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By Sumit Chakravartty

Sumit Chakravartty,one of India's most
respected progressive journalists, is
special correspondent for 'Mainstream'.
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I ndia, the planet's second most popu-
lous nation, has stumbled into the most
serious crisis in its 44 years since inde-
pendence from Britain. The slide towards
chaos has occurred largely unnoticed by
the West, preoccupied by months of
fast-placed events in the Persian Gulf
and central Europe. Yet the upheaval in
India is every bit as profound as the
Soviet Union’s disintegration, and seems
certain to alter the future course of events
in the country in unsettling ways.

“The gathering political and economic
crisis is composed of a comparatively
sudden, simultaneous avalanche of troub-
les: caste unrest, religious rioting, rising
inflation,” an economic slump, incipient
government bankruptcy and tenacious
regional revolts. In the past, the system
dealt with successive crisis. Now the cri-
sis is the system itself.”

Thatwas James Clad, former new Delhi
correspondent of the Far Eastern Eco-
nomic Review, in arecent article - “India:
Crisis In The System” — that he wrote
specially for the Washington Post. It
appeared in the April 14, 1991 issue of
the Guardian Weekly.

One may or may not fully share James
Clad's views but there is no gainsayig
that the crisis the Indian polity is currently
being subjected to is one of the severest
it has encountered in the post-independ-
ence years.

Since James Clad wrote the article
India has gone through the gruelling
experience of elections to the Lower
House (known as ‘Lok Sabha’) of Parlia-
ment — the tenth to be held since it first
went to the polls in 1952 following its
independence on August 15, 1947. These
were perhaps the bloodiest elections thé

country has endured in the last 40 years,
the death of over 50 persons on the first
day (May 20) of the three day poll bring-
ing into sharp focus the scale of distur-
bances that rocked several parts of this
vast land-mass. The following night (May
21) Rajiv Gandhi, the former Prime Min-
ister and leader of the largest national
party, the Congress — |, was killed in a
massive bomb blast in Sriperumbudur,
some 42 kilometres away from Madras,
the capital city of the southern province of
Tamil Nadu. The incident stunned the

V. P. Singh-an Anathema

nation and the election process was in-
terrupted only to be resumed after a three-
week gap.

On October, 31, 1984 Rajiv Gandhi's
mother, Indira Gandhi, the erstwhile Prime
Minister and one of the tallest political
figures in post-independence India, was
brutally gunned down by her own security
guards in a highly motivated terrorist
action. The country was plunged in grief
and the tragedy was compounded by
sections of the ruling party hoodlums
going on a rampage with the call for
retaliation that claimed a large number of
innocent lives of members of a particular
community —the Sikhs —to which Indira’s
assassins belonged. This hapened in
several Indian States but particularly in

the Capital city of Delhi. The trauma of
1984 has not been erased from memory
even today in the case of those like this
writer who were witness to the abomi-
nable crimes thatfollowed Indira Gandhi's
dastardly murder.

Less than seven years later Indira's
elder son, Rajiv, who had succeeded her
as the country's sixth Prime Minister after
her assassination, met his mother’s fate
— a victim of terrorist violence — except
that the device used in this case was far
more sophisticated and deadlier than fire-
arms. As a result, Rajiv died a more
gruesome and ghastly death thatshocked
the country into silence. The citizens were
literally dumbstruck.

The growing sweep of violence - the
most prominent manifestations of which
have been the killings of Indira Gandhi
and her son - in recent years is just one
symptom of the multi-dimensional crisis
that has gripped the country. This bears
testimony to the failure of the world's
largest democracy to meet the mounting
challenges before the nation intertwined
as they are with the burgeoning aspira-
tions of the people in general as well as
the sectional interests of various seg-
ments of society.

* * *

The country is already facing a major
crisis on the economic front. Thanks to
the profligacy of the ruling establishment
since the mid-eighties, exemplified in the
wild spending spree for imports that fol-
lowed the generalised policy of ‘liberali-
sation’ which won wide approbation in
the West, India's foreign exchange re-
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serves have markedly depleted of late.

The balance of payments deficit on ac-
count of the trade imbalance (springing
from the phenomenal rise in the import
bill even after exports registered some
headway) has reached a critical situ-
ation.

And yet, instead of addressing itself to
this crisis to the economic front with all
seriousness, one of the principal parties
onthe national plane foughtthe Lok Sabha
elections (as also the State Assembly
elections in UP, the country’s most popu-
lous State) on the plank of ‘national iden-
tity-cum-nationalism’ which, in its case,
was a transparent pandering to majority
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made synonymous with Hindu identity.
There is nothing objectionable if one
restores or strengthens faith in one’s re-
ligion while being engaged in the nation-
building exercise provided communal
sectarianism is not injected into the body
politic in the process. However, that is

communalists to come to the fore with the
so-called Hindutva (Hindu identity) spirit.
The Ram temple issue just provided the
pretext to spread that spirit alongside a
strident campaign against the Nehruvian
concept of secularism, it is contended.
While such an explanation has consider-

The growing sweep of violence - the most prominent manifestations of which have
been the killings of Indira Gandhi and her son—-inrecent years is just one symptom
of the multi-dimensional crisis that has gripped the country. This bears testimony
to the failure of the world’s largest democracy to meet the mounting challenges
before the nation intertwined as they are with the burgeoning aspirations of the
people in general as well as the sectional interests of various segments of society.

