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Praise for the Book
A Time of Coalitions: Divided We Stand

‘... a book that will be indispensable for specialist and lay persons
alike. Where the book really succeeds is in evolving a framework
that organizes complex events in a simple pattern.... The reader is left
wanting more, especially about the interest groups and lobbies that
are so crucial to the making of economic policy’.

—Mahesh Rangarajan, Seminar

‘... awell-written and well-researched book on contemporary Indian
politics.... Specially useful is the graphic mapping of the last three
general elections.’

—TJawed Naqvi, Business World

“This is a book written by political scientists working with theory, gut
feeling and journalistic experience applied to empirical data.
Timely, informative, well argued in easy-flow journalese.’
—DMonojit Majumdar, The Hindustan Times

‘... it is one of the most intellectually stimulating books of our times,
will rarely be challenged by anybody ... informative, factually accurate,
politically sophisticated, intellectually challenging and richly
stimulating in its wisdom, its logic, its structure and even in its
tentative conclusions, which are arrived at with due humility and
not a little self-examination. It spares none as none should be spared,
which is what gives to it credibility even if it invites anger and derision
from those criticized. What it does is to tell the truth—and isn’t that
what history is all about?’

—M.V. Kamath, Free Press Journal
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“The 400 page book is packed with information and analysis about
the current political scenario.
Serious work, yet not stodgy or pompous.’
—Ravi Shanker Kapoor, The Financial Express

‘While the book’s preoccupation is with the workability of coalitions
as a governing arrangement, the authors have given a rather compre-
hensive account of the political developments in the last five years, as
seen through the performance of various political parties’.

—Harish Khare, The Hindu

‘Published at the completion of the first non-Congress coalition
government that has lasted its full term, and at the beginning of yet
another experiment, this book is a pioneering project in the analysis
of coalition politics in India’.

—Ajit Kumar Jha, India Today

“The strength of the book lies in its enormous empirical data, which are
very useful to understand the rise and consolidation of the coalition
experiment in India. It is a readily available reference book for those
seeking to lay hands on the nature and dynamics of coalition in a society
torn by divides of religion, region and caste. The authors therefore
deserve to be complimented for having set the ball rolling in a field
that is empirically rich but theoretically developing.’

—Bidyut Chakraborty, The Book Review

‘... this book arrived at certain inferences about the future course of
Indian politics, that stand up rather well to subsequent events’.
—Sukumar Muralidharan, Biblio

‘The book scores brownie points with its in-depth analyses of
coalition politics and brings to readers information and analyses in
a lucid manner’.

—Santanu Nandan Sharma, The Economic Times
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Preface

In March 2004, when SAGE published our first book A Time of
Coalitions: Divided We Stand, the political atmosphere in India was
charged. The 14th general elections were scheduled for April-May
that year and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)-led National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) appeared to be riding the crest of a wave
of national euphoria; at least, that is what was being said by most of
the media, opinion pollsters and political analysts. The outcome of
the elections was being treated almost as a foregone conclusion. The
debate was centred more around how comfortable the majority of the
NDA would be rather than whether or not it would obtain a majority
of seats in the 543-member Lok Sabha or lower house of the Indian
Parliament. Those who disagreed with such a prognosis, including
the authors of this publication, were treated with a fair amount
of disdain by the political pundits of the day.

When the outcome of the elections became known on May 13,
2004, quite a few were taken aback at the sharp fall in the number of
seats won by the BJP—from 182 to 138. The supporters of the Indian
National Congress were also (pleasantly) surprised that the number of
members of Parliament (MPs) owing allegiance to the party had risen
from 114 to 145. Many Congress sympathisers were not expecting
that the party would become the single largest party in the Lok Sabha
for the first time since 1991—the BJP commanded the support of the
largest number of MPs after the general elections held in 1996,1998
and 1999.

The formation of the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) coalition
government in New Delhi led by the Congress marked a continuation
of the phase of coalition governments. If anything, it was an
accentuation of the splintering of votes that has characterised India’s
polity after 1984. For the first time in 2004, a general election was
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contested by two major coalitions—one led by the BJP and the other
by the Congress—but neither was able to come even close to obtaining
a majority in the Lok Sabha. The Congress-led UPA ultimately had
to seek the support of the 61 MPs belonging to the left parties, the
largest of which was the Communist Party of India (Marxist), to form
the government.

Another statistic from the 2004 Lok Sabha elections shows just
how misplaced was the theory about India moving towards a bipolar
polity. The two largest political parties between themselves managed
to win only 283 seats, just 11 more than the half-way mark in the Lok
Sabha. The combined tally of the two largest parties has never been
lower. For us, this was particularly gratifying. Towards the end of
the final chapter of our book that was published in March 2004, we
had stated:

As for the much talked about bipolarity of the Indian polity...it is
more wishful thinking than actual fact. Here’s a thought that might
have seemed shocking till not very long ago, but can by no means be
ruled out any longer. We could in the near future, perhaps as early
as the 14th general elections in 2004, have a Lok Sabha in which
the BJP and the Congress put together cannot muster a majority.
This may or may not happen, but it does not seem impossible as
it once would have.

In the concluding paragraph of the chapter on the Congress party,
we had written:

Given the absence of a coherent ideology, either political or economic,
can the Congress regain its past glory and form a government on
its own? That is a rather remote possibility. Can the party then
head a coalition that would replace the NDA after the 14th general
elections? That is a possibility that cannot entirely be ruled out.

We wrote these lines with a certain degree of circumspection, given
the fact that this reading of the situation was almost completely at
variance with the conventional political wisdom prevailing in the
first four months of 2004. In fact, our publisher, Tejeshwar Singh,
suggested that since we had spent nearly six years writing the book,
we might wait for a few more months for the outcome of the 2004
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Lok Sabha elections before we finalised the book. Many friends and
well-wishers also pointed out that it was rather foolhardy of us to be
attempting to anticipate the outcome of the elections so close to the
event itself. If we were proved wrong, they argued, our book would
languish in the godowns of the publisher.

We were well aware of the risk, but decided to take it, largely
because we felt that if our assessment turned out to be more or less
correct—as it should if our hypothesis was right—it would support
our argument more forcefully than any post-facto analysis. Our
publisher, despite not sharing our conviction about the likelihood of
the NDA being voted out of power, backed us to the hilt, for which
we remain extremely grateful to him.

In the three and a half years since the book was published, there have
been several important political developments that have strengthened
the hypothesis that the process of fragmentation of the Indian polity is
far from over. This period has also seen a growing acceptance of
coalitions—even by the Congress—as the ‘natural’ form of govern-
ments in India, at least in the foreseeable future. When we wrote our
first book, the main debate was whether or not coalitions are here to
stay. Today, this debate has been settled to a great extent. But other
questions have emerged—whether coalitions are a necessary ‘evil’
or they are better than single party governments. If coalitions are
inevitable, is there a way to ensure better governance?

Diversity in Unity

Till the turn of the 21st century, conventional wisdom in India had it
that coalition governments were an aberration, a brief and temporary
phase that would soon give way to single-party governments led
either by the BJP or the Congress. Over the term of the third Union
government headed by Atal Behari Vajpayee, which came to power in
October 1999, most political participants grudgingly came to accept
that this phase of coalition governments might be less shortlived than
they had initially anticipated. Yet, they often sought to underplay the
significance of this development by arguing that the polity remains
essentially bipolar.
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To claim that the BJP and the Congress represent two poles of the
Indian polity would be too simplistic a view of the complex reality.
Indeed, it can even be forcefully argued that Indian politics is
becoming less, and not more, bipolar. There are strong indications
that the process of fragmentation of the polity is far from over.

While at the all-India level there may appear to be only two fronts
or political formations of any significance, this picture of a uniformly
bipolar polity disappears the moment we examine what’s happening
in the states. There are states in which the BJP and the Congress are
the only major political players, but these states—Himachal Pradesh,
Uttarakhand (carved out of Uttar Pradesh in 2000), Rajasthan, Gujarat,
Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh (earlier a part of Madhya Pradesh)
and the National Capital Territory of Delhi—between them account
for less than one-fifth of the total number of seats in the Lok Sabha.
Looked at differently, in only six out of 28 states and in the country’s
national capital is the electoral battle between the two largest political
parties in India. Then there are states where either the Congress or
the BJP is one of the major political players, but the other is minor
or insignificant. Such states include Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, where
the Congress is at best a marginal player, and Kerala, Andhra Pradesh
and the north-east excluding Assam, where the BJP is no more than a
fringe participant. Finally, there are states like Tamil Nadu and West
Bengal where neither the BJP nor the Congress can claim to be one
of the poles of the polity.

The elections to the state assemblies of Madhya Pradesh,
Chhattisgarh, Rajasthan and Delhi in December 2003 provided
evidence that the so-called bipolarity of Indian politics is being
threatened even in states that have traditionally witnessed straight
electoral battles between the BJP and the Congress.

Even at the national level, the hypothesis of an increasingly bipolar
polity is scarcely borne out by facts. The Congress and the BJP put
together did increase their combined tally in the 543-member Lok
Sabha by barely 22 seats between the May 1996 and February 1998
general elections. However, in the 1999 elections, the combined tally
of the BJP and the Congress came down to below the level in 1996.
In fact, the combined strength of 296 Lok Sabha MPs for the BJP
and the Congress was the lowest since the BJP came into existence
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in 1980. The trend continued after the 2004 general elections and as
mentioned, the Congress and the BJP together obtained 283 seats in
the Lok Sabha, just 11 above the half-way mark.

If at all one can talk in terms of two poles in Indian politics, it would
have to be in terms of the pole of sectarian politics on the one hand, and
inclusive politics on the other. The BJP, the caste-based parties and the
regional parties, all base themselves on a sectarian appeal, though this
would certainly not be acknowledged officially. The Congress and the
left, on the other hand, seek to make a genuinely pan-Indian appeal.
In the contest between these two types of political mobilisation, the
initial years of the coalition era conveyed the impression that sectarian
forces would have the upper hand over political forces that tried to
appeal across the social spectrum. The defeat of the NDA government
in the April-May 2004 elections and the improved performance of
the Congress and the left, however, suggests that this contest is not
yet over.

Those who believe that the Indian polity is becoming bipolar
overlook the fact that coalition politics can create compulsions for the
larger party to woo the smaller ones and not the other way round. To
cite an extreme example, in a Parliament with, say, 100 seats, assume
there are three political parties. Party A has 49 seats; Party B has a
similar number while Party C has only two seats. In such a situation,
Party C could be the most powerful party because its decision to align
itself with either Party A or Party B would determine who comes
to power.

The very description of two large parties as poles suggests that
they are the ones that call the shots, which is not necessarily the case
in India. This hypothetical example may seem absurd, but something
quite close to it actually took place in Indian politics more than once.
In Uttar Pradesh, for instance, the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) has on
three different occasions formed the government in the state with the
support of the BJP after having opposed the party during the election
campaign. On the first two occasions, the BSP held the upper hand
despite the fact that the BJP was by far the larger of the two parties in
the Uttar Pradesh assembly. This was possible because the BJP’s stake
in keeping the rival Samajwadi Party (SP) out of power was greater
than that of the BSP.
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In Himachal Pradesh, events came as close to our hypothetical
example as possible. In the state assembly elections in February 1998,
the BJP won 31 of the 68 seats in the assembly, the Congress 31 seats,
while the Himachal Vikas Congress (HVC headed by former Union
Communications Minister Sukh Ram who was expelled from the
Congress after corruption charges were filed against him following
the recovery of large sums of unaccounted money from his residences)
won five seats. There was one independent candidate who won while
elections were not held in one constituency. After the elections, the
BJP had to align with Sukh Ram’s HVC though the two parties had
opposed each other. In the state government, the BJP had to make
Sukh Ram the second most important minister and provide a Rajya
Sabha seat to his son. The point is simple—B]JP needed the HVC
more than the latter needed it in order to form the government in
Himachal Pradesh. (And it is indeed a quirk of Indian politics that
the same Sukh Ram who had made it to the Guiness Book of World
Records for the wrong reasons was accepted back into the folds of
the Congress. This was nearly eight years after he had been expelled
after the Central Bureau of Investigation found a sum of more than
Rs 3.6 crore—or Rs 36 million—from his residences).

Another instance of the ‘tail wagging the dog’ syndrome in Indian
politics was highlighted in Jharkhand, a state in eastern India that
used to be part of Bihar before 2000. After the NDA government
in the state headed by Arjun Munda of the BJP fell without seeking
to test its majority on the floor of the 82-member state assembly on
September 15, 2006, an independent legislator Madhu Koda became
Chief Minister by cobbling together a tenuous majority with the
support of UPA constituents like the Congress, the Jharkhand Mukti
Morcha (JMM), the Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) and the All India
Forward Bloc. Koda also received the support of the Communist Party
of India (Marxist-Leninist), the newly formed Jharkhand Vikas
Morcha (JVM) led by former BJP Chief Minister Babulal Marandi and
former Deputy Chief Minister Stephen Marandi, though CPI(ML)
later parted ways with the coalition. Like Sukh Ram in Himachal
Pradesh, Koda was able to arm-twist larger political parties because
the number of legislators owing allegiance to the UPA and the NDA
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were so evenly balanced. All governments in Jharkhand since the
state was formed have barely survived with razor-thin majorities in
the assembly, including the first two that were headed by B]JP chief
ministers Babulal Marandi and Arjun Munda.

A common fallacy that is related to the conviction that India’s
polity is essentially bipolar and contributes to it is the notion that the
decline of the Congress and the rise of the BJP bear almost a one-to-one
correspondence. Put differently, the rise of the BJP is seen as a process
of the party occupying the space vacated by the Congress. Though
this view is very widely held, the reality is far more complicated.

It is true that the period that witnessed the fastest growth of
the BJP as an electoral force—from two seats in the 8th Lok Sabha
elected in 1984 to 182 seats by the 12th Lok Sabha elected in 1998—
coincided with the most rapidly declining phase of the Congress,
from 404 seats in 1984 to 112 seats in the 13th Lok Sabha elected in
1999. That is perhaps why the two phenomena are seen as completely
correlated with each other. However, what such a view misses is the
fact that in areas where the Congress has been almost completely
marginalised, it has been displaced not so much by the BJP as by
smaller regional parties.

To take the most obvious case first, the marginalisation of the
Congress in India’s largest state, Uttar Pradesh (accounting for 80 out
of the 543 seats in the Lok Sabha) has not led to the BJP becoming
a party with unquestioned dominance in the state. On the contrary,
the party is today reduced to third position in Uttar Pradesh, way
behind the BSP and the Samajwadi Party. Even at its peak in the mid-
1990s, the BJP in UP never managed to get close to 40 per cent of the
popular vote, though it was at that stage the single biggest party in
the state assembly.

The story in neighbouring Bihar has not been very different.
Here again, the Congress has been reduced to a marginal presence
over the last decade-and-a-half, but its decline has not led to the BJP
becoming the dominant party. Lalu Prasad Yadav’s Rashtriya Janata
Dal (R]D) or its forerunner the Janata Dal (JD) were the main agents
of the erosion of the Congress party’s vote banks. The Janata Dal
(United)—formed by breakaway groups of the erstwhile JD coming
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together—has a strength in Bihar that is equal to if not more than the
BJP in terms of its political influence.

