AL

APRIL 1971

1971 Elections and
India’s Future

M. R. Pai
THE people of India desired a change. Mrs. Gandhi

promised it. So she has won a massive mandate -

to fulfil her promise.

It is said that there are two tragedles in life: one,
to desire something and not to get it; the other, to get
it. Both the people and Mrs. Gandhi face the latter
situation today. The basic assumption of the electorate
and Mrs. Gandhi’s Congress that political power by
itself can solve the problems of a people is an
obsolescent concept. Be that as it may, a few signifi-
cant things about the 1971 Lok Sabha elections deserve
attention.

The election was held in a situation of political
fragmentation. The undivided Congress Party, over
the years, had been devoted to the concept of total
power. Except during Mr. Lal Bahadur Shastri’s brief
rule, no attempt was made to share that power with
other political groups which represented significant
sections of the public.

However, the logic of history pursued the Congress
Party. Over the years, it had withdrawn its huge cash
balance of public goodwill earned during the Indepen-
dence movement from the People’s Bank. Political
deceit and personal hypocrisy, and derivative political
phenomena like defections, became an integral part
of the political scene. To make matters worse, without
a proper economic policy for promoting pubhc wel-
fare, under the slogan of socialism, a parasitical class
of professional politicians, corrupt officers and corrupt
business men had evolved. They were living on the
labours of trusting masses which were being deprived
of the fair rewards of their labour and the economic
welfare and opportunities which they desued and
deserved.

In this situation of economic stagnation and political
opportunism the country was groping for a change.
The shift in favour of the Jana Sangh, Swatantra and
regional parties like the D.M.K. in 1967 clections was
an attempt by the people to secure such a change.

Though no clear-cut solution emerged, by 1969 the
internal contradictions in the Congress Party came to
a bursting point. As a result, the old bosses, who had
become politically outdated, formed the Organisation
Congress. Mrs. Indira Gandhi, whose politics is nothing
but the logical culmination of the old bosses™ political
behaviour, led the rest clinging to an economically out-
dated 1deology, but promising change.

With the 1971 elections, the rout “of the old group
in the Congress is complete. The only option before
their party now is to evolve a new political group by
merger with other political forces.

The idea of the Democratic Front in recent clections
was the last ditch attempt of the Organisation Congress
to retain its political identity. In reality, it was nothing
more than a seat adjustment alliance. Till the last date
for withdrawal, barely three to four weeks ahead of the
polling date, the front partners were at each other’s
throat. In the meantime, Mrs. Gandhi had completed
her first round of election meetings!

Politically, the Front was bankrupt because it did not
offer to the electorate even a minimum programme, but
concentrated on the negative theme of “Indira hatao™.
Mr. M. R. Masani's desperate plea for a minimum pro-
gramme went unheeded. Had there been a minimum
programme such as a promise to establish law and
order, give roads. drinking water (one out of four
villages has none ), approach roads (one out of three
has none), educational facilities to every village. and
to make life better for the economically weaker sections
of the public by curbing price rise and stimulating a
job-oriented economy it would have had an appeal for
many in the country. Front partners would have got
more seats.

In fairness to the Front allies, it should be added
that their defeat at the polls goes well beyond thesc
factors. What they are facing was not Mrs. Gandhi’s
Ruling Congress, but the entire machinery of the
Central Government. Mrs. Gandhi had perfected the
practice of cynical disregard for democratic proprictics
which earlier Congress Governments right from Nehru’s
time had indulged in. Use by Mrs. Gandhi and others
of Air Force or government planes at nominal charges,
DAVP advertisements and posters (with themes, but
not name of Ruling Congress), generous but unworked
out promises by the LIC Chairman to the public,
nationalised bank loans to party candidates under cover
of hire-purchase finance, diversion of jeeps from the
Defence quota to the party and blatant propaganda
over the All-India Radio—in fine, the entire govern-
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