INDIAN ELECTIONS: A TIME TO BE HOPEFUL

Rohini Hensman

T hinks to its electorate, India’s reputation as the world’s

largest democracy stands vindicated Defying the pollsters
and analysts, who with a few exceptions were predicting a sweep
by the Bharatiya Japata Party-led National Democratic Allianee
even after the first phase of polling, volers twok the apportunity to
register their outright rejection of the politics of lkatred and viclence.
How can we explain such o reversal of the BIP's fortunes?

Hype versus Reality

here were two basic planks in the BIP's election strategy.

One was their “India Shining” {in Hindi ‘Bharat Uday")
campaign, on which they spent over four-and-a-half billion rupees
of public money; the picture of India as a prosperous, almost-
developed eountry, dning wellin every concelvable way. The other
wiis @ persanal and sometimes extremely nasty attack on Sonia
Gandhl, the leader of Congress, who has heen an [ndian citizen for
more than twenty vears but is ttalian-hom. The sttacks on her ranged
from saving that heving her as Prima Minister would be like going
baek to foreien tule, to scurrilous statements by Gujarat Chief
Ministar Narendra Modi to the éffect that he would not employ
any member of the family ag & chanffeur, or rent them a howse, etc.

Obwiously, the electorate was not impressed Part of the reason
was 2 vigorous counter-campaion spearheaded by Sonia Gandhi,
and the introduction of charismatic youngsters, especiaily Rahul
and Privanka Gandhi and Jyolirso Scindia, into the Congress fold.
Sonia Gandhi also learned from the debacle in 1999, when Congress
tried to go it alone, and this time erafted alliances with a range of
secular parties. But these factors by themselves probably would
not have been sufficient to shift the result dramatically, In-many
parts of the country, Congress wagzad a lack-lustre campaign. The
final result was as mucl or more & negative vote against the BIP

Maost commentators felt that the ‘India Shining’ campaign and
LK. Advani's ‘Bharat Uday Yatra' backlired. To the overwheiming
majority of the population, struggling to obtain the bare necessitics
of life, these slogans could only seem like a eruel joke, emphasising
the fact that they had no place in the BJP’s India. And 10 a large
number of activists whoregarded the BIP as a threat to democracy,
the whole campaign, as well as the unethical use of public money
to plug a particular party, were obvious targets for eriticism, For
example, the “Vote With Your Conscience’ campaign based in
Bombay brought together activists from various groups —
Insaaniyat, Ekta, Insafl and the Forum Agamst Oppression of
Wemen — who rescarched and produced a booklel and factshests
entitled ‘Is India Really Shining?' in English, Hindi and Marathi.
Widely distributed in Maharashtra but also sent out to other parfs

of India, they demonstrated the hollowness of the so-called “leel-
good factor”, providing factaal justification for those who were
not feeling so good and eouldn't see the shine. The huge and
mounting fiscal deficit and footlnose foreign exchange underiving
the supposedly shining economy, widespread malnutrition and
actual starvation denths while foodprain stocks overflowed and
rotted. denial af potable water o large sections of the population,
systematic destruction of jobs in the formal sector, infant and child
mortality rates worse than in many of the Least Developed
Countries in Africa, per capita government expenditure on health
way below the lavels in Mexico, China or even Sri Lanka, high
levels of illiteracy, especially amang females, and by tar the largest
number of child workers in the world —as someone remarked, the
picture could better be described as Darkness at Noon rather thun
India Shinjng!

Clearly, one thing evident from the election results is that people
do not appreciate being treated as fools and fed with lizs. Tefling
vou that your country is shining after you have been lell to starve
and die is-adding insult to injury, and anger is an understandable
rEspOnge,

Justice and Democracy Undermined

hie other major lssue taken up by non-party anti-BIP

campaigners was the unleashing of commural hatred and
violence by the party and its associates such as the Vishwa Hindu
Parishad (VHP), Bajrang Dal und Rashtriva Swayamsevak San gh
(RSS). Much of this was all but invisitle to those who were not
tracking the movements of the RSS fomily: furexample, inculcating
communal prejudice in lukhs of schoolchildren, and laking over
educational funding institutions in order 1o do the same al university
and research institute levels, Bul the visiblz tip of the icebere was
the genocide in Gujarat which began in Februury 2002, and whose
fallout is 5til] very palpable in 2004, The nethods used by the BIT
to deal with this range from Narendr Muodl's “gauray yatra’— 8
petverted affirmation of pridz in the fact that thousands of rapists
and murderers roamed frée in Gujarat— to statements by Atal Dehar
Vajpayee and LK. Advan] that the carnage wus a regretiable but
inevitable consequence of the buming of & coach of the Sabarmati
Express at Godhray

Unfortunately for the HIP and fortunately for the setivisis
campaigning deainst i, the Best Bakery case hit the headlines right
in the middle of the four-phase elections, Founeen people wers
burned alive when tha Bakery was torched in Gujarat in March
2002, Survivor Zahira Sheikh liled cases against members of the
BIP and associated orpanisations whom she identified as attackers,




but then retracted her charges, and all the gecused were nequitted
i court procecdings that were atravesty ol justice, with prosecutor
and judges on the side of the criminals and their henchmen
intimidating the wimess. Subsequently, encouraged and supported
by Citizens for Justice and Peace, this courageous voung womsn
revealed the harassment she had heen subjected to, reiterated the
charges, and appealed to the Supreme Cournt to have the case
Lranslemed out of Gujarst.,