Could Uttar Pradesh and Bihar represent an exception to the rule
that the BJP grows to fill the vacuum created by a shrinking Congress?
Not quite. In states like Orissa, Assam and Karnataka, for instance,
the BJP has grown rapidly, more often than not by consolidating the
anti-Congress political forces. It is another matter that other anti-
Congress groups—like the JD(U) in Karnataka, the Biju Janata Dal
(BJD) in Orissa and the Asom Gana Parishad (AGP) in Assam have
at some stage decided that rather than compete with the BJP for the
opposition space, they could gain by aligning with the party.

Also, if we look back to the period before the decline of the
Congress accelerated, namely, between the late 1960s and the mid-
1980s, there were already signs of the party losing ground gradually
but quite consistently to regional parties. The most obvious example
would be Tamil Nadu, where the Congress today has little choice
but to align with one or the other of the two main Dravidian parties
in the state—the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) and the All
India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (ATADMK). But Tamil
Nadu is not the only example. Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra,
traditional strongholds of the Congress, witnessed similar trends even
if the process did not lead to the complete marginalisation of the
Congress. In Andhra Pradesh, the Telugu Desam Party (TDP) rose
from almost nowhere to become a powerful challenge to the Congress
in the mid-1980s and has remained the main contender for power with
the Congress. Similarly, in Maharashtra it was the rise of the Shiv Sena
rather than the BJP, which first raised questions about just how firm
the Congress’ grip on power in the state was.

Therefore, our main assertions so far are:

® The process of fragmentation of the Indian polity is not over
but continuing.

e The polity is not becoming bipolar with smaller parties,
including regional parties and caste-based parties, having no
choice but to become appendages of either the BJP or the
Congress either before or after elections.

e The decline of the Congress has not automatically resulted in
the rise of the BJP—in other words, the political tussle between
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the two largest political parties in India has not been a “zero sum
game’ in which the losses of one inevitably result in the other
gaining by filling a so-called political vacuum.

e Coalition politics is maturing. Political parties are becoming
increasingly adept at managing contradictions and are now
even able to co-exist at the Union level with their major rivals
in the states. The electorate too seems to better understand the
compulsions of coalition politics that lead to alliances appearing
contradictory or even illogical.

The new era of coalition politics does not necessarily signify a
nightmarish scenario for India. As the polity of the world’s largest
democracy evolves and as institutions of governance mature,
political instability would reflect the internal dynamics of a highly
heterogeneous and deeply divided nation-state. Coalitions, in spite
of their ideological contradictions, are perhaps better equipped to
deal with the tensions of such a divided society than single party
governments that have a tendency to centralise and homogenise.

It might help here to examine the factors that have led to the
fragmentation of India’s polity and why these same factors work
towards further fragmentation. Several political scientists have
analysed the phenomenon of ‘identity politics’. Sudipto Kaviraj has
some interesting insights to offer on this question (Contemporary
Crisis of the Nation-State? edited by John Dunn, Oxford: Blackwell
Publishers, 1995). His contention is that the benefits of the Nehruvian
model of economic development remained confined to a section
consisting of the ‘bourgeoisie, high managerial elites, state bureaucracy
and agrarian magnates’ and this fostered resentment in the vast
majority of the population. It is this resentment, he suggests, that has
been tapped by various political groups leading to the fragmentation
of the polity. Kaviraj also argues that the resentment against the elite
extends to a rejection of all that the elite stood for, including the notion
of the Indian identity over-riding sub-national identities.

He writes:

Since this elite speaks the language of national integration and
unity, the latter [movements of the non-elite] speak the negative
language of localism, regional autonomy, small-scale nationalism, in
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dystopias of ethnicity—small xenophobic, homogeneous, political
communities. This does violence to the political imagination of the
Indian nation-state, which emphasised diversity as a great asset
and enjoined principles of tolerance as the special gift of Indian
civilisation.... The world of political possibilities in India seems
to be simplifying into the frightening choice before most of the
modern world’s political communities: to try to craft imperfect
democratic rules by which increasingly mixed groups of people can
carry on together an unheroic everyday existence, or the illusion
of a permanent and homogeneous, unmixed single nation, a single
collective self without any trace of a defiling otherness.

Kaviraj’s point is well taken. The fragmentation of India’s polity is
undoubtedly an outcome of the feeling among very large sections of
the population that they had been left out of the development process.
What is interesting, however, is that this resentment hasn’t always
manifested itself through parties and groups that claim to be speaking
for the excluded sections of society. The TDP, for instance, appeals
to the Telugu identity across Andhra Pradesh. Clearly, it is not the
case that all Telugus have been left out of the development process.
Similarly, nobody can seriously argue that the Shiv Sena’s appeal to a
Maharashtrian identity arises from the feeling that all of Maharashtra
has been denied the benefits of economic growth. Obviously, it has
been possible for parties like the TDP and the Shiv Sena to use the
resentment of specific sections of the Telugu and Marathi speaking
population and channelise it along lines of their choosing.

Yet, there is something that the TDP and the Shiv Sena have in
common with caste-based parties like the SP in Uttar Pradesh or the
RJD in Bihar. In each of these cases, the revolt of the underprivileged
has been led by the most dominant of the intermediate castes—the
Khammas in Andhra Pradesh, the Marathas in Maharashtra and
the Yadavs in UP and Bihar. This is actually not very surprising.
After all, even the ability to lead a revolt against the prevailing elite
must presume some minimal access to the institutions of power and
to resources of a sufficient magnitude. Such access and resources
would be available only to the upper most layers of the relatively
underprivileged. These were indeed among the few sections outside the
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traditional elite that had not entirely been left out of the development
process. As Kaviraj points out, ‘the only rural group which secured
benefits out of the development process were the large farmers whose
compliance was bought by heavy subsidies, absence of income tax and
slow cooptation into governmental power.’

The Dalit Movement might at first seem an exception to the rule,
since dalits (or those at the very bottom of the caste hierarchy) have
little or no control over land anywhere in the country. However, what
is noteworthy is that even in this instance, the leadership has come
from among the well-off sections of the dalits.

In this context, the fragmentation of India’s polity can be seen as the
result of various sections deciding that an informal coalition like
the Congress had failed to serve their interests. But what explains
the tendency for coalitions to persist? It could well be the case that these
sections perceive themselves as having gained from a process of explicit
coalitions in which groups ostensibly speak for them. It is pointless, in
this context, to debate whether Yadavs as a whole have actually gained
because of the SP or the R]JD, whether dalits are better off since the
BSP was formed or whether Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra have
performed better after the formation of the TDP and the Shiv Sena.
What matters is the popular perception among the relevant sections
that their interests are being taken care of better than in the past.

The BSP’s success in UP, India’s most populous state, is perhaps the
best illustration of the point. The party’s success in consolidating the
dalit vote was such that by the time the assembly elections took place
in April-May 2007, it was able to use that ‘core’ to build a coalition
of social forces that included substantial sections of the brahmins,
banias, muslims and even some ‘other backward classes’ (OBCs). This
combination was not new. Its composition was a throwback to the
early years of Congress rule in northern India. What was different,
however, was that it was now the dalits who were at the helm of the
coalition rather than the brahmins.

Political scientist Arend Lijphart in his article, “The Puzzle of Indian
Democracy: A Consociational Interpretation’ (American Political
Science Review, June 1996), had contended that India largely conforms
to what he described as ‘consociationalism’ in a deeply divided society.
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He set out four parameters denoting consociationalism. These were:
(a) a grand coalition government that includes representatives of all
major linguistic and religious groups; (») cultural autonomy for these
groups; (¢) proportionality in political representation and civil service
appointments; and (d) a minority veto with regard to vital minority
rights and autonomy. When Lijphart wrote this, it was true that the
four characteristics were by and large present in the government of
the day and had been present in all past Union governments in India
as well.

However, after 1998, when the National Democratic Alliance
(NDA) government came to power, the government in New Delhi no
longer met some of the parameters of consociationalism. Notably, the
almost total exclusion of the Muslim community from the government
was rather evident, despite the presence of a single Muslim Union
Minister in the two NDA governments that came to power in 1998
and 1999. It is noteworthy that the 24 political parties comprising the
NDA, the largest being the BJP, were unable to find more than one
Muslim to hold a ministerial position in a country where roughly one
out of seven individuals is a Muslim.

India is by no means unique among democratic nations in having
coalition governments. In France, which has a system of proportional
representation, and in Germany, which has a combination of propor-
tional representation and constituency or seat-based direct elections,
coalition governments have been more of a rule than an exception
after the conclusion of the Second World War in 1945. In both these
countries, coalition governments have not usually brought about
political instability.

For instance, there is in Germany a legal provision thatan incumbent
government cannot be voted out of power in between general elections
without simultaneously voting in an alternative government. In
recent years, for obvious reasons, many have suggested that India
could adopt a similar system to avoid frequent elections that are
expensive to conduct. Those opposed to this suggestion have argued
that even if political instability results in frequent elections having to
be conducted, this is a “‘small price’ to pay to ensure the existence of a
vibrant and dynamic democratic polity. These arguments and counter-
arguments came to the fore in discussions on Indian politics for the
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simple reason that from May 1996 to October 1999, the country for
the first time witnessed three general elections in quick succession.

If the experience of countries like Germany and France shows that
coalitions and instability do not necessarily go together, Japan and
Italy are proof of the fact that even unstable coalition governments
do not automatically result in declining economic progress. Japan has
had a series of coalition governments since 1976, when the Liberal
Democratic Party lost its monopoly on power for the first time after
the Second World War. That certainly did not prevent Japan from
marching swiftly ahead of most of the world to become arguably the
strongest economy in the world after the US, till the slowdown of the
1990s robbed it of some of the sheen. The Italian experience is even
more remarkable. In the 50 years after the World War ended, Italy
had an equal number of governments. Thus, governments in Italy
lasted a year on an average. Yet, Italy today is among the five most
industrialised countries in the world. This, if nothing else, should
make us wary about drawing any facile conclusions about the effects
of political instability on the economy.

The last three years have thrown up enough experience to help
us search for answers to the questions: whether coalitions in India
fare better than single party governments, and if so, will they lead to
better governance. The relationship between the UPA and the left
has been particularly instructive, especially for the manner in which
it has impacted economic policies. Few would have predicted that
a thoroughly demoralised BJP would virtually abdicate its role as
the main opposition party to the left. This was most dramatically
illustrated in the showdown between the Congress and the left on the
nuclear agreement between India and the United States. While the BJP,
like the left, was opposing the deal, there was no doubt that in popular
perception it was essentially a stand-off between the UPA and its allies
in the left on whom the survival of the government depended.

Till the middle of August 2007 when Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh gave his speech on the 60th anniversary of India’s Independence,
there was hardly any indication of an impending political crisis. A
week later, the speculation was entirely on when the next general
elections would be held—that the government would not complete
its five-year term was taken as a foregone conclusion.
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These developments, as well as the power struggle within the BJP,
the contradictions within the Congress and the left on a host of other
issues, the bizarre manner in which Pratibha Patil emerged out of near
oblivion to become India’s first woman President, the unexpected
victory of the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) in Uttar Pradesh, all provide
enough material for us to revisit the central thesis of our earlier book.

Introduction: India in a Time of Coalitions

Chapter 1 briefly outlines why the Indian polity fragmented. It
seeks to examine the political and social processes that led to the
decline of the Congress and the rise of the BJP and regional parties,
including caste-based parties. The new phase of coalition politics in
the country is contextualised in this chapter and arguments are
presented to support the contention that coalitions have had a positive
influence on the working of the country’s democratic polity. This
introductory chapter explains why coalitions are not an aberration
or a temporary phenomenon.

UPA Government: Peaceless Coexistence

Chapter 2 looks at how the Manmohan Singh government has sought
to manage contradictions within the centre-left UPA coalition and
coexisted with the left on whose ‘outside’ support the government
is dependent for its very survival in power. An interesting aspect of
the working of the UPA coalition is that for the first time in India,
parties which perceive each other as principal political adversaries
in provinces or states (like Kerala, Tripura and West Bengal) came
together at the Union or federal level. This coexistence—to keep
out their common enemy, the BJP—has hardly been a smooth
affair. Ideological contradictions between the Congress and the
Communists, for instance, led to major tensions in the formulation
and implementation of economic and foreign policies. These tensions
are likely to exacerbate as the 15th general elections approach
(scheduled for April 2009 but expected much earlier).
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Indian National Congress:
Alive but Not Quite Kicking

Chapter 3 examines how the Congress has managed to lead a
government in New Delhi without any major improvement in its
electoral performance because it appears to be coming to terms with
the reality of coalition politics. The party seems to have slowly accepted
that no single party can dominate India’s polity in the immediate
future. The chapter documents the dramatic decline of the Congress
and its marginalisation in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. It looks at how
the large-scale desertion of the minorities (Muslims and Sikhs) and
other sections like the scheduled castes and scheduled tribes in many
parts of the country robbed the party of the ‘umbrella’ character it
once had on account of its leadership of the independence movement.
This chapter goes on to examine the Congress party’s attempts to woo
back these sections under the leadership of Sonia Gandhi and whether
such attempts are succeeding or are likely to do so.

How far can the Congress revive its political fortunes? Can a party
that has just a little more than one-fourth of the seats in the Lok Sabha
continue to boast that it remains the only truly national party? Can
the Congress afford to ignore the fact that it has over the years lost
important regional leaders? Will the dearth of leaders with a mass base
within the Congress further centralise power in the hands of the ‘high
command’, which has become a euphemism for one person—Party
President Sonia Gandhi? What could this mean for the prospects of
arevival of the Congress?

Bharatiya Janata Party:
Coping with a Power Cut

Chapter 4 looks at the rise of the BJP from the time when it was
virtually wiped out of Parliament in 1984 and its precipitous decline
since the 2004 Lok Sabha elections. The party not only provided India
its first truly non-Congress Prime Minister, Atal Behari Vajpayee,
but also the first non-Congress Prime Minister to have remained in
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office for more than five years. The chapter documents the manner in
which the BJP periodically toned up or subdued its Hindutva rhetoric
to come to power and retain it. It also looks at how the BJP found
it difficult to reconcile itself to the fact that it had lost power. The
party found itself in the throes of internal power struggles and in the
process abdicated its role as the main opposition party.

The chapter attempts to answer the question: Which of the two
faces of the BJP that have been seen in recent years—the hardline
Hindutva face or the moderate, accommodative face—is likely to
emerge as the party’s real face over time?

The chapter also looks at the ‘Congressisation’ of the BJP, at how
a party that once prided itself on its discipline is today as faction-
ridden and corrupt as any other and has lost whatever claims it had to
being ‘a party with a difference’. Also examined is the rise and fall of
the BJP in Uttar Pradesh, a state that is of crucial significance for the
party in its search for power on its own at the centre. Of particular
interest is the social combination that the BJP had seemingly forged
successfully in the state and the reasons for this combination now
apparently coming apart.