precisely what happened. The commu-
nal nature of the campaign conducted by
that party was exposed in the party's slo-
gan ‘justice for all and appeasement to
none’ that implied that appeasement to
the country’s largest minority community
- the Muslims — had been accompanied
by grave injustices on the Hindu commu-
nity comprising the majority. This point
was in effect driven home powerfully by
the open and unadulterated communal
propaganda organised with the aid of
audio and video cassettes by the middle
ranking cadres of the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP), the party under scrutiny. it
was a clear instance of promoting relig-
ious strife and discord to serve narrow
electoral aims. This of course was ampli-
fied in the movement, assiduously built
by the party at the grassroots level in
North India in particular (most promi-
nently in UP), to construct a temple in
honour of the famous god, Shri Ram, by
removing a mosque (Babri Masjid) at
Ayodhya, Ram's birth place. This move-
ment brought.rich electoral dividends to

the party (it was able to capture the UP-

“Assembly almost completely obliterating

the Congress —~ |, with the Janata Dal,
which had won the previous elections in
the State, relegated to the second posi-
tion). In the process enhanced commu-
_naltensions which are already on therise
as a result of a serles of riots that have
swept across the North Indian states in
the course of the past one year.

Communal consciousness

What is the reason behind the sudden
spurt in commuinal consciousness? Ex-
perts furnish a number of explanations.
The growth in Pan-Islamism fostered by
rising Muslim fundamentalisr as révealed
in the upsurge of religious fanaticism and
orthodoxy in Iran has prompted the Hindu

able strength in convincing the public,
this writer holds a slightly différent view. A
meagre step to give a share in power, in
an essentially symbolic manner, to the
backward and depressed. castes still
subjected to considerable social oppres-
sion threatened to disrupt the fabric of the
highly stratified Hindu society based on
the caste system ordained by Manu, The
dominant vested interests in the Hindu
society panicked at the frightful conse-

-quences of the step and thus launched a
- counter-movement.to digress the atten-

tion of the public, notably the depressed
and underprivileged segments of soci-
ety, fromthe long deferred issue of ‘social
justice’ that briefly connotes upliftment of
the weaker sections. It was a desperate
bid to preserve the status quo relying on
a highly emotive subject conditioned by
mythology and obscurantism.

- Mandal

What exactly happened was that in
mid-1990, on August 7, 1990 to be pre-
cise, the then Prime Minister V. P. Singh
announced that his government had
decided to partially implement the recom-
mendations of a Backward Classes

ladder, the most underprivileged being
known as the Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes). The Commission had
been set up in 1979 and suomitted its
Report in 1980. For eleven years the
Report gathered dust in government of-
fices with the successive governments of
the Congress — |, the largest political
party in the country, headed by Indira
Gandhi and Rajiv Gandhi respectively,
taking a highly ambivalent attitude to it.
They continually harped in favour of im-
plementing the recommendations of the
Report, but scrupulously avoided doing
soin practice. The whole purpose was to
keep the backwards in a mood of expec-
tancy so that they did not turn hostile to
the Congress - |, and the upper castes

" were also to be kept in good humour so

as to prevent them as well from turning
against the Congress — |, However, the
National Front (headed by the Janata
Dal), on assuming power at the Centre in
December 1990, began implementing its
Election Manifesto in right earnest strik-
ing adeparture from past practice. One of

" the points-highlighted in that Manifesto

was the implementation of the Mandal
Commission, something referredtoin the
Manifestos of the other parties (including
the BJP) as well (but more in the nature of
routine presentation of policies and pro-
grammes intended to hoodwink the pub-
lic; for they mostly remain on paper and
areseldom translated jntoreality). it needs
to be mentioned, however, that the Na-
tional Front did not immediately after
taking office declare implementation of
the basic provisions of the Mandal
Commissjon Report. Instead, it setup a
Cabinet Sub-Committee to examine and
scrutinise|{the Report. but once the sub-
Committep gave the green signal to
implemen} the Report (at least partially).

The communal fature of the campaign conducled by 41 hat party was exposedin the

party’s slogan justice for all and appeasement to no

e’ that implied that appease-

ment to the country’s {argest minority community] - the Muslims ~ had been
accompanied by grave injustices on the Hindu community, comprising the majority.

Commission headed by the late B. P.
Mandal to look into the question of pro-
viding reservations in government serv-
ices and public sector units to members
of the backward communities (who suffer
from social indignities in Hindu society
even if the intensity of those indignities is
less than those meted out to the persons

occupying the lowest rungs of the social |

§

V. P. Singh, the then head of the Union
Government, did not waste time to make
the announcement on the score, keen as
he was in drawing the backward popu-
lace to his fold.

Initially there was no response in the
form of opposition to this move from any
political party, for V. P. Singh was right in
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"The inability of successive governments to make a real dent into the phenomenal
poverty" — Young protesters in New Delhi demand as end to child labour.

pointing out that the Election Manifestos
of all the political parties had paid lip-
service to the Mandal Commission's
recommendations. But as the represen-
atives of the higher castes — especially
hose of them belonging to the student
.ommunity — came out in the streets in
arge numbers opposing the recommen-
dations — the Commission had called for
reserving 27 per cent of jobs in the Cen-
tral Government and public sector under-
takings for the ‘Socially and Economi-
cally Backward Classes’ (SEBCs) over
and above the 22.5 per cent already
reserved for the Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes (SCs and STs) —purely
from the standpoint of restriction of their
job opportunities, gradually the Con-
gress — | began to orchestrate the move-
ment in conjunction with influential sec-
tions of industrial houses keen to oust V.
P. Singh from power. (For the latter, V. P.
Singh was an anathema as he was un-
purchaseable, being impeccably honest,
unlike the common politician in today's
India.) Thus a spate of mysterious self-
immolations took place across the coun-
try in protest against the Mandal Report
and the government's decision, some-
thing unprecedented in a country where
agitations are commonplace.- As the
movement assumed a broader sweep in
this way, the BJP too broke its silence

(originally dictated by its support from
outside to the National Front government
along with the Left parties) and began to
voice criticism against the National Front
and V. P. Singh on the issue (that took
more and more strident forms with the
passage of time).

