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PREFACE 

THE DANCE OF DEMOCRACY

It was a multistarrer thriller full of suspense, action and melodrama, which the entire country witnessed in May 2018—a fierce battle of ballots that ended with a fractured verdict.

The Karnataka drama unfolded while I was writing my book on the coalition drama and dharma in a hung house. Soon thereafter, in mid-June, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) dropped a bombshell in Kashmir, pulling the plug on the government without even taking Chief Minister Mehbooba Mufti into their confidence. She came to know from the news channels about her fall from the coveted chair after it had been seized from her by her three-year-old partner.

According to the power-sharing agreement, which Prime Minister Narendra Modi and People’s Democratic Party (PDP) stalwart Mufi Mohammad Sayeed had signed and sealed in 2015, the chief minister and 13 ministers were inducted from the PDP, while the deputy chief minister and 11 ministers were chosen from the BJP.They visibly, if not actually, governed the state together for three years, notwithdtanding verbal skirmishes.

The reason cited by the BJP for its decision to pull out of the government did not sound tenable to many.The party leadership said, ‘Restoring peace in Kashmir and encouraging fast development in J&K were the objectives with which we joined with the PDP. But terrorism, violence and radicalism have risen and the fundamental rights of citizens, including right to life and free speech, are in danger. It is untenable for the BJP to continue in alliance with the PDP and hence we are withdrawing.’

Not many were convinced.

They were not as shocked as they had been when the ideologically incompatible partners had come together in March 2015 to form a coalition government. Even then the consensus was  clear: the alliance is doomed to fail.

But there are many pertinent questions that the BJP needs to answer: Is it the government that has let down the people or just the chief minister? Is it proper to pin all the blame of misgovernance on the chief minister, or should it be shared by both the partners? If the alliance was doomed from the very beginning, then why was it sealed at all in the first place? Both the parties knew they had divergent views on several contentious issues that they willingly shelved while wording the agenda for alliance, which, however had remained on paper. As of now, the blame game continues with the BJP making a futile bid to break the PDP. Now the paradise on earth burns and the people suffer!

Karnataka and Kashmir together reveal the disturbing story about the formation and fall of coalition governments in India, especially when ideologies are set aside to grab power. More often than not, there is no love lost between the partners.The blame game starts instantly, so does the clandestine moves to break each other.

The coalition trend started at the state level in 1967 and a decade later at the Centre. Rarely has a government completed its five-year term as demanding and domineering partners played truant. The question is, how can any tottering government serve the people when its own survival is in danger? The imposition of the President’s Rule since the 1950s has crossed a century.

Significantly, the state of Uttar Pradesh (UP) has had the maximum number of President’s Rule (10 times since Independence) while Punjab has had maximum days (3,000 under President’s Rule).

The issue of concern is both the  formation of fragile  coalition governments and the trials and tribulations that go into their constitution and collapse.

Let’s go back to the Karnataka thriller that reveals the games which parties play in a hung house.The suspense continues as the flick has reached only an intermission as the final drama is yet to unfold.The Janata Dal-Secular (JD-S)-Congress government with a wafer thin majority is too fragile to survive BJP President Amit Shah’s strategy for the finale.

Here are the details: The BJP, with 104 seats, was eight short of the requisite halfway mark (elections were held for 222 seats). The combined strength of the Congress, JD(S) and its ally, the BSP stood at 78 + 37 + 1 = 116. But they did not have a friend in the Raj Bhawan.

There was exasperation in both the camps as they were so close to the chair, yet so far.

Chaos prevailed as the governor, after consulting legal experts—a divided community with each basing their arguments on Supreme Court judgements, the Constitution and conventions—invited the BJP to form the government.The governor would later on earn the title of the ‘Villain of the Drama’.

Ordinarily speaking, the constitutional positions of the president, the governor and the speaker do not function on their personal whims and fancies because they are bound to follow the holy book—the Constitution.

Here are some unforgettable episodes from history and the BJP’s past.

President Shankar Dayal Sharma was criticised for inviting the single largest party, the BJP, to form the government under the leadership of Atal Bihari Vajpayee in 1996.The government fell after 13 days.

A year later, UP Governor Romesh Bhandari did not invite the single largest party (BJP) to form the government. Kalyan Singh fumed and fretted, and organised demonstrations outside Raj Bhawan, but could not stop the imposition of President’s Rule.

Bhandari had then said that the stability of the government was the bottom line for inviting any political party to form the government. Citing the six-year-long political instability in the state, Bhandari had said that it was his constitutional responsibility to determine which party or alliance could provide a stable government to the state.

To give a quick recap:The Congress and the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) had a pre-electoral alliance and had won 173 seats together, one seat less than the BJP’s 174 in a house of 424 in undivided UP.

Bhandari had also countered the BJP’s argument favouring a floor test on the floor of the house, declaring, ‘Merely stating that we will prove it on the floor of the house is not enough, everyone is against horse-trading.Will it not be encouraging horse-trading?’

The Governor had rejected claims of both the BJP and the Congress-BSP, the latter being a pre-electoral alliance.

That was 1996.

The governors of Manipur,Goa (2017) and Meghalaya (2018) had not invited the single largest party (Congress) to form the government.

But in May 2018, the governor in Karnataka decided to invite the single largest party to form the government.

The BJP experts quoted the Sarkaria Commission (1983) and Punchhi Commission (2007) both of which said that ‘if no single party had obtained a simple majority in the assembly, the order of preference before the Governor would be to call a pre-poll alliance that commands a majority. If no such formation exists, the next option is to call the single largest party and then any post-poll alliance.’

Non-BJP parties quoted the Supreme Court judgement, ‘The Governor has no option but to invite the party or alliance, either pre-poll or post-poll, to form the government once he was satisfied that it commanded majority support in the assembly.’

I narrate the Karnataka saga of 2018 to emphasise the need for common guidelines on government formation in the case of a hung house.

TIME MATTERS

Elections were held in Karnataka on 12 May 2018.The results were announced on 15 May 2018, triggering hectic political activity. The Congress leaders quickly reached HD Deve Gowda’s residence to extend unconditional support to JD(S) to form the government.The BJP made similar overtures to JD(S) but the senior Gowda declined the offer. Sonia Gandhi spoke to Gowda a few minutes after the BJP’s offer. Both the leaders of the Congress-JD(S) and BJP thereafter met Governor Vajubhai R Vala. Both handed over letters staking their claim to form the government.

16 May 2018: More action followed. While the governor was consulting legal experts, allegations and counter allegations of horse-trading flew thick and fast. After getting wind of what was transpiring inside the four walls of Raj Bhawan, JD(S) moved their members of Legislative Assembly (MLAs) to a safer resort in the city. Simultaneously,the Congress geared up for a legal battle.Around 8:45 pm, the governor invited BS Yeddyurappa to form the government and scheduled the swearing-in for 9:00 am the next day. He ignored the allegations of horse-trading, even though he knew that the BJP must have manipulated the support of eight legislators. How did this happen? The two ways in which that could have been done was to first, engineer a split in the Congress or JD(S) and, second, by encouraging MLAs from the opposition camp to abstain from voting during the trust vote.

Fearing poaching by the BJP, hunting for the vulnerable, the Congress-JD(S) moved their legislators to Hyderabad by a bus as the Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA) declined permission for a special flight.Others in the party knocked on the door of the apex court late at night, challenging the governor’s decision and seeking an urgent hearing by the chief justice of India at night.They wanted to stall the swearing-in ceremony.

A three-member bench heard the arguments from 2:00 am to 5:40 am and refused to restrain the governor from administering the oath of office but made it subject to the outcome of the case.

The court decided to continue with the hearing on the same day later. However, the bench made an interesting observation when Attorney General KK Venugopal argued that the Supreme Court should not ‘enter the political thickets of who was invited to form the government and which MLA extended support to which party during a floor test’. He said that whether an MLA prior to taking oath was amenable to disqualification under the anti-defection law was a grey area.The bench reacted, stating ‘It is preposterous to argue that before the MLAs take oath, they are not amenable to the anti-defection law.This means it would be an open invitation for anyone to indulge in horse-trading prior to MLAs taking oath.’All the actions and observations were streamed live by the media.

17 May 2018: The governor administered the oath of office and secrecy to BS Yeddyurappa at 9:00 am at a simple swearing-in ceremony, missed by both the architects of the Karnataka victory— Prime Minister Narendra Modi and BJP President Amit Shah. The social media went into an overdrive. The popular sentiment was, ‘What is the purpose of horse-trading? To form a stable government!’ Yeddyurappa became the 23rd chief minister of the state and started his third innings by transferring senior officials of the Intelligence Department.

Two Congress MLAs went missing.

In a pressure tactic move, the Congress and its allies decided to launch a campaign in the BJP-ruled states where their claim to form the government as the single largest party had been ignored by the Raj Bhawan.They decided to make fresh appeals to the governors in the states of Bihar, Goa, Manipur and Meghalaya.

Their contention was simple. The sauce for the goose must be sauce for the gander.

18 May 2018: The Supreme Court told the new chief minister to prove his government’s majority on 19 May at 4:00 pm, thereby slashing the 15-day time period given by governor to 28 hours.

19 May 2018: The political drama ended with Yeddyurappa’s resignation after an emotional speech on the floor of the house.

Now the issue that is of concern is, which way is our Indian democracy headed to? Generally, the voter, plagued by despondency in rural areas, cares little about the methods used to form the government, but there has to be some semblance of legality in the entire exercise.

I suggest that if numbers alone have to decide the fate of political parties in the Indian democracy, then lawmakers must work towards evolving a uniform formula, which can neither be tweaked nor twisted arbitrarily by the Raj Bhawan and is applicable in a hung house situation.

If the formation of the government is decided by the majority won by a party or an alliance, then the deciding factor has to be the numerical strength of the party or alliance, whether pre-poll or post-poll. BJP President Amit Shah had further confirmed the speculated horse-trading when he said the BJP could form the government if MLAs were ‘freed’.

In a hung house, only a coalition government is possible without breaking parties that involves allurements, often described as ‘call of conscience’ in politics. Thus, whether pre-poll or post-poll, the group with a majority should be invited by Raj Bhawan to form the government as it would not leave any scope for horse-trading.

What if the JD(S) and BJP had come together in Karnataka? Who would have disputed their claim to form the government though it would have been a post-poll arrangement?

However, if the single largest party is invited, then let there be a rider that MLAs defecting to the ruling party for posts or positions would resign from the seat and seek re-election.The provision in the anti-defection law that allows two-third of the MLAs to form a group after splitting the party should be given a go-by.

This sounds academic, but it is feasible in terms of political ethics.

Imagine the frustration of the newly elected legislators in Karnataka, who had to stay behind locks even before they had celebrated their victory. Their leadership did not trust them though the voters had reposed their trust in them!

The voters will continue to baffle the best of political scientists. Perhaps no one has an answer to what exactly drives a voter’s decision at the polling booth—religious and caste identity, personal aspirations or concern for the country, governance and growth, the leader’s charisma, or the track record of the political parties and their deliveries.

Take the case of Karnataka—the gateway to the South for most political parties.What did voters vote for? They had seen the fate of hung houses—the murky deals, the sordid coalition dramas and then the brutal collapse!

Even in 2004 and 2008, the BJP had emerged as the single largest party just short of the majority mark to form the government.

In 2004, the BJP with 79 seats had failed to form the government and eventually the Congress and JD(S) had come together to form a coalition government under the leadership of Dharam Singh (Congress). It was not a stable arrangement as the JD(S) withdrew support in early 2006.

The BJP had then propped up Kumaraswamy, who became the chief minister with JD(S) support. It was an arrangement in which the two parties decided to share power for 20 months each. Kumaraswamy did not honour the agreement and denied the chair to Yeddyurappa, who had eagerly waited for his day for a total of 20 months.

Inevitably, the President’s Rule was imposed.

In 2008, the BJP won 110 seats, three short of the majority mark. BS Yeddyurappa became the chief minister and to get to the magic figure, 20 MLAs from the JD(S) and Congress were encouraged to resign from their seats, which secured the magic figure that suited the BJP.

Later,Yeddyurappa resigned on corruption charges.

In 2018, the voters once again decided to bring back the same party and the same tainted leader.

The above developments are not exclusive to Karnataka.They have occurred and recurred in several states and will continue unabated.

Indians are an emotional people, and politicians raise emotive issues, touching their sensitive nerve to win support. And when emotions play the leading role, why would a voter think of issues like dynasties in politics which deny space to merit and mettle or coalitions that are formed by manipulations?

Politics indeed has all the masala of a Hindi movie potboiler: plot, lead players and the baddies, chasing slippery power.

For full three decades—from the country’s independence to 1977—the voters had given a clear verdict in favour of the Congress, which had played a pivotal role in the country’s freedom from the British Raj.The opposition did not present itself as a credible alternative at the national level. In states, however, voters started identifying with regional forces finding ‘Dilli door hai’, and the coalition rule at the state level started in 1967.

In two decades, between 1977 and 1999, seven coalition governments, ranging from 13 days to a maximum of 857 days, have been formed at the Centre. None of them could complete their tenure though they were led by political masters like Morarji Desai, Charan Singh,VP Singh, Chandra Shekhar,Atal Bihari Vajpayee, Deve Gowda and Inder Kumar Gujral.

Similarly, in the states, 138 governments were formed; 40 were coalitions and their average life was not more than 26 months.

This book focuses on the games that were played in the formation of coalitions and their collapse. It also highlights the need for uniform laws to deal with hung houses as voters will continue to deliver fractured verdicts.

Political parties have evolved a stable formula for pre-electoral alliances—the Congress-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA) and the BJP-led National Democratic Alliance (NDA) at the Centre, which the states lack.This political phenomenon, in all probability, continue until regional parties remain a force to reckon with in Indian politics. They can’t be wished away by the two national parties as regional forces continue to occupy about 50 per cent of the country’s political space. In 2014, the Congress and the BJP had together polled 50.86 per cent of the total votes. Another 5 per cent was accrued by four of the six national but state-based parties—mainly BSP, Communist Party of India (CPI), Communist Party of India (Marxist)/CPI(M), and Nationalist Congress Party (NCP). Regional parties grabbed the remaining 45 per cent votes.

The chapter of coalition governments in Indian political history started with the rise of regional parties and will die with their fall.This, however, is unlikely to happen in the near future.

The Indian voter has the acumen to balance out power rather than put all their eggs in one basket. Somehow, I am confident that the Karnataka drama will check arbitrary discretion that lies with governors in case of a hung house.

Even in Indian politics, the ending has to be happy like a standard Hindi movie – stable governments and a prosperous society even in a hung house.
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CHAPTER 1

COALITIONS: THE CALCULATIONS AND THE COST 

Political parties relentlessly chase power even after the Indian voter has delivered a fractured verdict. Denied of the requisite majority to stake a claim to form the government, political parties then resort to constructing fragile coalitions by hook or by crook. Eventually, it is the public that has to pay a heavy price! 

In October 1997, the chief minister of Uttar Pradesh, Kalyan Singh, announced with great consternation that ‘the coalition era has begun’.

Singh was justifying the formation of a jumbo-sized government, the first of its kind in the state. He smiled uncomfortably as he stooped under the heavy burden of obliging every defector with a ministerial berth, as a reward for breaking their parent parties—the BSP, the Congress and the Janata Dal.

Ninety-two ministers, who later earned the sobriquet of ‘no file ministers’, formed 50 per cent of the ruling coalition that Kalyan Singh had cobbled together with great effort. The brain behind the entire coup was that of Rajnath Singh, the president of the BJP in the state. During a midnight operation, he threw open the doors of his bungalow at Kalidas Marg for the defectors.They walked in as MLAs and walked out as ministers-in-waiting.

Rajnath Singh, the ‘Chanakya’ of this operation, had barely been given 36 hours by Governor Romesh Bhandari to build a majority after coalition partner Mayawati had withdrawn support.

To recapitulate, the BSP and BJP had formed a government on a rotational basis. Mayawati became chief minister first and had to hand over power to Kalyan Singh on completion of her six months in office. She reluctantly abided by the agreement that the two parties had signed. However, in a surprising move, she withdrew her support from the coalition even before Kalyan Singh could complete one month in office.

Stung by her action, the BJP decided to break the parties and form a government independent of Mayawati and her support.

Thus, the BJP chief minister found himself in straitened circumstances as most defectors were mocking him with a ‘withdrawal letter’ unless he failed to keep the promise that ‘Chanakya’ had made to them.

Kalyan Singh kept 20 of the key departments with himself, while assigning two state ministers to each of the 40 cabinet rank ministers.The national president of the BJP at that time, LK Advani, had then said that they had foiled the conspiracy of some political parties and Governor Romesh Bhandari to dislodge the Kalyan Singh government. Had the governor given them a reasonable timeframe, as laid down by the Sarkaria Commission, the arrangement with splinter groups would not have been so messy.

The government survived, but Kalyan Singh lost his personal image and after sometime, the chair as well. His successors, Ram Prakash Gupta and Rajnath Singh, retained the jumbo ministries to save their governments from collapsing. Rajnath Singh initiated action against some truant ministers of the coalition partners few months prior to the 2002 assembly polls. These ministers were boycotting cabinet meetings and had by then turned into a liability.

The opposition went ballistic.

However, priorities often change with one’s proclivity for power. Arch critic Mulayam Singh Yadav adopted the same formula and formed a jumbo government after he broke up vulnerable parties to mop up his numbers in 2003. His government touched almost a 100 members, 98 to be precise.

Such an instance is neither an isolated case nor is UP the only state to witness such unethical political dramas.

History is full of incidents concerning bulk defections, courtesy allurements such as a plum position in the government or a ministerial office. Generally, defections are rampant both before and after elections—before in order to ensure a ticket to enter the poll arena and after for a berth in the government. Elected representatives are always looking for greener pastures and even fractured verdicts get them going to procure what they can in an otherwise depressing scenario.

Suvendu Kumar Pati in his research paper, ‘Factors Responsible for Defection Politics and Efforts to Prevent Them’, stated,‘The worst case of bulk defection was seen on a motivation for reward of office or other allurements. For example, the floor crossings by Rao Birendra Singh in Uttar Pradesh (UP), Gobind Narayan Singh in Madhya Pradesh, Charan Singh in UP, Sharad Pawar in Maharastra, Janata Party members in Himachal Pradesh, GM Shah in Kashmir and Bhaskar Rao in Andhra Pradesh, all have defected either for ministerial portfolios or for financial gains.Those defectors would not have left their parties, if the opposition had not offered chief ministership to them. Hence, personal ambition, more than any other factor, has played a significant role in the politics of defection.’1

In a parliamentary democracy, numbers in the legislative assemblies and parliament are most important, without which the crown and the chair remain elusive for the best of leaders in the country.

As Abraham Lincoln had once said in his 1863 Gettysburg address, ‘Government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth.’

Perhaps Lincoln had not envisioned a political situation in which politicians would form governments through manipulations and machinations if people failed to deliver a clear mandate in their favour, following the dictum,‘Power ke liye kuchh bhi karenge’ (will do anything for power). Truly speaking, can such governments, formed by hook or crook, still be dubbed as ‘government by the people and for the people?’

Taunts and scorns have done little to shame party hoppers. Even the law has failed to check them and their pursuit of power.Their demand increases in the coalition markets as voters deliver fractured mandates. Frequent elections neither suit the newly-elected representatives nor the country’s economy.

Defections give birth to unstable coalition rules as they are built on a fragile foundation of disloyal public representatives.

Coalition rule started in 1967, when some regional parties broke the hegemony of the Congress which had been ruling both at the Centre and the states since India had achieved independence. The state-level coalition pattern reached the Centre in 1977 and went on until 1996, when the country went through a turbulent phase, barring the nine-year stable rule from 1980 to 1989 and thereafter from 1999 till date.

Coalition ministries were formed seven times between 1977 and April 1999.The first coalition government, headed by Morarji Desai, lasted 838 days in 1977. Charan Singh could barely complete 171 days in 1979-80;VP Singh also had to quit before he completed one year in office in 1989-90, while his successor Chandra Shekhar stayed for 224 days,Atal Bihari Vajpayee for thirteen days in 1996, Deve Gowda for 324 days in 1996-97, IK Gujral for 332 days in 1997-98 and Atal Bihari Vajpayee once again for 394 days in 1998-99. Thereafter, the politics at the Centre changed with the formation of stable multiparty coalitions—NDA and UPA.

Morarji Desai too had rightly said that the root cause of defection was a lack of character in the politicians of the day.

In all, there were 11 prime ministers during the period 1977 to 1999, and seven of them belonged to non-Congress parties.

After 1984 polls, no single party has been able to secure absolute majority at the Centre until Narendra Modi’s juggernaut reached Delhi in 2014.

The architects of the Indian Constitution had not made any provisions to deal with defectors who violated democratic mandates and created political instability.

Suvendu Kumar Pati quoted legal luminary Subhash C Kashyap in his research paper, stating that Kashyap identified the causes of political defections as follows: Ageing leadership bossism (the domineering behaviour of the leaders as they get old) and the growth of establishments with vested interests in the status quo in almost all the parties; lack of ideological orientation and polarisation among political parties; virtual indifference of the people to acts of defection by their representatives; infighting and factionalism in the parties that lead to group defections when, for example, party tickets are denied to members of a district faction; marginal and unstable majorities in the state assembly after the 1967 polls and the large number of independents ready to trade their label; temptations of office, money, status, and other benefits available to the office of a minister compared to that of an ordinary legislator; existence of powerful lobbies and pressure groups that command loyalties of the political parties; and the unwillingness of the Congress party during 1967-69 to share power and enter into workable coalitions with like-minded parties to list a few.2

Samajwadi Party member of parliament (MP) Naresh Agarwal had hit the headlines in March 2018 when he instantly switched his loyalties from the Samajwadi Party to the BJP after the former refused him a Rajya Sabha ticket. Strangely enough, the BJP embraced him comfortably even though he remained at the forefront of Modi baiters in the Samajwadi Party. He even described the prime minister as a Teli (backward caste).

Naresh Agarwal has travelled from the Congress to the Samajwadi Party, the BSP, back to the Samajwadi Party, and now the BJP. One can safely assume that the BJP will not be his last destination.

Take for instance Chaudhary Ajit Singh, a national leader and son of the late Prime Minister Charan Singh, who has been a part of both the Congress-led UPA and the BJP-led NDA in the past. Fondly called ‘bhagoda’ (vagabond) in West UP, Ajit Singh was a minister in the PV Narasimha Rao-led minority government of the Congress in the early 1990s and prior to that a minister in the National Front government of Vishwanath Pratap Singh (VP Singh). Every prime minister wanted him.What he brings with him is his narrow support band in West UP and a few MPs.

He has never mustered enough votes to cross a dozen mark in the Lok Sabha though his father at one point of time had pockets of influence in Eastern UP as well.

After Ajit Singh joined the Rao government, Zafar Agha in his article ‘Jumping Jat’ wrote, ‘Nobody was surprised at Ajit switching camps. After all, his past record was merely a series of political flip-flops. Between 1992 and 1993, he split the Janata Dal twice before he formed his own Janata Dal(A). In his early political career, Chandra Shekhar was his guru. Later VP Singh became his mentor. And after the Janata Dal’s rout in the 1991 elections,Ajit became VP Singh’s rival. But what did come as a surprise was the fact that Ajit has chosen to accept Narasimha Rao as his leader. Just a year ago after the demolition of the Babri Masjid, he had declared that he could see the RSS “knickers under Rao’s dhoti”.A year later, he was meeting Rao in his parliamentary office to join the Congress(I) to defend “secularism”.’3

Now let us shift the lens on to Bihar. Former Chief Minister Lalu Prasad Yadav often described the founder-president of the Lok Janshakti Party (LJP),Ram Vilas Paswan, as ‘mausam vaigyanik’ (weather forecaster). Thus, in March 2018, when Paswan told his big brother, the BJP leadership, to pick up some lessons from the Congress in inclusive politics, social media went berserk, alarming the NDA bosses, since Paswan is famous for predicting the electoral winds.The aforementioned ability has helped him to remain on the right side of power.

Political expert Abhay Kumar has traced Paswan’s political journey since he arrived on the state’s political scene—Paswan was elected to the Vidhan Sabha for the first time in 1969 from the Samyukta Socialist Party. He moved to the Lok Dal in 1974 and then entered the Lok Sabha on a Janata Party ticket for the first time in 1977. He won the 1989, 1991, 1998 and 1999 elections on a Janata Dal ticket. He won subsequent elections in 2004 and 2014 on the symbol of his own party, Lok Janshakti.

In 1983, Paswan established the Dalit Sena and in 2000, the LJP. He has been a minister in governments headed by VP Singh (Janata Dal), HD Deve Gowda and IK Gujral (United Front), Atal Bihari Vajpayee (BJP-led NDA), Manmohan Singh (Congress-led UPA) and now Narendra Modi (BJP-led NDA).They all pursue antithetical ideologies and policies.