Hindi Heartland: Asserting Caste Identities

Chapter 5 deals with the fragmentation of the polity along caste lines
in the states of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. The social churning that most
of southern India witnessed over a long period starting about half a
century ago is now in evidence in the north in a more violent form.
The backward sections of the population, which have for some time
now exercised economic clout in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, are clear
that this influence has to be translated into political power as well. This
attempt has succeeded to a great extent in the two states. However,
with the dalits also starting to assert themselves more vigorously
and with fissures developing within the ranks of the other backward
sections, the caste arithmetic in the country is not easy to decipher
or interpret—even if class and caste tend to overlap in many parts of
the country.
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Regional Parties: Increasingly Influential

Chapter 6 examines the rise of regional parties and looks into the
question of how well established these parties are and how long
their alliances are likely to last. Such political parties would include
the Telugu Desam Party in Andhra Pradesh, the Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam and the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
in Tamil Nadu, the Shiromani Akali Dal in Punjab, the National
Conference in Jammu & Kashmir, the Shiv Sena and the Nationalist
Congress Party in Maharashtra, the Biju Janata Dal in Orissa and
the Trinamool Congress in West Bengal. Regional parties have often
been portrayed—particularly by supporters of the Congress and the
BJP—as parties with narrow, partisan interests that are incapable of
transcending the confines of their state or region. The interests of the
country as a whole, it has been argued, cannot be safe in their hands.
This chapter shows why this is a coloured view of regional parties.
It illustrates situations in which the regional parties have shown that
they are capable of looking at issues from a wider perspective.

Left Parties: Barking and Biting

Chapter 7 describes the changing tactics of the left in parliamentary
politics and the differences that have cropped up between them. While
the Communist Party of India (CPI) became a part of the Union
government for the first time in May 1996, the largest among the left
parties, the Communist Party of India (Marxist) remained wary of
becoming part of an ideologically disparate United Front coalition. It
had shunned the opportunity of even leading the Union government
when the party’s central committee voted against the party joining
the United Front government thereby depriving the then West Bengal
Chief Minister Jyoti Basu of a chance of becoming the Prime Minister.
After the 2004 elections, for the first time the CPI(M) supported a
Congress-led government in New Delhi. The chapter looks at how
the left has been a key factor in shaping anti-BJP political formations
and changing its once-adversarial relationship with the Congress.
The culimination of this process led to 61 MPs belonging to four
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left parties and their supporters extending crucial ‘outside’ support
to the Congress-led UPA coalition. Since the UPA is in a minority
in the Lok Sabha, the Manmohan Singh government has no choice
but to solicit the support of the left to remain in power. For the left,
this unusual situation has meant that it has had to, on the one hand,
influence government policies and, on the other, compete with the
BJP and the NDA for the opposition political space. The chapter also
examines the feasibility of a non-Congress, non-BJP ‘third front’
which the left believes can be built one day.

Friends in Need: Pages from the Past

Chapter 8 deals with the question of whether coalitions can provide
stable Union governments. It analyses coalitions in the past, in New
Delhi and in various states, to see whether there are any credible
guarantees for the longevity of coalitions. In New Delhi, the first
non-Congress coalition government came to power in March 1977.
Since then, there have been 10 coalition governments at the centre.
Why did the first eight of these not survive a full term? Why was it
relatively easier to forge stable coalitions in states than at the level of
the Union government until recently?

In explaining the instability of coalitions in New Delhi, various
reasons have been cited. It has been argued that coalitions have been
unstable because they were forged after elections rather than before
them. Another popular argument is that coalitions can last only if
there is one dominant party leading a pack of relatively insignificant
partners. Do these theories stand the test of facts? Not quite, as this
chapter reveals.

Friends in Deed: Governance and Stability

To what extent have political coalitions in India led to better
governance? This is not an easy question to answer. Good governance
has to be first defined and would include various considerations
such as a lower incidence of corruption, greater transparency and
accountability of bureaucrats and politicians, greater federalism, better
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distribution of the benefits of economic growth among the weaker
sections and empowerment of those social sections which are less
privileged in the country’s caste-based society.

Chapter 9 focuses on some of these issues. Have coalition gov-
ernments reduced the incidence of corruption in India? Some would
argue that the fragmentation of the polity and the existence of
coalition governments have brought about a slow and gradual process
of cleansing in the economy and society. Others would contend
that the incidence of scams and scandals would continue to rise as
politicians, bureaucrats and those in business scramble to make a
fast buck in a system in which the honest are penalised, and a few
have vast discretionary powers. The other issue is whether coalition
governments have brought about a greater degree of federalism (or
decentralisation) in India’s polity. The answer to this question, we
show, is an unequivocal ‘yes’.

Economic Policies: Pulls and Pressures

Chapter 10 is on the economy. Is it true that coalition governments
have slowed down or changed the course of economic policy making?
We argue that it is not. At the same time economic decisions have
certainly reflected the pulls and pressures of coalition politics. This
chapter also shows how the notion that there is a consensus on the
economic reforms programme within and across political parties is
quite misleading. Very often the dissensions within parties—whether
it be the BJP or the Congress—are as sharp as those between them.
The chapter deals with whether the shifts in the polity and those in
the economy are working in tandem or pulling in different directions.
It examines how the left has helped shape the economic policies of
the UPA government and indirectly bolstered the influence of the
left-leaning faction within the Congress.

Looking Ahead

The concluding chapter, Chapter 11, attempts to look ahead. The
future of Indian politics has never been easy to predict at the best of
times, more so now than ever before. The behaviour of more than
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700 million voters—over half of whom actually cast their votes—has
become increasingly difficult to anticipate. If the view that ideologies
are getting more and more blurred is accepted, the political matrix
would get exceedingly complex and unpredictable. How well can
a country with 23 officially-recognised languages, whose people
practice over half-a-dozen major religions (though over 80 per cent
of the Indian population is Hindu) and divide themselves along every
conceivable line—be it language, religion, class, caste, region or race—
not merely survive but also prosper as a nation-state? Read on.
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Chapter 1

Introduction:
India in a Time of Coalitions

In March 2003, Atal Behari Vajpayee became the first person who had
never belonged to the Congress party to remain Prime Minister of
India for five successive years. In fact, the Vajpayee government that
came to power in October 1999 would almost certainly have lasted its
full five-year term till October 2004, except for the fact that it voluntarily
sought early elections, not because it could not continue in power. As
we complete writing this book, the first Congress-led coalition at
the level of the Union government had completed three and a
half years in office but looked unlikely to complete its full term.
The differences between the UPA and the left were evident from
the very inception of the government and at times threatened to
reach breaking point. But few could have imagined that the standoff
between the Congress and left would be over a foreign policy issue,
specifically, the nuclear agreement between the governments of India
and the United States of America. In the middle of August 2007,
when Manmohan Singh addressed the country on the occasion of the
60th anniversary of Independence outlining a slew of initiatives on
education, health-care and agriculture, the differences between the left
and the Congress had not reached a flashpoint. An interview by the
Prime Minister virtually daring the left to withdraw support to his
government precipitated a political crisis that took everyone unawares.
The crisis seemed certain to result in the fall of the UPA government
before it completed its full five-year term.

Does this mean that India has returned to an era of unstable
coalition governments in New Delhi and that Vajpayee’s government
between October 1999 and May 2004 was an aberration of sorts? At
one stage it had appeared that the citizens of India would have to
exercise their franchise every few years, that P.V. Narasimha Rao
was destined to be the last Prime Minister to have completed his
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full term in office. The reasons for such a prognosis were obvious.
Five successive general elections, starting with the one held in 1989,
had failed to yield a single party majority in the Lok Sabha. The last
three of these elections were held within a span of less than three-
and-a-half years, unprecedented in Indian history. The Narasimha
Rao government was the only one among the seven governments
in New Delhi that preceded Vajpayee’s government of 1999 to have
lasted the course. Even Rao’s government was in a minority when it
came to power in June 1991 and ultimately secured a majority only
through defections.

The initial years of the Vajpayee government strengthened the
apprehension that it too would prove to be an unstable coalition
although the BJP-led NDA had the support of over 300 of the 543
members in the 13th Lok Sabha. Halfway through the government’s
five-year term, the ruling NDA was looking extremely shaky and
threatening to collapse under the weight of its internal contradictions.
It seemed that the BJP would find it difficult to manage the conflict
between whatits own core support base—including the Sangh Parivar—
wanted and what was acceptable to its nearly two dozen allies. A string
of electoral defeats in various states, the massacre of thousands of
Muslims in the Gujarat riots that started in March 2002 and the
heightening of tensions over the Ayodhya dispute (see chapter on
BJP for details), all appeared to put enormous strain on the stability
of the NDA and its government.

However, when push came to shove, it became apparent that
remaining in power was more important to the BJP’s allies than
maintaining ideological purity on the issue of secularism or politically
correct postures. Whatever little doubts may have remained about the
longevity of the NDA government were set at rest when two former
foes—the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (ATADMK)
and the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP)—became friends. Interestingly, it
was in April 1999 that the ATADMK headed by Jayalalithaa withdrew
support to the NDA government, which lost a vote of confidence in
Parliament by a single vote in the 543-member Lok Sabha (more on
that later). The government would have survived had the two BSP
MPs voted in its favour and not abstained.
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Irony of ironies. By May 2002, the BJP had decided to support BSP’s
Mayawati to run a coalition government in Uttar Pradesh, India’s
largest state (though the arrangement broke up after 15 months). The
victory of the BJP in the December 2003 elections to the assemblies
of three states in northern and central India—Rajasthan, Madhya
Pradesh and Chhattisgarh—further strengthened the party and the
NDA while weakening the Congress. The voters’ verdict in the three
states was evidently beyond the best expectations of the BJP and its
partners in the NDA. Although the Congress was able to return to
power in the national capital territory of Delhi, the party was terribly
demoralised by its electoral losses.

The results of the December 2003 assembly elections clearly had
an impact on the attitude of Congress leaders towards coalitions.
Many sections in the party started questioning the strategy of the
Congress fighting elections on its own. While the Congress seemed
more willing than before to strike alliances with other ‘secular’ parties,
the big question of whether Sonia Gandhi would remain a contender
for the post of Prime Minister remained unresolved. Significantly,
on December 26, 2003, she said the Congress would not ‘impose’ its
leadership on the secular alliance that would fight the NDA in the
next Lok Sabha elections. She added that the Prime Minister would
be ‘chosen by the people’ implying that the choice of who would
be the candidate for the post would be decided only after the outcome
of the elections was known. Sonia Gandhi’s supporters claimed she
was the glue that was keeping the Congress together. Her opponents,
on the other hand, argued that it was not merely her foreign origin
but her political inexperience as well that was checking a revival of
the Congress party under her leadership. The outcome of the 14th
general elections helped clinch the argument.

The 2004 Lok Sabha elections did not result in a dramatic increase
in the number of seats won by the Congress. With 145 MPs, it still
had just a little over one-fourth the strength of the House. These
elections were nevertheless an important milestone in the evolution
of the Congress party and of coalition politics in India. For the first
time, the Congress had embraced the mantra of pre-election alliances

across the length and breadth of the country. The BJP, which had
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won the 1999 Lok Sabha elections with a similar strategy, had been
beaten at its own game.

The Congress had tied up with regional parties in three of the
four southern states as well as in Bihar, Maharashtra and Jammu &
Kashmir. Interestingly, the left parties were also components of
most of these alliances. This was despite the fact that in Kerala, West
Bengal and Tripura, the Congress and the left were contesting the
same elections as principal adversaries. The alliances in Tamil Nadu
and Bihar were particularly significant. In Tamil Nadu, the Congress
and left were part of an alliance in which every other constituent had
been a part of the NDA government till just a little before the polls.
Similarly, in Bihar, Ram Vilas Paswan, who had been a minister in the
Vajpayee cabinet, was now part of the alliance led by Lalu Prasad’s
Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) along with the Congress. These two
alliances were to prove crucial in the outcome of the Lok Sabha
elections, with the UPA making a clean sweep of Tamil Nadu and
trouncing the NDA in Bihar.

In short, the 2004 elections proved that winning elections in India
hinged more on which side had sewn up the better coalition rather than
on the popularity of the leaders of the national political parties. Even
after the outcome of the elections was known, opinion polls indicated
that Vajpayee in his individual capacity remained more popular than
Sonia Gandhi. The Congress had finished on the winning side not
because it had more charismatic leaders or a better organisation, but
because it had stitched up a stronger alliance than the BJP.

The elections also made it obvious that the hype generated by the
NDA’s ‘India Shining’ campaign had not had the desired impact on
large sections of the electorate. On the contrary, the campaign may
have actually been counter-productive for the incumbents.

A series of state assembly elections after the UPA came to power
have demonstrated that the Congress would be wrong to assume that
2004 was a turning point in its electoral fortunes and that it was only
a matter of time before the party regained its pre-eminent position in
the Indian polity. Between February 2005 and May 2007, the Congress
and its allies in the UPA lost one election after the other in states like
Bihar, Jharkhand, West Bengal, Kerala, Punjab, Uttarakhand and
Uttar Pradesh. Tamil Nadu, in which the coalition led by the DMK
won, and Assam were two notable exceptions.
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The Uttar Pradesh (UP) elections, the last in this series, also
disproved the notion that the pendulum was swinging back in favour of
the BJP and the NDA. Despite a strong anti-incumbency wave against
the Samajwadi Party-led government in the state, the BJP suffered a
massive setback, winning just 50 seats in the 403-member assembly,
against the 88 it had won in 2002.

The BSP’s victory—the first time since 1991 that a single party had
obtained a majority in the UP assembly—showed once again how India’s
two largest parties, the Congress and the BJP, were getting reduced to
the margin in the country’s most populous state. Ironically, the results
of the UP elections on May 11 came just the day after the then President
of India A.P.J. Abdul Kalam had said, ‘Many challenges need to be
responded to: the emergence of multi-party coalitions as a regular
form of government, that needs to rapidly evolve as a stable two-party
system’. Kalam was addressing Parliament on the occasion of the 150th
anniversary of India’s First War of Independence.

Also ironically, the clearest indication that India’s polity is far from
moving towards a bipolar situation came in the elections to decide
who would be India’s President when Kalam’s term ended in July.
Given the numbers in the electoral college that elects the President—
members of both houses of Parliament and the state assemblies—it
was clear that if the UPA and the left could reach a consensus on a
candidate, the elections would be little more than a formality. What
followed, however, was more than a little farcical.

The left laid down certain ground rules by declaring that while it
was up to the Congress to select a candidate, it should put up a political
person with secular credentials and the ability to comprehend the
nuances of constitutional provisions. The names of several prominent
Congressmen—Home Minister Shivraj Patil, External Affairs Minister
Pranab Mukherjee, former Union Minister Karan Singh, Power
Minister Sushil Kumar Shinde and Human Resources Development
Minister Arjun Singh—started doing the rounds. If media reports are
to be believed, the left vetoed Patil and Karan Singh’s candidatures,
because it was not entirely convinced about their commitment to
secular values. Shinde and Arjun Singh apparently were ultimately not
put up by the Congress for the left’s consideration. Mukherjee was
ruled out because he was considered indispensable to the government—
he headed dozens of ‘groups of ministers’ responsible for key
policy decisions.
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The candidate eventually chosen by the Congress and endorsed by
the left was, to put it mildly, a dark horse—Pratibha Patil, politician
from Maharashtra who was then Governor of Rajasthan. While it was
evident that Patil was selected because India had never had a woman
as President, she was largely an unknown entity, despite having served
as a minister in various governments in Maharashtra.