The main thrust of such an anti-Na-
tional Front propaganda with V. P. Singh
as the butt of attack was that the then
Prime Minister, by resolving to enforce
the Mandal Report, albeit partially, was
giving a spurt to casteism, This propa-
ganda did click and wide sections of the
intelligentsia shared the view which was
basically a travesty of truth precisely
because the caste system was a legacy
of the past and V. P. Singh had not tried
to revive it. On the contrary, the step

flaws in the manner in which the Mandal
Report (which itself suffered frommany a
deficiency, as pointed out by several
authorities on the ethnic problemsin India)
was sought to be implemented, the viru-
lent attacks on V. P. Singh on the ques-
tion of the Report was a clear testimony of
the upper castes' indignation over the
prospects of losing their privileges to the
lower castes — in other words, a mani-
festation of the caste syndrome that has
survived long years of radical social
reforms and India’s march towards mod-
ernisation. Even among some sections of
Christian converts from upper caste
Hindus — like the so-called Saraswat
Christians of Goa, which term itself pro-
vides a measure of the immense influ-
ence wielded by caste division in India -
the reaction was similar to the upper
caste Hindus: yetanother evidence of the
enormity of the crisis that India faces on
account of the burden of the past, that s,
the hierarchical caste culture devised by
Manu for the Hindu society as a whole.

Implementation of the Mandal Report,
albeit partially, was a modest step to-
wards achieving social equity, though
reservations by themselves are no pana-
cea — as the 22.5 per cent job reserva-
tions for the SCs and STs in government
services aptly illustrate the inability of
such ameasure in uplifting the depressed
populace. Such moves, unless combined
with other measures like the spread of
education and literacy (which generate
enlightment and social consciousness)
alongside expansion of job opportunities,
have little possibility of reaching the
desired objective. Yet the intensity of the
revulsion against the leaders of the Na-
tional Front, particularly V. P. Singh, from
the side of the organisers of the anti-
Mandal agitation offered an idea of the
strength of the caste system. On the

A meagre step to give a share in power, in an essentially symbolic manner, to the

backward and depressed castes still subjected to considerable social oppression
threatened to disrupt the fabric of the highly stratified Hindu society based on the

caste system ordained by Manu.

mooted by him was a modest endeavour
to abolish the pernicious hierarchical
social order that happened to be one of
the major drawbacks of Hindu society. A
closer look at the entire scenario on the
Mandal issue would convince any dis-
passionate observer thatwhile there were

other hand, the expectations roused by
that small move among wide sections of
the backwards gave an indication of the
future prospects of break-up of the caste
system.
B. J.P.

Those prospects of break-up of the
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caste system were best comprehended
by the BJP leadership whose concept of
Hinduism presupposes perpetuation of
the caste system. They obviously shud-
dered at those prospects and decided to
“unify” Hindu society that V. P. Singh had
sought to “split” and thereby “destroy”

riots in various parts of the country within
a short span of time. Thus in reality, the
BJP, while trying to “unify” the Hindu so-
ciety on the basis of the caste system,
was engaged in creating division in the
composite Indian society based on secu-
lar principles (which, in the Indian con-

The caste system was a legacy of the past and V. P. Singh had not tried to revive
it. On the contrary, the step mooted by him was a modest endeavour to abolish the
pernicious hierarchical social order that happened to be one of the major draw-

backs of Hindu society.

Walls of Delhi and other cities were thus .

plastered with slogans like “They want to
divide in the name of Caste, We want to
unite in the name of Culture”. Actually the

"Culture” of the BJP was nothing but the -

caste culture coated with a communal
outlook; the intention being to “unite” and
perpetuate the caste system. And the
issue of building a temple in honour of
Ram (at the supposed place of his birth
over which now stands a mosque erected
by the Mughal Emperor, Babur) came in
handy for this purpose: the call to erect
the temple by “removing” the mosque —
Babri Masjid — struck an emotive chord in
the heart of the average Hindu public and
also helped the BJP to carry on its hith-
ertosurreptitious anti-Muslimpropaganda
in a more open manner than before.
Outwardly all genuine secular elements
in Indian polity were branded as “pseudo-
secularists” by the BJR, the term being
used to define those who were supposed
to have “appeased the Muslim commu-
nity”. By this, the BJP tried to convey that
it was the sole defender of what it de-
scribed as “positive secularism”, aphrase
used to camouflage its contorted com-
munal face. The whole exercise was to
inject a minority or ghetto complex in the
mids of the majority community and
thereby earn their support in the elec-
tions. The BJP accused the other parties
of seeking to build vote-banks for them-
selves. It was engaged in precisely that
very endeavour when its leader, L. K.
Advani,began his chariotride (rath yatra)
on a Toyota van through various North
India States in September—~October 1990
to propagate the importance of construct-
ing the temple from the Hindu standpoint.
And though the ride was not accompa-
nied by riots, sufficient communal (anti-
Muslim) venom had been spread in the
course of that ride by the middle ranking
cadres of the BJP to result in communal

text, emphasise equality of all religions).

