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A HOMESPUN PRIME MINISTER

8. V.

(11 WHAT EVER happens, happens for the good” runs
an ancient Indian proverb. This spirit of fatalis-
tic optimism is illustrated by an Indian tale of long
ago when a prince in anger imprisoned his Minister
who, instead of sympathising with the prince over the
loss of one of his fingers in an accident, chose the
occasion to console the prince with this proverb. Some
time later the prince, out hunting, was captured by a
forest tribe and readied for a sacrifice to their deity.
Fortunately for the prince the highpriest discovering
that the prince had only nine fingers in all had him
released as their deity demanded a human being with
all his physical attributes intact. The first thing the
prince did on returning to his palace was to order his
Minister’s release and appoint him Prime Minister !

This tale comes to mind when one sees Mr, Morarji
Desai today in the office of the Prime Minister of
India. The religious man that he is with a strong
belief in fate, even he could not have imagined that
the route destiny had chosen for him would be such
a tortuous one. Nor that he would bel placed in that
position not by the Congress which he faithfully served
for almost forty years but by those in, the opposition
who less than a decade earlier were howling for his
head.

If Morarjibhai had been an astute politician who
played his cards well and knew the art of sitting on
the fence like some of his contemporaries, one could
say that it was not so much fate but his political cun-
ning that took him to the Prime Minister’s suite, But
not even his worst detractors would claim this, He has
all the attributes that a successful politician it is
believed should not have. He is blunt to the extent of
being offensive at times and has the unfortunate habit
of calling a spade a spade; he is stubborn to the point
of mulishness; he is a man of undoubted integrity; he
has a number of fads; and has a strong semse of mora-
lity, of right and wrong. To those who would have us
believe that honesty is not the best policy, at least in
Indian politics, his achievement is a living example
that sometimes it is!

In upbringing, traditions, attitudes and beliefs we
have in Morarji Desai a true representative not of
the sophisticated urban elites as both Nehru and his
daughter were, but of the people of rural India with

Raju

all their virtues and their foibles, Truly can it be said
that he is a homespun Prime Minister.

To the generation that is now on its way out,
Morarjibhai is a man who evokes extreme reactions—
from those who would make a hero of him to those
who dislike him intensely, As Home Minister and later
Chief Minister of Bombay State he had the reputation
of being a strong but ruthless administrator who, des-
pite his profession of non-violence, had no hesitation
in ordering the police to open fire in order' to main-
tain law and order. His critics describe him as a
hypocritical moralist who sought to defend his son
charged with taking advantage of his father’s position
for personal gain. On the other hand his admirers
describe him as a true Gandhian with an almost
fanatica] devotion to Mahatma Gandhi. For a person
who occupied various seats of authority for over three
decades it is hardly surprising that he evokes such
reactions and perhaps in the process has created quite
a few enemies. He of course will not agree that he
considers anyone his enemy. “.... Whatever happiness
or unhappiness I enjoy”, he writes in his Autobio-
graphy (Morarji Desai—The Story of My Life—Two
volumes; Macmillans India, pp 650, Rs. 125.00) “is
a result of my past actions and I do not consider the
person through whose agency I may enjoy it responsi-
ble for it. I have, therefore, never considered anybody
as my enemy in my life, There might be many who
consider me as their enemy, but I have not considered
anybody as my enemy....”

As far back as November 26, 1950, in a letter to
Mr. M. C. Chagla, then Chief Justice ofl the Bombay
High Court, Morarjibhai wrote : “If dictatorship over-
takes this country in my lifetime, I shall not be in
the seat of Government but am sure to suffer terribly
and even lose my head in an attempt to fight the
dictatorship ...”. Little could he have suspected that
the attempt at dictatorship would come, and from' his
own party, But it speaks for the man that when the
chips were down in November 1969 he cast his lot with
principles and morality and not with political mani-
pulation and chicanery of the worst kind. What made
it even more commendable was the fact that he sup-
ported just those persons of the syndicate who had

(continued on page 11)
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