The BJP-led NDA felt its candidate, Vice-President Bhairon Singh
Shekhawat, might just be able to scrape through if all non-UPA,
non-left parties voted in his favour and some UPA legislators cross-
voted. To enable this to happen, Shekhawat was projected as an
‘independent’ candidate supported by the NDA. Given the fact
that Shekhawat has been a BJP leader for over five decades and the
announcement about him contesting was made by the BJP, this was
in keeping with the farcical nature of the entire exercise.

The BJP’s gameplan came unstuck when a new coalition was
formed weeks before the Presidential election by several regional
parties. Dubbed the United National Progressive Alliance (UNPA),
the coalition included the Samajwadi Party (SP) led by Mulayam Singh
Yadav, the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK)
led by ] Jayalalithaa, the Telugu Desam Party (TDP) led by N
Chandrababu Naidu, the Indian National Lok Dal (INLD) led by Om
Prakash Chautala, the Asom Gana Parishad (AGP) led by Brindaban
Goswami, the Marumalarchi Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (MDMK)
led by Vaiko, the Vikas Manch of Babulal Marandi and the Kerala
Congress (Mani) led by P C Thomas. The UNPA suggested that
Kalam be given a second term.

The UNPA’s stand was a little embarrassing for the BJP, which
found itself having to reject the candidature of a person it had
supported five years earlier. The NDA, however, decided to use it to
its advantage by announcing that Shekhawat would withdraw his
candidature provided there was an all-party consensus on re-electing
Kalam. The party obviously knew this was unlikely to happen, butitsaw
two advantages in taking such a stance. First, Kalam was clearly
a popular and non-controversial President among much of the
population. Second, they hoped that if Kalam’s candidature fell
through, the UNPA could be persuaded to go along with the NDA
in supporting Shekhawat.
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As part of its gameplan, the BJP launched an aggressive campaign
about Patil being ill-suited to hold the country’s highest constitutional
post. Patil herself did not help matters by making indiscreet and
controversial statements. One statement related to women having
to wearing a veil to guard themselves against Mughal invaders, a
fact historians disputed. Patil was also reported as saying that she
had talked with “spirits’ of those no longer alive. With the help of
information that had been disseminated by local journalists from
Jalgaon in Maharashtra, Patil’s home town, the BJP mounted a well-
orchestrated campaign against her. Her husband was allegedly
involved in a conspiracy to murder a political opponent and this
opponent’s widow was produced before the media. It was further
alleged that Patil had helped set up a cooperative bank that had run
up large losses because her family members, among others, had
defaulted on repaying loans that had been disbursed to them. (Many
such cooperative banks in the state had run up similar losses.) It was
also claimed that Patil had abused her position as a minister in the state
government and as an influential politician to help her relatives and
cronies set up factories and educational institutions. The campaign
against Patil strained the B]Ps relations with its oldest and staunchest
ally, the Shiv Sena—the Sena supported Patil because she is from
Maharashtra. The BJP campaign against Patil—articulated largely
by former Union Minister Arun Shourie, former adviser to Prime
Minister Vajpayee, Sudheendra Kulkarni, and the party’s sympathizers
in the media (such as Chandan Mitra, MP and editor of The Pioneer
newspaper)—was helped by the fact that Patil steadfastly refused to
respond to the allegations that were leveled against her. The Congress
in turn, as well as publications such as Outlook magazine, turned
the spotlight on Shekhawat and highlighted old allegations against
him to the effect that his actions were not above board when he was
a policeman in Rajasthan.

Eventually, Patil was elected with a substantial majority indicating
that whatever cross-voting that took place had actually been in her
favour. Soon after the Presidential elections got over, it became time for
elections to the post of Vice President who also serves as the Chairperson
of the Rajya Sabha or the upper house of Parliament. This time
round, the candidate of the Congress and the left was agreed upon
expeditiously without any bargaining. It appeared that the left wanted



46 Dwipep WE STanD

Abdul Hamid Ansari, a career diplomat who had served as India’s
ambassador to various West Asian countries such as Iraq, Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates, besides Afghanistan. He is reportedly
not exactly pro-American in his political inclinations and is close
to left leaders like Prakash Karat, general secretary of the CPI(M).
That the candidates for Vice President put up by the NDA, Najma
Heptullah, former Deputy Chairperson of the Rajya Sabha, and by
the UNPA, Rasheed Masood, a former Union minister, never really
stood much of a chance against Ansari became evident when the results
of the election were announced. As with the Presidential elections,
during the Vice Presidential elections as well, the UNPA refused to
go along with either the NDA or the UPA.

In August 2007, differences over the India-US nuclear agreement
between the Congress-led UPA and the left precipitated a political
crisis. Manmohan Singh, supported by Sonia Gandhi, had made the
successful conclusion of the agreement an important prestige issue
for the government—they argued that the agreement would end
the ‘nuclear apartheid’ imposed on India by the US after the Indira
Gandhi government conducted nuclear tests in 1974, leading to an
easy flow of fuel (uranium) and dual-use technologies (or technologies
that had both civilian and military applications) from all 45 member
countries of the Nuclear Suppliers’ Group (NSG). The Prime Minister
also argued that the agreement would help India attain ‘energy
security’ although this line of argument appeared disingenous
to many since nuclear power comprised 2-3 per cent of the total
energy consumed in the country and the most optimistic projections
suggest that this share could go up to about seven per cent by 2020.
Whereas the deal was criticized by many scientists who were part
of India’s nuclear establishment in the past on the ground that it could
compromise the country’s sovereignty, what proved to be a major
point of contention—especially for the left—was the enactment of the
Henry Hyde Act in the US in December 2006. One of the ‘enabling’
or ‘recommendatory’ provisions of the American law stated that India
would have to follow US foreign policy—including that country’s
opposition to Iran’s nuclear programme. For the left, the nuclear
agreement was part of a larger strategic engagement with the
‘imperialist” US administration led by President George W Bush.

While the left had been opposing the deal and demanding that
it shoud not be ‘operationalised’, what apparently triggered off the
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crisis was an interview given by the Prime Minister to Manini
Chatterjee of the Kolkata-based newspaper, The Telegraph (August
11, 2007). In that interview, Manmohan said that he had told the left
the deal could not be renegotiated and went on to add, ‘I told them
to do whatever they want to do, if they want to withdraw support, so
beit....”. It was widely seen as a case of the Prime Minister cocking a
snook at the left and ‘calling its bluff’.

Exactly a week later, on August 18, the Polit Bureau of the CPI(M)
passed a resolution asking the government to halt the deal, failing
which there would be ‘serious consequences for the government and
the country’. In a press conference later that day CPI(M) General
Secretary Prakash Karat made matters even more clear—no further
steps should be taken on the deal till the issue had been “fully debated’
and all the implications of the deal and the Hyde Act examined. He
stopped short of actually announcing that his party would withdraw
support to the UPA government, but the message was unambiguous —
the government would have to choose between the deal and its own
survival. On August 20, the left parties had a joint meeting to reiterate
the same position.

They also made it clear that though the BJP had also opposed
the deal, they would have no association with a party they saw as
communal as well as one that was not committed to an anti-imperialist
foreign policy. Several components of the UNPA, particularly the SP,
were also strongly critical of the nuclear deal.

The Congress could draw some consolation from the fact
that all its allies in the UPA stood by the government. The UPA
government set up an informal committee with leaders of the left to
examine the implications of the Hyde Act, a move that was perceived
as an attempt to ‘buy time’. The UPA government set upon ‘informal’
Committee with leaders of the left to examine the implications of the
Hyde Act, a move that was perceived as an attempt to ‘buy time’.
Despite this, at the time of writing, in mid-September 2007, it seemed
almost certain that the Manmohan Singh government would not
complete its full term of five years, scheduled to end in May 2009.

sk

In 1999, after the second Vajpayee-led government, which came to
power in March 1998 and fell on April 17, 1999, the NDA (by then
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a pre-election alliance, unlike in 1998) secured a majority (299 seats)
on its own. After the election results were announced, other MPs
extended support to the government, taking the NDA’s strength in the
543-member Lok Sabha to over 305. This meant that no single ally or
constituent of the NDA had the numbers to reduce the government
to a minority. Even withdrawal of support by the largest supporter or
partner of the BJP-led alliance, the Telugu Desam Party (TDP), with
29 MPs, would have left the government with the support of around
275 members, a little more than the majority mark of 272.

Over the next two years, the NDA acquired new partners while
some of its constituents—Ilike the Trinamool Congress in West Bengal
and the Pattali Makkal Katchi (PMK) in Tamil Nadu—deserted the
alliance for a while, only to return to its fold after faring poorly in
state elections. Despite the pulls and pressures of coalition politics, the
constituents of the NDA by and large remained faithful to Vajpayee’s
government. If anything, the government faced stronger opposition
to its policies from within the BJP and its ideological parent, the
avowedly pro-Hindu RSS and its Parivar, than from the other partners
in the alliance.

The NDA government’s stability may have seemed inexplicable
given the sheer number of coalition partners that had to be kept
together, the number varying between 18 and 24 parties, and the fact
that there was little ideological affinity among its constituents. The
history of Indian politics also suggested that the longevity of alliances
was uncertain, even when these were formed before elections. Most
of the existing allies of the BJP were its political opponents almost
till the day before they joined the NDA and had labelled the party
Hindu chauvinist, if not downright ‘communal’ or ‘fascist’. One of the
former Ministers in Vajpayee’s government formed in October 1999,
Ram Vilas Paswan, had voted against the motion of confidence in
April 1999 before he joined the government (though he left the NDA
three years later). Despite ideological contradictions, however, the
lust for power and opposition to the Congress—born of political
compulsions in different states—proved strong cementing forces
binding the NDA.

The performance of constituents of the NDA in elections to state
assemblies in May 2001 was uniformly poor, while the Congress, the
leading Opposition party, put up a reasonably good show. As a result,
the NDA and the Congress were ruling more or less the same number
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of states after these elections. One of the reasons cited for this poor
performance of the BJP and its allies was a certain disillusionment
among the electorate. It appeared that there was little to differentiate
between the BJP and the Congress. The BJP had, at one stage, claimed
that it was a ‘party with a difference’, that its supporters were less
corrupt than politicians belonging to the Congress, that its cadres were
more disciplined and less prone to factionalism, and that it believed in
inner-party democracy unlike its political opponents. Within barely
three years of being in power, many of these myths about the BJP
had been shattered.

There were no discernible signs of a let-up in the incidence of
corruption, internal bickering among contending groups within the
party was rife and above all, the BJP’s ‘high command’—a revealing
term once used only by the Congress to refer to the party president—
was prone to replacing chief ministers in Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat and
Uttaranchal (now Uttarakhand) at the proverbial drop of a hat without
even going through the pretence of consultations among members of
legislative assemblies. There was one important difference, however,
between the two largest political parties in the country. Whereas the
Congress took many decades in power to acquire its image of being
a slothful, corrupt and decadent party, the BJP had achieved this
dubious distinction in the span of just a few years.

The BJP’s allies could read the writing on the wall even before
elections to Uttar Pradesh, Punjab, Uttaranchal and Manipur took
place in February 2002. While their unease grew, however, there was
little they could immediately do about it, with the Congress preferring
to bide its time rather than precipitate a political crisis. The BJP’s
allies were not the only ones to sense a decline in the NDA’s popular
support. Sections within the Sangh Parivar responded to the threat by
seeking to appropriate some of the ‘Opposition space’ by criticising the
government for its economic policies as well as its foreign policy.

If the BJP’s allies were worried about the NDA’s popular support
prior to the state assembly elections of February 2002, the results of
these elections confirmed their worst suspicions. The BJP and its allies
lost in all four states that went to the polls and the Congress ended
up forming a government in three of them. Prior to the polls, the
BJP and its partners had held power in three of these states, while
the fourth—Manipur—was under President’s rule.
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In Uttar Pradesh, politically India’s most significant state, the BJP
put up its worst showing in over a decade, finishing third behind the
SP and the BSP. The BJP-led alliance as a whole was only a handful of
seats ahead of the BSP and well behind the SP. Considering that this
was the state from which one out of every three BJP MPs in the Lok
Sabha originated in the 1998 elections and that the party had cornered
the single largest chunk of Parliamentary seats from Uttar Pradesh
even in the 1999 elections (29 out of 85 seats in the undivided state), the
outcome of the February 2002 assembly elections was a really serious
setback to the BJP and, by extension, to the NDA. (Five years later,
in 2007, the situation was to get even worse for the BJP in UP, but
more on that in a later chapter.)

In Uttaranchal, the BJP was sitting pretty before the elections, with
three-fourths of the legislators belonging to the party. But the 2002
assembly elections, the first in the state’s history, saw the Congress
gaining a majority and forming the government. In Punjab too, the
Congress was a comfortable winner with the ruling Akali Dal-BJP
alliance getting just over one-third of the seats in the 117-member
assembly. What was significant was that the BJP fared much worse
than the Akali Dal, winning just three of the 23 seats it contested.

Manipur, with a history of political instability, was arguably the
state where the NDA’s stakes were the lowest. None of the alliance
partners had any history of electoral support in the state and it was
only through a series of defections that first the Samata Party and then
the BJP had managed to form governments in the state which lasted for
very brief periods before continuing instability led to central rule being
imposed on the state. If the elections to the Manipur assembly were
significant in any sense in the national political scene, the significance
lay in how the Congress would perform. The Congress finished
as the single largest party and though it won only 20 of the 60 seats in
the assembly, it managed to cobble together a coalition that formed
the government in Manipur.