Abhay Kumar recalls how Paswan’s association with the UPA was spoilt after he quietly took a joint decision with Lalu Yadav on seat sharing for the 2009 Lok Sabha elections.The Congress was not involved in the talks and their claims were ignored. The two Bihar leaders divided the 40 Lok Sabha seats into 25 for Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD), 12 for the LJP and three for Congress.This arrangement was not acceptable to the Congress.Though Lalu has mended his relations with the Congress since then, Paswan has moved on to the NDA.

Here is another example of opportunistic politics from the South of India.The chief minister of Karnataka from 1990 to 1992, S Bangarappa, had won the Shimoga Lok Sabha seat four times, albeit from different political parties—in 1996 on a ticket from the Karnataka Congress Party floated by him, in 1999 as a Congress nominee, in 2004 as a BJP candidate and in 2005 as a Samajwadi Party candidate. He contested the 2009 polls on a Congress ticket but lost the election. Bangarappa has floated two regional parties of his own, the Karnataka Vikas Party and the Karnataka Congress Party, and has been a member of all possible parties—JD(S), Congress, BJP and the Samajwadi Party.

The drama after the death of Tamil Nadu Chief Minister Jayalalithaa will continue till the next assembly elections as the sympathetic government at the Centre prefers a rule by proxy to fresh elections in the state. The BJP neither has a leader nor a winning formula to fill up the vacuum created by the death of the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK) stalwart.

When it comes to coalition politics, it is not only the high and mighty switching loyalties, but also MLAs with a shady past who are much in demand in a hung house. This is evident from the vicious cycle that was witnessed in some states after candidates with criminal records entered politics. Political parties want winning candidates, and the candidates need muscle and money power to win elections, and the CM aspirants need numbers to form the government. Generally, self-styled Robin Hoods prefer to contest as an independent candidate for two reasons. One, they are confident of winning elections on their own without the symbol of any party or the support of a leader.

Second, their independent status gives them the freedom to move in the right political direction after the elections as their comfort lies in being on the right side of power.

There has been a proliferation of regional parties since the 1980s. The 1957 general election was contested by 16 parties, including 4 national parties and 11 other state parties and independents. The numbers increased to 36 political parties in 1980 and now in 2014, the number has spiralled to 464, which includes six national parties, 38 state parties and about 420 registered yet unrecognised parties. The number of independents trying their luck in elections has also increased manifold.

On the rise of regional parties, Milan Vaishnav observes,‘Many of the leading power brokers in contemporary Indian politics hail from regional parties—such as former chief ministers of Uttar Pradesh, Mulayam Singh Yadav and Mayawati, as well as the Chief Minister of West Bengal, Mamata Banerjee. Looking at them, it is not hard to believe that times have changed. There is plenty of hard data to back up this sentiment. The exponential increase in the number of parties contesting elections, particularly over the past two decades, and the shrinking margins of victory in parliamentary elections are direct results of the emergence of new regional power centers.At last count, the 15th Lok Sabha, the lower house of the parliament, boasted 38 parties, all but two of which are largely ethnic, regional, or sub-regional enterprises. The rise of regional parties has indisputably transformed the very nature of electoral politics in India.’4

As the role of regional players increased in the formation of the government at the Centre, so did their power to bargain and blackmail. Quite often the demands are raised in the garb of development packages for the state, which only remain on paper. Even development packages for small regions like Bundelkhand in Uttar Pradesh, promised and presented by several prime ministers in their annual budget, have failed to see the light of day. It is merely a lip service for the public.

Lalit Kumar Sharma, in his research paper ‘Emergence of Coalition Politics in India’, observes, ‘In India, regional parties in coalition politics and governments become a game of selfish, opportunist, power hungry and unscrupulous politicians who had to look after nothing but their personal interests. Parliamentary government and coalition do not go together. The regional political parties and the coalition politics have resulted in furthering the criminalization of politics.The coalition politics has given them a national exposure at the cost of the credibility of the political system. Under the influence of such self-seeking politicians, coalition politics become vulnerable to opportunism, inefficiency and depravity.As they shift loyalties of their respective parties only under personal, selfish and narrow consideration, the stability of the coalition government and parliamentary democracy itself will be in danger.’5

Undoubtedly, all parties woo mafias, the new Robin Hoods of the political world who wield immense muscle and money power, such as Raghuraj Pratap Singh, Mukhtar Ansari and Atique Ahmad, all of whom made a successful transition from the world of crime to politics in Uttar Pradesh. They are in demand especially in a hung house.They win elections as independents and move with the party in power. What is more, they even help in bolstering numbers of a fledgling government.The state assemblies across the country and the Lok Sabha are full of turncoats, party hoppers, aaya Rams-gaya Rams, chameleons and so on.

There is a diversity of opinions on regional parties and their contribution to the growth of the country. Some insist that the government at the Centre with regional parties as allies makes it comprehensively representative as behind the latter’s rise is a tale of regional aspirations and caste and linguistic identities. Some, however, accuse them of being self-centric with myopic visions, creating political instability and using blackmailing tactics in hindering the overall growth of the country.

Experts do question the undue control of regional parties over government policies, especially pertaining to foreign, economic, and social issues.There is a view that they are holding back the country’s progress in the international market.

In 2008, when the then Prime Minister Manmohan Singh had to seek a vote of confidence after the communists, with 61 MPs, had withdrawn support from the UPA government over the Indo-US Nuclear Energy Agreement, the regional parties had bailed out the government amidst vociferous charges of ‘buying support’.The text of the Indo-US Agreement was released in the two countries in August 2007, after which the prime minister had made a statement in the Lok Sabha. The government was tottering after the Left had withdrawn support in July 2008, telling Manmohan Singh to save the government or the deal.

The Samajwadi Party with 39 MPs immediately announced support, risking its old ties with the Left. Sharad Pawar’s NCP and Lalu Yadav’s RJD were already with the government.Three members of Ajit Singh’s Rashtriya Lok Dal (RLD) and three independents were indecisive until the trust vote.

I once asked Mulayam Singh Yadav why he had gone out of his way to support the Manmohan Singh government that was collapsing on the nuclear deal issue. He said, ‘I have been the Union Defence Minister and understand the requirements for the country’s security. It was in the need to bolster the country’s defence.’ Yadav had suffered humiliation when his buddy Amar Singh had gatecrashed at Sonia Gandhi’s dinner for allies in 2004, only to be given a short shrift.The developments had dashed SP’s hope of sharing power at the Centre.

Rama Lakshmi and Emily Wax gave details of the Manmohan Singh government’s victory in their article,‘India’s Government Wins Parliament Confidence Vote’, in which they wrote, ‘In the intensely fought battle, Singh’s allies won by wooing support from smaller, regional parties and independent lawmakers and by encouraging either abstentions or defections. Political parties went so far as to arrange for legislators who had been jailed to be temporarily released so they could cast votes. A couple of others were pushed into Parliament in wheelchairs despite their medical ailments and hospital treatments.’6

The fact of the matter is that right or wrong, regional parties may have limited agendas or vision, but they are flexible when it comes to national needs or games. Sometimes they may oblige on quid pro quo basis. Demands may vary from the withdrawal of criminal cases to development projects for the state.

Sudesh Kumar and Mudasir Ahmad Lone, in their research paper ‘Coalition Politics in India: Conceptual Analysis’, opined,‘The regional parties and leaders are on the march all across India. Mulayam Singh Yadav, Mayawati, Lalu Prasad, Bal Thackeray, Chandra Babu Naidu, Jaylalitha, M Karunanidhi, Naveen Patnaik, Mamata Bannerjee, Nitish Kumar, Om Prakash Chautala, Prafulla Mahanta, Prakash Singh Badal, Mufti Mohd Sayeed, and Farooq Abdullah are just names who will play a decisive role in the formation of the next government. It is a known fact that they will expect their pound of flesh in terms of more state funds for their regions, more trains to and from their state, and more schemes that benefit their vote banks. But will they pause and think it is about the future.’7

Not only regional parties but also small unrecognised parties will play a crucial role in the formation of the government after the 2019 general elections.The BJP high command has already shortlisted the parties while the Congress leadership is lackadaisical on tie-ups.

Yes, regional parties have scripted a new chapter in Indian politics by changing the political landscape of the country. A multiparty system has replaced the one-party system, giving rise to the politics of alliances.They are the major stakeholders in all governments, including at the Centre.

However, even in the two mainline parties—the BJP and the Congress—there are regional satraps whose importance increases as and when the central leadership weakens.

While the BJP has found two strong leaders in Narendra Modi and Amit Shah, a cadre-driven party will never be short of top leadership. However, the problem is more acute in the Congress due to the dissipation of the pan-India appeal of the Gandhis. Today, they need strong regional leadership to resuscitate the party—the same regional leaders that Indira Gandhi had silenced and relegated to the sidelines to emerge as the supreme power.

Fluctuating loyalties ail regional parties, thus giving rise to corruption, criminal activities and defections.

THE ANTI-DEFECTION LAW

The Congress government, headed by the late Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, introduced the 52nd amendment to the Constitution in the year 1985 with a clear intent to deter ‘the evil of political defections’ by the legislators, who often defect for a cabinet berth or other allurements in kind. However, there is another logical reason. Most of legislators abhor the very thought of a midterm poll as contesting an election is a costly affair. Therefore, they also defect to save the state assembly from premature dissolution. As per the Constitution, President’s Rule can be imposed in the states after the political parties fail to give a government after the elections.

The Statement of Objects and Reasons of the 52nd Constitutional Amendment Bill, 1985, read: ‘The evil of political defections has been a matter of national concern. If it is not combated, it is likely to undermine the very foundations of our democracy and the principles which sustain it.’

The grounds for disqualification under the anti-defection law were: (a) if an elected member voluntarily gives up his membership of a political party and (b) if he votes or abstains from voting in such house contrary to any direction issued by his political party or anyone authorised to do so, without obtaining prior permission.

The menace of defections was already three decades old and becoming a disease of epidemic proportions when the Rajiv Gandhi government enacted the 10th Schedule, known as the anti-defection law. The idea was first mooted decades ago by a senior Congress leader, Venkata Subbaiah, who had moved a resolution in the Lok Sabha, demanding the government to set up a committee of Lok Sabha members and constitutional experts to study defections and crossing the floor.The resolution was adopted by the Lok Sabha and a committee was constituted three months later.

The propelling factors were obviously large-scale defections.

As Dr Vir Chopra pointed out in the consultation paper titled ‘Review of Election Law, Process and Reform Options’: ‘Between the fourth and the fifth general elections in 1967 and 1972, from among the 4,000 odd members of the Lok Sabha and the legislative assemblies in the states and the union territories, there were nearly 2,000 cases of defection and counter-defection. By the end of March 1971 approximately 50 per cent of the legislators had changed their party affiliations and several of them did it more than once—some of them as many as five times. One MLA was found to have defected five times to be a minister for only five days. Defections were always rewarded thereby establishing the fact that these ‘Floor Crossings’ were engineered and bought.This was sought to be eliminated by the 10th Schedule.’8

Several committees met and discussed suggestions to check rampant defections.The process almost took two decades for its final clearance. In fact, much before the Lok Sabha had passed the bill, the Punjab assembly had adopted it in 1973.

Suvendu Kumar Pati wrote the following in his research paper, ‘Factors Responsible for the Growth of Defection Politics and Efforts to Prevent Them’:‘Finding that the malady of defections had become alarming, the Punjab Assembly adopted on 8 March 1973, a unanimously passed all-party non-official resolution asking the State Government to approach the Centre to impose a statutory ban on defections. On 16 May 1973, in order to give effect to the recommendation of the committee and the Punjab Assembly’s resolution the Government of India introduced the Constitution (32nd Amendment) Bill, 1973 by the then Union Home Minister, Uma Sankar Dixit, in the Lok Sabha. The bill was the final outcome of the lawyers’ committee report and a Home Ministry document based on it.’9

The bill was referred to the select committee.

Later on, as the prime minister, Rajiv Gandhi cleared the bill in the Lok Sabha in the year 1985.

The efficacy of the law to check defections remains questionable. Case in point, the Kalyan Singh government in Uttar Pradesh was formed in 1997—precisely 12 years after defections were restricted, if not literally barred by the law in 1985.

The lawmakers were unhappy as they saw it as a move to silence dissent in political parties in a country where the Constitution grants freedom of speech and expression to all its citizens. Several experts supported the move to check defections without curbing dissent. However, they also pointed out several loopholes in the law.

Dr Vir Chopra observed: ‘Almost everyone dealing with this subject agrees that defections flout people’s mandate and cannot and should not be permitted, neither singly or in a group.The fact is that most candidates get elected on the basis of the party that has given them a ticket. Defections allow these candidates to theoretically go to the polar opposite of this party, which is not the basis on which people elected them. Simply because there is no accountability vis-à-vis the people, such a practice continues unabated. Defections encourage corruption of the highest level. Defectors usually are gifted with political positions and other such perquisites so openly that it really makes a mockery of our democracy.’10

Moreover, ethical questions such as barring individual defections while allowing them en-masse were also raised. The National Commission, in its consultation paper, further observed that despite the 10th Schedule or because of it, large-scale defections have taken place without incurring any disqualification. It also noted that while individual defections had become rare, en-block defections were actually permitted, promoted and awarded. Interestingly, more defections took place after the anti-defection law came into force.

Political analyst Javed M Ansari also pointed out how the law passed by Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi failed the test in its very first year, triggering a demand for comprehensive review of the law.

In his article, ‘Controversies over Anti-Defection Law Interpretation Puts Judiciary and Executive on a Collision Course’, Ansari wrote,‘The law passed by the Rajiv Gandhi government in 1985 had, in fact, failed the very first test a year later. In Punjab, more than a third of the Akali Dal MLAs withdrew their support to the Barnala government. But the Speaker refused to acknowledge the split, till developments on other fronts dislodged Barnala from power.’ Many believe that the anti-defection law has backfired.While it stifles dissent, it has encouraged defections on a big scale.As veteran socialist and constitutional expert Madhu Limaye observes, ‘It stops retail defections, but legalizes wholescale defections.’11

Petitions were filed in the Supreme Court on the ground that the anti-defection law violated the right to free speech of legislators.The court upheld the constitional validity of the law while laying down disqualification grounds such as when the survival of the government depends on their crucial votes.

Experts support immediate disqualification of a defector to check the growing ‘aaya Ram, gaya Ram’ tendencies.

The 91st Constitutional Amendment Act, 2003, also changed defection by one-third to two-thirds for merger of two or more parties.

Satya Prakash, in his article, ‘Its Time to Revisit Anti-Defection Law’ opined, ‘Originally the Tenth Schedule recognised a “split” in a legislature party if at least one-third members formed a new group or joined another party. But, after the 91st Amendment of January 2004, the law recognises a “merger” that requires at least two-third members of a party to join another party or form a new party without falling prey to the anti-defection law.’12

The intent of the law must have been to work as a deterrent as it is not easy to mobilise two-thirds of the members to split the party.

Generally, legislators do not resign after switching sides nor is prompt action taken against them.The matter is heard in the speaker’s court and only after his/her decision, a petition can be filed in the other court. Usually, the five-year-term of the MLA is already over by the time speakers dispose of petitions.

While the controversy over the morality of defecting legislators is still raging, questions about the unlimited powers of the speaker are also being raised after many of them were accused of playing a partisan role instead of being an impartial arbiter. Still worse, no time frame has been fixed for the presiding officer to deliver a judgement.

Vibhor Relhan wrote in the PRS blog that the petitioner has no option but to wait for the decision of the presiding officer as the courts can intervene only after his decision in the matter. He pointed out several cases in which the courts had expressed concern over the delay in deciding petitions, so much so that some members have continued in the house even after defecting. There have been instances where some opposition members have become ministers while retaining the membership of the original party in the assembly.

Vibhor recounts a glaring example from Andhra Pradesh when in 2017, the legislators of the main opposition party had boycotted the entire 12-day assembly session to protest against the delay of over 18 months in initiating action against defectors from their party to the ruling party.

‘The Vice President, in his recent order disqualifying two JD(U) members stated that all such petitions should be decided by the Presiding Officers within a period of around three months.’13

Initially, the 10th Schedule had clearly made the speaker or the chairperson’s decision on disqualification of a member on grounds of defection as final, hence, indisputable in courts.

Later on, a constitution bench of the Supreme Court, in one of its orders, declared that the speaker’s decision on disqualification was subject to judicial review. In other words, a member could move the court against ‘malafide’ intentions of the presiding officer.

Alok Prasanna Kumar opined in the Economic and Political Weekly that while the the Supreme Court has placed much faith in the neutrality and sanctity of the office of the speaker, the reality is that the office is anything but, a fact recognised ironically by the Suprem Court itself while holding that the decisions of the speaker nonetheless will be subject to judicial review, and invalidating such decisions in no fewer than 11 cases.14

Ironically, each MLA is elected for five years and rarely are court decisions settled within that frame of time.

I quote an interesting case from Uttar Pradesh, where defections had become the order of the day from mid-1990 to 2007.

In September 2003, about 40 BSP MLAs, out of a total strength of 109, split the party and floated Loktantrik Bahujan Dal and quickly merged with the Samajwadi Party, which had staked a claim to form the government. Of the 40 legislators, only a dozen odd had met the governor prior to crossing the floor.The BSP petitioned the speaker of the house, demanding their disqualification as they had not formed two-thirds of the party’s strength.The BSP also filed a caveat before the speaker, urging him not to hear any petition filed by the 13 MLAs, for recognising the split in the BSP.

The developments were triggered by Chief Minister Mayawati’s decision to snap alliances with her coalition partner, the BJP. Her government collapsed, and Mulayam Singh Yadav became the chief minister after a high-voltage political drama.The MLAs did not move in bulk but kept trickling in to add to the required number.

The legal play however continued. The then speaker, Keshari Nath Tripathi, recognised the split by 37 of the 40 BSP rebels (which kept adding to the initial dozen MLAs) but stayed proceedings on the petition seeking their disqualification. Legal experts were right in their assessment that the courts will not give any direction till the matter was pending in the speaker’s court.

The events were occurring at a swift pace, petitions remained pending.In the meantime,Keshari Nath Tripathi was replaced by a new speaker, Mata Prasad Pandey. Frustrated with delays, the BSP moved the High Court, which issued notices to 40 MLAs.The notices were sent individually at their postal addresses and through the secretary of the Vidhan Sabha.

The Vidhan Sabha Secretariat did not serve the notices.The then speaker, Mata Prasad Pandey, explained to me in a personal interview that ‘the Vidhan Sabha was an independent body and there was no reason why it should deliver court’s summons. The court has the addresses and may have delivered the notices by now. Had the Vidhan Sabha session been in progress, we may have pitched in.’

The fact of the matter is that petitions are not decided immediately or within a reasonable time. By the time decisions are taken, the MLAs’ five-year terms are over.This is precisely what happened with these 40 BSP rebels.

A vengeful Mayawati then vowed to ensure defeat of the defectors and succeeded too in some cases.

Defections are today caught in the rigmarole of legal definitions and interpretations, which the common man hardly understands. For him it is not only a question of morality but also of the stability of coalition governments which ultimately results in poor governance. After all, such support is often slippery.

The National Commission, while expressing concern over the negative impact on the quality of governance by coalition governments, observed that in the quest to build a workable majority,‘compromises had to be made and ideology or notions of quality of governance may sometimes have taken a back seat.’15

Dr Vir Chopra wrote, ‘The consequences are pretty severe. Law and order suffers because control mechanisms break down or become very loose. It becomes difficult to take strong measures to curb corruption and provide clean and quality governance. In the end, it is the citizen who is the victim of all the misgovernance.’16

The issue is not only to take the right decision on petitions seeking disqualification of the defector but also doing that within a reasonable time.

In the article, ‘Its Time to Revisit Anti-Defection Law’, Satya Prakash wrote ‘The Tenth Schedule was upheld by the top court saying “The anti-defection law seeks to recognise the practical need to place the proprieties of political and personal conduct…above certain theoretical assumptions. However, the anti-defection law does come in the way of a lawmaker expressing his independent views without fear of losing his seat. Should it be used only during confidence motions? The Dinesh Goswami Committee on Electoral Reforms (1990) and the Law Commission in its 170th Report in 1999 said parties should issue whips only when the government is in danger.’17

But the issue of proprieties was buried under the compulsions of forming governments. Despite the anti-defection law, there have been many aaya Rams, gaya Rams, who have survived and thrived in politics.

Some have virtually made jumping parties an art.

Kumar Uttam quotes the case of incumbent Chief Minister Pema Khandu, a Congress MLA, in his article, ‘George Fernandes to Jagdambika Pal:The Aaya Ram and Gaya Ram of Indian Politics’. Khandu had switched loyalty twice in three months in 2016, travelling from Congress to People’s Party of Arunachal (PPA) and then the BJP. Uttam also mentions BJP MP Jagdambika Pal,‘who had stints in the Congress and Naresh Agarwal’s party before moving to the BJP’. 18

Several suggestions have been mooted to check defections which have taken on epidemic proportions despite laws to curb it.

The National Commission, set up to review the working of the Constitution, recommended the vesting of powers of disqualification of a member on the grounds of defection with the Election Commission. After all, speakers do not resign from their parent party even after occupying the coveted post and, many a time, they even continue to take part in political activities, playing a hidden role.

Following demands that disqualification not be decided by speakers as they fail to be impartial, the Dinesh Goswami Committee and the Constitution Review Commission headed by Justice MN Venkatachaliah (2002) had recommended such a decision be made by the president or the governor on the Election Commission’s advice, as in the case of disqualification on grounds of office of profit.Thus, it is clear that finding a legal solution to defections has failed and there is a need to look beyond.19

Are governors impartial? They have often played an active role in installing governments, for example, in Uttar Pradesh, where the then governor Romesh Bhandari was equally involved in removing Kalyan Singh and installing Jagdambika Pal, that too in the midst of the elections.

I have realised that more often than not issues of political morality and defections are merely subjects of academic discussion in classrooms or of heated debates in drawing rooms.

Perhaps voters are not concerned how their elected representatives behave after winning elections. Do they really find the act of dumping the parent party for power immoral? Perhaps, they consider that the capacity of their MLAs to deliver doubles after he becomes a minister.

I asked some people and the reply was immediate: ‘All is fair in politics. It’s good he has become a minister.’ Interestingly, once a mantri, always a mantri is what holds true for rural folks; the position goes but not the status. One may conclude that the unethical route taken by their representative is not a concern for the electorate as long as he delivers.

After all political morality is not an answer to hunger or their aspirations for better facilities of health, roads and electricity!

The only conceivable deterrent for the defector is a loss of seat, if not face. The aaya Ram gaya Ram culture can be eliminated by making it mandatory for the defector to resign or by barring him from holding any public office until re-election.

In simple words, any MLA or MP elected on a party ticket should be disqualified immediately after he defects to another party.

Praveen Rai, political analyst at the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, opines that the demand for amendments in the anti-defection law is merely a wishlist as no political party in India seems receptive towards making reasoned changes. Horse-trading is like opium for the political class, as most parties have indulged in it on some occasion or the other.

On electoral reforms, he observes that with party loyalty ready for sale, the best way to stop horse-trading is to take an undertaking from candidates that they would remain with the parent party for five years and any willful abstention to vote on a whip would invite disqualification and ban to contest elections for 10 years.

But who will bell the cat in a coalition era!

The aya Ram, gaya Ram sobriquet had come after the 1967 elections, often known as a watershed moment in Indian politics. About 16 states had gone to the polls.The Congress had lost all to the opposition but one.The data indicates that in four years between 1967 to 1971 as many as 142 MPs and 1,900 MLAs had defected from their parent party.

‘Governments of many states, beginning from Haryana, collapsed. The defectors were awarded with plum ministries in the governments, including Chief Ministership in Haryana. In Haryana, one legislator “Gaya Lal” changed party for three time, and thus, all defectors came to be called “aaya Ram, gaya Ram”. However, the issue was not addressed immediately. It took further 17 years to pass the anti-defection law in 1985.’20

Thus, the second amendment to the Constitution was put in place to check allurements, chiefly, power and positions. The Constitution (91st Amendment) Act of 2003 limiting the size of all ministries came into force on 7 July 2003, stipulating that the strength of a council of ministers should not exceed 15 per cent of the total number of the members in the Lok Sabha and the state assembly. Exceptions were made for smaller states like Sikkim, Mizoram and Goa with a strength of 40 in the state assembly.

Subsequently, governments in Uttar Pradesh, Maharashtra, Punjab,Arunachal Pradesh and Meghalaya were trimmed. Jumbo-size governments were formed to grab power by hook or by crook.

