, no govemment will gurvive in
Mew Delhi. The Centre will therefore be forced to cede to thess
regional entifies more and more funds and administrative
prerogatives: | he politicel contre of gravity will, a9 2 result, shift
gradually from Mew Delhi to the state capitals, 1t is worth
speculating what other developments might eventuate. Foraxample,
A drastic reordering of national prionties could be on the cards,
fullilment of the basic necds of the peaple in such arenas as health,
housing, education, employment asd food seourity could eclipss
concem - fulse or genuine - over such issues as national sécunty
and defznce.

While machine politicians engape in New Delhi over the next few
days in therr governmeni-tormihion pastime, should not polineal
analysts too do some introspection? Given their speeific locanon,
they think in-a lazy mould and endeavour 1o explain gl electoral
shifis in terms of either the "honeymoon effzel” or "soti-
incumbeney”. They owe:it to themseives o do a deeper exercise,
othetwise they tun the nsk of commiting mare lux pas m the
mianner of thewxiz and epinion palls. Or s 1t their srgument that,
in the case ol West Bengal, the anti-iticumbeney factor still holds;
the revoll of the voters iz against the ineumbency in the state aver
ong years of a tharoughly worrhless apposition .

LET US HOPE THE DARKNESS HAS PASSED

India's real and virtual worlds have collided in a humiliation of power

Arundhati Roy

or many of ug who feel estranped fom mainsioesm

politics; there are tare, cphemern] moments of celchrition,
Todey i3 one of them. When India went o the pulls, we ware
nagotisting the dangerous cross-cwrents of neo-liberalism and neo-
fascism - an assault on the poor and minorily communitics

Nonz of the pundits and psephologists predicted the results, The
tightwing BIP-led cealition has not just been voied out of power,
it has been bumilinted. Tt cannot but be seen as o decisive vole
against comuunalism, and neo-liberalism's economic “retorms”.
The Conpgress has bevome the rpest party. The 21t partles, the
only parties to be overtly (bul inetfectively) eritical of the reforms,
have been given an unprecedented mandute. But even as we
velebrate, we know that on every pajur issue besides over: Hindu
nationulism (nuclear bumbs, big dams wnd privasisetion), the
Congress and the BIT have no major ideological differences. We

know the legacy ol the Congress led us to the homor of the BIP,
Still, we celebrate because surely s darkness has passed. Or kas it?
Recently, @ young friend was talking o me about Kashnvr About
the marass ol political venality, the bratality of the security forces,
the mehoate edpey of & society saturated i vialenes, where
militants, police, inlelligence officers, povernmen! servants,
businessmea and even joarmalists sncoonter ench other. and
gradually, over tune, become each other. Ahout kaving 1o live with
the endless killing. the mounting “disappearances”, the whispering,
the fear, the rumours, the insane disconneciion bebween what
Kashmiris know 14 happening and what the rest of us are told 5
happening in Kashmir,

He said: "Kashmir used to be o business. Now it's 8 mental asylum,"
Admitedly, the conflicts in Kushmir and the north-eastern states
mike them separate wings that house the maore parlloas wards 1o

poLITY
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