The crisis that the India polity encoun-
ters from the phenomenon of communal-
ism has, in the light of the developments
in the second half of 1990 (that also saw
the collapse of the V. P. Singh Govern-
ment when it took firm steps to prevent
the BJP from vitiating communal peace;
by taking aniillogical position on the Ram
temple issue —that is, refusing to abide
by the court verdict on the fate of the Babri
Masjid — the.BJP had played into the
hands of the more rabid Hindu com-

munalists who candidly called for demo-

lition of the mosque), assumed alarming
proportions. The crisis is manifest not
merely in the large BJP presence in the
Lok Sabha (it has 119 members in that
House besides four members of its ally,
the Shiv Sena of Maharashtra), but also
in its remarkably successful performance
in the UP Assembly elections that en-
abled it to secure the popular mandate to
rule that State. And the crisis is com-
pounded by the confusion sown by lead-
ers like Advani who equate Hinduism
(with all its regressive social inequities)
with Indian nationalism thereby making a
mockery of the vision and perspicacity of
those stalwarts who framed our Constitu-
tion.

singlé seatin the Lok Sabl-aor Assembly
elections in that State) is a sad commen-
tary on the current state of the Indian
polity: the disarray of the secular forces
and weakening of the fabric of Nehruvian
secularism. However, the challenge
emanating from the upsurge of Hindu
communalism, for the promotion of which
the Congress — | leadership under the
late Rajiv Gandhi must take the major
share of responsibility for having alter-
nately pandered to Hindu communal sen-
timents and Muslim fundamentalism
ideas, can be met and fought effectively
on the plank of genuine Indian national-
ism that demands rejuvenation of Hindu
society through long-awaited reforms to
elevate the depressed segments in‘o
positions of prominence by offering them
a share in the power-structure. Such re-
forms would in due course help todiscard
that hierarchical caste system of social
stratification. Genuine Indlan nationalism
also demands fostering of real secular-
ism (notthe sham “postive secularism” of
the BJP brand aimed at promoting sec-
tarian feelings) aimed at upliftment of the
Muslim masses alongside the other mi-
norities. Thatprecisely has been the plank
of the National Front-Left combine which,
despite its inherent weaknesses in terms
of lack of organisational machinery and
paucity of resources, has effectively fought
the BJP in UP and humbled it in Bihar
(where the NF-Leftwon most ofthe seats),
the two most prominent States of North
India that in a way also guide the destiny
of the country; whereas the Congress -
I, despite its better performance else-
where, faced a dilemma on both the
issues of the Mandal Report and the
construction of the Ram temple, and its
inability to take clear-cut postions on both
these questions compelled it to pay a

. heavy price at the hustings (it has been

Thus in reality, the BJP, while trying to “Unify” the Hindu society on the basis of
the caste system, was engaged in creating division in the composite Indian society

based on secular principles.

That the BJP has been able to garner
substantive electoral support in the tenth
Lok Sabha elections from all parts of the
country (not just North India but also the
South and East India, its high percentage
of votes in the Leftist bastion of West
Bengal coming as a revelation to many,
even if it has not been able to secure a

able to collect a few seats in UP but in
Bihar it has drawn a blank).

* L *

Terrorism

On the political plane the crisis mani-
fests itself in other forms as well. Seces-
sionist terrorism is on the rise in Punjab

ECONOMIC REVIEW JULY / AUGUST 1991

43




and Kashmir while terrorist activities are
growing in different parts of the country —
the murder of a leading industrialist like
Surrinder Paul, the brother of England-
based Indian tycoon Swraj Paul, in As-
sam by activists of the outlawed United
Liberation ‘Front of Assam (ULFA); and
the assassination of Rajiv Gandhiin Tamil
_ Nadu by suspected Sri Lankan Tamil
militants (buttressed by whom is a ques-
tion the intelligence entrusted with the
task of investigating into the killing are
trying to fathom at present) being recent
incidents that bring them out in bold
relief. The Indian state has sought to deal
with secessionism in the north-west of
the country with the use of the same
strong-arm measures thatwere employed
in tackling the challenge of similar sepa-
ratism in the North-Eastern States. There
is a feeling in some quarters that in the
North-Eastthose measures had achieved.
This has been reinforced by the wide
publicity given on this score. However,
" the persistence of movements in such
parts as Manipur defying state terror and
- the application of inhuman and undemo-
cratic acts by the Government of India
highlight the severe limits of that much-
publicised “success”. As for Punjab and
Kashmir, the incapacity of such meas-
ures of browbeat the local populace into

submission is becoming increasingly -

transparent with each passing day. -

and devoid of overall objectivity as well as
political perspective. Indeed since it is
political failure at the highest level that is
at the root of the problems in the two
States, the resolution of these complex
problems lies not in administrative or ex-
ecutive measures, adopted by the mili-
tary or para-military security forces, but
the resumption of the political process
through restoration of dialogue followed

by the holding of ‘democratic elections

which stand suspended for long years.

