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Elections 2009: Development Issues, Secularism and Religion

Walter Fernandes(
In the context of the 15th Lok Sabha election, the main question that arises is whether India can manage to have national parties that move the country towards all-inclusive development. All-inclusive would mean its benefits reaching every class and religious group. The Congress that claimed to move towards it is in practice moving towards an elitist form of development. The BJP's ‘Shining India’ does not seem to capture and reflect any new thinking on it and is going back to Hindutva. The Left has stopped thinking of alternatives. That is where civil society groups have to come together to put pressure on the system to reorient towards the masses.
It is commonplace to speak of every general election as path breaking. But this cliché is true in more than one sense of the Lok Sabha elections 2009. The results showed the inadequacy of the exit polls that use the western survey method which is not fully relevant to the Indian social set up. Secondly, the polls were fought by and large around personalities and not on issues or an alternative to the Congress led United Progressive Alliance (UPA). The results show that because of the failure of the opposition Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and the Left to provide a viable alternative, voting was according to the performance of the parties in power. The elections also marked the revival of the two national parties, the BJP and the Congress that together won more than 60 percent of the seats. But their share of the vote declined by 1.5 percentage points mainly because the BJP lost nearly 2 percentage points. Even in Gujarat its share of the vote declined by 0.85 percent while the Congress gained some ground. They were thus path breaking also for the Left particularly the CPM that are the biggest losers. The elections also provided legitimacy to the dynasties that have turned politics into a cottage industry and marked the end of the road for persons like L. K. Advani and George Fernandes.

Though the opposition did not provide an alternative, in practice the electorate found its own alternative and voted according to interests of development that are different from those of the political parties. That is visible particularly in West Bengal where the opposition Trinamul Congress (TMC) spoke of the alternative of combining industry with agriculture when the Left Front was trying to acquire much agricultural land for industries. That was the undoing of the Left Front especially the CPM which concentrated on the nuclear issue while the BJP tried to revive Hindutva. Since these are the only issues raised during the campaign, this paper will concentrate on them before commenting on development which the electorate seems to have treated as a major issue.

.

Maturity amid Lack of Principles

The total absence of issues and of principles was visible in the alliances of convenience right across the spectrum. The only principle and commonality binding the Third Front (formed at the initiative of the CPI (M) was its anti-BJP and anti-Congress stance. It included elements as disparate as the AIADMK and the JD (S) that have joined the BJP or Congress-led alliances in the past and the Telugu Desam Party (TDP) whose ideology is the opposite of what the Left claims to stand for. Lalu Prasad Yadav, Mulayam Singh Yadav and Ram Vilas Paswan forgot their long-standing differences to form the Fourth Front with the hope of becoming kingmakers after the results in case of a hung parliament. Power was the only glue keeping them together.

The Congress and the BJP were not far behind. The latter supported local emotional issues with no respect for principles. Mr Jashwant Singh got elected from Darjeeling by promising to work for Gorkhaland. In the Karbi Anglong district of Assam Mr L. K. Advani promised to work for a new state though its ally Asom Gana Parishad is opposed to it. The BJP leaders met the Telengana Rajya Samiti chief a couple of days before the final phase in an effort to mobilise the Telengana vote in their own favour. None of these states, except perhaps Telengana, can materialise but that was irrelevant. Votes are what mattered. In Tamil Nadu the BJP took up the Sri Lankan Tamil issue though it has never supported either the LTTE or Tamil demands in the past. The Congress kept in touch with Jayalalitha, the Left, as well as the Fourth Front, and even Nitish Kumar and Naveen Patnaik with the hope of getting their support in case of a hung parliament. Such alliances turned the elections into what some call a battle for survival and others term a democratic mockery. 