The state saved money, but the new law once again failed to check the aaya Ram, gaya Ram culture rampant in the country as loyalty to the party or leader started losing its holding power.

The law failed as chief ministers were skilled in the art of allurements.

In 2014, the BJP devised the slogan of minimum government, maximum governance. Fortunately the party, with overwhelming numbers in the Lok Sabha, had no reason to succumb to any pressures from pre-poll allies.

The party leadership knew the BJP government was well-ensconced and can survive without allies.Thus, it was in the interest of the allies to remain in power with the coalition leader rather than throw tantrums at the time of government formation.

Yet the government did not adhere to its commitment of minimum government.

In its editorial,‘Size of the Cabinet Doesn’t Matter’, the Economic Times wrote ‘The size of the Union council of ministers, including the first among equals, the PM, now stands at 79, a shade short of the permitted maximum of 81, 15 per cent of the strength of the Lok Sabha. Does this violate the Modi government’s commitment to minimum government? Not necessarily.The size of the Union council of ministers is a minor matter when it comes to the administrative maze that a citizen has to navigate, especially an entrepreneur, to get her work done. Just as a compact ministry was but a token of minimum government, a jumbo ministry is not an indication that the political leadership has abandoned its commitment to minimum government.’21

The pertinent question is not the size of the government, but of its commitment to governance.

Political activist and politician from Jammu, Balraj Madhok, had once said that defections in a multiparty parliamentary democracy are not unthinkable.The issue here is unprincipled defections.

‘Winning is not everything, it is the only thing,’ I heard a sportsman once tell the media.

How true for politics too, albeit with a difference. Winning elections is not everything, forming a government is!

How? The backroom boys are there to help!


CHAPTER 2

THE MOVERS AND SHAKERS OF THE NDA AND UPA 

Coalition governments were fragile until the formation of the NDA and the UPA. In spite of the management mechanisms, cracks often appeared. Nevertheless, the backroom boys—ranging from small-time politicians to businessmen—to academicians saved them from an imminent collapse. 

In the aftermath of the demolition of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya, Uttar Pradesh, on 6 December 1992, the BJP, which had spearheaded the Ram Temple liberation movement, was shunned in a political sense.

Contrary to the popular belief prevalent among the BJP that the people of India, driven by their religious sentiments, would reward them by draping the 1993 UP assembly elections and 1996 Lok Sabha elections in saffron colours, the party’s tally fell far short of the majority mark. The high command had to remain contend with the ‘singlelargest party’ status, both in its crucial state of Uttar Pradesh as well as in the Lok Sabha.The emotive issue augmented the BJP’s numerical strength from two in 1984 to 161 in 1996, yet they failed to reach the majority mark, dashing their dreams of ruling the country. The BJP would eventually go on to win a majority in the 2014 general elections.

The BJP’s mass leader, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, publicly condemned and censured his party members for the demolition by describing the act as one of ‘national shame’. His fervent appeal failed to assuage the sentiments of the people who, while desiring a grand temple at the birthplace of Lord Ram, did not approve of the demolition of the disputed shrine—the sixteenth-century Babri Masjid—as it did not match the secular ethos of the country.

Many historians believe that Mir Baqi had, on the orders of Mughal Emperor Babur, constructed the Babri Masjid on the debris of the demolished Rama Temple at his birthplace in Ayodhya.

At that point of time, the BJP was desperately looking for friends, and they found one in the well-known socialist George Fernandes. He turned out to be a messiah for them, alleviating their political undesirability and laying the foundation for the establishment of the NDA in 1999, which became the coalition model for the Congress-led UPA government in 2004, making khichdi (coalition) governments more stable at the Centre. Previously, seven prime ministers had ruled over the country with coalition governments lasting from 13 days to a maximum of 343 days during the turbulent phase of 1989 to 1999.

How was stability achieved in coalition governments after 1999?

Dr Shambhu Sharan Srivastava, a communist party member, who later moved to the Samata Party in Bihar, recalls an interesting anecdote. He was close to George Fernandes and is a childhood friend of the chief minister of Bihar, Nitish Kumar.

I spoke to the suave politician, a Patna-based medical practitioner, while in the process of writing the book. Reflecting on the 1995 Vidhan Sabha polls, Srivastava said,‘Bihar was the starting point as the Samata Party and the BJP had come together in the state, triggering the formation of the National Democratic Alliance at the Centre. It was George Fernandes who had played a major role in removing the untouchable tag from the BJP and also in getting potential allies to construct the NDA.’

He opined that apart from ideological compatibility, there should also be a hunger for growth and mutual interest and need. Both the Samata Party and the BJP were in distress as Samata had won barely seven seats and BJP had won 41, while the Janata Dal had captured 167 seats.

Bihar had witnessed a triangular contest for 243 seats in the 1995 assembly polls between the Samata Party, BJP, and Lalu Yadav-led Janata Dal.

‘We had projected Nitish Kumar as the chief ministerial face, but we lost the elections badly as our caste formula of non-Yadav and upper caste did not click.The question before the party leadership was its survival,’ added Dr Srivastava.

‘Some suggested that we go back to Lalu Yadav. George Fernandes said a flat and a firm no. Nitish Kumar sought my opinion and I also said it will be akin to committing political suicide. I then suggested that we should approach the Left, who were our natural ally. Besides we had had an electoral adjustment with the Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist) CPI(ML) in the past,’ recalled Dr Srivastava. Samata Party had contested the 1995 polls in an alliance with the CPI(ML).

In the summer of 1995, Dr Srivastava drove down George Fernandes in his Maruti car to the CPI headquarters at Ajay Bhawan in Patna where they met Inderjeet Gupta and Muqeem Farooqi, both of whom however suggested that they go back to Lalu.

Fernandes and Srivastava were vexed at Farooqi’s suggestion. While they were driving back, George quipped, ‘I did not want his advice and I am very clear that we will not have any patch-up with Lalu at any cost.’Thereafter, they decided to talk to CPM leaders.They had a dinner meeting with Sitaram Yechury, who while remaining non-committal, suggested that they meet other senior leaders. And when they met Harkishen Singh Surjeet and Prakash Karat, both of them refused point-blank to enter into any alliance with the Samata Party, saying,‘We are not going to desert Lalu.’

The idea of an alliance with the Left parties was consequently dropped.

It may come as a surprise but Dr Srivastava even suggested that George Fernandes ought to try to forge an alliance with the UP-based Samajwadi Party of Mulayam Singh Yadav as the latter had been an old friend.

 Dr Srivastava had advised George saying, ‘Let us not lay any conditions for the merger between the two parties. Let him continue as Samajwadi Party president.’

In early June 1995, they drove down to the first floor apartment of Professor Ram Gopal Yadav in New Delhi, where Mulayam often stayed. While George and Mulayam were closeted in discussions, Dr Srivastava and Professor Ram Gopal Yadav settled into the adjoining room. The latter recalled his meeting with former dacoit queen Phoolan Devi and her husband Umed Singh while they were waiting.

‘I casually asked her about her weight—are you 40 kilograms because you look different from what I have read about you,’ said Dr Srivastava.

Phoolan Devi, infamous as the Bandit Queen, was involved in the massacre of 22 Rajputs in the early part of the 1980s. Later on, she became a MP and called Mulayam her godfather.

After about an hour, a glum-looking George walked out of the room and told Dr Srivastava, ‘I explicitly told him that he can continue as the president of the party even after the merger between the two political parties. He seemed to have made the right noises, but he did not really respond. The message is clear, he is not interested.’ Incidentally, Mulayam was caught in a running feud with the ruling partner, the BSP, and his government was in danger.

The desperation to find an ally continued to grow.

A meeting of all-party MPs was convened at Rabi Rai’s house in New Delhi to discuss the future course of action. Mohammad Yunus Saleem, who played an important role in bringing all parties under the banner of Janata Dal in 1989, was also present.

The meeting was stormy. Delegates were vertically divided on the contentious issue of whether the party should rejoin with Lalu to survive in national politics or find an unusual ally in the BJP to end Lalu’s jungle raj in the state.

It was a fait accompli. George Fernandes would never have agreed to a tie-up with the Congress or Lalu Yadav; the Left were not willing to dump Lalu for an alliance with them and, independently, Samata Party’s future appeared bleak.

Then there was a mutual need as well between the Samata Party and the BJP—while the BJP was desperate to get an Other Backward Caste (OBC) leader (Nitish is Kurmi, an OBC) to counter Lalu Yadav (an OBC), the Samata Party needed upper-caste support, which though turned up at their rallies in large numbers, but ultimately supported the Congress or the BJP in the elections.

Dr Srivastava, because of his Marxist background, was told to again raise the issue of an alliance with the BJP in the next meeting of the MPs.

Highlighting the need for the Samata Party to get upper-caste support to end the reign of Lalu Yadav, Dr Srivastava frankly said that the party had no other option but to align themselves with the BJP.

Shahabuddin and Chandrajeet Yadav, along with leaders whose electoral fortunes lay in the hands of minority votes, vociferously resented it as the Babri Masjid demolition was a blot on the BJP.

Wahid Siddiqui, who was the youth-wing president, said he, along with Harshwardhan and Rajnath Sharma (both from UP), had tried to strike a deal with the BSP to stop their party’s alliance with the BJP. They met Kanshi Ram, whose response was lukewarm. Mayawati evinced no interest. Later on, they met Chandra Shekhar to convince George Fernandes not to enter into an alliance with the BJP. The meeting remained inconclusive.

Chandra Shekhar met George Fernandes at his residence. Jaya Jaitley was also present.

‘But to our astonishment, instead of convincing George, Chandra Shekhar decided to join hands with the Samata and the BJP. And when we asked George why, his answer was that Chandra Shekhar will contest the 1996 Lok Sabha polls in alliance with us,’Wahid disclosed to me.

The BJP did not field a candidate against Chandra Shekhar in Ballia and he comfortably won the seat, defeating his nearest rival from the Congress by a margin of 1.90 lakh votes.

On the sidelines of the churning within the Samata Party, efforts continued for its alliance with the BJP. A preliminary meeting was held with Govindacharya, famous as a member of party’s think tank or mentor, at the residence of a cold storage owner in Bihar. Senior BJP leader Kailashpati Mishra, who later became the governor of Rajasthan and Gujarat, was also present. Govindacharya had the mandate of both the BJP stalwarts, Lal Krishna Advani and Atal Bihari Vajpayee.

The meeting ended in a basic agreement on the need for an alliance between them. Later, enough indications were given at a state convention in Patna where Abdul Gaffoor, former chief minister of Bihar from 1973 to 1975 said that some situations demanded such unexpected decisions even in politics. However, no formal resolution was passed.

Dr Srivastava, who was the party spokesman of the Samata Party, when grilled by the media on their silent moves, had then quipped, ‘Seaton par samjhauta ho sakta hai, siddhanto par nahin’ (there can be an adjustment of seats, but not on principles). He recalls how it had become an instant headline across all newspapers the next day. Finally, the cat was out of the bag.

When George fell sick and was admitted to the All India Institute of Medical Sciences in Delhi, senior BJP leaders, Lal Krishna Advani and Dr Murli Manohar Joshi, visited him, along with leaders from other parties.That was September 1995.

The ice had been broken. Later on, Nitish attended the BJP convention in Shivaji Park in Mumbai, shared the dais with senior BJP leaders but did not deliver a speech. By then, George had moved to Mumbai and had been admitted to Jaslok hospital for a second operation.

A final decision was taken on jointly contesting the 1996 Lok Sabha elections in Bihar.The Samata Party and the BJP worked on a seat-sharing formula.

Numerical strength in a parliamentary democracy is more important than the presence of the towering personality of a leader. Who else knows it better that the charismatic leader Atal Bihari Vajpayee whose dialogue delivery could put any Bollywood actor to shame! Perhaps he is the only leader whose public meetings were a great hit with the masses as they were driven by his magnetic appeal and mesmerising style, his speeches laced with poetry.The crowds for such occasions were neither bought nor brought.

Vajpayee, who recently passed away, commanded the respect of leaders cutting across party lines. President Shankar Dayal Sharma had invited him as the leader of the single largest party to form the government in 1996.Yet his first government could not last more than 13 days since the BJP lacked enough numbers, and Vajpayee, despite his mass appeal and amiability, did not get support from other political parties.

After the collapse of his government, non-BJP parties swung into action and formed a United Front government with outside support of the Congress. This was a secular but not a stable formation as it failed to complete its term despite a change of leadership.

Midterm polls were held in 1998.

Meanwhile in Bihar, efforts continued on both sides. The BJP needed partners, but the leadership knew regional players would not come forward till George had joined them.

In December 1997, the leaders of the two parties met and decided to shelve the contentious issues of Ram Janmabhoomi, Article 370, and the Uniform Civil Code—all the issues that had discouraged regional players from joining the BJP, even though they had established themselves on an anti-Congress slogan. Gradually, however, the efforts of Govindacharya, Dr Shambhu Sharan Srivastava and George Fernandes, along with others, finally laid out an ideological ground for the formation of the NDA.

Advani took the initiative, Atal backed it and Govindacharya executed it.

The political untouchability tag was gone!

The process to build the NDA started gaining momentum. George personally spoke to several leaders and support from the Telugu Desam Party (TDP,Andhra Pradesh), the Trinamool Congress (TMC, West Bengal) from West Bengal), Marumalarchi Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (MDMK) and AIADMK from Tamil Nadu trickled in.

At the time of its informal formation in 1998, the NDA had 13 constituent partners. George Fernandes was the convenor and Atal Bihari Vajpayee its chairman. However, the coalition fell within one year when the AIADMK withdrew its support. George failed to stop Jayalalithaa as by then Subramanian Swamy had entered the scene.

Interestingly, three strong yet mercurial woman leaders were giving Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee a tough time—Mamata Bannerjee of West Bengal, Jayalalithaa of Tamil Nadu and Mayawati of Uttar Pradesh. Dr Srivastava said that thrice Jayalalithaa had threatened to pull out of the coalition—the first time it was close to 15 August, the Indian Independence Day. Everybody, including PM Vajpayee, was upset as everyone had wanted him to unfurl the tricolour at the Red Fort. It is always a dream of the country’s premier to unfurl the flag on Independence Day.

According to Dr Srivastava, much to the relief of all, Vajpayee announced on the eve of Independence Day that ‘all is well, Jayalalithaa is not withdrawing support’. However, she threatened for the second time and by the third time had pulled out of the coalition. By then she had become close to Sonia Gandhi, the mediator being Subramanian Swamy. ‘The first time that Sonia and Jayalalithaa were seen together was at a birthday party thrown by the latter in Delhi’s Ashoka Hotel,’ recalled Dr Srivastava.

In a chapter on Jayalalithaa Jayaram, Aditi Phadnis, in her book, Political Profiles: Of Cabals and Kings, wrote, ‘From day one, the relationship between Jayalalithaa and the BJP had been uncomfortable. It began with her demand that Subramanyam Swamy be made Finance Minister. For the next 13 months, she held the fragile government hostage with threats that she could pull her 27 MPs out of the coalition at a moment’s notice—as she finally did leading to the Lok Sabha elections. Her alliance with the BJP was based on the need to keep a “foreigner”—Sonia Gandhi—out of power: “It would be a national shame if that foreigner (Sonia Gandhi) comes to power. There are many able Indians to lead India.” After her short meeting with Sonia, she described the brief talks as political and then sent her own tremor through the governing coalition by withdrawing two ministers from the government and pulling out of the coordination committee.”1

Apparently, while George Fernandes was negotiating with Mamata Bannerjee, even flying to Kolkata several times to resolve the disputes, the BJP leaders found themselves interceding with Mayawati. Her rakhi brother, Lalji Tandon, was active in Lucknow, while she also had direct access to the national leadership.

Allies have to be kept in humour even if their strength is in a single digit, which is not an easy task as demands can sometimes be unreasonably personal.

The BJP-led government was facing blackmail from some of its powerful allies. The TMC, which had won eight and seven seats in the 1998 and 1999 Lok Sabha elections respectively, was demanding a Bengal package. Other allies were also mounting pressure on their unwarranted demands and the central government had to concede to them for its survival.

An article by Puja Mondal on the formation of coalition governments stated, ‘At least four regional parties (from Tamil Nadu, West Bengal, Punjab and Haryana) kept threatening the government about withdrawing support at the drop of a hat. The leader of the regional party from Tamil Nadu in the coalition ministry had no fewer than four dozen cases pending against her in the courts. Since she had a good number of members in her party in the parliament, she encashed her party support for getting many concessions by intermittently holding the government to ransom. Ultimately, she withdrew the support from the government in April 1999, which led to the loss of confidence motion in the Lok Sabha by a single vote on 17 April 1999.The opportunism motivated by personal ambition for power, has made political ideology a matter of convenience rather than conviction.’2

Shockingly, the government fell by one vote after 13 months of its existence. Fresh elections were held in 1999. Till date, people remember Vajpayee’s emotional speech on the floor of the house the day his government was going. It was a poignant moment when he said, ‘I have spent decades doing this, but today I have been at the receiving end of much personal criticism... I thank the mere four parties that stood by me, including the Shiv Sena and the Akali Dal, despite everyone else ganging up against us... I have been accused of craving for power and that my actions are a result of my craving for power... If the people have given my party the highest number of seats should I shy away from staking a claim for power... Should I run away from the battlefield to betray the confidence reposed by the people in making us the single largest party...? Say clearly and directly that you will not let me assume power at any cost...The bogey of Hitler is being raised in this House, I am being labelled fascist... I have been at this for four decades, I have fought this fight democratically, contesting elections and I am being accused of adopting fascist methods... This is politics of negativism, this is reactionary politics, this is politics to stop us at any cost by making untouchables of us—this is not healthy politics.’3

His riveting speech was televised live on Doordarshan.

The Congress, Left and regional parties had come together to ensure the defeat of Vajpayee on the floor of the house.

The BJP-led allies met on 15 May 1999 and gave their alliance a formal collective name, the National Democratic Alliance.

The formation of UPA with the Congress as the main pole was also inspired by NDA. Several regional parties who were members of the UPA participated in the government later.4

The NDA jointly went to the polls in 1999 with a common manifesto that appealed to all its partners. But it did not have a common symbol as regional parties in the states preferred to retain their symbols. It takes time for voters in the countryside to remember new symbols. I remember how even several years after the death of Indira Gandhi, the voters in her parliamentary constituency of Rae Bareli in Uttar Pradesh, identified the Congress symbol of the hand with the late prime minister, though the new generation of Gandhis had by then entered politics.

Some new partners joined, some old ones left, the latter driven by their state dynamics. For instance, in Tamil Nadu, the AIADMK had pulled out of the coalition that had led to the midterm poll, but the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) joined the alliance.

According to Parvathy Appaiah, the 1999 election became a watershed moment for the BJP as the party fought the elections more as NDA and less as BJP. She recognized the 1999 NDA, a preelection and multiparty coalition, for not only completing its term but ‘also setting a trend of successful operation of a coalition system’. Vajpayee became the leader of the NDA, which accepted a National Agenda for Governance for rebuilding India. Almost all the parties participated in the government. Even the TDP which gave external support to the NDA participated by accepting the speakership of the Lok Sabha. Some of the NDA’s allies were given key portfolios in the ministry. There was a strong desire to share power at the federal level.5

The members of NDA were not ideologically compatible with each other, but they followed the Common Minimum Programme which had excluded all contentious yet ambitious programmes of the Sangh Parivar. The alliance had managed to unite the anti-Congress forces and the glue that bound them together was the quest for power, anti-Congressism, and Vajpayee’s statesmanship. The poet-politician was liked even by his political rivals for his amiability, wit and wisdom.

Parvathy Appaiah observed, ‘Vajpayee’s leadership ensured the accommodation of diverse interests to maintain the stability of the coalition government. Remarking on the leadership, it was said as follows,“A winning coalition should have a leader of national stature, experience and competence. However the real leadership quality in a coalition game is in the political maneuverability and manipulation of the situation that will lead to stability and success in the game.”’6

Vajpyee was heartbroken after his two governments fell in quick succession—one when it was 13-day old and the other when a year old.Thus, when his government completed a full five-year term, with George Fernandes doing most of the firefighting—managing regional allies and their aspirations—Vajpayee was a contented man. He had once again reversed the common perception about coalition governments and their stability. He proved that coalitions could be delicate but with deft handling, they too could prove to be durable.Vajpayee had then said that they would prefer dialogue, debate and discussion to replace other games of minority and majority.Though coalition partners had their own state agendas,Vajpayee took into consideration the regional aspirations of the parties while formulating the national agenda and pandered to their personal whims. A coordination committee was set up, the Group of Ministers (GoM) also met regularly to iron out differences within the cabinet.

The government in a way was truly as representative as was possible, comprising regional parties from various parts of the country. Basically, the coalition survived because the main party and its leader were strong, the latter managing the allies with his famous wit, humour and persuasion.

Political expert KK Kailash, while explaining the multilayered mechanisms developed by the NDA for the smooth functioning of a multiparty alliance, wrote ‘The National Agenda for Governance like the CMP formed the foundation—It committed the coalition maker, the BJP, to adhere to a moderate agenda and to eschew its religious and thereby essentially divisive programmes. This assurance removed the ‘‘untouchability’’ tag, allowing formation of the coalition. The NAG was an integral part of the daily political discourse and a crucial stabilizer unlike the CMP, which appeared to have been ignored after its publication.’7

The NDA’s five-year term was ending in October 2004, but emboldened by an overwhelming public mandate to the BJP in the northern states of Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Chattisgarh, and Mizoram in the North-East, in November 2003, the party leadership advanced elections by six months and held them in April 2004. They entered the arena on the ‘India Shining’ slogan with the very popular Vajpayee as their mascot and his governance forming the bulwark of their slogan.

The NDA lost the polls.

By then, a new set of tech-savvy advisers had taken over the party’s propaganda machinery. Many of them, cut off from their roots, had met me in Lucknow and I had wondered if they actually knew Bharat. At that time, social media was also taking over the public space and psyche. Sonia Gandhi, whose political prowess had been questioned for almost a decade, brought back the Congress to power, albeit in the form of the UPA.

The BJP had to wait for full 10 years to return to power. This time in 2014 they came back riding on the charismatic personality of Narendra Modi, chief minister of Gujarat, a perfect blend of development and Hindutva, to win the polls. He turned out to be the answer to India’s rising aspirations, Hindu assertions and a strong desire for change as people had by then turned furious with the Gandhis and the Congress.

In 2014, the BJP worked on two types of alliances—state-specific social alliances of castes and new electoral alliances with small parties representing those castes.

In an interesting article,‘Who Are Modi’s 26 Allies in the NDA?’, Shiela Bhatt wrote,‘From parties dominated by Bolsheviks to farmers and from caste-based parties to small regional outfits, and even parties that matter in just a couple of constituencies, Narendra Modi’s BJP has 26 supporters under the NDA umbrella.The Bharatiya Janata Party’s prime ministerial candidate Narendra Modi is giving interview after interview wherein he brightens up while talking about his pre-poll alliance of “25 parties” again and again. In fact, Modi needs to be corrected.There are 27 political parties, including the BJP, under the National Democratic Alliance umbrella. Surely, this alliance is good enough to give a psychological boost to the once “untouchable” BJP and Modi, but, eventually, if the NDA doesn’t get a majority on its own, then walking the last mile will be the greatest challenge of this election for Modi.’8

The BJP high command’s planning for the general elections in the country had been quite different from the one followed by the Congress which until then had heavily banked on Sonia Gandhi’s charisma and lacked a pan-India strategy. The BJP had state-centric formulae and issues even in a poll that was electing the government at the Centre.

As the NDA came to power,Modi became the prime minister and Amit Shah the party president.They had a thumping majority in hand and allies in place.

The two together then set their eyes on the states, and by 2018, they had largely achieved the BJP’s much-proclaimed slogan of turning Bharat ‘Congress mukt’ by painting the country saffron, with 22 states ruled by the BJP or the members of their alliance.

The BJP may have to revise their coalition strategy for the 2019 general elections, replacing some allies with new ones as political waves rarely repeat themselves in successive elections.Also, some of the allies have started playing truant much ahead of the polls.

In mid-2018, the anti-BJP parties stepped up their efforts to forge an alliance to take on the saffron challenge for the 2019 general elections.The BJP national president quickly ridiculed the opposition’s efforts to form a grand alliance stating that the rise of BJP had united the cats, dogs, rats and snakes. If he was referring to small parties whose influence is restricted to a caste or a constituency, then it was the BJP that had set the example in 2014. The Congress, which touched its lowest in 2014, is following suit.

Simultaneously, Shah not only became more accessible to the allies but also went on a courtesy call spree to placate the allies, who unhappy with the arrogance of the party leadership, had been sulking and striking. He flew to Maharashtra and Punjab for meetings with the Shiv Sena president Uddhav Thackeray and Shiromani Akali Dal chief Prakash Singh Badal.