What the two rounds of state assembly elections in May 2001
and February 2002 had done to the electoral map of India was quite
dramatic. Prior to May 2001, the NDA was in power in as many as 16
out of the 30 assemblies in the country (including the ones at Delhi
and Pondicherry which are not full-fledged states) while the Congress
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ruled in only nine assemblies. After February 2002, the situation had
altered radically: the Congress was in power (or was sharing power)
in 16 states while the NDA’s tally had shrunk to only seven. Of these
seven assemblies, the largest—and the only state assembly in which the
BJP commanded a majority on its own—was Gujarat, which sends 26
MPs to the Lok Sabha. In four out of these seven state assemblies, the
party was not a part of the government. (The December 2003 assembly
elections saw the political map of India changing again, this time to the
advantage of the BJP, with the party wresting from the Congress the
three states of, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Chhattisgarh).
Soon after the results of the February 2002 assembly elections
became known, Hindu-Muslim riots rocked Gujarat. Despite L.K.
Advani’s claim that Narendra Modi had acted with alacrity and
contained the violence ‘within 72 hours’, the NDA government’s
opponents argued that the Modi administration had been deliberately
negligent in containing the violence, if not actively colluding with
those who sought ‘revenge’ against Muslims. Media reports of the riots
indicated clearly that the state government had chosen to turn a
blind eye to the ‘retaliatory’ acts of violence. It was not just the BJP’s
political opponents who attacked the Modi administration’s role in
the riots, some of the party’s allies in the NDA were sharply critical
of the Gujarat government in general and, more specifically, Modi’s
reported claim that the communal riots in different parts of the state
were a ‘reaction’ to the ‘action’ against the kar sevaks at Godhra. (Modi
was to subsequently deny that he had implicitly justified the violence
by suggesting that Hindus had ‘reacted’ to the Godhra incident.)
The rift between the BJP and some of its alliance partners in the
NDA—often described by the media as ‘secular’—as well as the
fissures between the so-called hawks and doves within the Sangh
Parivar were further widened in early March over the Ayodhya issue.
Over and above the fact that the political temperature had risen on
account of the Gujarat violence and the Ayodhya episode, two other
incidents precipitated heated exchanges in Parliament. The first was
a resolution by the RSS to the effect that the safety of the minorities
in India depended on the goodwill of the majority. This statement
was flayed by some of the NDA constituents on the ground that it
was not just patronising towards the Muslims but also displayed the
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majoritarian or ‘fascist’ mindset of the Sangh Parivar. The second
incident took place in Bhubaneshwar. A group owing allegiance to
the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) and RSS ransacked a number of
rooms in the Orissa assembly apparently on the ground that particular
legislators had made statements that were termed ‘offensive’ by the
VHP. This incident caused a fair amount of embarrassment to the
Union government not merely because the state government in Orissa
was controlled by the Biju Janata Dal (BJD) in alliance with the BJP,
but also on account of the fact that the mob had raised slogans in
favour of Vajpayee. While the VHP later apologised for the incident,
Orissa Chief Minister and BJD leader Naveen Patnaik claimed his
political opponents had engineered the incident to discredit him and
his government.

The series of apparently unconnected but dramatic developments
in February—March 2002 made the NDA government appear more
fragile and prone to internal strife than it had been at any stage since
it came to power in October 1999. But, as already mentioned, this
appearance was deceptive. In fact, the period February—March 2002
was, in retrospect, a kind of watershed in the NDA’s evolution. It was
from this period onwards that it became amply clear that the BJP’s
allies in the coalition had lost much of their ability to influence the
agenda of the government, or at least of the BJP.

The declining clout of the BJP’s allies and the increasing confidence
of the BJP were starkly evident a year later. The Ayodhya issue came
to the fore again in February 2003, with the government adopting a
stance that was more favourable to the VHP’s position than it had
ever done in the past. Yet, there was no protest from the allies, unlike
a year earlier.

The results of the December 2003 assembly elections further
strengthened the position of the BJP within the NDA. The BJP’s
victory in three out of four states that went to the polls was a significant
departure from the trend since 1998. In the five years between
November 1998 and December 2003, the BJP had won assembly
elections only in the small state of Goa (that too, with a razor-thin
majority) besides, of course, Gujarat. That the party was able to defeat
the Congress in three states in the Hindi heartland (Madhya Pradesh,
Rajasthan and Chhattisgarh) was a major morale booster in the run-up
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to the 14th general elections. However, the BJP’s resounding victory
over the Congress was not the only significant aspect of the December
2003 assembly elections in these three states. While these states are
characterised by polities that are essentially bipolar, the combined
vote share of the BJP and the Congress was a little over 74 per cent in
Madhya Pradesh, a significant drop of 3.2 per cent from the combined
vote share in the 1998 assembly elections. Thus, one in every four voters
in Madhya Pradesh did not vote for either the BJP or the Congress
and this share is increasing, not decreasing. The picture in Rajasthan
was even clearer. The BJP and Congress between them mopped up a
little over 74 per cent of the votes cast in 2003, a 5.3 per cent decline
from their combined tally in 1998. Similarly, in Chhattisgarh, the
BJP and Congress put together lost 5.4 per cent of their combined
share of votes between the 1998 and 2003 assembly elections.

skesksk

The 13th general elections, held in September-October 1999, marked a
watershed in the contemporary political history of India. For the first
time since 1984, a pre-electoral alliance was able to win a majority of
seats in the Lok Sabha. Further, two clear trends that had persisted
for a decade and a half were either arrested or reversed. For the first
time since 1984, the BJP was unable to add to its tally of seats. In
fact, it lost around two percentage points of its share of the popular
vote—roughly equal to 8 per cent of the total votes cast in favour of
the party in the February 1998 elections. Though this decline in the
vote share of the BJP was popularly attributed to the party having
contested nearly 50 seats less in 1999 (339 against 388 in the 1998
elections), this was only partly true. Even a comparison of the vote
share of the BJP in the 331 seats that it contested in both the 1998 and
1999 elections indicated a slight fall (of the order of 0.8-0.9 percentage
points) in its support base.

The second trend that was arrested was the fall in the share of
votes obtained by the Congress. The party’s vote share had gone
up by nearly 3 per cent between 1998 and 1999 though it lost nearly
30 seats in the Lok Sabha thanks to the “first-past-the-post’ principle.
The support of the Congress was evidently spread relatively thinly



54 Dwvibep WE Stanp

across the country whereas the BJP’s support base was concentrated in
particular geographical regions, enabling the party to win more seats
in the Lok Sabha even with a lower share of the popular vote. The net
result of these two trends was that the expected polarisation between
the BJP and the Congress did not take place (more on this later).

The 1999 general elections had also seen the most concerted attempt
ever in Indian politics to project the electoral battle as some sort of
a presidential referendum, with the BJP harping on a comparison
between Atal Behari Vajpayee and Sonia Gandhi. Another issue raised
at this juncture was Sonia Gandhi’s foreign origin. Some argue that
this fact became a ‘campaign issue’ only after three senior Congress
leaders broke away from the parent party after demanding that
Sonia Gandhi make it clear that she would not be a Prime Ministerial
aspirant. The leaders, who went on to form the Nationalist Congress
Party (NCP), were Sharad Pawar, former Chief Minister of
Maharashtra, Union Defence Minister in the Narasimha Rao Cabinet,
and leader of the Opposition in the 12th Lok Sabha; P.A. Sangma,
former Speaker of the Lok Sabha; and Tariq Anwar, a long-standing
Lok Sabha MP from Katihar in Bihar. Their contention, in a letter
circulated among members of the Congress Working Committee, was
that no person of non-Indian origin should be entitled to hold the
posts of President, Vice President or Prime Minister of the country.
This dovetailed very well with the BJP’s strategy for the impending
13th general elections, in which the party made it clear it would raise
Sonia’s Italian origin as a major issue. Ironically, by 2004, Sangma had
parted ways with Pawar whose party had by then formed an alliance
with the Congress in Maharashtra.

Asit turned out, the NCP did not make much of an electoral impact,
except in Pawar’s home state of Maharashtra, though Sangma too won
from his constituency in the north-eastern state of Meghalaya. In
Maharashtra, the NCP managed to win six of the state’s 48 Lok Sabha
seats, but severely damaged the Congress by splitting its traditional
support base across the state. The NCP then went on to form an
uneasy alliance with the Congress to form the state government in
India’s most industrialised province in western India.

Another significant event that took place when Vajpayee’s
government was reduced to a ‘caretaker’ one in April 1999 was the



Introduction 55

infiltration of hundreds of people who crossed the Line of Control
(LoC) between India and Pakistan in the Kargil area. The Indian
defence forces responded by launching air and ground strikes. The
success in driving back infiltrators from Indian territory in the
Kargil area in Jammu & Kashmir along the LoC in the middle of
1999 was also sought to be projected as a “victory’ of the Vajpayee
government and was exploited for electoral mileage. The results
and analyses based on post-poll surveys by the New Delhi-based
research institution, the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies
(CSDS), among others, suggested that Kargil did not have such a
major impact on the electorate. The CSDS survey indicated that
almost two-thirds (65 per cent) of the respondents questioned
were aware of the skirmishes along the LoC but a mere 15 per cent
acknowledged that the Kargil episode had influenced their voting.
The same survey incidentally indicated that less than half (46 per cent)
of the respondents were aware of the nuclear tests conducted by the
Vajpayee government in May 1998.

The 13th general elections were the first after the 3rd general
elections in 1962 in which polling was spread in five phases over a
period of one month. A number of political analysts and psephologists
claimed that the impact of Kargil had waned over this period, and that
the throwing out of infiltrators to the Pakistan side of the LoC had a
greater impact on the electorate in the first three phases of polling in
September 1999. Much of this analysis was based on studying the gains
and losses in terms of Lok Sabha seats over the five phases of polling.
If, however, one studies the data on vote shares, the hypothesis that
there was a ‘Kargil effect’ in the early phase of polling, which waned
as the elections progressed, cannot be sustained.

The data revealed that the vote share of the BJP and its allies did
not show an improvement over the 1998 figures (if one takes into
account the new alliances) even in the early phases of polling. This
means that the Vajpayee government’s claims of having won a ‘victory’
at Kargil did not add votes to the kitty of the NDA. The ‘Kargil
effect’ must, therefore, be seen as a myth. After all, if there was a
Kargil effect in favour of the BJP and its allies in the early stages of
the elections, it should have resulted in more voters voting for them
than the number which did in the 1998 elections. This simply did not
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happen. A more plausible hypothesis is that the incidents in Kargil
did help the BJP and its allies to stem, and reverse, what till early 1999
seemed like an upsurge in the fortunes of the Congress. Even so, the
impact of Kargil seems at best to have prevented loss of seats for the
NDA relative to the 1998 position, not added seats. The BJP certainly
did not lose support on account of Kargil—but the extent to which
the party gained remains debatable.

That the NDA won more seats in 1999 than in the 1998 elections
was thanks entirely to the electoral arithmetic in different states. In
particular, the split in the traditional Congress base in Maharashtra
and the addition of the votes of new allies of the BJP like the TDP
in Andhra Pradesh and the Janata Dal (United) (JD[U]) in Bihar
drastically changed electoral equations in these states. These three
states between them accounted for 144 seats in the Lok Sabha and
the NDA gained almost 50 seats in these states compared to the 1998
elections. Of these, 37 seats were gained in Maharashtra and Andhra
Pradesh alone. The fact that both these states had completed polling
by the third phase explains the huge gains made by the NDA in the
initial phases of polling, rather than any so-called Kargil effect. It
must be emphasised that the BJP-Shiv Sena (the BJP’s oldest ally
in the NDA) alliance lost a substantial chunk of its vote share in
Maharashtra, but gained seats thanks to the split in the Congress on
the eve of elections. Similarly, in Andhra Pradesh, the BJP and the
TDP put together could not improve on their vote share between 1998
and 1999, while the Congress did—but not enough to counteract the
consolidation of votes on the other side.

There is another, more obvious, explanation to counter the
hypothesis of the Kargil effect. Evidence of this came in the form
of the divergent results in different states that went to the polls in
the initial part of the elections, in the first three weeks of September
1999. If Kargil did indeed boost the prospects of the NDA, why did
the alliance sweep Haryana, Himachal Pradesh and Delhi (winning
all 21 seats in these states) while, at the same time, being very nearly
wiped out in neighbouring Punjab (winning just 3 of the 13 seats in
the state) which borders Pakistan? Why did the BJP and its allies win
36 of the 42 Lok Sabha seats in Andhra Pradesh, but only 10 of the
28 seats in Karnataka, where they had won 16 seats in the previous
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elections in 1998? The explanation is rather mundane and, as stated
earlier, has more to do with electoral arithmetic—the division of
opposition votes or an addition of a new ally to the BJP’s camp. In
addition, there were strong anti-incumbency sentiments in states like
Punjab and Karnataka, where the local governments were perceived
to be less than responsive to popular aspirations.

The 1999 elections also disproved the hypothesis of ‘voter apathy’
due to frequent elections. The 60 per cent voter turnout in 1999 was
a little lower than the 62 per cent recorded in the 1998 elections, but
higher than the 58 per cent recorded in 1996. Even if many of the 700
million plus voters in India are poor and illiterate and should have
good reason for being disillusioned with democratic institutions
of governance, the fact is that they exercise their franchise in much
higher proportion than do the educated and economically better-off
urban middle-class. The South Delhi constituency (regarded as having
one of the most educated and prosperous electorates), for instance,
recorded only a 42 per cent voter turnout. (This was the constituency
from which former Finance Minister Manmohan Singh, considered
the architect of economic reforms in the Narasimha Rao government,
lost by roughly 30,000 votes to the BJP’s Vijay Kumar Malhotra.)

A related phenomenon, which might explain the continuing
enthusiasm for voting, is the strong anti-incumbency trend witnessed
in the last four general elections. On each occasion, between 40 per
cent and 50 per cent of incumbent MPs were rejected, either by their
own parties or by the voters. Thus, each of the last four Lok Sabhas
has seen around 250 new faces in a House comprising 543 members.
Considering that the first three of these elections were held within a
span of just three-and-a-half years from 1996 to 1999, this is a telling
indicator of the way the electorate punishes politicians perceived to
be ‘non-performing’. Anti-incumbency sentiments operate at both the
central and state levels. As a result, it is not uncommon for a party’s
MPs to pay the price for the failure of their state government to deliver
on its promises. The number of constituencies retained by political
parties in the three elections held between 1996 and 1999 barely
exceeded half the 543 seats in the Lok Sabha: the exact figures were
264 1n 1996, 263 in 1998, and 283 in 1999. Though it may seem unfair
that an individual MP should be punished by the electorate for no
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fault of his, the flip side is that good work by the party’s government
too pays off for the incumbent MP. This underlines the fact that while
individuals do matter, the policies and performance of parties are more
important in a Parliamentary democracy.

In the 1999 elections, there were strong anti-incumbency sentiments
among voters ina number of states. These sentiments worked against the
BJP-led NDA in Uttar Pradesh, Punjab, Maharashtra and Karnataka.
The same sentiments worked against the Congress in Orissa and
Rajasthan and the Asom Gana Parishad (AGP) in Assam. However,
many state governments defied this trend. Among such states
were the left-ruled states of West Bengal, Kerala and Tripura, the
Congress-ruled Madhya Pradesh, the TDP-ruled Andhra Pradesh and
the DMK-ruled Tamil Nadu. However, in the May 2001 assembly
elections, anti-incumbency sentiments were strong in Tamil Nadu,
Kerala and Assam, while West Bengal’s voters continued to swim
against the tide—helped by the CPI(M) led Left Front replacing
the octogenarian Jyoti Basu with Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee (who is
25 years younger) as Chief Minister, despite the fact that Basu holds
the distinction of having been India’s longest-serving Chief Minister
in a state (between 1977 and 2001).

The importance of anti-incumbency sentiments is best illustrated
by the BJP’s performance in undivided Uttar Pradesh which then had
almost one-sixth of the total seats in the Lok Sabha (85 out of 543).
In the 1998 elections, the BJP on its own had won 57 of the state’s
85 seats and with its allies had won 60 seats. In 1999, however, the
party could barely win 29 seats on its own and a total of 32 seats with
its allies. While most political pundits and opinion polls or exit polls
had predicted some reverses for the BJP in UP, the magnitude and
scale of the party’s losses, in a four-cornered contest in most parts of
the state, came as a surprise even to them.

