Succession struggle

Congress(I) after Rajiv Gandhi

NIKHIL CHAKRAVARTTY

HAT will be the fate of the Con-

gress(I) after Rajiv Gandhi? This
Question is uppermost in the minds of
not only Congressmen, but the leaders
of practically all other parties. This is
because the Congress(I) plays a domi-
Nant role in Indian politics even when
Not in power at the Centre. For the
Nearly seven years since he was install-
¢d Prime Minister after his mother’s
death in 1984, Rajiv Gandhi had play-
€d a high-profile role, in office and out
of it, which has made the future of the

ngress(I) all the more uncertain.

The bizarre, hasty decision of the
Party leaders to offer the presidentship
to Rajiv Gandhi’s widow, Sonia, brings
out the state of disarray of the party. It
S, of course, natural for the Con-
8ress(I) to try to cash in on the sym-
Pathy wave; going by the experience of
the rich harvest it reaped seven years
3go when Indira Gandhi was assassin-
ated, one can understand the leaders’
anxiety to repeat that performance.

or this they need not install Sonia
leader of the party. She could have
Cmpaigned for the party and would

Ve no doubt evoked widespread
Sympathy which could be converted
Ito votes for the Congress(I). The
Mmove to make her the party president
Was 5o astounding that it provoked ad-
Verse comments, both at home and
abroad. The fact that the party leaders
themselves lapsed into squabbling
about leadership once Sonia declined,

Tought out the poor state of health of
the Congress(I).

It would, however, be unfair to de-
Cry the present leaders for this sorry
State of affairs of the party. One has to
80 back at least 20 years to trace the
Toots of this crisis. When Indira Gan-
dhi in 1969 split the Congress by walk-
Ing out of the company of the Syndi-
Cate of old party bosses, there was an
Upsurge of expectation that she would

uild a democratically functioning par-
&y, liberated from the dead grip of the
old guard. This feeling was heightened
by the enthusiasm generated by her
Populist programmes beginning with
nk nationalisation and abolition of
Princely privy purse and privileges and
On to measures against monopolies in
Industries and finally to the clarion call
of garibi hatao.

But there was no effort whatsoever
0 build a sound party organisation in
§°n§0nanoe with the democratic pro-
ession of the leaders. At the begin-
;lng, the ad hoc arrangements were

©Pt pending the elections. But after
er spectacular victories in 1971-72,

bid Gandhi just did not bother to

uild the party. On the plea that she
alone knew how to read the pulse of

¢ people, all the promises of demo-
:ﬁ_tlc party functioning were shelved.
tis worth noting that the Congress
Under Indira Gandhi did not have par-

elections at all and this continued
Under Rajiv Gandhi despite his repeat-

Promises of holding them.

The result is that for 22 years, the
Party has had no internal elections,

t is, from the day it was born after

€ 1969 great split. Orders from the
t0p have throughout been the rule.

hether it is about the composition of
Pradesh party committees, and select-
lon of their chiefs or choice of Chief
ters or State-level ministers,
Sverything has been done by the “par-
ty Centre,” which means the party
President.

Ow fragile such an arrangement
¢an become was seen in the 1970s. The
Victories of 1971-72 led to compla-
ency which left the party quite unpre-
Pared to meet the challenge of mass

tent at growing corruption and
Maladministration of Congress Ministr-
‘§~ The movement was spearheaded
i Jﬂ:{Ipmkash Narayan in Gujarat and
ter in Bihar. Panic gripped the Con-

gress leadership whose pathetic grovel-
ling before the leader was epitomised
in the memorable piece of sycophancy:
“Indira is India and India is Indira.”
This panic led Indira Gandhi and her
cohorts to clamp Emergency in 1975.
When the leadership of the premier
political party could not meet the chal-
lenge of mass discontent politically, it
resorted to authoritarian measures
stifling normal political functioning.

