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HOW BAD IS BAD?

S. V. Raju

If reading the newspapers during the Emergency
was a boring chore, today it is like reading the film
script of a B-grade movie. Not that it is the fault
of newsmen. They can only report what is going on
in the country. Not very flattering, but there it is.
The main scenerio is one of unrelieved gloom—of
quarrelling politicians impervious to everything
other than their own survival; of sectional groups,
be it among students or labour, taking the law into
their own hands as if a government does not exist
and millions of people looking on helplessly, even
if some gnash their teeth in frustration. And when
the Prime Minister asserts that things are not all
that bad, one wonders — how bad is bad ?

Twenty-four months are adequate, by any stand-
ard, for the backlash of the Emergency to have
spent itself. When in the first few months after the
new Government took office in 1977 and a wave
of unrest spread across the country particularly in
urban areas, we were told that it was inevitable
that feelings bottled up during the dictatorship
would explode in the new atmosphere of freedom.
Understandable. But what is not is the fact that
the explosion shows no sign of abating.

No government in the democratic world elected
with the kind of popular enthusiasm that witnessed
Janata’s assumption of office has been so successful
in going about dissipating with such speed the tre-
mendous fund of goodwill it had. But there is, one
would like to believe, a little still left. For, even
if human memories are proverbially short, what
happened during the nineteen months between 1975
and 1977 has not yet been completely forgotten by
the people (even if it has been by those in the
ruling party). Evidence of this was provided in the
recent by-elections in U.P. and Bihar and in the
elections to the Municipal Corporation of Greater
Bombay. There is still time therefore for those in
power to turn to the task of governing the country
and regaining the people’s confidence.

The problem, it would appear, is a desire not to
appear repressive, particularly when dealing with
agitations and protest movements. Fair enough. But
what one cannot understand is Government’s appa-
rent unwillingness to enforce the normal laws
enacted by democratically elected legislatures.
When Mrs. Gandhi declared the Emergency on the
spurious ground that there was a general breakdown
of law and order in the country, Jayaprakash
Narayan and others rightly countered that, if that
was the case, there were adequate laws on the
statute books to enable the Government to mest
the situation without invoking the Emergency pro-
visions in the Constitution. This argument is equally
true today. with this difference. While Mrs. Gandhi
sought total power, the Janata leadership is reluc-
tant to resort even to the normal laws available to
them to stem the growing climate of anarchy. This
could prove costly for the country, for anarchy and
chaos pave the way for a resurgence of anti-demo-
cratic forces.

Appeasement has always been counter-productive.
It only whets the appetite of the appeased. The bully
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Prof. Kirtidev Desai diagnoses the Janata
Party’s problems in his piece ‘What Ails
Janata 27 We present some old wine in a new
bottle under the label ‘From the Word Press’
which includes a nostalgic article by Mr. E. P.
Thompson. Two book reviews on Pakistan
and that venerable Institution ‘The Oxford
University Press’, are some of the highlights of
this Issue.
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