The surprising nature of the UP results in the 1999 Lok Sabha
elections was attributed by many, including psephologists, to “tactical
voting’ by those opposed to the BJP (a thinly-veiled reference to the
Muslims in particular). However, the data does not bear out such a
hypothesis. If indeed tactical voting was resorted to in larger measure,
the voting patterns should have shown less of a division in the non-BJP
votes in constituencies than it did in the past. On the contrary, what
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the data revealed was a significant increase in the division of votes
in most constituencies. To be precise, the index of opposition unity
(IOU), a statistical tool used by psephologists to measure the division
of opposition votes, had increased vis-a-vis 1998 in 57 of the state’s 85
Lok Sabha constituencies. The increased division of votes was thanks
largely to the fact that the Congress, which had been reduced to no
seats and just 6 per cent of the vote in 1998, increased its vote share by
8 percentage points to 14 per cent and won 10 seats while two more
seats were won by its ally, the Rashtriya Lok Dal (RLD) lead by Ajit
Singh. (The RLD subsequently ditched the Congress for the BJP in
2001 and Ajit Singh, son of former Prime Minister Charan Singh,
became Union Agriculture Minister in the Vajpayee government. Ajit
Singh again parted ways with the BJP in 2002.)

The real reason for the BJP’s debacle in Uttar Pradesh was an
extremely strong anti-incumbency wave against the party. The BJP,
which had won 36.5 per cent of the votes in the state in the 1998
elections, got only 27.6 per centin 1999, a drop of about 9 per cent. This
was by far the largest swing of votes away from an incumbent state
government anywhere in the country in the 1999 elections. However,
as we shall elaborate later, this swing away from the BJP was not
uniform across all sections of UP society. There were clear indications
of a marked disenchantment among the upper castes, who had
in the 1990s been ardent supporters of the BJP. The result of this
disenchantment was that Kalyan Singh, the man the BJP had projected
through the 1990s as its most popular mass leader in the state and
the automatic choice for Chief Minister, had to step down a month
after the results of the October-November 1999 Lok Sabha elections
were known and yield place to Ram Prakash Gupta, a man who was
Deputy Chief Minister two decades earlier in 1977, but had since
then been consigned to political oblivion. Despite the so-called
dynamism displayed by Gupta’s successor Rajnath Singh and his
concerted efforts to woo the ‘most backward classes’, the BJP was
unable to recover lost ground in the May 2002 assembly elections—
as already mentioned, the party ended up third in the elections, after
the Samajwadi Party and the Bahujan Samaj Party. Out of the 403 seats
in the UP assembly, in the February 2002 elections the BJP obtained
88 seats, the BSP 98 and the SP 143.
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While on the subject of anti-incumbency, it is worth pointing out
that the viewpoint widely spread by the media and political analysts
about the Rashtriya Janata Dal (R]D) in Bihar doing very poorly in
the Lok Sabha elections in 1999 because of resentment against its state
government’s non-performance was simply not true. Election data
reveals that the R]D and its major ally in the state, the Congress, both
increased their share of the popular vote. Yet, the alliance (which also
included the CPI[M]) could win just 12 (RJD: 7, Congress: 4 and
CPI[M]: 1) out of the state’s 54 Lok Sabha seats. This was, as in Andhra
Pradesh, electoral arithmetic at work rather than anti-incumbency
sentiments. While the Janata Dal had contested against the BJP-Samata
Party alliance and the Congress—R]JD alliance in 1998, it had joined
the NDA in the 1999 elections. Since the Janata Dal had secured
9 per cent of the popular vote in the 1998 elections, this addition was
always likely to be electorally significant, if the party’s supporters were
willing to accept such an alliance. As it turned out, the majority was
comfortable with this arrangement. Thus, the addition of 6 per cent
to the NDA'’s kitty of votes was enough to add 10 seats to its tally
in Bihar.

Yet, it was true that by any yardstick of performance, the RJD
government in Bihar could not be said to have ‘performed’ if one
looks at the economic indicators of one of India’s poorest states. All
of this suggests that the anti-incumbency factor too cannot be seen
merely as a consequence of ‘lack of performance’ by state governments,
as perceived by middle-class analysts or sections of the media. It is a
rather more complex mix of developmental issues and of community
identity and izzat (honour or pride).

The RJD was ultimately defeated in Bihar in the assembly elections
of October 2005, but it took a reworking of the electoral arithmetic
for that to happen. The end game began with the assembly elections
held in February 2005. The coalition of the RJD, Congress, Ram Vilas
Paswan’s Lok Janshakti Party (L]JP), the left and NCP, which had
proved a formidable alliance in the Lok Sabha polls, fell apart when it
came to the state assembly elections. The LJP declared that defeating
Lalu Prasad was the most important goal for Bihar. It was joined by
the CPI, which is the most important constituent of the left in Bihar.
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The CPI(M) stayed with RJD, but the Congress adopted a peculiar
position. It tied up with the LJP for about one-third of the seats in
the assembly while maintaining its ties with the RJD for the rest. This
peculiar strategy didn’t help the Congress, but it certainly worked to
the advantage of the NDA in the state, led by Nitish Kumar of the
Janata Dal (United).

The election results threw up an assembly in which nobody had
the numbers to form the next government. The RJD remained the
single largest party, but with 75 seats in the 243-member assembly
it was nowhere near a majority. Even with the 14 seats won by its
allies—the Congress, NCP and CPI(M)—it was left 33 seats short of
a majority. The NDA had only just a few more seats, with the
JD(U)’s 55 seats and the BJP’s 37 adding up to just 92 seats. The key
to government formation clearly lay with the LJP, which had won
29 seats, and with the 17 independents. The LJP insisted that it could
neither support Lalu’s wife Rabri Devi as Chief Minister, nor align
with the ‘communal’ NDA. Paswan was faced with a real dilemma.
His job as a Union Minister in New Delhi obviously made it difficult
for him to align with the NDA. On the other hand, the bulk of his
MLAs belonged to the Bhumihar caste which was extremely hostile
to Lalu and any attempt on his part to mend fences with the RJD
would have resulted in a rebellion among his legislators. He, therefore,
continued to sit on the fence.

The stalemate continued for weeks before Governor Buta Singh
(a former Congress Union minister) recommended President’s rule
in the state on the grounds that he was convinced no government
could be formed without ‘horse-trading’. Coming close on the heels
of media reports that Nitish Kumar had finally mustered the numbers
required and was about to approach the Governor to stake a claim to
form the government, Buta’s move was seen as a blatantly partisan
attempt at preventing the NDA from forming the government. The
assembly was dissolved. Even as the Supreme Court was hearing
a petition challenging the dissolution, the Election Commission
announced that assembly elections would be held in October. On
the eve of the elections, the court issued an interim order that said
Buta Singh’s decision was wrong, but refrained from doing anything
to stop the elections.
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The UPA once again failed to stay together and this time the
NDA was able to make the most of it. Analysts also believed that the
alliance had successfully managed to woo the most backward castes
(MBCs) away from the RJD’s fold. The NDA gained a comfortable
majority on its own, with the JD(U) winning 88 seats and the BJP
55 for a combined tally of 143 seats. It was not just the RJD that
suffered, its seats being cut to 54, but also the LJP, whose sitting on
the fence after the earlier elections seemed to have gone down badly
with the electorate. Paswan’s party could win just 10 seats in October.
The man who had set out to be king-maker in Bihar had been reduced
to a marginal player by the voters.

Nitish Kumar was sworn in as Chief Minister of Bihar for the
second time on November 24, 2005. (In 2000, Nitish had been sworn
in as Chief Minister but had to resign in a week after he realised the
NDA did not have a majority in the state assembly—see his profile
later in the book.) The Supreme Court subsequently minced no words
in criticising former Governor Buta Singh’s recommendation to
dissolve the state assembly in March 2005. Buta Singh resigned his post
in January 2006. West Bengal Governor Gopal Krishna Gandhi took
over temporarily before Republican Party of India leader R. S. Gavai
was sworn in as the Governor of Bihar on June 22, 2006.

sk

After the 11th general elections in May 1996, Atal Behari Vajpayee’s
government had lasted barely 13 days. This was followed by the
formation of a United Front comprising over a dozen political parties
that ran the government with tenuous support from the Congress for
ayear-and-a-half under two Prime Ministers, H.D. Deve Gowda and
LK. Gujral. The slender majority of the next Vajpayee government that
came to power after the February—March 1998 elections was despite
the truly spectacular rise of the BJP’s strength in Parliament over
the previous decade and a half. In the last decisive general elections
held in India, in 1984, the BJP had won only two of the 543 seats in
the Lok Sabha. The Congress, which had at that time run the Union
government for all but six years since 1947, when India became
politically independent, held as many as 404 seats in the Lok Sabha
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after the 1984 elections. The party, for the first and only time, had a
two-thirds majority in Parliament following the elections that were
conducted after the assassination of former Prime Minister Indira
Gandhiin October that year. The elections saw her son Rajiv Gandhi
succeeding her with a thumping majority in Parliament, the likes
of which was never enjoyed by Indira Gandhi herself or her father
Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of independent India.

Since 1984, the BJP has gained the most from the decline of the
Congress. But that is only the beginning of the story. The rest of it is
about the mushrooming of myriad political formations, which, in
turn, has resulted in six coalition governments since May 1996. For
the first time, the chair of the Prime Minister of India was occupied by
no less than four individuals in the span of less than a year, between
May 1996 and April 1997.

Has India entered a new phase of coalition politics? Yes, it has. Is
the country ultimately moving towards a two-party system or is it
moving towards a multi-party system in which two dominant parties
provide poles for the rest to cluster around? As already stated, we do
not think so. In our view, the process of fragmentation of the polity
is not yet over. This, in turn, could throw up unexpected possibilities
and political realignments, including the formation of new
political parties.

To what extent has the BJP succeeded in shedding its image of being
a right-wing Hindu nationalist party dominated by the upper-caste
sections of north India? To some extent, it undoubtedly has, and in
fact went out of its way to shed it. Will the Congress, set up in 1885, be
able to revive and re-occupy the centrist political space as an umbrella
organisation representing the interests of all sections of the world’s
most heterogeneous society, under the leadership of Sonia Gandhi?
We are not so sure. Has the so-called ‘third force’, an amorphous
combination of the left and largely regional parties, become irrelevant
after just 18 months in power or will this section continue to play
a pivotal role in shaping the country’s politics? The answer is that
smaller parties would be playing an even more important role in
shaping the country’s polity, whether or not they come together as
a united front.
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Virtually everybody has now come to accept the new reality of
Indian politics, namely that the era of single party rule is over, at least
in the foreseeable future. In fact, it can convincingly be argued that it
was the Congress’ failure to recognise this reality that led to the party
steadily losing seats in Parliament. After the 13th general elections,
the Congress found itself with just 112 seats in the Lok Sabha, by far
the lowest ever, despite increasing its vote share significantly. The
results of the 1999 elections and the 2004 elections clearly suggest that
the polity is far from becoming bipolar. The two largest parties—the
BJP and the Congress—between themselves accounted for just over
half the seats and less than half the votes polled. In other words, close
to half the votes and seats went to roughly three dozen other political
parties of varying sizes. Clearly, despite assertions to the contrary by
both the BJP and the Congress, the political space for a ‘third front’ does
continue to exist, however amorphous such a grouping might be.

Any government in a polity as badly fractured as India’s has been
after the last four general elections—held in May 1996, February
1998, September-October 1999 and April-May 2004—would almost
inevitably not be very stable. On its own, the Congress, the single
largest party in the 14th Lok Sabha, had barely one-fourth of the total
number of seats. In the 13th Lok Sabha, the then single largest party,
the BJP, had on its own barely a third of the total number of seats. In
1998, 1999 and 2004, the party leading the ruling coalition has been
forced to depend on those willing to categorise it merely as a ‘lesser
enemy’ in order to ensure the survival of its government.

After May 2004, the UPA had no option but to form a government
supported from outside by the left. For the Communists, the Congress
may be an adversary—especially in West Bengal, Kerala and Tripura—
but in the context of national politics, it is a ‘lesser evil’ than the
‘communal’ BJP.

One of the biggest surprises of the post-election scenario in March
1998 was the support given to the Vajpayee government by the TDP
headed by Andhra Pradesh Chief Minister Chandrababu Naidu who,
till that stage, was the convenor of the United Front. Naidu played
a tantalising game of hide and seek with his erstwhile allies, insisting
that the TDP would remain ‘equidistant’ from the Congress and the
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BJP. The first indication of what equidistance meant to the TDP
was the surprise election of its nominee, G.M.C. Balayogi, as the
Speaker of the Lok Sabha with the support of the BJP and its allies.
The drama reached its culmination with Naidu announcing just hours
before the actual vote of confidence in the House that his party would
be voting in favour of the Vajpayee government.

Also surprising was the decision of the National Conference (NC),
a party that was then ruling the northern-most state of Jammu &
Kashmir—India’s only Muslim-majority state—to abstain in the vote
of confidence sought by Vajpayee in March 1998. The decision of
the NG, led by Chief Minister Farooq Abdullah, surprised many since
the BJP has long been perceived as inimical to Muslim interests and
also because the party in its election manifesto had argued in favour of
abrogation of Article 370 of the Constitution (which confers special
status on the state of Jammu & Kashmir in terms of autonomy from
the central government). Abdullah justified his decision on the ground
that the state could ill afford to have an antagonistic relationship with
whoever was in power in New Delhi. While the TDP subsequently
had to part ways with the United Front (UF), the NC curiously never
formally withdrew from the Front. It is another matter that the Front
itself later ceased to exist without any formal process of dissolution
ever taking place. After being a part of the NDA for more than four
years, the NC left the alliance in 2003 after it failed to form the
government in Jammu & Kashmir.

What were the consequences of the fractured mandate and the
unexpected shifts in allegiances after the 12th general elections held in
February—March 1998? One was that the Vajpayee government had
18 parties supporting it at that time, including half a dozen parties
with just one MP each. Yet, the government’s survival of its first vote
of confidence was thanks almost entirely to the TDP’s last-minute
decision to support the BJP-led government. The fact that the TDP
insisted its support to the Vajpayee government was issue-based and
not unconditional underlined the fragility of the government.

Vajpayee himself had felt that the mushrooming of regional
parties—the 13th Lok Sabha had 38 political parties recognised by the
Election Commission of India, the 12th Lok Sabha had representatives
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of 42 political parties while there were 26 parties in the 11th Lok
Sabha—together with the arguably disproportionate clout these
parties enjoy in a situation in which Parliament is ‘hung’, represents
a phase that Indian politics could not have avoided but is also one
which could not last for long. This was what the then Prime Minister
had asserted in his reply to the discussion on the motion of confidence
moved by him in the Lok Sabha in March 1998. Vajpayee saw the
fragmentation as an aberration in a polity that is gradually moving
towards a more stable polarisation (a formulation that the BJP has
since been careful not to emphasise).