It needs to be stated that Indira
Gandhi was no anarcho-syndicalist in
her outlook. She did rely on some form
of political organisation, but this had
nothing to.do with democratic party
functioning. From the very beginning
of her prime ministership, she had fos-
tered a-ring of loyalists, really a cross
between courtiers and advisers. Some
members of that kitchen cabinet were
highly intelligent people, but they ow-
ed no responsibility to either the party
or the government. Their standing was
by the virtue of the access they had to
the Prime Minister and her ear. By the
very role it actually came to play, the
kitchen cabinet was what can be called
an extra-constitutional authority bask-
ing under the favour of the supreme
leader.

Indira Gandhi, however, did not
stick' to the same Kkitchen cabinet
throughout. After her setback in the

1967 elections, the kitchen cabinet was

sacked and a new set of advisers and
operators brought in. De facto, they
wielded considerable power, but they
remained an obstacle to the healthy
growth of a democratic party. In
course of time, the role of kitchen
cabinet was taken over by her son
Sanjay Gandhi and his companions and
hangers-on to whom Indira Gandhi
provided all opportunities, defying
party and administrative norms. Du-
ring the Emergency, Sanjay and Co.
virtually took over the Congress and
Indira Gandhi backed them enthusi-
astically and applauded them in public
as she did at the Guwahati session of
the All India Cangress(I) Committee in
November 1976.

The 1977 debacle naturally shook
the Congress, but it did not help to
change Indira Gandhi’s outlook in fa-
vour of a democratic party set-up.
Rather, when there were demands,
however feeble, for accountability of
the Emergency misdeeds, she walked
out in January 1978 to set up her own
party, the Congress-Indira. For the
first time a political organisation had
the name of an individual tagged on to
it. She did enlist the services of a num-
ber of senior Congress leaders, but the
control of the party as such — from its
funds to its campaign and even its pol-
itical strategy — was handled by the
Indira-Sanjay combine and their faith-
ful retainers.

After the collapse of the Janata Party
Government and when Indira Gandhi
returned to power in January 1980,
there were talks of building the party.
This was entrusted to Sanjay Gandhi
and there was no question of
democratising it. With Sanjay Gandhi’s
passing away in an air crash, Indira
Gandhi had one more opportunity to
rebuild a democratic party. But she did
nothing of the kind. Without even car-
ing to consider any senior Congress-
men as a replacement for Sanjay, she
brought in her other son from outside
the political world and openly groomed
him as her successor. So, Rajiv Gandhi
was brought into Parliament and made
party general secretary. Like her kit-
chen cabinet, she let Rajiv Gandhi set
up his “computer brigade,”” which
emerged as the real party centre with
the AICC and the Working Committee
reduced to mere formalities.

It was, therefore, no surprise that
when Indira Gandhi fell to assassins’

bullets on October 31, 1984, Rajiv
Gandhi was sworn in Prime Minister
by sundown. Even the formality of
summoning a meeting of the Congress
Parliamentary Party was abandoned. It
was almost a conditioned reflex that
the son should succeed the mother —
the assertion of dynastic rule without
any democratic pretence whatsoever.
After the spectacular Congress(I) vic-
tory in 1984 — the result of a mix of
sympathy and concern over the threat
to the nation’s security — there were
expectations that Rajiv Gandhi with
his clean-image would rebuild the par-
ty. This was reinforced when at the
Congress centenary session in Bombay
in December 1985, he promised to
smash the grip over the Congress(I) of
“power-brokers” whom he denounced
for having converted ‘“‘a mass move-
ment into a feudal oligarchy.”

Soon, however, the expectations
turned out to be illusions as Rajiv Gan-
dhi ran the party in the same way as
his mother had done, the only differ-
ence was that it had been made more
subservient to the leader and the co-
terie around him. General secretaries
were changed almost every new sea-
son, making it difficult to keep count.
Pradesh committees and Chief Minis-
ters and their ministers were all ap-
pointed by the leader without any for-
mal consultations.

When the euphoria over the new
Government subsided after two years,
and differences cropped up within the
royal court, purges were effected with-
out bothering about democratic norms,
but purely on the loyalty test —
loyalty to the leader and nothing else.
The coterie was not answerable to any
party body but to the boss and the boss
alone. Any expression of dissent, how-
ever genuine, was smothered as rebel-
lious. Such absolutism, clothed of
course in suave benevolence could not,
however, prevent factionalism at vari-
ous levels; many such groups maintain-
ed subterranean links with one section
or the other in the royal court.