However, the electorate went beyond these calculations. While voting for stability it kept the national and local issues apart. In Orissa and Andhra Pradesh where state elections were held simultaneously, voting was different for the Lok Sabha and the state assembly. In Orissa the Biju Janata Dal (BJD) got more votes for the state assembly than for the Lok Sabha, so did the TDP in AP. In Tamil Nadu the Sri Lanka Tamil issue had a negative impact on the Congress, perceived as the ruling party at the Centre that had ignored their massacre. Mr Mani Shankar Aiyar was unseated and Mr P. Chidambaram won with a wafer thin majority. It did not affect its partner the DMK but others like Vaiko who took an extreme position were punished. Thus, despite their revival, the national parties did not trounce regional parties like the DMK, NCP, JDU, BJD and TMC. They remain important in ten states but at the Centre it will not be as easy for them to dictate terms to their senior alliance partners as in the last Lok Sabha.

Industries versus Agriculture

Amid the absence of principles, two issues stood out. The BJP tried to revive the emotional Hindutva issue. In West Bengal the TMC focused on development that could combine industries with agriculture. This issue was roused emotions in West Bengal but was important also for the rest of India. Ever since liberalisation, particularly after the Special Economic Zones Act and the Highways Act legalised massive land acquisition for mega-projects the economic policy became a threat to the sustenance of agriculturists. As a result, there have been struggles against mining in Jharkhand and Orissa (The Sentinel 5 September 2007); against the planned displacement by SEZs from Haryana (The Hindu, 14 December 2006), Mangalore in Karnataka (The Times of India, October 5, 2009) and Orissa (Mohanty 2006) to Navi Mumbai and Raigad in Maharashtra and elsewhere (Editorial, “Special Economic Zones,” The Assam Tribune, March 28, 2007). The GNP has grown during the years of liberalisation so has unemployment. The struggles and failure of the ‘Shining India’ campaign to bring the NDA back to power in 2004 showed that people wanted not infrastructure alone but the type of development that combined economic with social growth.

That is where the Left Front, CPM in particular, failed in West Bengal. It could have provided the alternative of combining agriculture with industry and social with economic growth because it had achieved much in this direction. Instead, the CPM turned the nuclear issue into its main plank during the election campaign and left to the TMC the task of promising an alternative. Even in the nuclear issue its focus was on threat to national sovereignty in the control of the armaments but it did not oppose nuclearization as such. The sovereignty issue is the monopoly of the BJP. One did not need the Left for it so it did not have the potential to become an alternative. 

This failure of the Left Front cannot be justified because West Bengal has the potential to combine industry with agriculture. After this Front came to power, the state ceased to be the most industrialised in India but it achieved the highest annual agricultural growth at 5.6 percent. This was possible because of the reform of the bargadari (sharecropper) system, successful land reforms and development of irrigation through medium and small dams. Till then the bargadar lacked motivation to go beyond a single crop since he had to give 50– 60 percent of the produce to the landowner. The Left Front pegged the land owner’s share at 25 percent of the crop, in case the share cropper bore the entire costs of production, and that was to be decided by the tenant. The state built 23 medium and a few hundred minor irrigation dams in the 1980s and 1990s and implemented the land reforms (CWC 1995: 156). Out of 2,085,000 hectares distributed to the landless till 1995 all over India, 383,000 hectares (18.4 percent) were distributed in West Bengal, most of it to Dalits and tribals (Govt. of West Bengal 1998: 224). There certainly was a political motive. Most land distribution was through the CPM-controlled panchayats. But these measures motivated the farmers to grow a second and a third crop. The Government did not grant ownership to the bargadars, but only reformed the feudal system. These measures were adequate to motivate the new cultivator to invest in three crops and in new forms of agriculture.