The smaller parties are in demand across the country, and obviously neither of the two national level players can afford to be complacent.

In 2014, the BJP had sealed pre-electoral alliances in 10 states, in seven states for the first time, compared to six states in 2009, drawing on the political gains from such alliances.

The BJP had won an absolute majority –282 seats our of 543. However, its overall tally along with pre-electoral coalition partners had touched a high number of 334. The BJP could have formed a single-party government but the party leadership preferred an NDA government.

Manoj Kumar, in his research paper, ‘Coalition Politics in India: History and Analysis of Political Alliances’, raises a question on the stability of the BJP’s majority in future elections and the continuing relevance of coalitions. He states ‘Of the 282 seats won by the BJP, as many as 57 seats are accounted for by states in which the BJP depended significantly on coalition partners (not counting UP where the Apna Dal was a minor ally).These are Maharashtra (23 seats), Bihar (22), Haryana (7), Andhra Pradesh (2), Punjab (2), Tamil Nadu (1). Even if we assume that two-thirds of these 57 seats would have been won by the BJP contesting alone, this would still leave it 19 seats short of its present total and short of a majority. Hence, the BJP’s majority in 2014 was crucially dependent on vote transfer from its pre-electoral allies.’9

All in all, the BJP had an alliance with about 30 small lesser-known parties in 16 states. The BJP’s desperation to expand its base outside the northern states was clear as the northern along with the western states had majorly contributed to their overall tally.

Kumar further states,‘Of the BJP’s 282 seats, as many as 244, or 87 per cent,came from this Hindi-belt plus a western India stronghold, or in other words, it won a whopping 81 per cent of the 304 seats in this region, or an even more astonishing 92 per cent of the seats contested (244 out of 266 contested) in the region based on a 44 per cent vote share. Replicating such a strike rate in future elections would be highly improbable. The BJP itself is aware of this fact, hence its realisation that an expansion into the south and east will be necessary and will require either an improbable quantum jump in vote share, or more realistically, the formation of pre-electoral coalitions with regional party allies.’10

With a year to go before the 2019 general elections, comparison between NDA-1, led by the politically suave Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Lal Krishna Advani, and NDA-2, headed by the ruthlessly ambitious Narendra Modi and Amit Shah have started.The oft-heard comment however is not complimentary: the BJP of Vajpayee’s time and that of Modi’s time is totally different. The latter is out to win elections by hook or crook.

It was a statement articulated by many of the allies, closer to the elections, as they feared that the Modi-Shah combine was trying to grab their space by breaking and burying them.

The discordant notes became louder after the BJP’s invincibility came into question as the party lost two crucial Lok Sabha seats— Gorakhpur and Phupur—in the UP bypolls.

The Lok Sabha seats were won by Yogi Adityanath and Keshav Prasad Maurya in 2014, both of whom had vacated them after becoming chief minister and deputy chief minister respectively, in 2017, post the BJP’s spectacular victory in the UP assembly polls.

While the bypoll results came as a rude shock, it was the coming together of venerable rivals, the SP-BSP, which actually rung the alarm bells. In the past, the BJP had not only played a significant role in breaking the lethal SP-BSP coalition, but had taken every possible step to keep them at war.

Even in neighbouring Bihar, the bypolls held in mid-March 2018 did not sound like sweet music to the BJP’s ears.The RJD won the Araria Lok Sabha seat with over 60,000 votes and retained the Jehanabad assembly seat by 30,000 votes. On the other hand, the BJP’s victory over its Congress rival in Bhabhua was barely 14,000 votes.

The Araria seat was represented by Mohammad Taslimuddin (RJD) in September 2017. His son Sarfaraz Alam contested on the RJD ticket after crossing over from JD(U) to RJD.

The decision also cost the BJP a crucial ally in former Chief Minister Jitan Ram Manjhi. The Mahadalit leader was angry and joined the Lalu camp. He damaged the BJP’s prospects in Jehanabad where he had considerable influence among his caste voters. He consequently transferred his loyal votes to the RJD.

Losing one seat in a bypoll can be a non-issue, but its possible bearing on the 2019 polls is a concern for the BJP high command, who have rejoined hands with the unpredictable JD(U)’s Nitish Kumar ahead of the 2019 polls.This move was primarily for the task of rebuilding social alliances in the caste-driven politics of Bihar. Can BJP trust Nitish Kumar, who started demanding a larger share in seats ahead of the 2019 polls?

Soon after the bypoll results, Andhra Pradesh Chief Minister Chandra Babu Naidu exited the NDA. He had fallen out with the NDA government on the issue of a denied or delayed special development package for the state.

Ironically, Naidu had formed a pre-poll alliance with the NDA. Was it merely public posturing? Was Naidu quitting the NDA because his state did not get the promised special development package or was it because he needed minority support in the impending assembly elections?

The common perception is that firstly, Naidu wanted to keep all his post-poll options open and, secondly, he dumped the Modi-led NDA to retain the crucial support of minorities.

While justifying his actions,Naidu had told the media on how the BJP wanted weak allies and tainted people whom it could not control.

The state of Andhra Pradesh goes to the polls along with the general elections in 2019.

Much before quitting the NDA, Naidu had started building bridges with the non-Congress and non-BJP leaders to reconstruct a Third Front. Nothing unusual as political parties change their poll partners every election.They also compromise their party’s ideology. They know the voter is gullible.

On the other hand, Dalit unrest across the country has left Union Minister Ram Vilas Paswan in a quandary. He too was sulking. But the Bihar bypoll setback has again brought him back on the centre-stage of NDA politics.

In April 2018, when members of the NDA had started causing trouble for the BJP high command, Union Minister Ram Vilas Paswan said in an interview to Kumar Uttam and Prashant Jha of the Hindustan Times,‘You have to realise that the Vajpayee government was a coalition government. The Modi government is an absolute BJP-majority government. It got votes in the name of Modi. It is natural that BJP’s self-confidence will be higher than that of others.That’s why he has taken big risks.’11

He further said in the same interview, ‘Who doesn’t speak in NDA? The Sena is abusing all the time, the TDP spoke, I also speak. Upendra Kushwaha and Ramdas Athawale also speak. Where is the ban?’Thereafter pledging his loyalty to NDA, he said,‘I will be with NDA, which is intact.There will be Rahul Gandhi on the other side and there will be Third Front or Mamata Bannerjee.’ On opposition unity he said,‘Nothing will happen.There is only one formulation in democracy.Who is the leader? That’s it. On that, nobody will agree.’12

Only if wishes had wings! Modi may still be the most popular leader, Rahul Gandhi may have miserably failed to strike a chord with the masses, but politics is unpredictable! From Deve Gowda to PV Narasimha Rao to Manmohan Singh, none of them would have even imagined ruling the country. VP Singh aspired to be the prime minister and worked on it successfully. Chandra Shekhar and Charan Singh manipulated their way to the throne, however briefly. They thought they deserved it. And in Karnataka, both father Deve Gowda and son Kumaraswamy secured the coveted posts of the prime minister and chief minister. Both wore the crown without their party JD(S) winning the majority—an act of destiny.

A struggling Sonia Gandhi was unsure of installing a UPA government in 2004. She, a reluctant politician and a poor speaker, was pitted against the mass leader and brilliant orator,Atal Bihari Vajpayee.

Today her son Rahul Gandhi faces the mighty Modi. His Congress party is shrunk and scrawny while Modi’s BJP is robust.

What we forget is the power of the Indian voter, who is helpless when incompatible coalitions are formed after the elections.The voter has to wait for five years to approve or reject it.

Indian politics is acrimonious, but the coalition governments are turning accommodative.The backroom boys in the NDA must have started the homework.

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) leaders and cadres, with their ears glued to the ground, are the prime movers and shakers though Modi and Shah have their ears and eyes in every state.Their faces are invisible as they are spread across party cadre, academicians bureaucrats, businessmen, and media.

CONGRESS WAS TOLD TO TAKE COALITION ROUTE IN 1969 (SHIMLA CONVENTION)

In March 1969, SK Patil, the leader of the Bombay Congress, had urged the Congress to give up its high and mighty attitude and take the lead in forging coalitions. Patil had foreseen the trend which the Congress leadership was perhaps unable to believe or accept back then.

Manoj Kumar has quoted Patil’s advise to the Congress.‘Now, it is obvious that the process of coalitions must start and coalitions must be formed not only after but also during and before the elections. If well-planned coalitions are formed before the election, they will develop a capacity of lasting longer and becoming more effective in actual functioning. Coalitions have become a political necessity in India today. It will take a long time, not less than 25 years, to develop a two-party system in India.’13

Manoj Kumar later adds that the pulls and pressures of Indian politics can only be understood by tracing their roots to the post-1967 changes. Ousting Congress was easier than forging another political instrument of rule.

In its endeavour to maintain its distinct identity, the Congress took over three decades to give up its arrogance to enter into an alliance with like-minded parties. By the time it had reluctantly opened its door for alliances, the party had considerably weakened, especially in Northern India. The BSP leadership often used to mention an alliance that Kanshi Ram had once wanted with the Congress. He had even met Rajiv Gandhi, but his efforts came to naught.Till then, the Congress preferred to prop up parties in power only to pull them down at their own sweet will.

After Sonia Gandhi entered politics, taking up primary membership of the party in 1997 and taking over its reins in 1998, the Congress lost elections one after another until it decided to follow the script that the BJP had inked in 1998 and formally announced in 1999. While BJP had allied with parties that had grown up in anti-Congress boots, the Congress had the time-tested war cry of secularism versus communalism to rally parties whose support base had substantial minority votes and called themselves secular parties.

Referring to the Panchmarhi conclave held in early September 1998, the country’s former President Pranab Mukherjee wrote in his book, The Coalition Years,‘The conclave was significant for the political stand it took. In her concluding remark, Sonia Gandhi said, the fact that we are going through a coalitional phase at national politics reflects in many ways the decline of the Congress.This is a passing phase and we will come back again with full force and on our own steam. But in the interim, coalitions may well be needed.Thus, she asserted that in the long run, the Congress would be able to govern on its own, but at the same time anticipated what was to happen in 2004.’14

Until the NDA had taken power in 1998, which fell midterm, and again in 1999, the latter proving to be a stable government that completed its five-year term, the country experimented with several coalition governments, starting from 1989 in which the Congress gave outside support to fragile minority formations that would collapse after it withdrew the crutches. The outside support also came with conditions, though its withdrawal was more whimsical and unmindful of forcing yet another election on the country. The Janata Party and Janata Dal, headed by VP Singh, were not Congress-supported coalition governments.

Sonia Gandhi also tried to form a coalition government soon after the collapse of the Vajpayee government in 1999.The Samajwadi Party chief Mulayam Singh Yadav, who had promised support to her, developed cold feet at the 11th hour. People still remember a crestfallen Sonia coming out of the Rashtrapati Bhawan after telling the president that they did not have the numbers, 276, which she had claimed.

Pranab Mukherjee in The Coalition Years explained this while referring to a resolution passed by the Congress Working Committee (CWC) on 17 April after the defeat of the Vajpayee government in parliament.

‘The CWC places on record its deep appreciation of the role played by the Congress President in helping to marshal all the secular forces with the active assistance of secular parties in the country and in defeating the Vote of Confidence tabled in the Lok Sabha by Shri Atal Bihari Vajpayee.The CWC authorizes the Congress President to take all further action in this regard.’15

On the support that fell through the cracks, Pranab Mukherjee wrote,‘As the second largest party, the Congress, with Sonia Gandhi as its President, immediately staked claim to form the government. But the support which had been mustered to vote out the BJP dissipated. Some political parties like the Samajwadi Party expressed reservations in supporting a government led by the Congress. Sonia, when staking her claim, told media persons that she had the support of 276 members of the Lok Sabha. She calculated the numbers on the basis of votes against the Motion of Confidence, believing that the 276 members not in support of the government would rally behind the Congress.’16

After one political setback after another, the Congress further relented on its ‘Ekla Chalo’ (go alone) policy, which it had followed despite successive defeats, at the Shimla conclave in July 2003, about a year before the general elections.The NDA had by then become a huge success, completing 9 years out of a 10-year long tenure. Sonia must have felt the growing impatience in the cadre, which wanted wanted an end to their political vanvas (exile).

Sonia said, ‘Taking into account the present political scenario, the Congress would be prepared to enter into appropriate electoral coalition arrangements with secular parties on the basis of mutual understanding but without compromising on its basic ideologies— no sacrifice would be too great to ensure the defeat of the BJP and its allies in the forthcoming polls,’ as Pranab Mukherjee writes in his book.

Pranab Mukherjee admitted his opposition to the Congress decision of opening doors for alliances. He mentions in the ‘The issue of being open to forming a coalition was definitely a change of tack from the Pachmarhi Conclave where we had agreed that ‘‘Coalition will be considered where absolutely necessary.’’ At Shimla, inputs of all delegates were sought and heard. Most of them, including Sonia Gandhi and Manmohan Singh, seemed convinced that the Pachmarhi strategy had to change. I was the lone voice stating a contrarian view as I believed that sharing a platform and/or power with other parties would undermine our identity. I maintained that the party should not forsake that identity for the sake of forming a government, there was no harm in sitting in the opposition, should that happen. I remain consistent with that view even today.’17

Eventually in 2004, Sonia Gandhi decided to deviate from the party tradition and enter into an alliance with like-minded parties.

Aditi Phadnis recapitulated this transformation of the Congress President after Somnath Chatterjee, then CPM leader, convinced her not to confine herself to the Congress party but also try to build a rapport with like-minded parties in order to establish a larger secular force.Till then,Gandhi had preferred to stay away from leaders of other political parties. She was a recluse, often reticent in her conversations.

Aditi Phadnis stated, ‘Gandhi quickly realized the importance of this advice and decided to attend a dinner party at Chatterjee’s residence to which leaders from many like-minded parties were invited—Lalu Yadav of Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD), Ram Vilas Paswan of the Lok Janashakti Party (LJP) and Sharad Pawar of the NCP.The highlight of the meeting was Gandhi’s long interaction with Jyoti Basu, the veteran communist leader. Just a few years earlier, Gandhi had shown little interest in promoting or endorsing Basu as the prime ministerial candidate. But in 2002, she realized the importance of sharing political space with Basu and his comrade Harkishen Singh Surjeet.’18 Today, Sonia enjoys a comfortable rapport with several opposition leaders,be it Mulayam Singh Yadav,Lalu Yadav,Mayawati or Sharad Pawar.

It was NDA versus the UPA—the two pivots around which the regional parties rallied to share power at the Centre. Before Narendra Modi led the BJP to a majority, no single party had won a majority on its own in seven consecutive elections held between 1989 and 2014.

Lalit Kumar Sharma described the partner politics of the two mainline parties in his research paper as follows,‘In 2004, the Congress added NCP, TRS, DMK, MDMK, PMK, LJNP, PDP and JMM and won an extra 49 seats by polling another 6.32 per cent votes. It dropped three allies of 1999, lost 3 seats and 2.80 per cent votes. Its net gain was 46 seats and 3.52 per cent votes. NDA on the other hand won an extra 4 seats by adding new allies. It dropped 31 allies from its 1999 list that costed the party 31 seats and 3.96 per cent votes.The net loss was 27 seats and 1.43 per cent votes. Old Congress allies dropped included RLD and AIADMK, the new allies of NDA were AIADMK, SDF, MNF, IFDP and NPF while it dropped DMK, MDMK, PMK, INLD and LJNP.That same year UPA also secured outside support from the Left parties, which had previously refused to join the government. Together they  worked on the Common Minimum Programme for five years.’19

The Congress, which had contested the election in an alliance with 19 parties, was back in power  in 2004. Sonia named Dr Manmohan Singh as her choice for the prime minister’s post.

Referring to coalition consultations that started after much of the dust had settled, Dr Pranab Mukherjee described the exercise that went into the formation of the government and the distribution of the portfolios. He further wrote,‘Meanwhile consultations with other parties were in full swing. I was informed by Ahmad Patel that I should initiate talks with Sharad Pawar, Lalu Prasad Yadav, Ram Vilas Paswan, Shibhu Soren, K Chandrasekhar Rao (KCR of TRS), and a few others. Sonia Gandhi met the leaders of the Left (Harkishen Singh Surjeet and Jyoti Basu); after which Ahmad Patel and I took the discussion forward. The formula which I worked out in the presence of Sonia Gandhi, Manmohan Singh, Natwar Singh and Ahmed Patel, was that political parties with a minimum of five Lok Sabha seats would get a Cabinet rank minister.An exception was made in the case of Ram Vilas Paswan for his strength was only four seats. He had been a Cabinet Minister earlier, and was an important scheduled caste leader. He had also acted as the leader of the Lok Sabha at some point.’20

According to Mukherjee, Shibu Soren was offered one cabinet rank ministership, which he accepted but continued to demand for one more. Lalu wanted one of the most coveted ministries, the home ministry, which however was denied to him. He eventually agreed to take up rural development. Telangana Rashtra Samithi (TRS) bargained for a separate Telangana state instead of a portfolio.

Ironically, a flip side of a coalition government is that the prime minister does not get a free hand in choosing his team.The allies not only demand lucrative portfolios but also decide their party nominees to the Council of Ministers. Obviously, the prime minister is deprived of powers to sack ministers on charges of corruption or dereliction of duty. This was profoundly on display in UPA-2 and had become the prime reason for its nemesis, the BJP, to gain leverage for the consequent general elections. A helpless prime minister is not what the public would vote for.

In a way, quota replaces merit in the formation of a coalition government with the ministers getting an implicit immunity from their respective parties.

The decision on likely ministers was left to Sonia Gandhi who, according to Pranab Mukherjee, passed the responsibility to Manmohan Singh who also wriggled out of the knotty situation by entrusting the task to Kamal Nath. Finally, Dayanidhi Maran settled for Communication and IT; TR Balu for Shipping, Road Transport and Highways; while A Raja became the minister for Environment and Forests.

The next challenge Pranab says was the seating arrangement— which was amicably decided by not going by seniority, but putting all ex-CMs together.

Perhaps very few leaders can give such authentic details about the compulsions that drive the formation of a coalition government.

The Gandhi family has given three prime ministers to the country—it could have given the fourth also if Sonia Gandhi had agreed to become the prime minister despite the opposition campaigning against her Italian background. Her decision to refuse the coveted post was a master stroke that not only united the fledgling ruling front but also denied the opposition a major tool to whip up the UPA.

Instead, Sonia decided to head the UPA as its chairperson of the National Advisory Council. In spite of not being the prime minister, she became the most powerful leader in the country, deftly managing dangerous frictions that threatened to derail the government from time to time.

KK Kailash described the management of the coalition by UPA leadership as follows, ‘The basic management tool of the UPA is the Common Minimum Programme (CMP), prepared in consultation with partners after a study of their manifestos.The Left parties were shown drafts of the CMP and their suggestions incorporated. While the Left broadly agreed with the CMP, it did not endorse the economic policies and the position regarding the formation of new states. The bringing-together institution for the alliance is the UPA coordination committee (UPACC) which provides a platform for consultation and discussion.’21

The UPA also set up a GoMs to deal with multiple issues, though all contentious issues were eventually taken to Sonia’s darbar (court) for the final decision as she had the last word, which even the allies accepted and respected.

KK Kailash said,‘There were two levels of mechanisms between the UPA and the main supporting partners. First there is Left Front coordination committee which brings together the four Left parties, enabling them to “interact” and iron out differences while ensuring the commonalities are achieved. It was to act as a “sentinel” keeping a close watch on the implementation of the NCMP and ensure that despite “differences” with the UPA the government does not fall. At the second level, there is the UPA Government-Left Coordination Committee (ULCC) which links the government and the Left front.’22

Coalitions evolved in the country as politicians learnt from their own blunders. The managers also developed the skills required for such political alliances, from developing a seat-sharing formula in the elections to berth sharing in the government.They also learnt the art of managing internecine disputes that had the potential to rip apart the coalition besides managing the regional demands. The coordination committee acted as a safety valve.

KK Kailash adds that it would be fair to conclude that federal coalitions through the processes of exploitation and exploration evolved newer and sturdier governance mechanisms.23

Compared to the mechanisms developed by the NDA and UPA, the Janata Dal, Janata Party and the National Front governments had no system in place to settle issues that primarily cropped up from their main problem of the giant-sized egos of stalwarts, stalling governance. The disparate group stayed together till the Congress was ejected out of power but once they were comfortably ensconced in power, the quarrelsome lot clashed over trivial issues that endangered their fragile coalition and, consequently, the government.

Kailash talks about the four-point advice of VP Singh to the United Front in 1996 as he knew that coalition formation could be the beginning and not the end of the game. He wrote, ‘VP Singh identified the problematic areas and mechanisms needed for skillful management. Compared to the UPA’s complex array of institutional mechanisms, the UF’s efforts were raw. The UF however established the first generation of management mechanisms. Two of its mechanisms, common programme and coordination committee are now minimum requirements. The NDA ushered in the second generation of mechanisms. Its distinctive contribution to the lexicon of coalition politics has been the GoM mechanism. It also used the inter-governmental mechanism of chief minister’s conference as a coordination device.’24

Thus coalitions started living their full life.

THE CONGRESS LEADERSHIP

The Congress has been led by the Gandhis, who despite their mass appeal, have remained the most enigmatic personalities the country has ever had. From the time of Nehru, their personal and political lives have been a subject of utmost curiosity and conjectures.They confide in very few; they are reticent in public, refusing to get drawn into the controversies that people build around them. Sonia Gandhi had been the longest-serving party’s national president till she handed over the reins to her son Rahul Gandhi in March 2018. Her success, many believe, lies in her silence. Her facial expressions reveal nothing, her body language in stress or distress remains the same with the ‘eyes that usually speak’ covered by shades.

Her mother-in-law, late Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, was famous for conveying her anger or pleasure through her eyes and eyebrows. Much has been written about it.

Indira often shared her anger, anguish and excitement with her American friend Dorothy Norman, besides her father Jawaharlal Nehru, and later on, her sons, Sanjay and Rajiv. Much of her personality is known through her letters in which she often poured her heart out.

Katherine Frank has quoted several letters written by Indira, straight from her heart to Dorothy, some of which I quote here. One of the letters, written by Indira to Dorothy against the backdrop of the Indo-China war, revealed how her father Nehru had started depending more on her than ever before. Indira described Nehru as ‘politically vulnerable, physically old and psychologically depressed.’

Indira wrote to Dorothy on 1 October 1963,‘My need for privacy and anonymity has been growing steadily these last three years until now I feel I cannot ignore it without risking some kind of self-annihilation. Privacy, unfortunately, is not possible for me even in the remotest corner of this subcontinent.’25

Indira also wrote to Dorothy after her husband Feroze Gandhi had emerged as ‘a kind of unofficial opposition to the Prime Minister’ and about Yogi Dhirendra Brahmachari who became an important figure in her life. Media speculated as many believed that he also influenced Indira’s decisions.

Her letter writing reduced over a period of time.

Katherine Frank states,‘Politicians, as someone very close to Indira observed, wear masks. They are performers and play a part or role. They are also, in TS Eliot’s phrase ‘‘hollow men’’, personae who are put together, taken apart, fashioned and refashioned day in and day out, not only by themselves but also by those who surround them.They are briefed, they are advised. Like vessels they are filled.And emptied. By 1969 Indira’s metamorphosis into an adroit politician was complete.’26

Katherine mentions the influence,‘The most important of these men, the epicenter of what came to be called Indira’s ‘‘Kashmiri mafia’’ was not a cabinet minister or any other elected office-holder, but rather a senior civil servant, the head of the Prime Minister’s secretariat, the author of her ‘‘stray thoughts’’ on economics and her main policy formulator.This person was none other than Parmeshwar Narain Haksar, who fifty years earlier had, as a ten-year-old boy, seen Indira perched on a servant’s shoulder in an old Delhi courtyard while everyone cooed ‘‘poor thing’’ at the child with the huge eyes.’27

He guided her in the formulation of policies and also when the Congress suffered a split in 1969.

Indira trusted his intelligence and judgement completely, but his role diminished after the rise of Sanjay Gandhi. He was replaced by PN Dhar.

Thereafter,Yashpal Kapoor and his cousin RK Dhawan entered the scene. I remember meeting Yashpal Kapoor in Indira Gandhi’s parliamentary constituency, Rae Bareli, in Uttar Pradesh. He called the shots, his word carried more weight than the then chief minister of UP. The Congress ruled the state till 1989.