An important aspect of party func-
tioning is the control of finances. A
party of such widespread magnitude
has to depend on regular sources of in-
come. Briefly, this aspect of Congress
functioning has passed through several
stages. Before Independence, it had

With all its
depletion of
influence and
strength, the
Congress(I)
continues to be a
big prize.

depended on, donations; small sums
through mass collections and larger
ones from the affluent. After Indepen-
dence, the situation changed in a big
way. As the ruling party, the Congress
secured the whiphand over the busi-
ness community, which was made to
fill the party coffers and secure, as
quid pro quo, whatever concessions,
permits and licences it could. The
business of raising funds, by means
both open and devious, was handled by
the organisation bosses while the pol-
itical leaders, by and large, did not get
involved in it directly. As a mass party
with a democratic appeal, the image of
political leaders had to be preserved
and could not be allowed to be sullied.
This neat division of labour, how-
ever, broke down when the party split
in 1969. The organisation bosses were
all on the side of the Syndicate; Indira
Gandhi’s new Congress had to desper-

ately raise funds. Appeal for mass col-
lection was not resorted to. Instead,
approaches were made directly to busi-
ness establishments by the political
leaders, including Indira Gandhi her-
self. The funds raised were kept in the
custody of persons enjoying her direct
confidence without any reference to
the AICC. Over the years, this system
was perfected, and one heard of “lev-
ies”’ on business houses at the time of
elections. Individual Congress leaders
at the State level managed to rope in
their own patrons ‘from among local
business houses. Inevitably, an element
of coercion came in during the Emerg-
ency and by the time of the 1977 elec-
tions, business houses were choosing
their own favourites at many places.

After Indira Gandhi’s return to
power in 1980, a new element came
into this busi of fund isition.
There appeared the cutbacks and
kickbacks on giant government pur-
chases from abroad whether by the
Defence or other departments. Not for
nothing did Indira Gandhi make the
memorable remark that corruption af-
ter all ““is a global phenomenon.” It is
in this category one has to place the
alleged kickback from the German
submarine deal and perhaps also the
Bofors scandal.

One could notice a more systematic
arrangement of this department under
Rajiv Gandhi. For obvious reasons, the
full story of this aspect will not be
known for years, if at all, because these
have international ramifications as the
very preliminary probe into the Bofors
deal has amply borne out.

All this forms the background of
where the Congress(I) as the premier
political organisation stands on the de-
mise of Rajiv Gandhi who wielded im-
perial authority over it. In an organisa-
tion reared on the leadership principle,
adhering so long to dynastic succession
right at the top, it was but natural that
there should be a state of disarray
when the emperor disappears sudden-
ly. On one side are the senior party
leaders, so long left out of any final
authority within the party; and on the
other, there is the coterie personally
loyal to the departed leader. The sen-
ior party leaders are now confronted
with the responsibility of leading the
party, a job from which they had so
long been virtually kept out. With all
its depletion of influence and strength,
the Congress(I) still continues to be a
big prize, and therefore it is but natu-
ral there should be tussle among the
leaders for capturing it. On the other
side, there is the consortium of
retainers who will struggle desperately
to install the widow of the leader for
the purpose of getting control not only
of the party and see it through the
election but beyond to run the govern-
ment with her at its head if and when
the party comes to power.

After Jawaharlal Nehru’s death, the
party bosses’ Syndicate made Lal Ba-
hadur Shastri the Prime Minister, and
when he died, they installed Indira
Gandhi, who in turn ditched the Syn-
dicate and established her authority,
and then groomed her sons one after
the other as her successor. Now, after
Rajiv Gandhi, it is inevitable there
should be a struggle for succession —
between the coterie and the party
leaders, and also among the leaders
themselves. The ignominious downfall
of the party that once led this nation to
freedom. @
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