In fact the proponents of the “hard
state” concept in India are finding it in-
creasingly difficult to carry conviction
with the bulk of the public about the effi-
cacy of their policy perspective, — be it
strong-arm measures devoid of demo-
cratic norms in Punjab, Kashmir or the
North-East, or the advocacy of acquisi-
tion of nuclear weapons capability be-
sides maintaining the burgeoning defence
expenditure. These measures or sug-
gestions haveyielded no positive results
for india as yet but only aggravated the
systemic crisis. And precisely because of

. the democratic polity in India wide sege-

ments of Indian opinion are now ready to

éxperiment how far the proposals offered

by the exponents of the “soft state” are
effective in the present situation. These
relate to pains taking efforts to resume
dialogue with the militants in Punjab and

And the crisis is compounded by the confusion sown by leaders like Advarir who.
equate Hinduism with Indian nationalism thereby making a mockery of the vision
and persplcaclty of those stalwarts who framed our Constitution.

Undoubtedly in these two border States

the problem is agcentuated by the Isla-
mabad authorities’ failure to resist the
temptation of enhancing Indian embar-

rassment by extending wholehearted -

material support to the secessionist ter-
rorists — some thing that is bound to boo-
merang on Pakistan (in much the same
way as the LTTE phenomenon has on
India). Nevertheless, the “foreign hand"
of Pakistan cannot be the source of the
problems of Punjabi and Kashmir which
can be traced to the insensitivity of the
Indian political leadership at the Centre
.o comprehend the alienation of the
Punjab and Kashmiri masses on account
of its ill-conceived. moves, guided by
narrow and petty political considerations,
that happened to be subjective, myopic

Kashmir in particular, restore the demo- |

cratic process and hold elections in those
two north-western Statés; and active steps
to curb defence expendiutre following
dialogue with our neighbours, notably
Pakistan, with which, if found feasible, a
bilateral nuclear non-proliferation treaty

- should be signed. No doubt alltheseare -
complex matters and one would be forced -

to negotiate many a minefield as one pro-
ceeds. But only by taking such risks can
the impasse be overcome and the crisis
in this sphere defused. At least that s the
perception of the apologists of the “soft
state” approach that large segements of
Indian opinion are prepared to give a try.

The one bold move on the part of the
disreputable. Chandra Shekhar Govern-

ment which ruled at the Centre for the

* past few months, (incidentally, all mem-

bers of this government with the sole
exception of the erstwhile Prime Minister,
Chandra Shekhar, were subjected to
humiliating defeats in the Lok Sabha

elections with most of them failing to save -

their security deposits) was that of hold-
ing elections in Punjab. Those who la-
mented over the fact that as the day of
polling approached the killings in the
State recorded a conspicuous increase
sought to give the false impression that
killings would subside if elections were
not held. That is a complete misrepre-
sentation of the actual state of affairs.

Killings and murders have continued non- -

stop under President's Rule in Punjab.
Even if there had been a temporary spurt
in killings after the ‘elections were an-
nounced (although thatis not confirmed if
one meticulously compares the present

with the past), that risk was worth taking .

for the sake of democracy. Indeed large
sections of the public including some of
the extremists had come forward to take
the risk. But the sudden decision of the
Chief Election Comimissioner fo defer the

- Punjab polls till September = which was

announced after the Chandra Shekhdr
Government stepped down to make way
fora Congress—| Ministry headed by P.
V. Narasimha Rao — has actually helped
the militants hell-bent on disrupting the

poll process to project it as.their victory. .

This is most unfortunate as it constitutes
a setback for all those who are eager to
see the political process restored in
Punjab through democratic elections. And
in the long run this can only help accen-
tuate the system crisis in India.

Poverty

The crisis is further reflected in the ina-
bility of succesive governments to make
a real dent into the phenomenal poverty
that afflicts the nation. Despite a high rate
of growth of the GDP, some 43 per cent
of the. rural population in 1987-88 still
lived below the poverty line, a figure sci-
entifically ascertained by Dr. B. S, Min-
has, a former Member of the Planning
Commission, and spelt out in his Chotu
Ram Memorial Lecture at the Haryana
Agricultural University at Hissar last
February. It is also manifest in the hard-
ships and iscriminations women are still
being subjected to in different parts of
the country in the last leg of the twentieth

44.
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century. Dowry deaths and bride burn-
ings are suddenly on the rise in the past
few years testifying to the brutalisation of
the nouveau riche wallowing in the con-
sumerist culture and at the same time
casting a slur on Indian civilisation in
general. The women's literacy rate is still
considerably low (32.52 per cent) as
against the 52.68 per cent literacy rate for
men in a country which has a population
of 844 million (men accounting for over
437 million and women over 406 million),
according to the1991 census figures
(which show a slight reduction in the
population growth rate of 2.11 per cent
between 1981-and 1991 as compared to
2.22 per cent in the 1971-1981 decade).

However, active steps are being taken
togive the literacy drive invarious parts of
the country the shape of amovement and
these have borne rich fruit in Kerala, the
southernmost State of the country which
has lately attained cent per centliteracy.
At the same time the injustices against
women have given rise to a spurt in
women's and feminist movementin India
that is helping the gradual blossoming of
social consciousness on the issue of
gender equality. Yet there is no denying
that the problem on this score being of a
stupendous nature only the tip of the
iceberg has been tackled so far.