Katherine Frank wrote on how sycophants took over Indira’s public space.‘By the early 1970’s she was surrounded by an atmosphere of unquestioning sycophancy, which she demanded and exploited. She was well aware of the corruption close to her, but she left the details to the individuals such as her private secretaries Yashpal Kapoor and RK Dhawan, and serious wheeling dealing to others. Indira’s principal fundraiser was an MP from Bihar named Lalit Narain Mishra—an old friend of Feroze’s from the fifties.’28

Kapoor and Dhawan later made decisions on the prime minister’s behalf, screened visits and calls and wielded an inappropriate amount of power.

Later, Indira depended on Sanjay, and after his death, on Rajiv.

Sonia Gandhi on the other hand had a trusted aide in Ahmad Patel.

A senior journalist from Maharashtra, Sujata Anandan, author of several books on Maharashtra politics, told me how Patel (Ahmad) and Patel (Prafulla) took most of the decisions in Maharashtra. The state Congress leadership actually had no say until late Maharashtra Chief Minister Vilasrao Deshmukh started asserting himself.

‘Patel and Patel taking all decisions was quite popular in political and journalistic circles, from seat sharing to convincing Sharad Pawar to give up the NCP’s claim over the chief minister’s office, even though they had more seats. Initially, they used to meet in Delhi at Prafulla’s house, but later on it was known to all and they met openly and addressed joint press conferences,’ Sujata recalled.

K George and Saroj Negi described the Congress’s contacts with potential allies taking all possible forms. They stated, ‘Ghulam Nabi Azad is the first line of contact with Tamil allies, including AIADMK leader Jayalalithaa, while Kamal Nath has a line with BJD leader Naveen Patnaik. A personal rapport is necessary, as initial contacts have to be established on personal friendships alone. But there is no word so far whether this has been done in the case of party leader Chinta Mohan, who was close to BSP founder Kanshi Ram and is equally comfortable with Mayawati, or Kishore Chandra Deo, who is counted among CPM general secretary Prakash Karat’s closest friends. Likewise, the line of communication with Nitish Kumar is through an MP from the state. He doesn’t come before the camera and shuns television studios like the plague.’29

Vincent George is a long-time private secretary to Sonia Gandhi, once considered the most powerful man in the Congress durbar. Few others are PP Madhavan, SV Pillai, Kishori Lal Sharma and Pulak Chatterjee.

In 2004, after the installation of the UPA government, Sonia managed allies and Manmohan Singh ran the government.

Aditi Phadnis writes in her book, Political Profiles of Cabals and Kings,‘Old timers will recall how different he (Manmohan Singh) was as the Finance Minister during 1991-96, when he would even show up for post-budget briefings normally given by Finance Ministry officials and take charge of the proceedings. Perhaps this is because, on many issues, the buck doesn’t stop with him; it carries on to the lady living 2 kilometers away. Singh has adapted to coalition politics, which means not being able to choose the company he keeps.The trick is to swim in a dirty pool without having the dirt rub off on you (as Sonia Gandhi has done).’30

The Sonia-Manmohan team did fairly well from 2004 to 2009, receiving endorsement from the public who voted them back to power.Ask the common man on the street or any academician, expert or economist and the answer would be, ‘UPA-1 did well, it is UPA-2 that faltered.’ None would have an unkind word for Manmohan Singh.

What went wrong with UPA-2? Did the allies change or become more demanding? Which government performed better—NDA or UPA?

Experts and academicians are divided, and most are guided by their ideology.

Now Rahul Gandhi has taken over as the party president and he also has his own inner circle. The names in circulation are those of Kaushal K Vidyarthee, the point of contact; Kanishka Singh, who predicted Sonia Gandhi’s victory in 2004 elections and studied caste and community compositions to identify a particular candidate’s chances; KB Byju, a former Special Protection Group (SPG) officer who has an active Twitter handle and constantly uses it to rebuke PM Narendra Modi and the BJP; Alankar Sawai, a former ICICI bank employee, in charge of documentation and research for Rahul; and Sachin Rao, an MBA in corporate strategy and international business from Michigan Business School, who manages Youth Congress and National Students’ Union of India (NSUI) organisation.31

Political history is full of tales about political masters and their advisers. In the new parlance, they are called backroom boys, master strategists or troubleshooters.They are not necessarily politicians. Even industrialists, journalists and academicians have played a role in such situations.A few years back they used to do so to get close to the seat of power or for power itself, but not for pelf.

Now with social media playing a key role in influencing the public mind in favour or against a party or a politician, almost every political party has smart offices that gathers data, from booth to state to national levels, which is then stored in their computers. They not only study constituency profiles—caste, community and social indexes—but also keep their fingers on the public pulse.They are trained and paid but have a special relationship with their leaders.

In mid-2018, the BJP decided to float about 30 odd WhatsApp groups in the prime minister’s constituency of Varanasi to disseminate the achievements of the government. One can imagine the bombardment of the messages before the PM will hit the campaign trail in 2018 end.

In his article ‘War Room Boys’, Saurabh Shukla described the backroom boys as chiefs of staff, media managers, conscience keepers, even sometimes close friends and strategic advisors all rolled into one.

‘While the institution of a political aide has existed since ancient times—the pioneer being Chandragupta Maurya’s political advisor Kautilya—it is the nature of the beast that has changed. Unlike the PN Haksars, Sharda Prasads, RK Dhawans, ML Fotedars of the 1970s and 80s, in circa 2012 they hold fancy degrees from top institutions, come from pedigreed families and bring with them a number crunching ability that is a force multiplier for a politician.’32

Jayant Malhotra, an industrialist had played a key role in organising a meeting between Kanshi Ram and Mulayam Singh Yadav at a hotel in Delhi, which later fructified in an alliance in 1993, establishing two fledgling parties, the BSP and the Samajwadi Party. Today not many may know that a politician from the South, a friend of Kanshi Ram, had also played a significant role in finalising the SP-BSP alliance. Though later in the 1990s Amar Singh became the main navigator in the SP, it was Mulayam who himself conducted final discussions before the decision. Many of the backroom boys won’t be visible on the scene as Amar Singh.

Today, while Rajya Sabha buddies SC Mishra, Mayawati’s key man in managing legal and political affairs, and Professor Ram Gopal Yadav, Mulayam Singh Yadav’s cousin and his son Akhilesh Yadav’s uncle, are credited for working on a formidable alliance, the role of former Bihar Chief Minister Lalu Yadav in bringing them together is also in discussion. Lalu has always had a cordial relationship with Mayawati and he is the ‘samdhi’ (Mulayam’s MP nephew is married to Lalu’s daughter) of Mulayam Singh Yadav.The glue, if any, is the BJP that they despise for personal and political reasons.

Presently, the politics of the country is revolving around two pivots, the UPA and the NDA, which has been in place since the mid-1990s and, consequently, there have always been people who work behind the scenes to construct them and sometimes demolish them as well.

They are the backroom boys who have the confidence of their party high command.They are the movers and shakers who convince incompatible allies to enter into opportunistic alliances in the garb of giving a stable government to the country.They are driven by power and they strive for power.


CHAPTER 3

THE BIHARI FUSION 

This is a story of hugs and culls, of a much hyped grand alliance that lost its grandeur as netas chased power, in a state that has seen more coalition rules than one party governments. As the state moves down the development index, people wonder if it will ever come out of the coalition cesspool. The resurgent BJP wants their own chief minister even if the numbers compel them to share power after 2020. 

Soon after Narendra Modi’s juggernaut took Bihar by storm in the 2014 general elections, his ally-turned-foe Nitish Kumar literally went into hibernation.

He had openly thrown a gauntlet at Modi after snapping a 17-yearlong association of his party, JD(U), with the BJP in mid-June 2013, almost 10 months before the 2014 general elections held in April and May. Much to Kumar’s political consternation, he and his party were completely decimated in the polls, winning only two of the 40 Lok Sabha seats to NDA’s 31.

Chief Minister Nitish Kumar, heading the NDA government in partnership with the BJP, had actually started throwing tantrums soon after news about the elevation of riot-tainted Narendra Modi as their prime ministerial candidate emerged from the RSS headquarters at Nagpur. The official declaration by the BJP was made in September 2013.

While other members of the NDA had preferred to adopt the policy of ‘wait and watch’, Nitish went ballistic saying only a ‘unifying force’ like Atal Bihari Vajpayee was acceptable as the leader of the coalition.

The provocative statement had no relevance then, as it was common knowledge that an ailing Vajpayee could never lead the NDA, even from the bed.

As Sidharth Bhatia points out, ‘Ever since his Adhikar rally in Delhi in May, Nitish Kumar has not spared any opportunity to make it clear he and his party will back only a leader with “impeccable secular credentials”, which is code for “Modi is not acceptable to us”.This is a red rag to the BJP, which feels that such comments are a needless interference in its internal matters, which touch a raw nerve in the saffron camp.They can accept it when the Congress, the BSP, the SP, and the Left use the ‘BJP is communal’ line—those are rival parties. But friends should not behave in this fashion.’1

The BJP had a point.The allies do not dictate or decide who will lead the partner party. Even Nitish Kumar would not have tolerated the BJP telling JD(U) to elect a leader of their choice, instead of him. It is the prerogative of the party to choose their leader and the people of the state to elect or reject him. India still does not have a direct election of the premier, although the 2014 general elections came close, built up as a contest between two personalities—Narendra Modi versus Rahul Gandhi—instead of political parties.

Nitish Kumar’s association with the BJP dated back to 1996, about four years after the demolition of the disputed shrine in Ayodhya on 6 December 1992. His Samata Party had badly lost the 1995 assembly elections and thus wanted a viable partner to resurrect themselves in the state’s politics. The socialist and secularist did not hesitate in jumping the fence to a party that had an untouchable tag. He had no reservations in running an alliance with a party whose top leadership was facing court cases in the demolition of the Babri Masjid that had triggered the worst ever riots in the country. He had even continued to be a part of the NDA government after the 2002 Gujarat riots.

If it was an ideological issue, one wonders why he did not snap ties with the BJP, whose chief minister in Gujarat, Narendra Modi, was under fire after he had been accused of being complicit in inciting communal tensions. And why did he object to the BJP’s decision to project Modi as the PM candidate in 2014? It’s common knowledge that Nitish Kumar himself harboured dreams of becoming the prime minister, acceptable to socialist, secularist as well as ‘communalist’ (the label given to the BJP by opponents) factions. He had a rapport with all stakeholders involved.

After all, Nitish’s original party, the Samata Party, an offshoot of the Janata Dal, was formed on the principle of socialism in 1994. Hindutva was not its agenda.Yet Nitish continued to share a powerful bonhomie with the BJP in the state and headed the first coalition government in 2005 and continued till 20 May 2014,but differences with the partners had started surfacing much before that. Deputy Chief Minister Sushil Modi (BJP) quit the government in mid-June 2013. Obviously, many would describe Nitish’s act as that of sheer opportunism.

Ironically, even after issuing threats of rocking the boat if Narendra Modi was made the prime ministerial candidate, Kumar coolly dillydallied with the final decision on breaking ties with the BJP. And there was a reason. Both the Samata Party and later JD(U), headed by him, have never won a majority in an assembly election to form an independent government. Nitish himself had last faced an electoral test in 2004 when he had contested from the Nalanda and Barh Lok Sabha seats. He had lost in Barh. However, after taking over as chief minister in 2005, he resigned from his Lok Sabha seat and opted for a safer route to the Vidhan Parishad. Since then, he has not faced any electoral contest.

Political expert Dr Shambhu Sharan Srivastava said in an interview, ‘Nitish has contested two elections independently.The Samata Party, under his leadership, had contested the 1995 Vidhan Sabha elections and won barely seven out of 324 seats, polling 7.06 per cent of the votes in undivided Bihar. Once again, Nitish was the president of the JD(U), when his party had independently contested the 2014 Lok Sabha elections and ended up with only 2 of the 40 seats.’

The Samata Party had merged with the JD (Sharad Yadav) faction and the Lokshakti Party to form JD(U) on 30 October 2003 on the twin principles of socialism and secularism.

The JD(U), with its presence restricted to Bihar and Jharkhand, remained a regional force and failed to expand its footprints at the national level, though Nitish was harbouring national dreams.

Thus, Nitish Kumar desperately needed an ally and wondered who it could be.

Sidharth Bhatia was of the view that ‘Nitish would not like to be left high and dry. Lalu Prasad’s party (RJD), which got a creditable 19 per cent of the vote last time, is showing signs of revival.A worst case scenario for Kumar would be a falling out with the BJP with no place to go. He has thus given the BJP “till the end of the year” to come up with another name. Kumar is ambitious but he is also a realist.’

Lalu’s RJD had won 22 seats and polled 18.84 per cent of the votes in the 2010 assembly polls.

Can there be selective secularism to suit the requirements of the day? Was it a clash of titans or Nitish Kumar’s calculated move to broad-base the party’s vote bank by enticing 15 per cent of the Muslim vote, which owed allegiance to Lalu Yadav, the RJD president? After all, it was Lalu who had stopped LK Advani’s Somnath to Ayodhya rath yatra in the 1990s.

Explaining,‘Why Nitish really dumped the Modi led BJP’,Vivek Kaul pointed out that the Kurmi caste, to which Nitish Kumar belongs, is numerically negligible—about 4 per cent—to help him win elections independently in the caste-driven politics of the state. Moreover, Kurmis are also spread across the state and not geographically concentrated. In comparison, the Yadavs, who back Lalu Prasad Yadav, Nitish’s biggest political rival in the state, form 11.7 per cent of the electorate. Given this factor, over the years Nitish has had to chip away at votes from other castes. This has included wooing the Mahadalits (primarily the non-Paswan scheduled castes which includes Dalits other than the Dusadh, Chamar, Pasi and Dhobhi castes) and the extremely backward classes (primarily non-Yadav classes). The economically backward class (EBC) form 32 per cent of the state’s population but only have a 5 per cent representation in the state assembly. It has also included wooing the backward-caste Muslims, that is, the Pasmandas. This is what helped Nitish Kumar break Lalu Prasad Yadav’s M-Y or Muslim-Yadav formula.’2

The same formula was adopted by the Yadav chieftain of UP, Mulayam Singh Yadav.

In a real takeaway from Bihar, Rajnath Singh as the UP chief minister had adopted the Nitish caste formula in early 2000s to marginalise Mulayam Singh Yadav and Mayawati’s hold on their respective caste votes of Yadavs and Jatavs in the state. Rajnath Singh’s efforts had come to naught as he faced an immense challenge from two mighty caste leaders in his state. Ahead of the 2019 polls, the BJP is resurrecting the quota within quota plan at the central level to divide the powerful anti-vote banks of Yadavs and Dalits at the national level. Ram Vilas Paswan is Bihar’s Dalit face, but he is not a patch on Mayawati when it comes to mass appeal and thus cannot counter Mayawati’s influence on her caste votes. Otherwise also, Paswan is a Pasi and Mayawati Jatav (two sects of SC).

Nitish Kumar challenged Narendra Modi in Bihar, but much to his own political discomfiture, failed miserably in checkmating the BJP’s victory march in the state. Instead, he got an egg on his face as JD(U) barely won two Lok Sabha seats, while BJP won 31 of 40 seats. The RJD won four.

Had JD(U) done fairly well in its bastion, Nitish would have painted the town red emerging as the only heavy-duty opponent who stopped Modi’s poll chariot in the second politically crucial and third highly populated northern state in the country.

One often hears of how all roads to Delhi go via Uttar Pradesh. But what we must also take into account is the role of Bihar and its legends in shaping the country’s politics and political thoughts.

The results came as a shocker. Owning moral responsibility for the party’s poor performance in the elections, Nitish resigned from the chief minister’s post on 17 May 2014 and chose a relatively harmless-looking Jitin Majhi to lead the state government.The JD(U) President Sharad Yadav spoke to Lalu, who agreed to support the state government.The first brick of Grand Alliance was laid, but only time could heal the wounds.

Santosh Singh, in his book Ruled or Misruled: The Story and Destiny of Bihar, writes,‘Soon after the 2014 Lok Sabha results Nitish Kumar dialled an unusual and almost forgotten number. It was that of Lalu Prasad. He wanted to commiserate with Lalu for his wife and daughter losing from Saran and Pataliputra respectively. It was the first sign of a thaw between the two big Bihar leaders since they had parted ways in 1994.Their individual politics came full circle after two decades.They discussed the poll percentage and knew they needed each other.’3

For months, Nitish stayed at home, rarely venturing out for any political meeting or discussion. He felt slighted and humiliated. Political expert Abhay Kumar said in an interview, it was only after both Manjhi and Modi completed six months in office that Nitish Kumar came out of his political hibernation and executed the blueprint that he had worked on with precision during the interregnum.

The first and foremost task before him was to galvanise the party and its cadre.

Nitish started holding workers’ meetings across the state, sending a subtle message about his determination to fight it out rather than slip into political oblivion. Often, he played an audio of the prime minister’s speech dramatically asking the workers to identify the voice making tall promises. Abhay Singh explained in an interview, how resounding ‘NO’ from his party workers to the slogan of ‘Achchey din aayenge’ sent the adrenalin gushing in Kumar’s veins.

Perhaps he was also feeling threatened by the pace with which Manjhi, who came out of his shadow by then, had started spreading his wings and growing closer to the BJP.

One fine morning in early 2015, he found himself at Lalu Yadav’s house who in his typical style had publicly described their meeting as, ‘Nitish pero par aakar gir gaya, par woh hamar chota bhai, toh kya bura hai bare bhai ke paas aane mein’ (he fell on my feet, but he is my younger brother and what harm is there in coming to the elder brother).4

Nitish’s political discomfiture while knocking on Lalu’s doors is indescribable. They have fiercely contested 11 elections in the state against each other since the 1995 Lok Sabha elections to the 2014 general elections. And now they were joining hands to sail through the turbulent waters. However, the two had been political co-travellers during the socialist movement.

Political expert Abhay Kumar told me how a freshly recharged Nitish, having come out of his hibernation, even travelled to Haryana and Jharkhand to defeat the BJP as he was desperate to rebuild his image of a powerful challenger to Modi. Once again, he faced political embarrassment as BJP won both the states.

However, the defeat of the BJP in Delhi revived his hopes and the first step that he took was to remove Manjhi and reinstall himself as the CM of Bihar.

How did that happen?

Political developments in Delhi had demoralised the 26 JD(U) rebels who had been adamant on Manjhi continuing as the CM.After the BJP lost Delhi to the Aam Aadmi Party, they also developed cold feet.

Taking advantage of the political turnaround in his favour, Nitish orchestrated a coup of sorts, and while Manjhi was holding a cabinet meeting, few ministers drove down to the Raj Bhawan and submitted a memorandum refusing to accept him as their leader.

Once Nitish was back in the saddle, he started working on an alliance with the RJD, whose leader Lalu also needed a formula for his revival in the state’s politics. Even after losing power in 2005, his vote base remained between 22 to over 25 per cent with the Yadavs and the Muslims, comprising the fulcrum of his political strength.

Research analyst Ambrish Tyagi, son of JD(U) senior leader KC Tyagi, had by then done a complete caste-wise survey of all the 248 assembly constituencies in the state which confirmed that the social arithmetic was in their favour. Simply put, the vote percentage of Lalu, Nitish and the Congress combined totalled more than the NDA’s.

As Santosh Singh points out, politicians are always in love with social mathematics, ‘In their subsequent discussions Lalu Prasad and Nitish Kumar also discussed their combined vote percentage crossing thirty seven per cent (RJD and NCP: 20.06 and JD(U) and CPI: 17 per cent). The obvious thought of Congress (8.2 per cent) coming together made the calculation heavily loaded in their favour.’5

Tyagi also said that the caste structure had helped the leaders in the distribution of tickets.

The caste-based winning formula was music to Lalu’s ears as he also needed a poll partner to sail the choppy waters after his conviction in a money-laundering case. He was barred from contesting elections, but he had to guard the political ambitions of his huge family, his party and its cadre.

Lalu came forward signalling an end to his over two-decade old animosity with Nitish. He announced to the media that he was ready to swallow any kind of poison to crush the hood of the snake called communalism.

After all it was not easy for him to forget Nitish’s acerbic attacks barely a few months back during the 2014 general elections when he had said that Lalu’s conviction in a corruption case would prevent him from getting any votes and that his political career was built on the destruction of Bihar.

Nitish, however, faced a bigger embarrassment as the vikas putra (son of the state committed to development) of Bihar literally had to bite his own words while shaking hands with the state’s vinash putra (son of the state who destroyed it).

As Santosh Singh asserts,‘Nitish, the biggest political calculator of Bihar politics, could not afford to lose Lalu after his crushing defeat. It was calculation alone that had made him align with the BJP in the 1996 post-1995 poll drubbing of Samata Party that had won only seven seats. Nitish had closely followed how Lalu Prasad had been able to form his government in 1995 and 2000 polls by getting a little over 27 percent of votes in three way contest.’6

Hence, the time had come for the turnaround man of Bihar to choose between developmental politics and social alliances as people had voted for the development model of Narendra Modi, laced with Hindutva in the 2014 general elections.

The meteoric rise of the Narendra Modi-led BJP in the 2014 polls and the subsequent assembly polls in some states in the same year had jolted non-BJP parties into action across the country. As Modi’s juggernaut moved towards Bihar, Nitish and Lalu swung into action, contacting the erstwhile members of the Janata Parivar. 

Bihar was going to polls in October-November 2015, while elections in the neighbouring state of Uttar Pradesh were scheduled in the first quarter of 2017.The two states, which amounted to a total of 120 of the 545 Lok Sabha seats, were high on the BJP’s agenda.

Mulayam was also a worried man. The BJP National President Amit Shah had announced that UP was the last frontier that the party had to conquer and, alongside Bihar, he had started preparations for the country’s largest state as well.

While the personal image of Chief Minister Akhilesh Yadav had not dented, the image of his government, controlled by his uncles, had taken a beating.The party’s popularity had also nosedived. Mulayam feared and faced the same political troubles—erosion in the party’s vote bank. Moreover, he  continued harbouring national dreams.

Mulayam remembered the days in early 2010 when he and Lalu had together made noises in the parliament. With barely 25 MPs in their joint kitty, they had virtually taken the country by a storm on the burning issues of price rise, the nuclear deal and women’s reservation bill. Many had then believed that the two political mavericks had finally sunk their past differences to build a front that would help them rebuild their respective political parties in their own states, besides lending them a bigger stature at the national level.

However, Lalu and Mulayam kept giving conflicting signals even though their political interests hardly clashed.They remain undisputed leaders of the same vote bank of Muslim-Yadavs in their own states.

As master strategist Mulayam got down to serious business, his Delhi residence became the meeting ground for all like-minded parties.

Senior journalist Mammen Mathew said Lalu and Nitish hardly needed a mediator as they were driven by sheer survival instincts. Instead, it was a plain realisation that the non-BJP parties will have to come together, otherwise they will be electorally finished. Thus, they worked on a mathematical model and not on the meeting of the minds or ideology.

In a lighter vein, Mammen had told me,‘Often people say Nitish ke pet mein daant hai meaning he is both sly and secretive.’

As pointed out earlier, Nitish had done his homework before approaching Lalu with a plan. Their bungalows have a common boundary in Patna—they had been bad neighbours, but now they had decided to become good neighbours. Sharad Yadav also played a role. He shared a strange relationship with Lalu, having contested an election on a RJD ticket from Madhepura and later against him from the same constituency.

But they wanted a grander alliance to remain politically relevant in the state’s politics.

After days and weeks of vacillation, six parties announced that they were merging into one big entity as they knew people had little or no faith in their pre-electoral alliances. Mulayam was chosen as the head of the Janata Parivar that included JD(S), JD(U), Indian National Lok Dal, Samajwadi Janata Party, Samajwadi Party, and RJD.

Nevertheless, the contentious issues of the party’s name, symbol and flag were left to a committee to decide, though tentatively they had zeroed in on ‘Samajwadi Janata Dal’ and the symbol of the cycle as the name and symbol of the new outfit respectively.

What boosted their morale was the fact that with 30 MPs, the Grand Alliance had become the third biggest bloc in the Rajya Sabha, next to the Congress (68) and BJP (47). As the ruling BJP was short of numbers in the Rajya Sabha, they could always manipulate their strength to their advantage—politically as well as personally- besides recreating the glory of the early 1990s when they were ‘saath-saath’ (together).

The immediate challenge before the Janata Parivar was the Bihar election as they planned to stop Modi’s victory march. He had already won big states like Maharashtra, Haryana and Jharkhand in the winter of 2014.

Lalu and Nitish realised that contesting an election on a new symbol could prove disastrous in fiercely fought polls. Manjhi, who had by then broken away from the JD(U), was also staking a claim to the party’s flag and symbol. There were other explosive issues to settle—who will be the chief ministerial candidate of the Grand Alliance in Bihar. Lalu understandably had reservations about Nitish.