           That changed with the 2001 election campaign during which the Left Front promised to industrialise the state in order to create jobs for the youth. But it made no effort to combine industries with agriculture. Rich agricultural land was acquired or committed to industry with no consideration for its losers, when rocky land was available in its neighbourhood. For example, by December 2006, the state had committed 296,000 acres to various industries alone (The Statesmen, 17–18 December 2006) and more to other mega-projects such as townships. That included some land allocated to Dalits and tribals under its land reforms. It was taking away with one hand what it had given with the other (Fernandes et al. 2006: 44). Among them are the 997 acres allotted to the Tata car factory. One can compare it with the 750 acres allotted to Hindustan Motors in 1952. Fifty years later it had used only 300 acres and asked the State Government to allow it to use the rest for a township (The Telegraph 8 October 2005). Instead of allotting those 450 acres to the Tatas, the State Government promised 997 acres to the Tatas — though that meant more investment on the infrastructure instead of using what Hindustan Motors had built close to the highway. That meant depriving more farmers of their land.
That is where the TMC promise to combine agriculture with industry struck a chord with the electorate. The promise remains vague and one is fairly certain that Mamata Banerjee’s party will not work towards this goal if it comes to power. During the last few years it did not go beyond Singur where its constituency was being threatened. Its struggle stopped for all practical purposes when the Tatas abandoned the Nano project on those 997 acres. The party had nothing to say about the remaining 295,000 acres that have been committed to industry and more for other mega-projects. Thus, the TMC attempt seems to have been mainly to create political base with no concern for the people.

However, the issue it raised remains important in West Bengal as well as at the national level. Ways have to be found of combining industry with agriculture and social with economic interests. In 2004 the Shining India campaign failed so no party used this slogan in 2009. However, every now and then Dr Manmohan Singh spoke of development as the contribution of the UPA. He could do it because the UPA had initiated many people-oriented schemes such as National Rural Employment Guarantee and Tribal Rights over Forest Land. These measures were initiated mainly because of the Left but it failed to use this plank and handed the issue over to the Congress that presented it as its own achievement. The implementation of these measures has been half-hearted in most states but if implemented properly they can solve many livelihood-related problems. By voting the UPA back to power, the voters seem to demand that these and other measures should be implemented with vigour and that ways have to be found of combining economic with the social interests (Outlook 1 June 2009).

Religion versus Secularism

When everything else fails, an institution tends to fall back on the past but its clients do not respond to it in the form that it wants. The decision of the BJP to fall back on the Hindutva issues of the Babri Masjid in much of India and Setusamudram (the Channel) in Tamil Nadu are its examples. The party did it with the hope of garnering the Hindu vote, after the apparent success of the two-month long Jammu 2008 agitation around the temple land issue. But it failed even in Udhampur in Jammu. Most emotional issues have only a temporary value for the general public. Babri Masjid for example, delivered votes to the BJP in the 1990s and the temple land issue could rouse some temporary emotions. That is where their value ended. The emotions could not last forever.

After the demolition of the Babri Masjid the BJP led the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) government that claimed credit for ‘Shining India’ in 2004. The BJP also claimed that it would build the temple if it got a majority on its own. During these elections it also had to deal with the 2002 pogrom in Gujarat, but it chose to have Mr Narendra Modi as a star campaigner. But the electorate rejected the BJP and that was an opportunity for the party to ‘reinvent itself’ by taking a new look at its relationship with the RSS. It had to take a new look at its economic policies and either find ways of combining social or with economic growth or turn itself into a right of centre party that believed in economic growth alone (The Statesman 1 August 2007). But it failed to introspect— so it lacked clarity also on these issues as well as on others, such as the nuclear deal which it had initiated. If it was a successful deal, it could have taken credit for it. But it chose to be ambiguous on it and took a purely political stand of speaking of national sovereignty without saying how the deal went against it (The Indian Express 27 August 2007). Thus after 2004, the BJP missed the opportunity of examining itself. 

Moreover, in the perception of many voters the UPA experiment was somewhat successful though the reality might not have been equally good and tensions did appear in this coalition. But it was also becoming clear that some of its economic and social initiatives that were bearing fruit were the result of the coalition of the Left with the centrist forces. This apparent success indicated that it is possible to go beyond economic growth to deal with India’s social problems and that the alternative lay in the combination of economic growth with social improvement. To provide an alternative to it, the BJP should have examined its economic policies and demanded better implementation of schemes such as rural employment guarantee. Instead, the BJP chose to ridicule them as populist (The Telegraph 1 January 2007).