* * *

Economic Crisis

Whatever the dimension of the crisis in
the political sphere, it is the crisis on the
economic front that is causing maximum
anxiety. What .is really worrying is the
acute balance of payments deficit ac-
companied by substantial depletion of
India’s foreign exchange reserves. The
Western media has been crying hoarse
for increasing liberalisation of the eco-
nomic management, notably in the realm
ofimports, and while welcoming the steps
initiated in this direction by the Rajiv
Gandhi Government as bold and refresh-
ing, they felt thatthe reforms atthe micro-
economic level undertaken by that
administration “were far too timid", as a
survey of india by The Economist (Lon-
don) of May 4, 1991 deplored. But in the
same issue the journal, while decrying
the Nehru-Mahalanobis model of plan-
ning as the root of mismanagement of
India's micro-economic policies, had this
fo note on India’s latest difficulties:

“Thanks mainly to a competent central
bank and the country’s instinctive hatred
of inflation, India’s macro-economic pali-
cies had been successful, especially by
Third World standards. Inflation stayed
low, and India was not ensnared by for-
eign debt, as were so many other devel-
oping countries during the 1970s. Over
the past ten years this has changed. The
government borrowed more; the inflation
rate moved into double figures; the trade
deficitwidened; domestic and foreign debt
piled up. Last month, just before Japan
agreed to provide an emergency injec-
tion of cash, outsiders’ estimates of the
import cover provided by the country's
foreign-exchange reserves varied be-
tween several days and 20 minutes.”

On June 1, 1991 the country’s foreign
exchange reserves stood at Rs. 2811.53
crores, barely enough for four weeks'
imports. But as The Economist rightly
observed, the situation was far more
precarious in April whenthe reserves had
dwindled below Rs. 2500 crores before
they were held at that level by agree-
ments with Japan totalling 560 million
dollars (of which some 300 million dollars
have been extended as balance of pay-
ments support).

come, maybe in a year or so” and the
‘Gulf war merely hastened the day of
reckoning”.

In the Seventh Plan period (1985-86 to
1989-90) the deficit in the BoP was as
much as 2.3 percentofthe gross domes-
tic product (GDP) as compared to 1.2 per
centduring the Sixth Plan period. In 1989-
90 this deficit rose to 2.7 per cent of the
GDP despite the fact that even in foreign
exchange terms (that is, in terms of
theSDRs) exports grew by 15 per centin
1989-89 and by 23 per cent in 1989-90.
All this, on account of the burgeoning
payments for imports.

(It should also not be forgotten that
some 30 percent of India’s export-earn-
ings are being eaten away by the coun-
try’s debt repayment liability, and this
coupled with the fact that capital inflow
into the country has come to a grinding
halt is the reason for the latest depletion
of the foreign exchange reserves.)

Imports of capital goods, components
are for the benefit of large or medium
scale producers -manufacturing elitist
consumergood for the domestic market.
Then there is large scale import of de-

This is indicative of Dr. Singh's adherence to the spirit of realism in tackling vital
economic issues steering clear of populist announcements made by the run-of-

the-mill politicians.

The difficulties on this score are being
attributed in indian official circles to the
Gulf conflict (that began in August 1990
when Saddam Hussein’s troops moved
into Kuwait and crude oil prices shot up
from 18 dollars a barrel to 40 dollars and
above) resultingin India’s mountingimport
bill. This explanation is, according to
experts and close-observers of the eco-
nomic scene, nothing but a “convenient
alibi", as distinguished economistand a
former Member of the Planning Commis-
sion, Dr Arun Ghosh, asserts. In his view,
the “crisis has been building up slowly but
inexorably over the past several years”
with the country “borrowing from abroad,
pursuing a series of policies calculated to
increase our dependence on foreign
funding, unmindful of the need to repay”
(something that could, if not checked on
time, lead to a Latin Americanisation of
the Indian economy although that even-
tuality, at the moment is a far cry).. The
BoP crisis, he insists, “‘was bound to

fence equipment, civilian aircraft. Oil

. imports as well as import of chemical

[N

fertilisers and edible oils also cover a
substantive part of the import bill.

The way out is reduction of imports to
the extent possible. Suggestions have
come for decreasing imports meant for
producing elitist consumer goods (that
canbe branded as luxury items). Thereis
also a strong plea to adjure production
methods that are capital and energy in-
tensive and opt for labour intensive pro-
duction techniques. Simultaneously, large
scale producers have to be urged to earn
foreign exchange requirements through
exports while their import needs are
curbed. These are all long term meas-
ures intended to bolster “self-reliance”.
This term, of course, has little meaning
for those pragmatists in the world financ-

ing bodies like the World Bank and the

International Monetary Fund (IMF) keen
to integrate India with the global econ-
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omy by total rejection of controls in India
while the Western developed nations like
the US adopt fullscale protectionist
measures preventing the entry of eligible
Indian goods into their markets. How-
ever, the term carries sufficient weight
today in the Indian context even if in the
shortterm negotiating loans from the IMF
is the imperative need of the hur for the
purpose of tiding over the immediate prob-
lems relating to the BoP crunch.

The crisis in Indian economy is bound
to be accentuated if the conditionalities
attached to the IMF loan are accepted.