Ahead of the crucial meeting at Mulayam’s residence, a clever Nitish discreetly met the then Congress Vice-President Rahul Gandhi, who not only endorsed his candidature but also balanced Lalu’s proximity to Mulayam.

Lalu’s youngest daughter Rajlaxmi had married Mulayam’s grandnephew Tej Pratap Singh Yadav, an MP from Mainpuri,on 26 February 2015, cementing family ties between the two Yadav chieftains. Their heightened political clout, a few months before Bihar elections, was all too visible with the country’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi leading the high-profile guest list at various functions held in Saifai and New Delhi, breaking all party barriers.

After brokering the deal which included chief ministership for Nitish and deputy chief ministership for Lalu’s son. Mulayam then declared that Lalu had proposed Nitish’s name for the chief minister’s post and that he was their man for the top post.

Lalu in his archetypical style quipped he couldn’t contest in the election and that there was no other claimant from his family or party for the post. He explained that the issue of seats would be sorted as and when they reach an agreement.

Much to the chagrin of the BJP, the leadership issue was amicably settled as Lalu was promised a higher share of seats in ticket distribution. A visibly piqued BJP debunked the electoral alliance as a coalition of compulsion, and not of good governance.They started hatching a plot to break the fragile alliance before the 2019 general elections which is definitely more crucial for the BJP and Prime Minister Narendra Modi.Winning a second inning is always tougher than the first one.

Seat sharing, however, proved tougher than the leadership issue. Playing truant were not only the prime movers but also the head of the family, Mulayam, who had limited stakes and strength in Bihar.

Mulayam had once told me, ‘I had told Lalu to find out where Nitish was at the time when we were holding our meeting, raising a question mark on the latter’s political credibility. He was hobnobbing with Rahul.’

The Janata Parivar came together in June 2015 after months of debate and discussion and trouble started in August 2015.

The Samajwadi Party had initially demanded 40 odd seats, later scaling it down to 27. But at a meeting held on 12 August 2015, the party was not allotted even a single seat, compelling its Bihar president, Ram Chander Singh Yadav, to go on a hunger strike. Eventually, Lalu gave four seats from his party’s quota but that was not acceptable to Mulayam, who questioned the Grand Alliance’s wisdom of giving 40 seats to an ailing Congress.

Mulayam decided to stay away from the Grand Alliance’s first show of strength in Bihar on 30 August 2015 and instead sent his younger brother Shivpal Singh Yadav to attend the rally graced by all poll partners, including Sonia Gandhi.

Different explanations came from different camps about Mulayam’s absence. Firstly, Mulayam, who had grown up in anti-Congress boots, did not wish to be seen as an ally of the Congress by attending the rally and, secondly, the BJP had used Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) pressure on him to stay away. Mulayam and his family are facing a disproportionate assets case.

The fact of the matter is that mistrust amongst them was too strong to keep them together for long.

The canny UP politician pulled out of the alliance on 3 September 2015 while elections were due in October-November. Lalu and Sharad Yadav rushed to Mulayam but he did not budge from his stand.  His cousin, Professor Ram Gopal Yadav, made a scathing attack, denying the existence of any parivar and that he knew the alliance had no future. Formalising it was, according to him, equivalent to signing SP’s death warrant as it would have meant losing the party’s hard earned identity. On the same ground, the NCP also withdrew its support from the Grand Alliance.

Mulayam accused Lalu, his samdhi, of betraying him. In other words, Lalu turned down the seat-sharing arrangement that Mulayam had wanted in Bihar. He told me,‘Lalu lena jaanta hai, dena nahin, par abki baari meri party khari ho jaayegi’ (Lalu only knows how to take and not give, but this time I will raise my party).

In an informal discussion Akhilesh Yadav, Mulayam’s son, who was heading the party and the government in UP, explained his father’s words to me,‘We had made sincere efforts for a tie-up with Lalu and Nitish as we share the same ideology.We were confident about seat-sharing arrangement with them. But they ditched us.

The younger Yadav also said that they had to respect the sentiments of their workers who were keen to contest all the seats.‘We may lack strong organisation in Bihar but we don’t want to bury our party alive. We have to retain our workers.’

The Bihar leaders had their own constraints.They had the 2014 results before them along with the Samajwadi Party’s poor track record. While the NDA was ahead in 172 of the 243 assembly segments in the 2014 Lok Sabha polls, the RJD, JD(U) and Congress were barely leading with 32, 18, and 14 constituencies respectively.The Samajwadi Party figured nowhere.

This was not the first time that the Samajwadi Party was testing waters in Bihar. It had won two assembly seats in 2010 elections, but both the elected representatives had dumped the party for greener pastures. Its highest score of four was in the February 2005 elections, which came down to two in the midterm polls held in October the same year. On the other hand, the Congress had both workers and voters almost in every constituency despite its poor health and in spite of the fact that its electoral performance had been dismal.

Finally, the JD(U) and RJD fought 101 seats each, while the Congress contested on 41. The Grand Alliance polled about 41 per cent of the votes, picking up 178 of the 243 seats.

The Samajwadi Party failed to open its account in 2015 assembly polls.

The caste break-up of the new MLAs wasYadavs—61 of which 42 won on RJD and 11 on JD(U) tickets, Schedules Castes (SCs) 38, Muslims 24, Brahmins 10, Bhumihars 17, Rajput 19, Kurmi 16, Koeri 19,Vaish 16 and Scheduled Tribes (STs) 2.

Mulayam’s exit from the Grand Alliance did not impact the GA’s performance as both Lalu and Nitish worked tirelessly to turn the tables in their favour by watering down the decades-old animosity between the two backward castes—Yadavs and Kurmis.Thus, the poll partners have a recipe for success of their coalition if they so desire.

The leaders knew it was a tough election as both their cadre and voters will take time in accepting each other as friends. Therefore, apart from their repeated shows of bonhomie, the two leaders closely interacted with the district and block-level leaders to end confusion in their rank and file.

Professor Shambhu Sharan Srivastava gave a better explanation. He said the Yadavs had been out of power for a decade. They had lost their political clout along with the levers that a party in power enjoys—contracts, transfer posting and a say in local administration. They were feeling squeezed and suffocated and were desperate to come back to power because Bhumihars, on whom the Yadavs had committed excesses during Lalu’s earlier rule, had been dominating for over a decade under Nitish Kumar.

Lalu touched the sensitive nerve, hammering on their political discomfiture, warning them of the dark days ahead if they dumped him for upper-caste driven BJP. The Yadavs too realised that Lalu’s political demise would sound their political death as well.

The Kurmis, though concentrated in a limited area, unlike the Yadavs who account for an overwhelming population of 20,000 in every constituency, obviously wanted their representatives to return to power.They knew they will need Yadav support to win the state.

Several factors went against the BJP. In their overconfidence, the party leadership failed to exploit the old differences between Nitish and Lalu. Moreover, it overestimated the popularity of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, whose just a little over a year’s performance had by then come under the public scanner. Furthermore, RSS leader Mohan Bhagwat’s controversial statement demanding a review of the reservation policy had also raised their hackles. Bhaghwat had remarked that reservation for socially backward classes was the right example in that regard. Had they implemented the policy as envisaged by the Constitution makers instead of politicising the issue, the situation could have been avoided. Finally, the BJP leadership failed to respond to public preference for a local leadership in state assembly elections. The most important factor however, was the social alliance that Lalu and Nitish had built.

The brand manager of JD(U), Prashant Kishore used technology to harp on the two negatives of the BJP—the ‘Bahari and Bihari.’ The local versus outsider syndrome was played to the hilt and the other was Mohan Bhagwat’s statement which he frenetically disseminated through all mediums.

Professor Srivastava said Lalu exploited Mohan Bhagwat’s statement to the maximum, giving a backward-forward twist to the election. He not only hit out in a series of tweets but also promised an increased quota if voted to power, cautioning that if the NDA came to power it will snatch away quotas from the poor and backward classes.

Quota is a major tool in Bihar as it has been provided for in contracts, panchayats, government schemes, jobs and services. The backward classes felt threatened and they changed the course of the election midway.

Obviously the beneficiaries—the OBCs and Dalits—sharply reacted as they feared the upper-caste driven BJP will take away their quota and thus voted against it with a vengeance.

It was in 1977 when the Janata Party government had tried to implement the controversial Backward Classes Commission’s report under the chairmanship of Mungheri Lal. Forward castes opposed it tooth and nail.Widespread violence had followed. It led to the change in leadership with Ram Sunder Das replacing Karpoori Thakur.

The campaign strategy of bringing together the two warring backward castes, the Kurmis and the Yadavs, under the established leaders of the Mandal movement, Lalu and Nitish, coupled with the latter’s impeccable image, helped the Grand Alliance defeat a Modi-led NDA in the assembly polls.The same voters who had rejected the development politics of Nitish pampered him with votes a year later.

On the other hand, the BJP had no local leadership and were banking heavily on Modi’s charisma. Its poll partners also failed to put up a great show.The LJP of Ram Vilas Paswan, Hindustani Awam Morcha (secular) of former CM Jitan Ram Manjhi, and Rashtriya Lok Samata Party of Upendra Kushwaha contested 83 seats and won barely five of them.The BJP won 53 of the 157 seats.

When it came to government formation, the Yadavs were given the maximum representation, as they along with Muslims had solidly voted for the Grand Alliance irrespective of caste affiliations of the RJD, JD(U) and Congress candidates.The unity of Yadavs and Muslims (Y-M), assiduously forged by RJD chief Lalu Prasad, played a crucial role in mobilising the OBCs and Dalits in favour of the Grand Alliance, especially after RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat’s goof-up on the reservation policy.

Apparently, Bihar leaders proved to be cleverer than their counterparts in UP. They did not play the Muslim card knowing fully that in a highly communalised society, Hindus will not vote for Muslim candidates, an unpalatable development completely ignored by the BSP, Congress and Samajwadi Party in 2017 elections in UP in which they tried to lure community support by vying with each other in giving more tickets to Muslims.Ambrish Tyagi in fact said that thanks to the BJP’s electoral policies, today there is anti-polarisation in the society instead of communal polarisation.

The biggest loser was Mulayam.

Mulayam might have later realised the political blunder that he had committed. Had he shown the magnanimity of continuing as the head of the Grand Alliance, he would have emerged as an undisputed leader of the Mahagatbandhan (Grand Alliance) whose leaders had plans of taking it forward to the 2019 Lok Sabha elections.

But before facing the general elections, he had to test the waters in Uttar Pradesh and Mulayam knew that after the success of Bihar model, he will be under pressure by Lalu and team to ally with the Congress and the BSP.

The coalition government started functioning on 20 November 2015. Nitish despises dynastic politics and had often accused Lalu of promoting it. However, he had to bite the dust by inducting two of Lalu’s sons in his cabinet, one as the deputy chief minister. In the process, Nitish Kumar also became chief minister of Bihar for the fifth time.After all, coalition politics has its own political compulsions.

Soon after he realised that his position was becoming compromised. Dr Shambhu Sharan Srivastava said,‘As the NDA chief minister, Nitish ruled as a leader of a single party and not of an alliance. Arun Jaitley, who later became union finance minister, gave him a free hand to run the state. But Lalu is different, six important departments were under his sons and soon officers started reporting to him.’

As it was the honeymoon period of the coalition, the partners in power preferred to play along with it for the time being.

In early 2016, The Indian Express did a six-month check on Raghopur, a Yadav bastion in Vaishali district, now the constituency of heir apparent Deputy Chief Minister Tejashwi Prasad Yadav.According to Vandita Misra,‘A new common sense is setting over Bihar’s capital city: RJD chief Lalu Yadav, the more volatile partner of the ruling Mahagatbandhan, whose party also occupies more seats in the assembly than Nitish Kumar’s JD(U), and who therefore holds the keys in the arranged marriage between the two parties, will not rock the government anytime soon. Because like Nitish, he has nowhere else to go. But, it is being said, there is another reason. Because Lalu must establish his younger son Tejashwi in the Nitish government.’

Vandita later concluded that there have been visible strains, but those strains are not strong enough to ruffle the arrangement as Lalu also says,‘Bihar is our base.After me and Nitish, it is these boys. Boys are his and not of Nitish.’7

Nitish’s son Nishant is not in politics.

On many occasions, the government tottered but did not collapse. It was in the personal and political interests of both Lalu and Nitish to continue the government despite their heterogeneous interests. Governance took a hit as people started comparing Nitish’s present rule with the earlier ones.

‘The Grand Alliance narrative, however, has been derailed in Bihar, with Kumar even unable to shuffle his bureaucrats or top policemen, with some insiders blaming Lalu’s adverse pressure to nominate officers close to RJD to top and crucial posts, even as his son, deputy chief minister, Tejashwi Prasad Yadav is being tom-tommed as RJD heir apparent.This has bogged down governance with orders and counter orders galore from ‘‘influential wings’’, as officers put it.’8

Profssor NK Chaudhary had a different explanation. He told me, ‘The present government is infested with contradictions as the two leaders at the helm of affairs are poles apart. Lalu promotes dynastic politics, buys lands and fields, while Nitish’s politics is built on Yadav’s misdoings. There is also sharp variance in their culture—Lalu is pragmatic, Nitish autocratic.’

As Nitish and Lalu formed a chalk and cheese combination, tremors kept rocking the alliance. Both the leaders, however, managed their differences with great maturity, making BJP all the more uncomfortable.The BJP was desperate to destabilise the alliance before the 2019 general elections as they had to break the formidable social alliance built by the leaders’ togetherness.

A golden opportunity came when the Supreme Court,overturning the 2014 order of the Jharkhand High Court, which had dropped the conspiracy charges against Lalu Yadav in the 900-crore fodder scam, ruled that he should be tried for criminal conspiracy and fixed a time frame of nine months for the trial.The order had come in response to the CBI plea opposing the dropping of the charges against Lalu.

The order was followed by the quizzing of Lalu’s family members and subsequent raids. The BJP’s face in Bihar, Sushil Modi, started mounting pressure on Nitish Kumar to initiate action against the Yadav scions, whose names figured in the deals. They also brought new corruption cases against the Yadav family in the public domain. People speculated as to who was providing incriminating documents to Modi that he was so confidently flashing them to the media, much to the political discomfiture of the JD(U) leadership.

‘He hinted that he received help from ‘‘people inside the Bihar government’’ in obtaining papers and documents to expose the RJD leadership.’9

Nitish, who had always taken a high moral stand against corruption was stung into silence. He wanted to distance himself from the raging controversies without rocking the boat. Caught in a dilemma, Nitish started sending conflicting signals about his relationship with the NDA government at the Centre that provoked Lalu to tweet,‘Congratulating the ruling party on a new alliance partner.’ People immediately read it as a jibe at his alliance partner, Chief Minister Nitish Kumar. Lalu quickly amended the tweet,‘Don’t get so excited.The alliance is unbreakable. Now a process is on to bring together parties with similar views. I am not afraid of the BJP’s government machinery and agencies.’

Sushil Modi, who had produced incriminating documents on the RJD’s land deals,tweeted his reply,‘Nitish is responsible for resurrection of Lalu who plundered and ruined Bihar and still patronising only to remain CM.’ He again tweeted, ‘We knew he [Lalu] will go hiding behind social justice, vendetta, backward, poor. But don’t worry, all these are now with the BJP.’10

People started speculating when and how the alliance would collapse! Who will pull the rug—Nitish Kumar or Lalu Yadav, and when?

Mammen Mathew states, ‘To questions, why the JD-U has not come up with a stand on the taint that the RJD has copped, Pawan Varma, said, “The CM has already said, that inquiries into the allegations are in the realm of central agencies and the law could take its own course.”’11

Mammen later told me that the overall JD(U) stance against the Centre and the prime minister remain strident over the Bihar package. But Kumar’s emphasis on principle, which made him split with the NDA over Narendra Modi’s nomination as the prime minister by the BJP,‘without consulting allies’, on 16 June 2013, after 17 years of bonhomie, could be a precedent for a repeat.This could especially be so if the RJD scam taint weighs more and opposition unity in face of contradictions fails to come off enough, such that his emergence as a possible unity candidate against the PM comes unstuck.

As the heat became unbearable, Nitish could not remain silent and it was his party JD(U) that started mounting pressure on the partner to come out clean.

Lalu’s son and Deputy Chief Minister Tejashwi found an alibi in terms of his age, that is, he was 14 years old when the land for hotel scam took place during his father’s tenure as the union railway minister.

Retaliating against the JD(U) demand for his son’s resignation, Lalu told channels that there was no question of him resigning. The people of Bihar had given Tejashwi a responsibility, which he was doing well even as the JD(U) issued a 96-hour ultimatum to either come clean on graft charges or resign.

Sonia Gandhi tried to play the peacemaker; she spoke to Nitish Kumar as she knew the collapse of the Grand Alliance was not in her party’s interest as either Nitish will survive with BJP’s support or the state would come under the President’s Rule.

Nitish had started sending signals much before he took the final call. Earlier, breaking from the opposition line on the presidential polls, Nitish had announced support for the NDA candidate Ram Nath Kovind. While he himself had initiated the idea of fielding a joint opposition candidate against the NDA, he had skipped a UPA luncheon meet hosted by Sonia Gandhi on 26 May 2017 to discuss and decide a consensus candidate. Congress leader Manish Tiwari met him. He also avoided meeting Sonia’s emissary, Ghulam Nabi Azad on 20 June 2017, who had specially flown to Patna to impress upon him to join the ideological battle and not support the NDA candidate.The next day, on 21 June 2017, Meira Kumar, a Dalit leader from Bihar, was declared as the UPA’s joint presidential nominee against NDA’s Ram Nath Kovind. Nitish voted for Kovind on 17 July 2017.

But this was not the first time that Nitish was seen standing with the NDA. On many occasions, he had warmed up to the ruling party at the Centre. He supported demonetisation and surgical strikes in Pakistan Occupied Kashmir (PoK) on 26 September 2016.The prime minister too had responded by appreciating the Nitish government’s ban on liquor, which he later amended in anticipation of the 2019 polls.

A leader close to Nitish Kumar confided that by then a former BJP member of legislative council (MLC) had grown quite close to Nitish Kumar, who eventually became a bridge between the two parties. He kept insisting on how his image was more important than the survival of the alliance. Currently, he is adviser to Nitish Kumar.

Mammen Mathew also mentioned Sanjay Jha, who was once an Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad (ABVP) leader at Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) and close to a senior union minister in the Narendra Modi government. He played an important role in bringing Nitish Kumar back to the NDA. He had also been instrumental in taking Nitish Kumar to Punjab to attend a BJP rally in 2009.

The backroom parleys were on but the stalemate was continuing even as the people of Bihar suffered. Political experts were divided. In an interview Professor NK Choudhary said to me, ‘Nitish has an alternative in BJP, but he would not break the alliance. Instead he would want Lalu to stop meddling in administrative work. If the alliance has to go, he would want Lalu to blink first. However, as Yadav does not have an alternative, he would issue threats but not pull the rug.’

Dr Srivastava said,‘Nitish finds himself pushed to the NDA. Both the Congress and the RJD may not withdraw support.’

Interestingly, even the BJP also did not appear to be as warm towards Nitish as it had been earlier. After all, Narendra Modi is no Vajpayee or Advani.

Despite the initial hugs and the handshakes in public, the Grand Alliance did not survive and the BJP struck political gold.

Lalu and Nitish had come together for their own survival in the state’s politics after the BJP blizzard had left them struggling for space. Sadly, the crusaders of secularism could not bury their personal ambitions and differences for their political mission.

Santosh Singh said,‘What brought Nitish close to his political bade bhai is pure social arithmetic. If it is ideology, it is the ideology of convenience. Nitish’s only agenda after his defeat in 2014 is to trounce his bete noire Narendra Modi. Nitish wants Lalu with his motive in Bihar, he wants Janata Parivar with the same motive at the national level.’12

Nitish has a habit of taking his time in arriving at a final decision. He allows issues to simmer before taking a final call. He was also waiting for the UP results.

A senior party leader who was present at an informal discussion held in Patna while the UP assembly results were rolling out said the mood of the Bihar chief minister changed as he saw the BJP forming the government in Uttar Pradesh. A few days back he had described Rahul as a mature leader but he did a volte face after the UP results were out.

But what was so grand about the alliance? Just because two leaders sank their two-decade old differences for power?!

It will be grand for the public only when the coalition government survives and delivers. What a vicious cycle coalition politics is! Coalitions seem inevitable in a state driven by caste-based politics, and Bihar will continue to be afflicted with political instability until coalitions actually work.

Mammen Mathew later summed up the alliance as short-lived and purposeless which gave government but not governance.

A TALE OF COALITIONS

Ever since the decline of the Congress, Bihar has supported and suffered coalition rules barring an exception in 1995, when the Janata Dal under the leadership of Lalu Yadav had won a clear mandate.The party had won 167 out of 324 seats in undivided Bihar. However, it was not Lalu’s pull alone but exterior factors that had helped him win a majority in the polls.

According to Dr Shambhu Sharan Srivastava, what had actually helped Lalu was the decision of the Chief Election Commissioner TN Seshan to stagger the polls to which Lalu and his supporters gave an upper caste-OBC twist to consolidate backwards.

Five years later in the year 2000, Lalu failed to get a majority— one because of his own misdoings, and second because of the state’s penchant for coalition politics. He formed the government, albiet with the support of the Congress and independents.

Uttar Pradesh broke the 14-year long coalition jinx in 2007 when Mayawati (BSP) was given a clear mandate to form the government. The people of the state again gave a majority to Akhilesh Yadav (Samajwadi Party) in 2012 and Narendra Modi (BJP) in 2017.

Interestingly, the BJP had won a majority mandate in UP in 1991, unlike neighbouring Bihar where regional players, instead of the BJP, gained more from the decline of the Congres.The BJP had to piggyback on a regional party to come to power for the first time in 2005.

Unfortunately, Lalu and Nitish had thrown a spanner in their ambitious move to independently win Bihar in 2015. But now they have fallen apart, along with the formidable caste alliance that they had built.

Can BJP satraps Narendra Modi and Amit Shah crack Bihar in 2020 now that Nitish has joined hands with them.  If there is one issue that could break their alliance  is the construction of Ram Mandir in Ayodhya. Nitish will never compromise his secular credentials.

As of now, the BJP will want the chief minister’s post even if a coalition government comes to power after the 2020 polls. They allowed Nitish to wear the crown as the party’s actual game plan was to break the Grand Alliance ahead of the 2019 General Elections.And there is no guarantee that Nitish will continue with the BJP till then. Much would depend on the 2019 Lok Sabha results. Ahead of the 2019 polls, when Nitish Kumar had started throwing tantrums, Amit Shah had met and cajoled him.The dispute had been over the sharing of seats for the 2019 polls.

Nevertheless, the burning question in Bihar today is,When and who will break the coalition jinx in Bihar? Many believe the BJP may win Bihar without an ally if it diligently moves on its plan to consolidate anti-Yadav backwards, the extremely backwards, Dalits, Mahadalits and the upper caste, amounting to 60 per cent of the population as opposed to the 40 per cent of Yadavs, Kurmis and Muslims of the Grand Alliance.

Tracing the political history of Bihar, Mammen Mathew had told me, ‘The 1960s saw the first spurt in coalition governments when socialists came to prominence.The state saw five coalition governments in one and a half years.’

Here is an account of what happened in 1967, the watershed year. It was period of turbulence as backward castes were asserting both in the agrarian and political spheres. The demand for quota in jobs further consolidated them. After the 1967 polls, the opposition, primarily comprising socialists, communists and Jan Sangh, formed Samyukta Vidhayak Dal (SVD). Mahamaya Prasad Sinha became the first non-Congress Chief Minister of Bihar. His government did not last long and Satish Prasad Sinha became the chief minister for three days.

The musical chair started with MLAs divided on caste lines. Bindeshwari Prasad Mandal split SVD, formed Shoshit Samaj Dal with the help of 40 lower-caste MLAs. His government had not completed 31 days when former Congress Chief Minister Binodanand Jha split the Congress and formed Loktantrik Congress Dal with the help of Dalit MLAs. He propped up Bhola Paswan Shastri, who became the first Dalit chief minister of the state for 100 days.Thereafter, the state came under President’s Rule.

The 1969 elections again threw a hung house.The Congress was caught between backward caste assertion and upper-caste resistance to sharing political space, which gave Bihar its first OBC chief minister, Har Prasad Singh, that too after 24 years of the country’s independence. His government lasted four months. Bhola Paswan Shastri replaced him but his government too fell within two weeks.The state came under President’s Rule once again. After the 1970 polls,the Congress’Daroga Prasad Ravi, a Yadav, became the CM, but pressures from upper-caste leadership led to his resignation. However, the opposition ganged up after Rai’s resignation and Karpoori Thakur became the chief minister. The caste struggle ensued and his government fell after six months and, interestingly, Bhola Paswan Shastri again wore the crown. But not for long! The state came under President’s Rule and elections were held in 1972. By then the upper-castes had lost hegemony.

