INDIA'S NEW ERA

Salman Rushdie

he fall of the Indian govermment is a huge political shoek that

strikmgly cohoes the only commurable electoral upset, the defes
vl Indira Gandhi in 1977. Thenas now, justabout the entirs commentariat
was convinced il the fncumbent would win: then as now, the opposition
was widaly written ofT; then as now, India's voters lell the politicians
and media with egg on their faces. Roth elections are high points in the
history of Indiin democracy. An amery elecrorate tiat doean't do what
it's supposed to o 19 5 fine and cheering thing,

Iy the 2142 yoars before the 1977 clecton, Gandhi's sutocratic
"emergency” regine, initiuled afler she was found guilty of electoral
mialpractice in 1975, had been guilty of many civil and huoan rights
shuses, inzluding forced slerthizations and vaseelomies. The Natignal
Democratic AlHenee (NDA) coalition led by Atal Biharl Vajpayes's
Bharativa Janata Party (BIP) was not by any means a dictatorship, but
its leaders have turned » biind eve to some tomible deeds, notably the
masy killings, mainty of Muslims, 0 the state of Guaret, where the
BF-led stale povernment itselfis accused of a role in the slaughter of
2002, The Congress Parly's sucoess in Guijarat supgests Dl voters have
bedn vickencd by whar they have seen, just as Gandhi's fall in 1977 was
an expréssion of national disgust at her pevermment's brutalities.

The oldest Indian rivalries of all have resartaced in thiv slection. as
they alsa did in 1977, Then as now, much of the urban bourgeoisic
vioted for the povernment, while the impoverished Indizn masses, n
particular the rural poar, mostly voted against il The Indinn battlc for
centrality in the debate about the country’s future hos slweys been, to
some degree, whattle betwean the ety and the village. [tis between, on
lhe one hend, the urbanized, indostrinlized India favored by bath the

socialist-inelined fawasharlal Mahra and the free-market architects of

“liles Shimine" the new Indinin which a:highly suceessful capitalisy
elass hins transformed the helghis ol the seonomy; and, en the odior
hand, ihe agricultural, homeapun India beloved of Mahatma Gaadhi,
the immmense coumiryside lndia where three-quurters of the populaticn
still lives and which has not bencfited in the sliphtest from the recent
economi: boon

I's no accident that the ruliog wllance lost heavily in Andhra Pradesh
end in Tamil Nadu, précisely the stated thul wouved information
technology gisnts suck as Misrosoft 1o set up shop, mrning sleepy
"second vitizs" such a5 Madras, Bangalore and Hyderdbad into now-
leeh Boom towns. That's becwuse while the rich gotnicher, the fortunes
of the peor, such as the farmers of Andhra, declined yeur by year, The
eulfhemween India's nch and poor hes never locked wider than ot does
today, and the governiment has fallen into that chasm,

The fallure of the MDA'z ubiﬁ_uimus "India Shining" slogen has ackfired
Just as, in Indive Gandh's hour of defeat, her prandipse slogan Garibi
Hitao — "reinove poverty — was successfullv rewnlien by her hprpuu:nts
a5 Indira Thatao - "remove Indir " Tndis's business elite has kastensd

o weleame the Congress victory, and we shall have to see how the
chamge of povernment affects market confidence. Hut the dispossessed
of India have dealt & mizhty blow 1o the assumptions of the counin's
political and evonomic chieftaimz. and the Tesson should be faanied by
ull parties: Tgnore the well-being of the masses at vour peril.

Fhave mere immediate wishes for the new e, The frst is thar the debates
about "foreiimness” can be lalé to rest, Those of us whio are pait ol the
tedien disspora, and who heve fought for yeurs to have Indiase
recngnized as full citizens of the sovictios In which we kave sertied ane
inwhich our children have heen barnand taiged. hove found the stk
an the Imlien origing of Sonia Gandhi, the Congress Party's leader ang
widonw of the sain prime rmimster Rejiv Gandhi, to be highly unpleasant
Even more unpleagant were the RIT's suggestions that her children, the
children of Rajiv Gandhi, were also somehow aliens, You con'l have it
both ways. 11 Indians ovtside ludis are to be seen as "belonging” 10
their pew hismelands; them those who make [ndia their hoe, 55 Sonie
Gundlhi has done for-4) vears or 20, mus! be-given the same respect
Gratifvingly, the clectarate has shown it just docsn't eare abour the
“foreigmnsss” issae. A BIP Tewder [oolishly said in the immediate
aftermath 6'his party's refection that he thought it "shameful™ that India
might be led by 2 foreizner, Such slurs wre part of the reason farthe BIP
defeat. They ere casentially racist, and must ecdse.

My soeond wish is that the stody of Tndia’s history can now be reseued
froun the extromists and ideslogucs. The outgoing government’s
politicization of historical scholarship — i determination o impose
textbooks pedding 3 narrow, revisionist Hindu-naiiomalist viston of
india’s pact on the country's schoals and colloges, and its deriding of
(hie work of the greatest Indinn histarions, such ns Professer Remila
Thapar - was:one of i most glamming initistives. The BIP has often
seemad to wanl fo inflame our percaptions of the past inorder 1o inflame
e passions of the present. Congress and its allies have it in their power
torestore the atmpsphere of conl abjectivity thil trug leeming requires.

Delightfal 82 it 6 to watch demoeracy ori such a seale in action, one
doesn'thava o give the new governiment an unreserved welcome. Time
will wll whether this new coalition will hold or disintegrate, The
Congress Party will beve 10 relearn the srte of government afler the
long wilderness years, and Sonin Crandhi — who hes proved she bis the
stomach for the fight — will have lo prove that she ta not fust keeping
the leader's seat varm for her son or davghiter to inherit, that she isa
tring, anifying laadér

Time will fell. too, whether the defeated BIP casts off, in opposition,
the velvet glove of moderation that Vajpayee imposed duringits ime of
pewer, and weinvents ilsell 8s a hard-line communalist force. 1T thit
liappens the vears ahead could be full of contlict und vislence,

Meanwhils, we can enjoy this mre mamen| of hope. .

g Jesondihans
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