" These would result in unemployment in

the capital goods sector as well as the
transfer of the burden of the crisis on the

organised sector, the employees, as has .

happenedin the past leaving the affluent
scot free..Thus the vigilant Indian public
opinion cannot but be wary of such con-
ditionalities, especially in the wake of the
_growing disillusionment over the rapid
removal of social welfare measuresinthe
former socialist countries of Eastern
Europe. India's basic democratic polity
cannot possibly permit the alienation of

needto be seriously considered. Whether
the government of the day will be able to
muster sufficient political will and deter-
mination to undertake such measures is,
of course, another matter. '

Nevertheless, it is a welcome sign of
the government's seriousness that it has
spoken of the use of the “hard option” to
tide over the crisis. (Even under-the
Chandra Shekhar Government the Re-
serve Bank of India had perforce evolved
measures to compressimports to achieve

“trade surplus and save valuable foreign

exchange - though this was just a short-
term move. Another desperate short-
term step of the Chandra Shekhar Gov-
ernment to meet the forsign exchange
shortage was the “gold swap” —pledging
20tonnes of confiscated gold to raise 200
million dollars, thatis, Rs 400 crores. The

- new government of P. V. Narasimha Rao

has, however, struck an optimistic note

* by claiming that it would be able to

ensure sufficientforeign exchange in the
next few months to buy back the gold
recently sold.) One only hopes that the
*hard option” would not apply only to the

Even if the country is facing a systemic crisis, the democratic ethos of the polity

Is the best guarantee of transformation of the system to suit the present-day
conditions without - allowing Indian distintegration.

the bulk of the populace. In this context
it is reassuring to find the new Finance
Minister of the country, Dr. Manmohan
Singh, an economist of world renown
and the former Secretary-General of the
South Commission that was set up with
the express purpose of promoting South-
South cooperation, while defending ef-
forts to get the IMF loan, making it abun-
dantly clear that the conditionalities at-
tached to the loan would be met only if

- they conformed to India’s “national objec-
tives”.

The economic crisis is brought out in
the yawning fiscal deficit as well for which
purpose a severe cut in government
expenditure does not brook the slightest
delay alongside diverse innovative steps

at internal resource mobilisation. Mop- -

ping up the surplus in the agricultural
sectorand extracting the unearned weatlth
of the nouveau riche and upper classes
in the urban areas through the effective
imposition of taxes are measures which

wage earner but the affluent as well. Or
else the government's resolve to over-
come the economic crisis would turn out
to be a cruel joke. '

The new Union Government's serious-
ness in meeting the challenge on the
economic front is discernible in the very
appointment of Dr Manmohan Singh as
the Finance Minister. Dr Singh has not
only spoken of the “hard option” but also
conveyed his determination to enforce
“fiscal -discipline” that would hopefully
stabilise prices and reduce inflation to
three to four per cent in three years, as
the Finance Minister himself claimed. At
the same time he has ruled out the pros-
pect of roling back prices of essential
commodities including diesel and kero-
sene to the July 1990 levels within a span

of 100 days of assuming power as was .

promised by the Congress —l'inits Elec-
tion Manifesto. This is indicative of Dr
Singh's adherence to the spirit of realism

in tackling vital economic issues steering

clear of populist announcements made
by the run-of-the-mill politicians. This
approach of the new government is also
evident in another development. Origi-
nally a 2 billion dollar stand-by IMF credit
was being negotiated by the Chandra
Shekhar Government. But it was clear
that that would have provided a highly
temporary respite covering this year
alone. Hence the Narasimha Rao Gov-
ernmentis seeking a larger loan between
5 billion to 7 billion dollars under the
Extended Credit Facility of the IMF (so as
to preclude the possibility of rushing to
the IMF once again within a year).
Misgovernance

The multi-dimensional crisis that India
faces today is, in a large measure, trace-
able to past misgovernance, especially
when the country had the “stablest” re-
gime that was voted to power with a
record number of seats inthe Lok Sabha
in 1984. The brute majority of the then
ruling party enabled its leader to behave
with impunity and ride roughshod over a
highly depleted Opposition. Its whimsical
responses to events not only brought out
its complete lack of policy perspective,
especially since 1986, but also compli-
cated matters to the detriment of national
unity. The induction of the Indian Peace
Keeping Force (IPKF) into Sri Lanka —
that had to a no -holds barred fight to the
finish between the IPKF and the Sri
Lankan Tamil militants originally aided
by India - falls in this category.) Thus
regional aspirations, the legitimate urge
of the States for enhanced powers as welll
as the demand for genuine decentralisa-
tion were not only neglected but even
trampled underfoot at times. Corruption
thrived at the highest level (the Bofors
controversy and the attempted cover-up
by the executive reinforcing the allega-
tion of shady transactions accompanying
the deal) and the existence of power
brokers in influential positions in various
political parties engendered widespread
criminalisation of the polity (as reflected
in the increasing brutalisation of the
guardians of law and order, apart from
the the largescale participation of anti-
socials in the electoral process as re-
vealed in the list of candidates in the just
concluded Lok Sabha poll. Simultane-
ously communal riots assumed alarming
proportions alongside a sudden spurt in
caste consciousness. Abjectdependence
on administrative strong arm measures
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to countersecessionistterrorismin Punjab
.and Kashmir (without any political moves

toimprove the envrionmentnotonlywors-

‘ened the conditions in the two border
States but also led 1o a rise in violence
-which could not be effectively handled in
-the absence of the political process and
‘the democratic exercise.