Thus between 1960 and 1970, 10 chief ministers ruled the state with their terms ranging from five, 13, 18 and 31 days to 1,250 days. The state twice came under President’s Rule in the said period.

Some semblance of stability returned to the state from February 1970 onward.The decade of the 1970s saw the return of the Congress. It is another matter that the Congress leadership loved keeping CMs on tenterhooks. From March 1972 to 3 April 1977, the Congress had changed its chief ministers thrice.

In the decade of the 1970s, the state was ruled by eight chief ministers and twice it came under President’s Rule.

The socialists remained active, grabbing power for the first time for 163 days from 22 December 1970 to 2 June 1971.

Once again, the non-Congress parties came together, formed the Janata Party and ruled the state from 24 June 1977 to 17 February 1980, thereafter which the state came under President’s Rule, despite a change of leadership—Ram Sunder Das replaced Karpoori Thakur.

The rising consciousness and hunger for political power among the backward castes started fructifying with the Jayaprakash Narayan anti-Congress movement also helping in their mobilisation. It was reflected in the composition of the state assembly as the strength of the upper castes started declining and that of the backward castes began surging in the Bihar legislative assembly.The most populous backward caste, the Yadavs, had become the second largest group in the assembly by 1977.

‘Bihar moved from single national party dominance to fragmented polity with many regional parties having their distinctive support bases.’13

Sanjay Kumar, Mohammad Sanjeer Alam and Dhananjai Joshi were all of the opinion that until 1990, the Congress had dominated the politics of the state, barring the post-Emergency period of 1977-79.Ironically,the Bhagalpur riots,the rise of the temple movement and caste tensions slowed down the development activity with Bihar’s per capita income deteriorating from two-thirds of the national average to less than half in the 1980s.

According to Kumar, Alam and Joshi, ‘The growth rate of food grain production in Bihar was higher than the national average in the 1960s. It was 3.05 per cent in Bihar as against 2.5 per cent for India as a whole. But the compound growth rate of food grain production fell down to 2.3 per cent during a decade from 1980–83 to 1990–93.The phase (1967–89) was a period of political volatility, and it signalled the undercurrents of rising caste consciousness accompanied by change in socio-political mobilisation and contours of political power. The Congress managed to remain in power all through the 1980s largely due to a lack of unity among the opposition parties rather than some damage control measures for its failure all through these years. But it failed to give stability in leadership within the party.’14

Caste dynamics also changed after the 1990s with the divisions in upper and backward castes as they split between groups—upper caste between the Congress and the BJP and backwards between Lalu Yadav and Nitish Kumar and in their quest for power at the social and political level,the Yadavs and Kurmis became rivals. Meanwhile, Ram Vilas Paswan also formed his own party, taking away a chunk of the Dalit votes, especially that of the Pasis, with him.

What next then?

In states where castes play a dominant role in deciding the ruler, social alliances must precede political alliances for the longevity of the coalition.

Furthermore, it is clear that political parties, caught in the cesspool of identity politics, fail to serve all castes after coming to power.The Congress coined the slogan of ‘Garibi hatao’, but it failed to take along the backward castes whose adopted leaders let them down.

The backward castes kept asserting and in the 1990s the jodi (pair) of Nitish Kumar and Lalu Yadav redefined the politics of the state. Dalits also came under the banner of the Janata Dal. Internal squabbles, however, have led to the collapse of the party and along with that a break in backward unity.

According to Mammen Mathew, it was the disparate coalition in the Mandal days that brought Lalu to power. However, it was ‘Chanakya Nitish’ who actually helped Lalu form the government riding on VP Singh’s Mandal card. But the jodi started falling off basically on the issue of Yadavisation.The grand coalition of two prominent backward castes—Yadavs and Koeri-Kurmi—broke.

Nitish joined hands with George Fernandes and formed the Samata Party in 1994, an offshoot of Janata Dal, which lacked immediate traction. It was Lalu who managed to win a comfortable majority. In 2003, the bulk of the Samata Party merged with JD(U).

Lalu’s stature kept growing till his name figured in the fodder scam. As internal pressures grew on him to resign, he quit the Janata Dal and formed his own party, RJD in 1997, which, in years to come, would become the main regional player in the state though Lalu’s popularity has declined since then.

However, populism and symbolism by themselves cannot appeal to voters eternally.The slogan of dignity also fails to appeal to empty stomachs as it cannot satiate their hunger. Most politicians fail to realise this—for instance, Mayawati in Uttar Pradesh and Lalu Yadav in Bihar kept feeding pride and dignity to the poor. But for how long? Mayawati created history by mopping up a majority on her promise of dignity in 2007, but was thrown out of power five years later as she spent her tenure in building statues and parks in the name of Dalit icons.After all, she had largely promised swabhiman (dignity).

Lalu’s supporters had more patience as he and his wife Rabri Devi (who took over after his name figured in the fodder scam) ruled the state from 1990 to 2005, with brief interruptions in the form of two President’s Rules. His popularity, however, kept receding and after an independent tenure of the first five years, he had to head coalition governments. In between, he had quit the Janata Dal and formed his own party.

The three writers in Aao Bihar opined, ‘In the assembly election held in February 2005,political rivals of RJD attacked it for neglecting development of the state. The issue of development appealed to the voter. Majority of voters held that development of the state was a major consideration when they voted for a party. Thus, the verdict of 2005 assembly elections was largely the rejection of politics of symbolism, though caste identity of political leadership still mattered for a significant section of voters.’15

During Lalu’s rule, the law and order situation deteriorated, industries started fleeing, and the roads wore a deserted look after sunset as many moved their families to other states. I remember attending a wedding in Patna and being told to return to the safe confines of my hotel much before the dinner time.While dropping me at the hotel, my colleagues advised,‘Don’t move out of the hotel, stay in and watch the television.’ There were many families that had moved out of Bihar while the earning member stayed back. Kidnapping for ransom was common.

Nitish, in alliance with the BJP, formed the government in 2005 on the developmental aspirations of the people and earned the sobriquet of ‘Bihar’s Turnaround Man’. He again won the 2010 elections but trouble between the partners started before the 2014 general elections. His party’s decimation brought him back to the doors of Lalu Yadav and they together formed the Grand Alliance that had swept Bihar in 2015.They had parted ways in 1994 and were often called Viru and Jai after they steered a three-party alliance to a spectacular victory.

Now Nitish is back in the NDA.

The alacrity with which he quit as the CM of the Grand Alliance and took oath again as the CM of NDA, within 24 hours, shows how delicate coalitions are.

Meanwhile Lalu, even from behind bars, is rebuilding another alliance of like-minded parties. He is also said to be instrumental in some of the intransigence that Mayawati has shed in joining a coalition.

Now, if Bihar continues to vote for coalition rules, what are the potential combinations for the formation of the government in the future?

As Dr Srivastava points out, Lalu, who had briefly flirted with the BJP in 1990, will not consider compromising his ideological leanings again.

On the other hand, Nitish Kumar, despite his dismal track record of winning elections, has become a major factor before the 2019 general elections as he has kept both the options open.

Electorally, he contested elections independently twice. He contested assembly election in 1995.The Samata Party, of which he is a founder-leader, won seven of the 324 seats.

During the 2014 Lok Sabha elections, Nitish won two out of the 40 Lok Sabha seats despite his claim to good governance and his much-touted support of women and Mahadalits.The reality is that he helps the coalition to get a majority and even the BJP has grown in his company. He will remain in demand as there is no local leader of his stature in the BJP or RJD. Lalu cannot contest elections and his wife and former Bihar chief minister, Rabri Devi, has almost retired from politics. His promising son Tejashwi may still need some more years to match Nitish’s image and stature.

Sharing of seats will be a contentious issue between the BJP, JD(U) and LJP, besides smaller allies. Signals had started emanating from JD(U) quarters for a larger share of seats in the assembly polls that would be held soon after the Lok Sabha election. Generally, when Lok Sabha and Vidhan Sabha elections are held in a close sequence, the allies sign seat-sharing pacts for both. It is another matter that such pacts are often broken.

According to Dr Srivastava, Nitish harbours the ambition to be the prime minister, but he cannot get a majority even in his own state in the state assembly. Not everyone can be a Deve Gowda or IK Gujral, both of whom became the prime minister of the Third Front governments at the Centre.

‘Nitish had started cultivating Rahul and Sonia Gandhi hoping to fulfil his national ambition by availing their support. But in the Presidential polls he seems to have overstepped, rubbing the Congress leadership on the wrong side. Now he is caught in his own web. He is with NDA, which may eventually dump him for ditching them in 2013,’ added Dr Srivastava.

I somehow disagree because in politics there are no permanent friends and foes. Much would depend on the numbers of the NDA and the UPA in the Lok Sabha after the elections. Nitish will be acceptable to both, provided he has the numbers in his kitty.That’s the beauty of coalition politics!

In the words of NK Choudhary, Bihar has paid a heavy price for unstable coalition governments. Development has suffered, and so has the image of its political representatives.

But coalitions are inevitable in Bihar, provided identity politics continue to flourish in the state.And many, like Professor Chaudhary, do not foresee any drastic change in the caste-driven politics of the state.

However,  some developments ahead of the 2019 General Elections have forced the political parties as well as pundits to have a relook at Bihar.

In mid-March 2018, by-elections were held for one Lok Sabha and two assembly seats. Much to the surprise of the NDA, which is confident of retaining its tally of 31 Lok Sabha seats, it was the RJD that won the Araria Lok Sabha seat by a margin of 60,000 votes. Lalu was in jail and his son was holding the fort in his absence. Former Chief Minister Rabri Devi have since taken a back seat.

Interestingly, the RJD also retained the Jehananad assembly seat which it won by 30,000 votes.The BJP had to remain content with its victory over its Congress rival in Bhabhua, that too barely by a margin of 14,000 votes.The Congress, a poll partner of RJD, is not a force to reckon with in Bihar.

It is not a good signal for the NDA though the RJD candidate from Araria, Sarfaraz Alam, had crossed over from JD(U) to RJD before the polls.

The bypolls were the first election to be held in Bihar since Nitish deserted Lalu Yadav and joined the BJP in July 2017. While facing an existential crisis with master strategist Lalu in jail, his party did unexpectedly well, thus reviving the fighting spirits of the cadres. Lalu’s son Tejashwi looks like the new star on the political horizon.

However, the biggest takeaway was the failure of the social alliance of extremely backward castes and Mahadalits that Nitish had so assiduously built. In addition, two smaller allies—Mahadalit leader Jitan Ram Manjhi of Hindustani Awam Morcha and Upendra Kushwaha of Rashtriya Lok Samata Party—clashed over the ticket for the Jehanabad seat. Since then, Manjhi has quit the NDA and many believe Kushwaha may also walk away before the 2019 polls.This will be a loss for the BJP’s ambition of stitching a strong social alliance against the RJD-Congress combine.

Shivanand Tiwari, one-time mentor of both Nitish Kumar and Lalu Yadav, had played a crucial role in building the Grand Alliance. Now associated with the RJD as senior vice-president, Tiwari feels that a sulking Kushwaha may quit the NDA before the 2019 polls, which would be detrimental to the NDA’s health. However, the LJP of Ram Vilas Paswan, JD(U) and BJP may stick together fearing Lalu’s revival.

In politics, when caste identity prevails over other potent issues, incarceration in a corruption case does not affect the political health of the leader.

The NDA, however, is confident that their rivals lack a leader who could match Modi’s charisma. Consensus on one name may also prove elusive in their anti-camp. But that would help them in winning the general elections, not Bihar.

When members of the NDA had started giving trouble to the BJP, Union Minister Ram Vilas Paswan said in an interview in April 2018,‘You have to realise that the Vajpayee government was a coalition government. The Modi government is an absolute BJP majority government. It got votes in the name of Modi. It is natural that BJP’s self-confidence will be higher than that of others.That’s why he has taken big risks.’16

In the same interview, Paswan, dispelling speculations about allies feeling suffocated in the NDA, said that he will always be in the NDA, which continues to be in place.

Interestingly, Paswan is often described as the ‘scientist of political weather’ who foresees power and remains on the right side. He has frequently changed partners in the past.

Predicting a triangular contest in the 2019 elections, he said, ‘There will be Rahul Gandhi on the other side and there will be Third Front or Mamata Bannerjee. Nothing will happen on opposition unity. There is only one formulation in democracy.Who is the leader? That’s it. On that, nobody will agree.’17

Paswan is partially correct. Now that Nitish has abandoned his national dreams and wishes to survive in the state politics, it is unlikely that there will be any dispute on the leadership issue in the BJP until an in-house rebel surfaces. However, the BJP may want the chief minister’s post after the 2020 assembly polls. Much will depend on its 2019 performance, though Nitish is also not growing in strength. His personal image that held him in high stead through his 15-year-long rein is in danger, following communal troubles and poor development work in the state.

The common belief, as of now, is that there will be victory of either of the two alliances led by the BJP and the RJD. That would also depend on the social alliances which they build or retain. Partners may float from one alliance to another.

Thus, four major players and two combinations will keep the state on its tenterhooks as the time has not yet come for one-party rule in Bihar.

Had the Grand Alliance survived, it would have changed the contours of politics in North India, especially Uttar Pradesh, where regional forces are facing the saffron surge. It would have made the 2019 general elections tougher for the NDA and the 2020 polls a distant dream, leaving the field open for a Bihari.


CHAPTER 4

THE FAILED EXPERIMENTS (UP-1)

A Grand Alliance was built and buried here in the early 1990s. It has been revived after over two decades. Previously, it had survived for less than two years. How long will it last now?

Circa November 1991:Winter had started to set in but Uttar Pradesh was on the boil.The epicentre of the turmoil was India’s holy city of Ayodhya, 140 kilometres away from the state’s capital, Lucknow.

Senior BJP leader, Lal Krishna Advani, had embarked on a political-religious rath yatra from Somnath (Gujarat) to Ayodhya (Uttar Pradesh) on 25 September 1990 to mobilise support for the construction of the Ram Temple at the site where the Babri Masjid stood.

The phenomenal yatra that changed the political course and discourse of the country was timed to cover 10,000 kilometres, reaching its destination on 30 October 1990,coinciding with the BJPVHP’s  (Vishva Hindu Parishad) proposed kar sewa (voluntary service for temple construction).

The sixteenth-century Babri Masjid has been a bone of contention between Hindus and Muslims since 1853 when the first communal clash over its ownership was reported. Hindus believe the mosque was built after demolishing a preexisting Ram temple at his birth site.

Advani’s yatra had generated an unprecedented frenzy in the country with kar sewaks thronging the temple city from all over the country.

Tension started to build up in the state as the government took every possible step to thwart the entry of the kar sewaks into the temple city. Chief Minister Mulayam Singh Yadav was as determined to save the disputed structure from any damage as the kar sewaks were to liberate the birth place of Rama.

Religious sentiments were high, and the kar sewaks irrepressible. Infuriated by Mulayam’s statement, ‘Masjid par parinda bhi par nahin maar sakega’ (security around the mosque will be so tight that even a bird won’t be able to enter it, or the security will be impregnable), they hoodwinked the administration, entered the temple city and lay siege to its narrow lanes and by-lanes.

Mulayam was gearing up for a defining moment of his political career that had been on a see-saw since he had entered politics in the late 1960s. He had already drawn a blueprint for Advani’s arrest as soon as he entered the UP borders. Mulayam knew he would emerge as one of the biggest secular faces in the country.

However, he did not enjoy a comfortable rapport with Prime Minister Vishwanath Pratap Singh.The latter, along with Bihar Chief Minister Lalu Yadav, decided to deny Mulayam the credit for stopping Advani’s rath yatra which had to cross Bihar to enter UP.

Upsetting Mulayam’s apple cart, Lalu stopped Advani’s rath yatra in Bihar and took him into custody on 23 October 1990, while UP suffered its communal backlash.

Mulayam felt betrayed as he knew that Prime Minister VP Singh was the brain behind Lalu’s action and the claimant for the same secular space in his state.

On the D-day, frenzied mobs of kar sewaks started moving towards the disputed structure.The police fired teargas shells to disperse them. But all hell broke loose after a few kar sewaks managed to climb the dome of the mosque and unfurl a saffron flag.The subsequent police firing left several kar sewaks dead and many more injured, provoking a nationwide furore.

The country was stunned by the killings of kar sewaks. The BJP withdrew support from both the VP Singh government at the Centre and the UP government headed by Mulayam.The Congress immediately propped up Chandra Shekhar as the prime minister while saving Mulayam’s government from collapse by extending outside support—all for the sake of secularism. Eventually, the Congress withdrew support from the Chandra Shekhar government after four months, which had a rippling effect on the state government as well. Elections were announced but by then Mulayam had earned the sobriquet of ‘Maulana Mulayam’. He also became untouchable as Hindus despised him for killing the kar sewaks.

The doughty and diminutive political master, Mulayam Singh Yadav, still remembers the hard days he spent in complete isolation after losing the 1991 election. His Samajwadi Janata Dal had barely won 34 seats, polling 12.5 per cent votes.

Deserted by his friends, despised by people and dumped by political parties, he spent wintry afternoons sitting in his lawn and brooding over his future. His political career, spanning over two decades till then, had seen many a high and low, but he had never felt so lonely. He once told me how even his close associates deserted him then.

‘Barring a few senior party leaders, no one visited me as many believed it was the end of my politics.’ Mulayam, a staunch Hanuman bhakt, wanted to emerge as the country’s biggest secular face but not anti-Hindu, and before the 2017 assembly elections in the state, he regretted his orders for firing on the kar sewaks. He explained that he had been forced to take the tough decision in the larger interest of the nation’s unity and as well as to ensure the Muslim community did not lose faith in India’s secular fabric.

The firings on unarmed kar sewaks made the people angry. Drowned in and draped by their religious sentiments, they refused to buy any explanation as harrowing tales of police excesses tumbled out of the Sangh Parivar cupboard.

The BJP-VHP-RSS leadership decided to further intensify the temple movement as people had voted them to power in the state. The BJP formed the government in the state in 1991 with a comfortable majority.The Congress returned to power at the Centre with Narasimha Rao heading a minority government, while the Janata Dal broke into splinter groups.

The Kalyan Singh-headed UP government was later dismissed after the demolition of the disputed structure on 6 December 1992.

If the killings of the kar sewaks had infuriated the country, the demolition of the shrine discomfited them as there was widespread condemnation of mobocracy.

The demolition of Ayodhya shrine brought Mulayam back to the center-stage of the state’s politics as senior BJP leader Atal Bihari Vajpayee joined the chorus censuring the demolition act as ‘national shame’. Midterm elections were again called in 1993.

A born wrestler, Mulayam, who had till then travelled from party to party, decided to make a fresh start. He floated his own party and on 10 April 1992.The Samajwadi Party was born, primarily to unite all socialists, scattered across various parties. Besides Yadav, Maulana Mulayam was confident of winning the support of Muslims, who were angry and anguished by the demolition of Babri Masjid and had one mission—defeat the communal forces (read BJP).

The public mood was both celebratory and condemnatory, but the BJP was confident of romping back to power as they had liberated the Ram Janmabhoomi as promised.The Congress was on the decline. The socialists were divided into smaller groups with Janata Dal, under the leadership of VP Singh, remaining a major claimant for the secular space.

Compulsion, thy name is politics.Various factions of the Janata Dal, which was formed in 1989 with the sole purpose of defeating the Congress, started inching closer.

The Janata Dal (Ajit Singh) and Samajwadi Janata Party (Chandra Shekhar) merged with the Janata Dal (Bommai), but it only helped in reducing the number of parties in the state instead of making any impact.

In his article,‘The Last Refuge’,Vijay Dutt wrote,‘Firm believers of Robert Bruce’s philosophy of try and try again, the ever-feuding members of the Janata Parivar have ‘‘united’’ once again. Polls and a common object of animosity and fear have always served as the paste to join together fragments in the opposition. This time it was also a question of survival for all of them. Ajit Singh and Chandrashekhar had very little chance of saving their footholds in their home state of UP, if they fought the forthcoming elections alone. The realization made them bury mutual distrust and distaste for each other, at least for the time being.’1

Kalyan Singh’s parody of the Janata Dal evoked much interest. In all his meetings, he used to dramatically recite, ‘Janata Dal ke tukre hazaar huye, kuch idhar gire, kuch udhar gire’ (Janata Dal disintegrated into pieces and failed).As the party started regrouping,all eyes were on the Samajwadi Party even as voters knew that any alliance against the BJP will have no weight without Mulayam joining the bandwagon. After all, he had the support of Muslims and Yadavs.The people and political experts ruled that only a grand alliance of all secular parties could prevent repetition of the phenomenon that had brought the BJP to power in 1991.

To avert a division of secular votes, the communists as well as Muslim religious leaders like Abdullah Bukhari started mounting pressure on Mulayam to ally with VP Singh’s Janata Dal but he refused. In their desperation, the Janata Dal leadership even offered the coveted chair of the chief minister to Mulayam Singh Yadav.

He did not relent as the Janata Dal leaders had backstabbed him after the 1989 assembly elections, when they had forced a bitter battle for the UP crown even after he had been told it belonged to him. Mulayam had worked hard to win the electoral race, in return for which, he thought he had the rightful claim on the chair. However, he won the coveted chair after an intense battle against Chaudhary Ajit Singh, the nominee of VP Singh.

Mulayam was confident as he and his new party had started drawing large crowds. What he still lacked was a winning formula that could wean away the Muslims from VP Singh, whom they had supported in the 1991 polls.

He desperately needed a partner and one fine morning he found one standing right at his door—Kanshi Ram, who had founded BSP—on 14 April 1984, at the Boat Club in New Delhi.The party had contested a couple of polls and bypolls but had failed to make its presence felt in the electoral matrix of the state.

Kanshi Ram, who had earlier knocked at Rajiv Gandhi’s doors to no response, knew that he needed a piggyback ride for his party’s political growth in the state where he saw a huge potential because of a high Dalit population.

Parleys between Mulayam and Kanshi Ram began—one of the intermediaries was industrialist Jayant Malhotra, a personal friend of Kanshi Ram.

Besides Jayant Malhotra, Kanshi Ram’s friends from the South had also played their role in stitching an SP-BSP alliance.The prominent names were former Union Minister Chinta Mohan and Dr Natarajan, Shashikala’s husband.Ambit Rajan, a BSP member close to Mulayam, had also contributed his bit.

Mayawati reveals in a book penned by her, ‘This coalition was formed with purpose.To unite Bahujan Samaj under a leader born in the samaj and bring it to power and also to keep a communal party like the BJP away from power as it had emerged powerful after the Ayodhya issue.’2

In Lucknow, very few Samajwadi Party leaders were privy to the ongoing processes in Delhi.

The founder-member of SP, Beni Prasad Verma, upon being contacted while I was writing the book, said their leader never discussed his political plans but they got the first indication when Kanshi Ram won the Lok Sabha bypoll from Etawah. ‘Kanshi Ram could not have won from Etawah without Mulayam’s support,’ he said. Etawah is Mulayam’s home district.

The coming together of Mulayam Singh Yadav and Kanshi Ram crystallised the dream BR Ambedkar had once seen—the unity of Bahujan Samaj. Even Mulayam’s guru Ram Manohar Lohia had raised the slogan, ‘Pichcre paayein sau mein saath’ (OBC and Dalits should get 60 per cent) to highlight the upper-caste domination in society depriving others of their rightful due. But the two caste groups,Yadavs and Dalits, had never combined to form a formidable combination against the hegemony of the upper caste in the state’s politics.

Bureaucrat turned politician PL Punia, who is privy to classified information, said Kanshi Ram had always harboured national dreams and thus the two leaders mutually agreed to a formula that demarcated their areas of operations.The Samajwadi Party with 60 per cent seats was told to focus on Uttar Pradesh while Kanshi Ram with 60 per cent Lok Sabha seats planned to pursue his national aspirations. Punia said Kanshi Ram was enraged when Mulayam breached the pact and addressed rallies in other states comprising Yadav population. He once told him bluntly to restrict his rallies to UP as ‘hum Centre ki politics karenge’ (we will do national politics).

Accordingly, the Samajwadi Party contested 256 seats and won 109, polling 17.94 per cent votes, which was not bad for a fledgling party formed hardly a year back.The BSP contested 164 seats and won 67 by polling 11.12 per cent votes—quite a leap from the 12 seats that it had won in 1991.

Ironically, even the campaigning was marred by their acute differences. Kanshi Ram used to lose his cool in all public rallies, accusing Mulayam of seeking his support as his party had a wider base and also for his personal victory.After two joint meetings at Mainpuri and Jhansi, they decided to address separate rallies so much so that in many of the rallies, they did not allow the flying of the flag of the partner party at the venue.