With this failure to look inwards — tensions began within the NDA as well as within the party. Some of its allies even questioned usefulness of the alliance particularly when the BJP raised the issue of Hindutva. This tension, which became visible during the 2009 elections within the NDA, extended to the voters too. This issue did not enthuse a majority of the Hindu voters but it became a threat to the minorities, particularly Muslims — a large number of whom were till then voting for the regional parties particularly in Uttar Pradesh. Precisely in this state the Congress took the risk of going all alone whereas the BJP lived in the past. On one side a section of its leaders made overtures to the religious minorities and on the other another section of them tried to project Mr Narendra Modi as the future prime minister at a time when the Supreme Court had asked the Special Investigation Team (SIT) to inquire into his possible role in the 2002 massacre of the Muslims. Mr. L.K. Advani who presented himself as a strong future prime minister, condoned Varun Gandhi’s fundamentalist utterances (Ramakrishnan 2009). To counter this talk of a strong prime minister in waiting who would put an end to terrorism the Congress boasted about its diplomatic success in dealing with Pakistan.

Because of this ambiguity Muslims could not but feel insecure. So by and large they moved away from the regional parties and found security in the Congress because they did not want their votes to be divided at a time when another national party was posing a threat to them. In other words, the talk of Hindutva forced Muslims to choose between the UPA and NDA. The former obviously got the upper hand because of the ambiguity within the BJP. This issue caused divisions within the party itself since a section of its leaders did not accept the Hindutva plank. That added to the party’s ambiguity and forced some constituents of the NDA to keep a distance from the BJP. For example, Mr Nitish Kumar kept a distance from the BJP, particularly Modi, though he reluctantly joined the unity rally at Amritsar but he rejected the Hindutva plank. He and other allies emphasized that it was a priority of the BJP not a programme of the NDA. Thus, the Hindutva issue had the opposite effect of what it was meant to achieve.

Such ambiguity could not but drive most undecided voters away from the BJP. In other words, while the utterances on Hindutva consolidated the minority vote behind the Congress — the ambiguity on the issue alienated some supporters of the BJP. The situation was complicated further by its effort to combine Hindutva with national security particularly after the 26 November 2008 terrorist attacks in Mumbai. The December 2008 State Assembly elections in Delhi immediately after the said attack had shown already that this extreme stand did not enthuse the middle class. But the BJP kept harping on the failure of the UPA on this count. Had the party taken a clear stand, the more fundamentalists among the Hindus would probably have flocked to the polling booth to vote for it. The low percentage of voting in the major cities shows that the middle class was not enthused and preferred to abstain while the undecided voters moved towards the Congress.

Thus, the 2009 elections confirm that the voters who were ready to take some risks at the state level, for example, in Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh were not ready to do the same at the national level. Their priority in 2009 was economic growth with human development. Even the ‘nationalist’ slogans around the nuclear issue lost to growing consumerism on one side and high unemployment on the other (Tehelka, 30 May 2009). Even the rhetoric of Mr L.K. Advani as a strong prime minister did not make an impression on the electorate because of the counterweight of Narendra Modi. Moreover the Congress presented Rahul Gandhi as a young leader. The electorate may not accept political dynasties. But the possibility of having a young prime minister seems to have enthused a large number of first time voters. The BJP had nothing to offer to counter him (Tehelka, 30 May 2009).