On 12 May 2004, Justices Pasayat and Raju passed & judgement
nat enly granting her request. but also condemning what had
lappened in Gujarat in extremely strong language: *When lurge
numbers of people including innocent and helpless childron and
women are killed i a diaboelic manner it brings disgrace lo (he
entire soclery. Criminals have no religion. No relipion leaches
violenee and crielty-based religion s noreligion at all, but 8 mere
cloak to usurp power by fanning ill faeling and plaving on fealings
aroused thereby ... The fanatics who spread violence in the name
of religion are worse than terrerists and more dangerous than an
alien enemy,’ The palice and judiciary were also criticised: “The
Justice dellvery system was allowed to b= taken fora bde, abusad.
misused and mutilated by subterfuge, The investigation appears 1o
be perfunctory and anything but imipartial, witheut any definile
object of finding out the truth and bringing to book those who
were responsible for the crime,” and the state-appointad prosccutor
was accused of acting more as a defence counsel! Mast damning
of all, perhaps, were the comments on Modi's government: *The
maderi-day Neros were looking elsewhere when Best Bakeryand
mnocent children and helpless women were burning, and were
probably deliberating how the perpetrators of the crime can be
saved or protecred.’

Divergent Interpretations of Hinduism and Indian
Culture

§ lawyers pointed out. such criticism could easily justify

dismissing the state gavernment; the fact that the central
government did nothing of the sort. but on the contrary used
Marendrs Modi in their campataming, could only mean fhat the
BIP-led NDA povernment condoned the destruction of justice and
democracy that had been perpetrated in Gujarat. Al a packed
meeting organised by Insaaniyat in Bombay on 24 April to express
public support for the judgement, hundreds of signatures were
obtained for a statement saving that * We, the undersi goed. welcome
the Supreme Court judgement of 12 April 2004 dalivered by Justices
Raju and Pasayat in the Best Bakery case as an example of all that
is finest in our society and our judicial system. . The judgement
alerts us o the dire danger facing our democracy when ‘fanatics
who are worse than terrorists’ are repeatedly sxcused not anly by
the palice, judiciary and State Government of Gujarst but also by
the Prime Minister and Deputy Primea Minister of Indla. Justice is
a central pillar of democracy; when the former is destroyed, the
later collapses. We value the Supreme Court’s determination to
restore the credibility of our judicial system in the eyes of the world
and safeéguard our démocmey.

The elections have been purtmyed as a result of the rural poor
voling against the BJF, but this tells only part of the story. The BIP
did no better in major metropolitan centres; for example in Bombay
and Delhi, where Congress had virually drawn a blank in 1999,
the tables were turnied in 2004, The urban poor as well as sections
of the middle classes and even the elite rejected the NDIA this time,
and at least part of the reason is the alarm aroused by the BIP's
abandonment of the rule of law. Paricipants in the Insaanivar
meeting were an unlikely combination of the usual feminist. trade
unionist and Leflie suspects. with academics, film actars and
directors, artists, legal luminaries and even representstives of 1he
corporate world. Two days later, the lurgely elite constituency of
Bombay South yoted out a veeeran BIP candidare in favour of o
Congress greenhomn, It is certainly trise that members of minariy
communitics. especially Muslims, voted almost en bloc against
the BJP, but this alone cannot account for the rejection of the NDA
by amajority of the population,

Conversely, the possibility that Irslian-born Sonia Gandhi might
become Prime Minister, which most commentators saw as more
of less clinching a BJP victory, does not seem to have bothered
mos voters. Indeed, Gujaral and Tamil Nady, where Modi and
Jayalalita waged 3 virulent campaign against her, were amon o the
states where the NDA sulTered major reversals, As CPI{M] leader
Ivoti Bast pointed out, Sonia Gandhi is as much an Indian citizen
as inyone else, and the racist definition of citizenship which the
BIP and vthers like Jayalalita endorsed is not Constitutional, Faced
with & choice berween a foreign-bom Indian who was defending
democracy #nd an Indian-hom Indian who was undermining i,
the majority of voters upted for the former.

There 15 a clear contrast here between the conception of Indlan
culture as inclusive and diverse, which was allirmed by the
electorate, as against the narmow, excloshve definition of the RSS
and BIF, which was rejected. And it is surely significant that-a
majority of Hindus rejected the violeat, communal nterpretation
of their religion fostered by the RSS in favour of a more broad-
minded and humune meerpretation. This was a vote for a secular,
democratic vision of Hinduism und Indian eulture s much as it
Wwis & rejection of the callous elitism of the BERP,

Role of the Left

he Left Front played a eritical role in the defeat of the BIP

by rejecting the idea of & Third Front - which in previous
elections had split the secular vote and enabled the BJP 10 come Lo
power - and by pledging its support to a Congrass-led sovernment,
Emerging with over sixty seats; it was the thind largest alliance.
and tts ability to work out a feasible programme with Congress
will be crucially important to the stability of the new povernmant.
One obivious area inwhich their interesis coincide is.in starnping
out the palitical influence of L lindu nationalism as much as possible.
Clamping down on hate propaganda, for example. And an
intervention inschools, where the Lefthas been curiously inactive,
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