This analysis was to a large extent a reflection of the outcome of the
February 1998 polls in which the 13-party United Front, which ran the
two previous governments for 18 months with grudging and uneasy
support from the Congress, suffered a debacle. The UF’s strength in
the Lok Sabha had been reduced from close to 180 seats to less than
100 after the elections. Subsequent desertion from its ranks left it with
less than 85 Lok Sabha MPs in March 1998. This convinced the votaries
of the two-party theory that they were correct in writing off the ‘third
force’ as a spent force in national politics. As they saw it, the smaller
parties would either fade away or be forced to align themselves with
one or the other of the two strong poles of Indian politics, the BJP
and the Congress. Many shared this view. They suggested that there
were distinct signs of the polity becoming bipolar, the BJP providing
one pole and the Congress the other.

However, the outcome of the 13th general elections held in
September—October 1999 indicated that this trend towards bipolarity
was still not taking place and the ‘third force’ was far from becoming
irrelevant. Significantly, the BJP too had subtly changed its assertions
on the issue. Unlike the Congress, it had come to terms with the fact
that prospects of it growing further on its own steam were dim in
the immediate future. Hence, even leaders like L.K. Advani (who
went on to become Deputy Prime Minister), perceived as ideological
hardliners, conceded that the BJP’s continuation in power would
depend on its ability to tie up alliances with several regional partners.
(The 14th Lok Sabha constituted in May 2004 had 38 political parties
recognised by the Election Commission.)
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Though the United Front itself became defunct, regional parties
as a category have not lost out. On the contrary, these formations
have come to hold the levers of power in the Union government. In
terms of numbers, the Congress and the BJP put together increased their
tally in the 543-member Lok Sabha by less than 30 seats between the
May 1996 and February 1998 general elections. Following the 1999
elections, the combined tally of the BJP and the Congress in fact came
down to roughly the same level as it was after the 1996 elections.
There are, therefore, many who argue that a third space will continue
to exist in Indian politics, even if the parties that occupy this space
keep changing.

The phenomenon of political parties extending ‘outside’ support
to coalition governments is considered to be a reason why such
governments have been unstable—in fact, four out of the last seven
governments in New Delhi since 1989 were brought down on account
of withdrawal of support by various parties (especially the Congress
and the BJP) that supported governments without participating in
them. The exceptions were the Narasimha Rao government, which
completed its full term of five years (June 1991 to May 1996) despite
starting out as a minority government, and the Vajpayee governments
of 1996 and 1998-99. Narasimha Rao had to face charges in court
for having allegedly bribed MPs to win a vote of confidence in July
1993. India’s premier investigating agency, the Central Bureau of
Investigation (CBI), framed the charges. A lower court convicted
Rao and one of his Ministers, Buta Singh, but the Delhi High Court
acquitted them on appeal.

The other factor that arguably influences the stability of a coalition
government is whether the alliance came into being before or after
the elections. On the face of it, pre-poll alliances are likely to be
more stable than post-poll ones. Yet, the BJP-led coalition found
itself unable to muster a majority in the 12th Lok Sabha without the
assistance of post-poll allies. As the BJP-led government realised
within days of securing power, even pre-poll allies could prove to
be troublesome partners—a case in point being AIADMK—and
J. Jayalalithaa brazenly arm-twisted the Vajpayee government to
accept her demands on more than one occasion. Eventually, she and
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her party went on to successfully destabilise the government, thus
triggering off the process leading to the 13th general elections. The
experience of the recent past lends weight to the contention that the
only reasonable guarantee of the stability and longevity of a coalition
government is ideological compatibility among partners. The Left
Front government in West Bengal and the BJP-Shiv Sena alliance in
Maharashtra are two such examples.

The United Front government under Deve Gowda was the first
Union government in India that was formed following a post-poll
alliance cobbled together in May 1996 and after a Common Minimum
Programme (CMP) had been thrashed out. The earlier coalitions
at the centre—the Janata Party government in 1977-78 headed by
Morarji Desai and the Janata Dal government in 1989-90 headed by
V.P. Singh—were formed on the basis of pre-poll alliances.

After the May 1996 elections, for the first time the Congress was not
the single largest party in the Lok Sabha. Of course, the Janata Party
in 1977 had more seats in the House than the Congress, but the party
came into being after various constituents of a pre-poll alliance merged
after the elections. In the results of the 1977 elections, therefore, the
Congress did emerge as the single largest party. In 1996, in fact, the
Congress became weaker than it ever was in Parliament, with barely
140 MPs in the Lok Sabha against nearly 200 MPs owing allegiance
to the BJP and its allies. The BJP emerged as the single largest party
in the lower House despite getting just over one-fifth of the popular
vote, while the Congress got just under 30 per cent of the votes. But
Vajpayee’s first government lasted only between the 16th and the
28th of May 1996.

This was followed by the formation of the 13-party United Front
coalition which was supported from ‘outside’ by both the Congress
and the CPI(M), the second and third largest parties in the Lok
Sabha. Unlike the Congress, the CPI(M) joined the Front (but not
the government). While erstwhile political opponents came together
to keep the BJP out of power, also for the first time, representatives
of regional parties as well as nearly a dozen chief ministers of various
Indian states started playing a more active role in the functioning of
the central government.
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The change from a situation in which a single party (the Congress)
dominated the government to one of multi-party configurations
has been accompanied by other significant changes in the working
of India’s polity. One such change has been the growing role of
Constitutional institutions from the President to state Governors and
the Election Commission. Yet, the instability of central governments
has periodically resulted in an active debate on the need for fundamental
alterations to the Westminster Parliamentary form of government itself.
Arguments have been made in favour of and against different forms
of government—an American-style presidential system or a French
type of combination of the presidential and parliamentary systems.

The 1999 Lok Sabha elections and to a lesser extent the 2004
elections were sought to be projected as a ‘presidential’ election, one
that pitted Vajpayee against Sonia Gandhi. But, it would be simplistic
to perceive the elections in this manner. Personalities, separated from
the political parties they represent or the issues and ideologies they
stand for, have always influenced the Indian electorate to a lesser
or greater degree. However, it can be contended that given India’s
tremendous diversities, the socially and regionally heterogeneous
peoples of the country have to evolve their own system that could
perhaps uniquely combine the systems existing in other countries.

The questions remain:

¢ IsIndia moving towards a two-party system or into an extended
phase of coalition politics?

e If indeed coalition governments are here to stay, just how
relevant are the experiences of coalitions in various states
since 1957?

e Are there lessons to be drawn from these state-level experiences
over four decades that are relevant at the all-India level?

e Is there reason to believe that coalitions at the centre are
intrinsically more unstable than similar formations in states?

e Will the endeavour to ensure stability of governments lead to
afurther blurring of ideological distinctions within and among
political parties?



70 Dwipep WE Stanp

The answer to these questions will have an important bearing not
only on the future of individual parties or the composition of future
governments, but also on the very nature of Indian politics.

As far as the economy is concerned, there has been a subtle,
but distinct, change in the debate on the merits of liberalisation,
which was significantly accelerated by the minority government of
P.V. Narasimha Rao, which came to power in May 1991 after Rajiv
Gandhi’s assassination. At present, sections of the Congress and the
BJP want the Indian economy to integrate with the rest of the world
at afaster pace. There is undoubtedly a consensus on the need for and
virtues of de-bureaucratisation cutting across all political formations.
However, the left and sections of the BJP, the Congress and other
political parties have their own different notions about the nature of
economic reforms required.

While it has been argued that its tenure in office compelled the BJP
to move away from its image of being a right-wing party and to adopt
aless sectarian form of politics, there is the counter argument that the
Vajpayee government conferred a certain legitimacy to communal
(anti-Muslim) politics that was not so far available to it. Either way,
Indian politics changed fundamentally.

It is also worth examining how realignments of social forces are
likely to influence the course of the country’s politics. The growing
confidence of the dalits, together with the consolidation of their
influence in some of the country’s largest states behind parties
representing their interests, is one such phenomenon. The emergence
of ‘other backward classes’ as a political force to reckon with is another.

* Does bickering among coalition partners lead to greater
transparency and more accountability, which, in turn, reduces
the incidence of corruption in public life?

® Or, does it result in greater cynicism among politicians, since
today’s accusers could become tomorrow’s allies?

e Will the participants in governments with short tenures tend
to adopt an approach of ‘making hay while the sun shines’?

e Or will the fear of their actions being scrutinised by successor
regimes act as a check on the propensity of politicians in power
to earn a fast buck?
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Even though a number of politicians facing charges of corruption
have been re-elected (for, among other things, being seen to be fulfilling
the aspirations of the electorate), corruption remains an important
political and economic issue in India. Sections of the media and the
judiciary have become more active in highlighting as well as following
up instances of corruption involving persons holding positions of
power. The manner in which Narasimha Rao’s minority government
won a vote of confidence in Parliament in July 1993 and became a
majority government by ‘allegedly’ bribing MPs to defect was itself
the subject of a protracted legal battle, as mentioned earlier.

The recent history of India has thrown up a number of crucial
questions, the answers to which are not very clear.

e What impact would the process of economic liberalisation have
on the functioning of the polity and on the development of a
country which entered the 21st century with the world’s largest
population of the poor and the illiterate?

e Will the political changes that have taken place lead to a
greater integration of minorities and tribals within the national
mainstream?

e Will future governments be better able to reflect the aspirations
of different regional and ethnic groups?

e Will the redrawing of the internal political map of India be
more than a cartographic exercise and heighten fissiparous
tendencies?

* And, will the aggravation of contradictions in the world’s
second-most populated country and arguably the most
heterogeneous nation-state bring about its disintegration, as
some have claimed from time to time?

These questions are obviously too complex to be answered by
specialists in any one discipline. In fact, it would be futile to pretend
that any definitive answers can be provided at all. All that can be
attempted is to present as many aspects of the totality as possible and
provide pointers to some of the linkages. In this respect, the generalist
approach of the journalist may perhaps make up in width and reach
for what it might lose in terms of theoretical academic rigour.



Chapter 2

UPA Government:
Peaceless Coexistence

The Election Commission of India announced the schedule for
the 14th Lok Sabha elections on February 29, 2004, elections that
would become a watershed in Indian politics. Though the five-
year term of the 13th Lok Sabha was to expire in October 2004,
the NDA government decided to bring forward the elections by
roughly five months. The decision was, at that time, considered by
some as a political ‘master-stroke’ that would enable the NDA to
return to power by catching the Congress off guard. Fresh from
electoral victories in Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh
that were ruled by the Congress, the NDA leadership believed the
electorate would be willing to give the incumbent government led by
Vajpayee another term in office.

As already stated, the December 2003 assembly elections proved to
be a disaster for the Congress—it lost power in three states, Rajasthan,
Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh, while retaining Delhi. Out of
power in New Delhi since 1996, the Congress seemed to be facing
an uphill task in getting back on to the road to power.

Opinion polls seemed to suggest that the BJP’s decision to hold
early elections was a smart move. In its ‘mood of the nation’ opinion
poll held in January 2004, India Today magazine estimated that
the NDA was likely to sweep the 2004 elections with 330-340
seats against the 304 seats won in 1999. The poll projected a washout
for the Congress and its allies, estimating that the alliance would win
105-115 seats, down at least 30 seats from its previous tally. While
a few political analysts were sceptical about the accuracy of these
polls, in the NDA and the BJP camps the mood was upbeat—or
even euphoric.

It was at this juncture—around the time our first book was
published in March 2004—that the Vajpayee government started
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what would become perhaps the largest and most controversial public
relations exercise in the history of independent India conducted by
a Union government: the ‘India Shining’/‘Bharat Uday’ campaign.
Deputy Prime Minister L.K.Advani, on February 8, 2004, gave an
insight into how the oft-used phrase ‘feel-good factor’ was coined by
the NDA: I had seen an advertisement of Raymond Suitings where
people who touch the suit fabric ask the person wearing it, ‘How do
you feel?” To which he replies, ‘I feel good’. The advertisement further
says, ‘If it feels like heaven, it must be Raymonds’ (Press Trust of India
report from Ahmedabad, as quoted in rediff.com).

“We cannot compare the situation with heaven, but we can
certainly use ‘feel good’ as a catch phrase to show the work done by
the NDA under the leadership of Vajpayee in the past five years,’
Advani told a gathering in Ahmedabad while inaugurating a health
camp. On the same day, T.S. Krishnamurthy took over as Chief
Election Commissioner and in his first press conference said that
advertisements lauding the government’s achievements were not in
keeping with the spirit of the model code of conduct for elections.
‘Since we have not announced the poll schedule, we have no powers to
intervene but taxpayers’ money should not be wasted in publicising the
achievements of governments,” he said in a thinly-veiled reference to
the ‘India Shining’ campaign.

The Comptroller and Auditor General of India was to later (May
2005) criticise the government for spending Rs 63.23 crore on this
campaign without parliamentary approval. The CAG pointed out
that the Ministry of Finance had ‘diverted’ this money from funds
that had been sanctioned for ‘cooperation with other countries’. The
Finance Ministry curiously justified the expenditure claiming the
‘India Shining’ campaign was meant to support an ‘overall, general
and imaginative promotion of India, its trade and foster technical and
economic cooperation and intellectual progress with other countries’
and hence did not require separate parliamentary approval. Jaswant
Singh, who was Finance Minister at the time of the campaign, went a
step further saying that the CAG had got its facts wrong and the NDA
government had in fact made a Rs 100 crore ‘grant’ for this publicity
campaign. The central point is that the ‘India Shining’ campaign, far
from helping the BJP and the NDA, may have indirectly contributed
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to the electoral defeat of the coalition. It can be argued that those
sections of the population which did not believe that their economic
condition had improved, were actually angered by the government
spending public funds to tell them they should be ‘feeling good’—this
was reluctantly conceded by supporters of the BJP and the NDA after
the outcome of the elections was known in May 2004.

Returning to the run-up to the 14th general elections, perhaps for
the first time in the history of independent India, the Congress faced
a resource crunch. Unlike in countries like the US where campaign
contributions are reasonably transparent, the manner in which election
campaigns are funded in India is secretive despite the regulations
that have been laid down by the Election Commission. The amounts
that candidates and parties spend on elections are more often than not
several times higher than the legal limits specified by the EC thanks
to generous contributions from ‘friends’ and ‘well-wishers’ of those
standing for elections, many of who are wealthy businesspersons.
The Congress is said to have approached some two-dozen leading
industrialists for financial support but reportedly met with lukewarm
responses from them. The Congress having been out of power for
nearly eight years, most businesspersons, like many within the
Congress itself, were not expecting the party to be in a position to
form the next government in the country. Hence, the coffers of the
Congress were depleted. ‘All T can say is (that) we are not flush with
funds—a political party of the size of the Congress needs lots of
money to fight elections,” Congress treasurer Moti Lal Vora pointed
out in an interview to rediff.com on March 24, 2004.

Ironically, a shortage of resources did not turn out to be such a
liability for the Congress. The party’s leaders were compelled to adopt
campaign strategies that entailed direct contact with the electorate
that, on hindsight, turned out to be more effective. The BJP, on the
other hand, was flush with funds. It launched what was easily the most
technology-savvy election campaign in India’s history. A recorded
appeal from Vajpayee went out automatically to people directly
on their mobile phones; BJP leaders were touring the country in
helicopters and fancy vehicles, boasting that they had achieved more in
the last five years than the Congress had in 45 years of ruling India.