The violence that punctuated the tenth
Lok Sabha elections, capped by the grue-
some assassination of RajivGandhi, could
not destroy the electoral process itself.
Notwithstanding an overall low turnout,
the outcome of the poll has been such as
to deny a clear absolute majority for any
party — a mainifestation of the crisis of
eligibility of any one party or alliance to
runthe contry onitsown. (The Lok Sabha
has an effective strength of 543, there
being two additional members from the
Anglo-Indian community nominated after
every election. This time polling took place
for 511 seats throughout the contry. Of
the 506 results available, the Congress—
| has won 224, its allies 17, the National
Front-Left combine 127, the BJP — Shiv
Sena 123, the Samajwadi Janata Party
or SJP of Chandra Shekhar 5 and others
10). A minority government of the Con-
gress — |, the largest single party in the
Lower House of Parliament, has taken
office well aware of its needs to operate
onthe national plane through the process
of a national consensus on the different
challenges before the country that de-
mand a collective or joint response es-
chewing sectarianism and partisanship.
(Earlier, some intellectuals had given the
call for a national government to face the
national crisis before the nation which,
they felt, was in no way of lesser magni-
tude than a national calamity that over-
takes a country in the event of war. This
proposal, it is believed from reliable
sources, had the blessings of the Presi-
dent, P. Venkataraman but it was re-
jected off-hand by all or most of the politi-
cal parties. The approach that the Con-
gress — | is being compelled to adopt
today is a variant of that same proposal.)
This approach alone has the potentiality
of tiding over the multi-dimensional crisis
confronting the Indian polity and strength-
ening Indian democracy (whose vitality
is being sapped from within by the fissipa-
rous trends andideas thriving on national
disunity and inequality) in the process;
and P. V. Narasimha Rao being a highly
accommodative personality, is most
suited to evolve such an approach.

The crisis facing Indiantoday has been
lucidly elaborated in a recent editorial
article written by P. N. Haksar, a former
diplomat and retired government official
who was at one time Indira Gandhi's
Principal Secretary, butwhois bestknown
as one of India’s foremost thinkers in the
contemporary period. Here is what he
wrote in Man and Development, a journal
he edits, in Sepetember 1990.

“The production of wealth and its distri-
bution in our country poses extremely
difficultand complex problemsin the world
of today. We know that the present ine-
qualities feed unrest and anarchy and
promote all kinds of conflicts, e.g. inter-
caste conflicts, urban-rural conflicts, in-
ter-ethnic conflicts, inter-religious con-
flicts, etc. But we should know that even
with the best of intentions, it would take
time for our economy to grow even to a
stage where every human being would
have employment and generate the

minimum income with which he or she .

could buy nourishing food. We have not
succeeded in this. The failure in the area
of providing food for the mind, namely
education and culture, is even more
dismal and fraught with tragic conse-
quences. Equally dismal are our health
indicators.

“Our political parties, who are busy
inciting one set of Indians against an-
other, should sit up and think seriously
about a strategy for development which
would notonly guarantee our sovereignty,
but would also provide the means and
mechanisms of social cohesion rather
than social conflict. It is our view that
during the long period whichislying ahead
for our economic, social and cultural
development, we need to evolve a cer-
tain minimum code of conduct which will,
at least, not outrage our moraf sensibili-
ties. Faith of our people in democracy
and a law-governed society needs to be
immediately reinforced.

“In view of this marter, some 80 or 90
million people of India who have benefit-
ted most from the economic develop-
ment during the last 40-odd years have
to think once again about their role in so-
ciety. Mahatma Gandhi's truth may guide
us. And he said that possession of wealth
can only be justified if it is regarded as a

trust. The well-off section of society are -

too nakedly and visibly engaged in con-
sumerism. All concepts of love, compas-
sion and altruism have been drained off.
Nobody, therefore, earns or commands

respect. In such a state of moral sick-
ness, anarchy, we repeat again andagain,
will keep breaking out.

“We have urged earlier, but we should
like to da it again with an extreme sense
of urgency, that the nation-building proc-
ess of India will break up if we do not alter
the view that there exists somewhere the
so-called ‘mainstream’ into which others
who do not yet belong must submerge.
India can only be built and modernised
into a nation by accepting and respecting
every identity — linguistic, cultural, reli-
gious and ethnic. We have comitted a
grievous error by borrowing the entire
paraphernalia of ideas from the West.
Under conditions of India's glorious and
rich diversity we cannot copy the design
of a modern state of France, Germany
Holland, Denmark, Norway and Sweden.

A pessimistic note is unmistakable in
these words of substance, and yet they
also offer the contours of advance in the
days ahead, regardiess of the gravity of
the crisis facing the nation.

James Clad, in his article mentioned at
the outset, had referred to two “things
going right for India": the weather (“the,
last three monsoons have brought plen-
tiful rain and record harvests") and parlia-
mentary democracy (“the best legacy of
British rule”). This is what he observed on
the poll process in India:

“Although politics have bacome deeply
criminalised in some Indian States, gov-
ernments change in Delhiandinits States
through elections, not (as in Pakistan)
through overt or disguised military coups.
When observing elections | have seen
both a mixture of, text-book civics and
ballot-box hijacking reminiscent of the
Philippines. Still, it beats periodic shows
of bayonets in the capital city.”

It is this postive factor which should not
be ignored in any discussion on India in
crisis. Even if the country is facing a
systemic crisis, the democratic ethos of
the polity ~ (military rule in India is a
remote possibility in any situation) —is the
best guarantee of transformation of the
system to suit the present-day conditions
without allowing Indian disintegration.
Herein lies India’s inherent strength and
resilience to surmount the obstacles on

_its path.

There is no éain saying that itis a long
haul. Yetthe future is not as bleak as itis
made out to be.
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