Thus, the 2009 verdict was not a total rejection of the past, but a demand for something new. Hindutva could not provide that answer because it belonged to the past. For it to be relevant — development had to be added to it and the BJP failed to do it. The Left could have provided a secular alternative by focusing on its success in West Bengal but it failed to do so. The CPM spoke of a secular India but focused on the nuclear deal as a nationalist issue that was the pet theme of the BJP. That is where secularism, as presented by the Congress, made sense to the electorate though it did not define it clearly. In fact, during the Gujarat state assembly elections, the Congress had given the impression of going after soft Hindutva to counter its fundamentalist version that Modi gave. During the 2009 campaign, the Congress and the UPA did not mention secularism very often but spoke every now and then of all inclusive development that would include the minorities. In other words, they combined secularism with development. This approach could appeal to the minorities as well a fairly good section of Hindus. The Congress presented some of its successful experiments as its contribution to every Indian, Hindus, Muslims and others. The electorate that wanted stability seems to have accepted it — accepted as integral to it. In other words, in the mind of many voters stability went beyond numbers in the Parliament and took the form of a demand for a sustained move towards development. Secularism was situated in the context of development.

Future Challenges

These issues provide a challenge to all the parties, especially the Congress, the CPM and the BJP. To begin with, the Congress and the UPA have to realise that the mandate from the electorate goes beyond what some call the completion of the financial and other reforms to suit the investor. People have voted for stability that includes continuity at the political as well as the economic level. In reality many actions of the Congress immediately after its victory, seem to go beyond this mandate. Its first decisions are in the direction of completing its neo-liberalist reforms such as the expansion of the SEZs and action around financial reforms. The vote is not for this but for the type of development that meets the aspirations of the industrialist as well as the common person (Frontline, 5 June 2009). 

In other words, the mandate is not merely for reforms to suit the needs of the investor, but also to complete the process started during the 16th Lok Sabha of combining economic with social growth. That is not a stand against infrastructure building. Some big industries and medium dams are needed. But they cannot solve the unemployment and livelihood problems. While building a few of them, the effort has to be to combine agriculture with industries. This combination can take many forms, agro-based industries combined with low-cost employment generation being one of them. What is required is an alternative that gives the poor hope in their future (The Assam Tribune, 4 June 2009). 

Such development is also integral to the peace process in the country. The tendency today is to treat all insurgency as a law and order problem alone. For example, the focus of the BJP during the election campaign was on stronger laws against ‘terrorism’. That approach is being practised in states where Naxalism has become a problem. That problem can be solved only through the type of development whose benefits reach all, not through SEZs and other mega-projects that take up much agricultural land but do not even replace the jobs lost by the cultivators. They may be profitable to the investor but impoverish the people (Nayak 2008: 259).

Such people-oriented development would require that much production, processing and marketing be done by the local communities. That can also provide an alternative to militant outfits. A study by the Peace Studies Division of Guwahati University shows that unemployment is a major (though not the only) cause for the youth to join the militant outfits. Development that combines the social with the economic and the industrial with the agricultural and creates low-cost jobs can be a step towards peace with justice (Mahanta 2008).

This has to be the plank of the Left parties if they are to survive. The BJP, on the other hand, has to learn the basic lesson that Hindutva cannot take it forward. The issue is not merely its relations with the RSS but the very nature of the party. It has to decide whether it wants to continue as a religion-based party or one that has an understanding of an economy and a society that does not depend on religion. In other words, it can survive only as a right of centre party akin to the Christian democrats of Europe, who get inspiration from their religion but do not turn Christianity into the backbone of their politics. The experience since 2004 and the events of one month since the elections seem to show that the party is not capable of taking this plunge and freeing itself from its mentor. Thus, one is forced to make a choice between Hindutva and secularism, not between two secular parties. That has no future.

Conclusion
This paper has drawn some conclusions from the elections results. The main question that arises is whether a country like India can have national parties that move the country towards all-inclusive development. All-inclusive in this case would mean its benefits reaching every class and religious group. The Congress that claimed to move towards it is in practice moving towards an elitist form of development. The BJP that spoke its elitist approach as ‘Shining India’ does not seem to be having any new thinking on it and is going back to Hindutva. The Left has stopped thinking of alternatives. That is where civil society groups have to come together to put pressure on the system to move towards the masses.
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