On March 2, 2004 the BJP announced that Advani would undertake
what was called the Bharat Uday Yatra. The yatra was to start the
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BJP’s election campaign for the Lok Sabha elections from Kanyakumari,
the southern tip of India’s mainland, and its first phase was to end in
Amritsar, in the north. The second phase of the yatra was to start from
Porbandar in Gujarat and culminate in Puri in Orissa. In all, Advani
would travel nearly 8,000 km by the time the yatra ended in April.

In 1999, it (an earlier yatra) was for continuity. Now it is for political
stability, for continuity and over and above all for performance.
Incumbency, generally speaking, is always regarded (as) a liability.
In our case incumbency is not a liability. Incumbency is, in fact, the
Vajpayee-led NDA government’s biggest asset, Advani bragged at
a press conference.

Even in the early days of the yatra, media reports indicated that the
‘India Shining’ campaign was not generating the kind of enthusiasm that
the BJP had hoped for. With temperatures touching 40 degrees celsius
and drought affecting many parts of the country, it seemed that
Advani had chosen the wrong time to tell the electorate that India
was doing very well under the NDA.

The fact that he was travelling in an air-conditioned, souped-up
Toyota complete with portable toilet and a mini-crane that would lift
him above the vehicle to address people, did not help. If anything, it
seemed to underline the gulf between ordinary voters and political
leaders. Travelling at speeds close to 60-80 kmph, Advani may have
failed to notice the disenchantment.

The Congress campaign presented an effective contrast. When
the NDA was tom-tomming the ‘feel good factor’, the Congress
riposte was: ‘Hum ko kya milag’ (What have we got?), indicating that
while the NDA had brought prosperity to a small section of society,
the common man had gained very little from the so-called economic
boom. The party’s slogan, ‘Congress ka haath garib ke saath’ (The
hand of the Congress is with the poor), in which garib (poor) was
later replaced with aam aadmi (common man) was a return to tried
and tested rhetoric.

Despite the lukewarm response to Advani’s yatra, in the initial
days of the campaign, the momentum seemed to be with the NDA.
The BJP would frequently announce the names of celebrities—{rom
film stars to political bigwigs—who were joining the party and
campaigning for it. Such individuals included Maneka Gandhi’s
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son Varun Gandhi, former Union Minister from the Congress and
political bigwig from Madhya Pradesh Vidya Charan Shukla, Rajya
Sabha Deputy Chairperson Najma Heptullah, senior Congress leader
Digvijay Singh’s brother Lakshman Singh, former Union Minister
Arif Mohammed Khan, besides film personalities like Hema Malini,
Manoj Kumar, Yukta Mookhey, Sudha Chandran, Suresh Oberoi,
Jeetendra, Poonam Dhillion, singers like Bhupen Hazarika and
Kumar Sanu, among others. The Congress too had its share of film
personalities such as Govinda, Zeenat Aman, Celina Jaitley, Om
Puri, Asrani, Namrata Shirodkar and Sharad Kapoor, beside former
cricketer Bishen Singh Bedi.

While the BJP was evidently happy with prominent personalities
choosing to campaign for the party, the Congress was tying up
electoral alliances—a lesson it had learnt from the BJP that won more
seats in 1999 with a relatively lower vote share because it had tied
up with different coalition partners at local levels before elections.
The BJP had perhaps forgotten this important lesson that shaped the
arithmetic of the Lok Sabha or, more plausibly, become complacent
by under-estimating the strengths of its political opponents. Thus,
while the Congress was gaining new allies, the BJP was losing partners
(or even getting rid of them).

The first bit of bad news for the NDA came from Haryana where
the BJP had an uncomfortable relationship with the ruling Indian
National Lok Dal, headed by Chief Minister Om Prakash Chautala.
Whereas Chautala himself had a rapport with the BJP leadership,
many supporters of his party were far from comfortable with the
alliance. The BJP’s local functionaries rightly felt there were strong
anti-incumbency sentiments against the Chautala government and,
hence, welcomed a parting of ways with the INLD that formally took
place in February 2004. What this meant was that the NDA would
now not be sure of retaining the ten Lok Sabha seats from Haryana.

In Tamil Nadu, all the constituents of the NDA barring the BJP,
left the alliance. Led by the DMK, they tied up with the Congress.
In Bihar and in Jharkhand, after a long period, all the major political
parties who were not a part of the NDA came together—such parties
included the Congress, the Rashtriya Janata Dal (led by Lalu Prasad
Yadav), the Lok Janshakti Party (led by Ram Vilas Paswan), the
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Nationalist Congress Party, the Jharkhand Mukti Morcha (JMM)
and the two Communist parties. In Andhra Pradesh, the Congress
had not only forged an alliance with the left, it had tied up with
the Telengana Rashtra Samithi (although the left and the TRS were
competing against each other).

These developments were to become not just crucial but decisive
in the subsequent formation of the Union government by the UPA
in May 2004, for the UPA made a clean sweep of Haryana and
Tamil Nadu and won handsomely in Andhra Pradesh, Bihar and
Jharkhand. All these states (accounting for 145 Lok Sabha seats)
had been politically dominated by the NDA after the 1999 elections.
Even at the time when these alliances were being forged, a few political
observers pointed to their significance. However, the mainstream
media—in particular, the influential English media—were gung-ho
about the prospects of the NDA returning to power.

According to an opinion poll conducted for New Delhi Televison
(NDTV) and Indian Express newspaper by A.C. Nielsen, the NDA
was poised to bag 287-307 seats against the Congress-led alliance’s
143-163 seats. The survey, claimed to be the largest-ever opinion poll,
covered a sample of 45,000 people in 207 constituencies, 80 per cent
of them in rural areas. While the poll rightly predicted that the BJP-
ATADMK alliance was in trouble in Tamil Nadu, it was unable to
record the strong anti-incumbency sentiments prevailing in Andhra
Pradesh and the reduction in the levels of communal polarisation in
Gujarat. All the opinion polls indicated that the NDA was heading
for a majority and failed to anticipate the gains that would be made
by the Congress as well as other constituents of the UPA.

A study by a non-government organisation in late 2004 highlighted
and quantified the extent of the bias that some of India’s leading
television news channels had betrayed in the run-up to the elections,
confirming what many had perceived. The study conducted by
the New Delhi-based Centre for Advocacy and Research (CFAR)
showed that in terms of TV coverage of high-profile campaigners,
the clear leader was Advani (19 per cent) who beat even Vajpayee
(17 per cent), with Congress President Sonia Gandhi lagging far
behind (5 per cent) followed by Mulayam Singh Yadav, Lalu Prasad
and Mayawati (each with 3 per cent). These six individuals accounted
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for half the time given to campaign stories. Advani’s Uday Yatra
from Kanyakumari to Kashmir hogged a phenomenal 478 minutes
of television coverage, according to the study. The study pointed out
how while both Advani and Sonia had campaigned in Gujarat, issues
relating to the 2002 communal riots in the state were ‘ignored as an
election issue by them—and the media’.

The two largest parties, the BJP and the Congress, accounted for
76 per cent of the total coverage, though they together polled less than
half the total votes in the elections. In contrast, the left parties together
got only one per cent of the total coverage though they emerged
stronger than ever before with 61 MPs in the 14th Lok Sabha. As
for the parties based in south India, the study said they were literally
‘out of the picture’ as far as the so-called national television channels
were concerned.

Despite a sympathetic media, one particular episode tarnished
the image of the incumbent regime. On April 12, at a BJP rally in
Lucknow, where Vajpayee was contesting, a stampede broke out
killing at least 21 women, while party leader Lalji Tandon was
distributing sarees to poor women as part of his birthday celebration.
The shocking incident compelled Vajpayee to admit in an interview to
NDTYV on April 15 that the entire country was not shining. “There are
several aspects of India. While some aspects are shining, there are also
some dark aspects. We got a shock. So just seeing the shining part will
not work. We have to see the other aspects too’, he conceded.

This realisation had dawned a little too late as the results of the
election were to prove. The media, however, continued to see the
NDA as a comfortable frontrunner. At the end of the last of the four
phases of polling, on May 10, exit polls were still projecting the NDA
as the largest pre-poll alliance, the number of seats ranging between
248 (NDTV) and 270 (Sahara Samay). Unlike in the run-up to the
elections, the NDA was not being seen as likely to win a majority of
the seats, but it still was tipped to be far ahead of the Congress-led
alliance. According to the exit polls, the UPA would get close to 180
seats while others, including the left, SP and BSP, were expected to
get close to 102 seats.

sksksk
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The results of the Andhra Pradesh assembly elections, announced
on May 11—two days before the counting for the Lok Sabha polls
were to be held—proved to be a curtain-raiser. The ruling TDP-BJP
alliance was able to win only 49 of the 294 seats in the state while the
Congress and its allies managed 226 seats, a little more than three-
fourths of the strength of the House. The verdict could not have been
more decisive. The NDA could do little more than hope that Andhra
Pradesh’s voters would have voted differently in the Lok Sabha polls.
Despite the hope, NDA leaders started looking for potential new
allies in case the alliance fell short of the half-way mark. According
to media reports, the NDA had started sending out feelers to the SP
and BSP in UP, some of the smaller parties in Tamil Nadu and the
NCP in Maharashtra. Clearly, the BJP and the NDA still believed that
they would finish ahead of the UPA and be invited by the President
to form the next government.

Counting started at 8:00 am on May 13, 2004. Television cameras
showed the late BJP general secretary Pramod Mahajan on a treadmill
in his home, exuding confidence. The question, the pictures seemed
to suggest, was not who would form the government, but how many
seats short of the magical 272 the NDA would get. It was a different
Mahajan who appeared in TV studios that afternoon. As the results
poured in, it was clear that Andhra Pradesh was not an aberration.
The NDA’s worst nightmare had come true. The Congress led alliance
won 217 seats (37 more than what the exit polls had suggested on an
average) while the BJP-led NDA won 185 seats, 73 less than the average
number of seats projected by the polls. The ‘others’ got a total of 137 seats,
which included 61 seats to the Left Front and 39 seats to the Samajwadi
Party and its ally RLD, besides four independent members.

The results of the Lok Sabha elections came as a shock to everyone
in the BJP and the NDA. The results indicated that while the BJP had
suffered a net loss of 42 seats, in terms of vote share there had been a
negative swing of 1.6 per cent against the party, despite it contesting
25 seats more than what it had in 1999. The performance of the
BJP’s allies in the NDA was way below what they had achieved in
the previous elections. A telling response came from party general
secretary Pramod Mahajan who acknowledged that the Congress
had beaten them at their own game. He admitted that the Congress
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managed its coalition better than the BJP and that this was one of
the most important factors that influenced the electoral outcome.
‘I think they (the Congress) exactly followed the same strategy (as
that) of the BJP to consolidate the (UPA) coalition and give scope to
the regional parties,” Mahajan said.

There was much more to the defeat of the NDA than the Congress’
strategy of forging alliances. Large sections of the electorate were
clearly unhappy with the quality of governance provided by the
incumbent MPs. Less than half or only 261 of the 543 MPs in
the Lok Sabha were able to retain their seats. While the Congress
managed to increase its tally from 114 to 145 seats in the Lok Sabha, it
was able to retain only 49 (or just over 40 per cent) of the seats it had
won in the September-October 1999 elections. The party increased
its tally because it won 96 additional seats. The BJP, on the other
hand, was able to retain 90 of the 182 seats it had won in the 1999
Lok Sabha elections—a slightly higher retention rate in comparison
to the Congress.

While the Congress and its allies did form the Union government
with the help of the four left parties, the verdict of the 2004 Lok Sabha
elections was not as clear as it may appear to some. The Congress
suffered a negative swing of about 1.77 per cent in the vote share—
this was mainly on account of the fact that the party contested
36 seats less than what it had done in 1999 in order to accommodate its
coalition partners. The combined vote share of the two alliances (the
one led by the BJP and the other by the Congress) remained virtually
unchanged, but the realignment of the affiliation of parties meant
that while the NDA’s vote share dropped by over 4 per cent from
40.74 per cent in 1999 to 36.41 per cent in 2004, the Congress-led
alliance gained an almost equal proportion, its vote share rising from
31.89 per cent to 35.86 per cent.

Large sections within the Congress were slowly but surely learning
the rules of the coalition game. If the BJP-led National Democratic
Alliance had, at one stage, as many as 24 constituents not to mention
the Telugu Desam Party (TDP) supporting the coalition from
outside, the UPA comprised no less than 14 relatively large and small
political parties excluding the Congress. These were the Rashtriya
Janata Dal (R]JD), the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK), the



UPA Government 81

Nationalist Congress Party (INCP), the Pattali Makal Katchi (PMK),
the Telengana Rashtra Samithi (TRS), the Jharkhand Mukti Morcha
(JMM), the Lok Janshakti Party (LJP), the Marumalarchi Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (MDMK), the All India Majlis-E-Ittehadul
Muslimeen, the People’s Democratic Party (PDP), the Indian Union
Muslim League, the Republican Party of India (Athawale), the
Republican Party of India (Gavai) and the Kerala Congress (Joseph).
(The alliance remained intact till August 2006 when the TRS left the
UPA because it felt the government had failed to honour its promise
that it would examine the possibility of forming a separate state of
Telengana. Therafter, in March 2007, the MDMXK also quit the UPA,
ostensibly because it was unhappy with the government’s inability
to enforce implementation of an order by the Cauvery River Waters
Tribunal on sharing of waters between Karnataka and Tamil Nadu.)

For almost a week after the results of the 14th general elections
became known on May 13, 2004, it seemed inevitable that Sonia
Gandhi would succeed Vajpayee as Prime Minister of India. Though
the BJP was obviously not happy with such a denouement, most
party supporters realised they had no choice but to accept a person
of “foreign origin’ as the next head of the Indian government. Senior
BJP leader Sushma Swaraj, threatened that she would shave her head
if Sonia were to be sworn in as Prime Minister. But that was not to be.
Swaraj’s locks remained on her head. On May 19, Sonia announced
that she would ‘sacrifice’ the most important political position in
India. She said she would remain as head of the Congress party
while ‘nominating” the soft-spoken, economist-technocrat, former
Finance Minister Manmohan Singh as the Prime Minister of India.
(See profiles of Sonia Gandhi and Manmohan Singh towards the end
of the following chapter on the Congress party.)

In hindsight, Sonia’s decision not to become Prime Minister was a
politically astute move. On the one hand, she took the wind out of the
sails of a major plank of the opposition campaign against her, namely,
that a person of foreign origin should not hold the topmost political
position in the country. On the other, observers reckoned that given
Manmohan Singh’s relative naivety in the world of Indian politics—he
became the first Indian Prime Minister to have never won a Lok Sabha
election—she would be the ‘real power behind the throne’ while not
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formally holding the position of Prime Minister. What was decided
was that Sonia would not only head the Congress party and the
UPA but would also act as the chairperson of a newly-created body
called the National Advisory Council (NAC) that would monitor the
implementation of a National Common Minimum Programme to be
worked out among the constituents of the UPA and the left parties
which were providing crucial ‘outside’ support to the government.
The NAC, it was decided, would consist of ‘eminent’ representatives
of civil society (and not in