Obviously people were not amused and together they failed to get a clear majority. The BJP, in spite of receiving widespread condemnation for the demolition of the disputed structure, retained public support, emerging as the single largest party but falling short of the majority mark. No other political party came forward to support the BJP, a political untouchable by then.

In this melee, Kalyan Singh staked a claim to form the government but Governor Motilal Vora refused to invite him till he had the letters of support.The BJP organised violent protests because with a tally of 177, it had emerged as the single largest party in the state assembly. On the other side of the frontier, Mulayam and Kanshi Ram opened channels with other secular and smaller parties.

Finally, the alliance of Samajwadi Party and BSP formed the government with outside support of the Congress, Janata Dal, CPI and other smaller parties, and thus started a coalition era in the state that eventually ended in 2007 when Mayawati broke the hung house jinx and formed a majority government on her own.

The coalition government, headed by Mulayam Singh Yadav, had 27 ministers, 11 of them from the BSP. Problems continued to beset the alliance from its very onset.

The grand alliance of Samajwadi Party and BSP rattled the BJP as well as the Congress since they all knew that it was a lethal combination that could decimate them completely.

The marginalised castes were euphoric as it was the beginning of their political and social empowerment in the state. But their dreams were soon dashed as strains surfaced much before the government had completed six months in office. Both Mulayam Singh Yadav and Kanshi Ram refused to accept each other’s supremacy, though according to PL Punia, the chief minister had showed considerable restraint despite unwarranted provocations.

‘This was only expected as in the hurry of forging a pact in the post Ayodhya turmoil, guided solely by the vote banks of the two parties, the leaders had overlooked the main hurdle of reconciling their clashing ambitions. The few successes, chalked up by the two parties with the rallies and accretion of support here and there have also served to accentuate the ego conflicts and the divergence in perception and strategy.’3

Badri Narayan stated,‘Rifts soon began to appear in the alliance. There were several reasons including Mayawati’s strong attempts at controlling the alliance, which Mulayam Singh resented. The main stumbling block, however, was the ideological gulf between the two party leaders.This was compounded by the growing atrocities on Dalits in the state, especially in West UP.’4 Much to Mulayam’s consternation, Mayawati often declared publicly,‘Mulayam is CM, I am super CM.’

Tensions and tussles were largely over transfer and posting of officials, distribution of power at the district and city levels, land ownership between Yadav and Dalits, distribution of pattas (titles) to Dalits and funds, etc.

After all, when partners are more interested in exploiting their executive chairs for expanding their vote base rather than concentrating on the welfare of the state, and when power is used more for personal aggrandisement and political growths, tensions are bound to escalate. Power begets power and also money power! Sharing the two powers between ambitious partners is never easy.

Kanshi Ram and Mulayam Singh were products of identity politics and were committed to their loyal vote banks.They were also desperate to expand their fledgling political parties, which were still at a nascent stage.

Despite inflated egos and frequent clash of political interests, all the three leaders, Mulayam, Mayawati and Kanshi Ram, held regular dialogues to ease the tensions but to no avail.The seed of dissension had been sown.

Mayawati in her book explains how the Congress made desperate efforts to topple the SP-BSP coalition government by offering allurements to her in helping them do so.

‘On 28 September 1994, Mayawati handed over the young boy to the police who at the behest of Congress leaders had come to her house with a deal of Rs 50 crores to demolish the SP-BSP coalition government in the state.’5 She had produced him before the media besides recording the conversation.

She further wrote,‘After I took the boy, Kamal Kishore Sharma, into confidence, he himself told me that an industrialist is waiting at Meridien hotel with an offer of Rs 50 crores to topple the Mulayam Singh government.’6

PL Punia said that in the initial days, the three leaders used to iron out their differences amicably at their meetings, held at the official residence of the chief minister in Lucknow, or at Kanshi Ram’s Delhi residence.The BSP leader often summoned Chief Minister Mulayam Singh Yadav to the state guest house in the state capital to review the performance of the government. He even told Mulayam to hold monthly meetings with BSP legislators to address their grievances. Though Kanshi Ram knew that Mulayam resisted Mayawati’s interference, he publicly told Mayawati umpteen times to monitor the working of the government and the BSP organisation every fortnight. However, after Mayawati became too belligerent, Kanshi Ram started meeting Mulayam alone. But pressure tactics continued. Kanshi Ram kept the government literally on tenterhooks, reviewing its monthly performance and giving it a lease of life every two months.

Mistrust took over the masters as they desperately vied with each other to expand their popular base. Caste clashes rocked the state with names of even BSP ministers figuring in them.The BSP, in its pursuit of political agenda of foisting Dalit officers on key positions, started pressuring the chief minister to replace the Brahmin Chief Secretary TSR Subramanyam with Mata Prasad.The CM resisted but eventually had to relent.

Beni Prasad Verma, a senior Samajwadi Party leader who was also a minister in the SP-BSP coalition government, said that the differences were not so acute that they could not have been repaired by dialogue, but Kanshi Ram was determined to make Mayawati the chief minister.

Apparently, the idea was planted by Jayant Malhotra who somehow could not come into the good books of Mulayam Singh Yadav. According to PL Punia, Malhotra stayed close to the Akbar Road house of the BSP leader Mayawati. He fuelled and fired her ambitions as by then most supporting parties were looking for an opportunity to break the alliance.

Malhotra also opened a dialogue with the BJP, which was desperate to dislodge the government at the earliest as its continuation was dangerous to its future.

The personal ambitions of the coalition leaders soured their friendship, which in any way was formed on the narrow agenda of grabbing power.As Beni Prasad Verma had said to me, Mayawati had by then cultivated friends in the BJP, as well as supporting parties like the Congress and the Janata Dal, which envied Mulayam’s rise to power.

While being partners in power, both started engineering splits in each other’s party. In his bid to break the BSP, Mulayam found a soft target in ambitious BSP leader Raj Bahadur, who claimed the support of over a dozen MLAs. Mulayam’s conjecture was that the MLAs would remain on the side of power irrespective of their party allegiance.

Kanshi Ram found an easy prey in Beni Prasad Verma, the trusted lieutenant of Mulayam. In fact, Beni Prasad Verma had told me once how Mulayam had caught him red-handed after his clandestine meeting with Kanshi Ram in Indira Nagar, Lucknow. ‘I had not informed netaji  (Mulayam) about my secret meeting with Kanshi Ram, realising a little too late that he will get to know about it from mine and Kanshi Ram’s security apparatus. His call, minutes after my meeting with Kanshi Ram got over, flabbergasted me as he cryptically asked, “You met Kanshi Ram today.” Caught red-handed I said yes.’

Spying on allies or rivals is an age old practice. I remember my late night inquisitive meetings with late Chief Minister Vir Bahadaur Singh in the mid-1980s. Often after dinner he used to sit with his close pals to get informal dossiers on his rivals—mainly Kamlapati Tripathi’s family from Varanasi and Narain Dutt Tiwari. From a bundle of news clips that his staff handed over to him, Singh showed interest only in the ones that had Tripathi or Tiwari—and then started the discussion to know more. Often it was clear he had his eyes and ears on them—whether he took the help of state intelligence, I cannot say. But in today’s era of technology, it’s certainly easier to know who is where and when.The government was barely seven months old when the BSP organised an anti-defection rally in the state capital on 10 July 1994. On the eve of the rally, Kanshi Ram addressed a crowded press conference, which I had covered. He said that the next day he would devote full ten minutes on Mulayam.The BSP leader said he had no intentions of continuing the  government except for the fact that he did not want to pave the way for the BJP’s return in the state. Describing the alliance as tasteless- neither bitter nor pleasant, he said he had no interest even in changing the leadership. Mulayam had offered to vacate the chair for Mayawati in June 1994.

That was the time when Mulayam was trying to break the Janata Dal and the CPI to strengthen his minority government as the supporting parties were also provoking Kanshi Ram to break the alliance. Problems also started with Mulayam expanding his network outside UP. This was resented by Kanshi Ram who had amply made it clear to the SP leader of restricting his activities within the boundaries of the state while the BSP did national politics. But the SP wanted to expand its footprints in Yadav-dominated states by rallying socialists scattered across different parties and locations. He was looking at Maharashtra, Bihar, Delhi, and Karnataka.

Professor Badri Narayan revealed the following,‘Kanshi Ram had secretly approached leaders of the opposition parties, particularly AB Vajpayee, leader of the BJP, to jointly unseat Mulayam Singh Yadav as chief minister. The earlier antipathy to the BJP was conveniently forgotten. All opposition parties, including the Congress and Janata Dal, hatched a conspiracy to oust Mulayam Singh and replace him with Kanshi Ram.Their efforts were thwarted by Kanshi Ram’s falling seriously ill in mid-1995 when the strains between the BSP and the SP were already out in the open.’7

Here is an example of how partners generate pressures on each other.

In December 1994, the state BSP president, Sone Lal Patel, who later quit the party to float Apna Dal, organised ‘Upjati chodo, Patel jodo’ (forget the sub castes, unite Patels) rally in the state capital to rebel against blatant Yadavisation by Mulayam. The government was barely a year old when he said,‘I remember him telling his vote bank of Kurmis that Ahirs have only one last name but Kurmis are divided into Vermas, Patels, Gangawars.We are the second largest OBC group in the state and yet have no political relevance.’ His contention was that while the Yadavs have acquired a position in the state’s social and political life, Kurmis were a neglected lot.

To some extent, Sone Lal Patel was not off the mark. His assertions were reflected in a report submitted by the Hukum Singh Committee to the BJP Chief Minister Rajnath Singh’s government in early 2000, highlighting the large chunk of benefits accrued by Yadavs in OBCs and Jatavs in Dalits.After he quit the BSP, Sone Lal Patel floated Apna Dal to unite the Kurmis of the state. After his death, his daughter Anupriya Patel took charge of the party and eventually proved to be a beneficiary. She realised  the constraints of running a caste-based party with strength of four percent of the state’s population.Thus Anupriya allied with the BJP in the 2014 elections. She is now a minister in the Narendra Modi government.

Skirmishes often took place but they mostly ended in a patch- up. However, these skirmishes had turned into a full-fledged war by mid-1995.The complete rout of the BSP in the zila parishad elections and assembly bypolls in four constituencies enraged its leadership. The BSP felt slighted as the SP won 80 per cent of the three-tier panchayat elections, 30 of the 49 chairmanship of zila parishads and all the four assembly seats.The BSP accusation against the Samajwadi Party workers of abducting Tara Devi, their candidate for Lucknow zila parishad, proved to be the last nail in the coffin.

The war intensified. Kanshi Ram flew down to Lucknow and refused to meet Mulayam in the state guest house on 23 May 1995. Frantic calls were made to the faceless intermediaries, and a day later, he relented.A photograph of Mulayam sitting on a stool while Kanshi Ram lay on his bed wearing a vest in his room in the state guest house was flashed. The government survived but Mulayam’s humiliation created a havoc in his constituency of militant Yadavs.

Kanshi Ram’s flip-flop was not new for Mulayam as barely two months back on 30 March 1995, Kanshi Ram had given a fresh lease of life to the government for two years.

Mulayam played down his humiliation as he was waiting for the party’s national executive meeting on 29 May 1995, at a five-star hotel in Lucknow, to take a call. Kanshi Ram had already planned a tour of the state to take public opinion before pulling out of the coalition.

Mulayam, after a national executive meeting at the Taj Hotel, told newspersons that he would shortly meet Kanshi Ram to iron out differences over panchayat elections. He dismissed vitriolic attacks with, ‘I am prepared to make sacrifices for the sake of Dalits and farmers who voted for us. I will not betray the 95 per cent have-nots, who are looking at us for succour.’

The June heat turned unbearably hot for the coalition government. ‘The coming month of June is going to be crucial for the future of the coalition government in Uttar Pradesh with the leadership of ruling partners, SP and BSP making a serious introspection about the pros and cons of continuing the alliance.’8

The final drama started on 1 June 1995. There was excitement in the air and journalists including me had assembled at the state guest house early in the morning. Mayawati flew into Lucknow, had a meeting with her party legislators. She met the Governor Motilal Vora around 3 pm, handing  over three sets of papers.All her 11 BSP ministers accompanied her to Raj Bhawan, while the party legislators waited at the state guest house.The withdrawal letter stated,‘Due to continued atrocity on SC/ST and other weaker sections in the state, in view of total breakdown of the law and order, in absence of any relief being given to the weaker sections in pursuance of the BSP’s policy of social justice in the distribution of land and because of malpractices and rigging during the panchayat as well as subsequent assembly bypolls.

My party has decided to withdraw support to the ruling Samajwadi Party led by Mulayam Singh Yadav.’

The letter also staked a claim to form the government in view of the support extended by all opposition parties, the JD, CPI, Congress (both factions) and the BJP, taking its total strength to 282 MLAs. Kanshi Ram was not well and was admitted in Fortis Escorts, health institute in Delhi and as he had signed the letter of support to Mulayam government, he also needed to sign the withdrawal letter. According to PL Punia, the letters were duly certified by a doctor that they were signed by Kanshi Ram in his presence to avoid any legal lacunae.

Mayawati had by then spoken to VP Singh, LK Advani, Arjun Singh, Dr Murli Manohar Joshi, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, Deve Gowda, Lalu Yadav, etc. Senior bureaucrat Rai Singh and industrialist Jayant Malhotra were the intermediaries. Kanshi Ram said that major parties had approached him complaining about the reign of injustice under Mulayam Singh Yadav. However, he clearly told them that if the BSP took the lead in fighting this injustice, they should support him and the party. Rai Singh, a senior IAS officer close to Mayawati, said he had received calls threatening liquidation of Mayawati. He asked for security for Mayawati as well as himself.

Political activity heightened both in Lucknow and New Delhi. Mulayam, who was attending the national executive meeting of the party at Taj, was duly informed.According to PL Punia, Mulayam said that he had known about the BSP’s plans of withdrawing support, but didn’t know it would happen so soon. He turned down the advice of his close lieutenants to immediately convene a meeting of the state cabinet to recommend dissolution of the state assembly on the plea that he would not like to take the blame for ending the alliance.

But somewhere a shrewd Mulayam was confident of cobbling together a simple majority to retain power by engineering defections in the BSP and other parties. Senior BSP leader Raj Bahadur had already defected to the Samajwadi Party, formed a splinter group called BSP (RB) claiming support of 49 of the 69 party legislators. Significantly, the Speaker Dhani Ram Verma also recognised Raj Bahadur’s party on the plea that it met the requirement of one-third of the total strength of MLAs as laid down in the anti-defection law.

Political strategists generally believe that in a fluid situation like the one that prevailed in June 1995, the leader who gets the first invitation from Raj Bhawan to show his strength on the floor of the house manages to muster the numbers as well to win the trial of strength. Legislators, generally against a midterm poll, prefer to remain on the right side of power. Here there was another twist in the tale— communal versus secular with Mulayam describing it as a conspiracy of the communal forces who could not tolerate the rising power of the poor and downtrodden.

Mulayam refused to resign or recommend the dissolution of the state assembly on the plea,‘It would be a betrayal of Dalits, OBCs, and Muslims who had brought him to power.’ He met Governor Motilal Vora, demanding a trial of strength on the floor of the house as the budget session had already been convened from 8 July 1995.

In this power game, neither Mulayam nor Mayawati actually cared for the constituencies that had brought them to power as the tottering government was continuously fighting its own contradictions—while one partner spewed caste venom, the other relied heavily on Muslim consolidation.The communal versus secular fight was actually a farce.

The tussle turned into a turmoil when some Samajwadi Party workers tried to forcibly take away the BSP legislators huddled in a meeting at the state guest house, while Mayawati was out on a mission. It activated the BJP, whose leaders rushed to the state guest house where she had later locked herself in her room.

The BJP staged a dharna, alleging horse-trading. Even as the governor waited for Delhi to take a decision on the intense drama in the state capital,Atal Bihari Vajpayee met the prime minister, making a strong case for the dismissal of the minority government after chairing a meeting of the party MPs.

From his hospital bed, Kanshi Ram told the media that he feels that he had made a panchayat level man, Mulayam Singh Yadav as chief minister of UP—a man whom no legislator wants to see in power. Mayawati recalled in her book how Mulayam had literally begged Kanshi Ram to jointly contest the 1993 polls or he would be finished, and now he was trying to swallow the BSP that had installed him as the chief minister of the state.

Kanshi Ram dismissed all queries on joining hands with the BJP saying every person was an opportunist. He also clarified that he had told the BJP to extend outside support as there was no question of forming a coalition government with a party that they considered their enemy number two, Congress being the first.

The chorus for the dismissal of the Mulayam government continued with the Congress, JD and CPI also stepping up their demand, while the three centres of the three-day-long drama—state guest house, Raj Bhawan and chief minister’s official residence—were thronged by MLAs cutting across party lines.

Jayant Malhotra, Rajya Sabha member and Kanshi Ram’s confidante, said the combination will hold till the Lok Sabha elections, though they may contest the polls separately.

Finally, the governor dismissed the Mulayam government and invited Mayawati to form the government on 3 June 1995. At a hurriedly convened swearing-in ceremony, Mayawati was administered the oath of office at 11 pm in the night.The slogans changed to ‘Jai Kanshi Ram, Jai Sri Ram’.The next day, Kanshi Ram said he wanted to make Mayawati the prime miniser of India and that in choosing her to head the BSP government in UP, he was training her for it. He also said he did not see himself as the future PM, as he has dedicated himself to grooming the party and the people.

 PM PV Narasimha Rao, sitting in Paris, described the political change in UP as a miracle of Indian democracy.

Hardwari Lal in his article ‘Mockery of Democracy’ commented, ‘The situation of lawlessness was compounded by what happened during recent panchayat elections and what seems to have infuriated. But Governor Vora just looked on. Perhaps he was told by Delhi to keep quiet. As widely suspected, the Prime Minister did not want to disturb Mulayam perhaps because he was planning to strike a political deal with him, depending upon the scenario as it would emerge from the Lok Sabha election.The very recent political change in the state is not a miracle but a mockery of democracy. Mulayam Singh and his alliance partner fell out for some reason. Jayant Malhotra, the known financier and representative of Kanshi Ram negotiated a “gentleman’s agreement” with the BJP, which incidentally, Kanshi Ram had been reviling, day in and day out.’9

The question is whether in such scenarios, governors should recommend the imposition of President’s Rule and call for fresh elections to elicit people’s opinion on the new partnership. The alliance between the BSP and the BJP looked almost unnatural and its longevity was in doubt from day one.

Mayawati held Mulayam responsible for their pact with the BJP. Had he functioned properly, they would never have joined hands with the BJP, Mayawati had later said.

S Rajagopalan wrote,‘That politics makes for strange bedfellows may not require a greater proof than this.Till the other day the BJP berated the BSP as a party of “thugs and criminals” and the latter spewed venom on the former with relish, dubbing it a party of rank communalists and manuvadis, forgetting the past for the sake of its political future in UP, the BJP is set to prop up the state’s first Dalit CM- in the person of Ms Mayawati. It may be forfeited to envision from this sudden bonhomie a possible political alliance between BSP and BJP.The inherent contradictions between the two parties are of gigantic proportion.’10

PL Punia, who was Mayawati’s principal secretary, said that Mayawati never adhered to any suggestions given by the BJP leadership even as workers of the ruling and supporting parties clashed on local issues in almost every district.

One fine day, much before she had completed six months in office, Mayawati hurriedly got a resolution passed by the state cabinet on the dissolution of the state assembly as it could have facilitated her continuation as caretaker CM.

Generally, the files containing cabinet decisions were circulated for signatures of the ministers as more often than not the meetings were rarely held in the secretariat. Her decisions were sacrosanct for her party ministers. But the BJP was on the warpath and the relations had soured.

Kalyan Singh got a tip-off and the BJP withdrew support before she reached the Raj Bhawan.The state came under President’s Rule.

According to Punia, she even telephoned the prime minister who was abroad at that critical juncture. However, the PM feigned ignorance about withdrawal of support by the BJP and that was the time when she offered alliance with the Congress as bait. The state came under President’s Rule after 137 days.

From the day the foundation of the BSP-BJP government was laid after the violent break of the SP-BSP alliance, questions were raised about the durability of the government as Mayawati, without losing a minute, had ruthlessly started pushing her Dalit agenda. Her government went on a statue building spree, rechristening institutions after Dalit icons and installing Ambedkar’s statues across the state, some even on disputed land. Many a times, statues were damaged, less for ideological reasons and more because of disputes.

The BJP high command remained a silent spectator as its leadership was initially eyeing political dividends in the ensuing 1996 Lok Sabha elections.

However, Kanshi Ram poured cold water on their ambitions to strike an alliance with the BSP before the polls, saying there was no question of an alliance with the BJP.

The BSP leadership knew they had limited time to push their agenda, as reflected in Kanshi Ram’s statement that the BSP-BJP government would last till the BJP wanted it.

Jayant Malhotra also said the combination will hold till the Lok Sabha elections though they may contest the polls separately.

However, the BJP’s plan was to kill the formidable SP-BSP alliance before the 1996 Lok Sabha polls as it was eyeing the central government under the leadership of Atal Bihari Vajpayee. It was willing to continue support to the Mayawati government, provided she entered into a seat-sharing pact with them for the crucial Lok Sabha elections.

I remember how some BJP leaders in Uttar Pradesh kept cribbing about the faux pas that the central leadership was committing.‘They are sacrificing their strongest state to form the government at the Centre,’ was the common refrain in the party.

The BJP had won 51 seats in 1991 and wanted to retain, if not increase, the tally. Every party hoping to form the government at the Centre depends on UP with 80 Lok Sabha seats, which forms one-eighth of the Parliament’s total strength of 545.The SP-BSP was too lethal a combination for the BJP to combat in the caste-driven politics of the state. Once it collapsed, they tried to exploit and expand their political relationship with Mayawati. But soon they realised the gains of Dalit support would be much less than their loss of upper-caste votes.

The flashpoint came when the BSP government decided to honour the early twentieth century reformer Periyar EV Ramasamy; the BJP knew the time had come to pull the rug.

According to Badri Narayan,‘Periyar had proffered a controversial, alternative reading of the Ramayana in The Ramayana: A True Reading, openly depicting Rama and Sita in an irreverent manner. These gestures won the hearts of the Dalits, but were widely seen as deliberate attempts to provoke the upper caste alliance partners.’11

How could BJP, which had ridden the Ram Temple tiger to form its maiden government in 1991, accept the berating of the deity they worshipped? On 18 October 1995, the BJP withdrew its support from the Mayawati-led government that had lasted barely 137 days.The state came under President’s Rule and went to the polls in September 1996.

The BJP had achieved its mission. The Bahujan Samaj that Mulayam and Kanshi Ram had vowed to unite against upper-caste domination had been demolished.

It had actually been the Grand Alliance, which changed the political contours of the state, bringing an end to the five-decade old hegemony of the upper caste.The glass ceiling though was first broken by the BJP by projecting Kalyan Singh, a backward leader, as the party’s mascot that led the Ram Temple movement and subsequently emerged as their temple hero. But it was Mayawati’s rise to power that gave voice to the Dalits as along with their short-lived first government started their political, social and economic empowerment.

As we look back, we see the growth of the two political parties more than the state or the constituencies they represented.Who did the alliance help—them (Kanshi Ram, Mulayam and Mayawati) or us (the people)?

Their lofty claims of a war against communalism proved an empty promise, though the slogan was religiously kept alive till the 2014 general elections when Narendra Modi bulldozed the opposition along with the slogan, both in the country and the state.

The Grand Alliance was buried, albeit not forever.We heard some murmurs of renewing it in 2017 ahead of the UP assembly polls, and once again for the same fight against communalism (read BJP).

Kanshi Ram had once said in an interview to Saroj Negi of  the Hindustan Times that Mayawati would kill me if ever I suggested someone else as Chief Minister of the state.

However, the BSP stuck to its decision to contest the 2017 assembly polls independently, while the Samajwadi Party struck an alliance with the Congress. Neither the BSP nor the SP-Congress alliance could outwit BJP’s Amit Shah who had cleverly stitched social alliances in each of the 403 constituencies.

In an election that took a sharp communal turn, the opposition was completely decimated. The alliance failed for the following reasons—firstly, while the BJP had done booth-level working with a fine-tooth comb, the Congress and the Samajwadi Party were still deciding their respective share in seats. Secondly, the youth preferred Modi to young leaders Akhilesh and Rahul. Thirdly, Akhilesh faced anti-incumbency and an intense family feud. Fourthly, the split in the opposition votes paved the way for the BJP whose campaign was spearheaded by none other than Prime Minister Narendra Modi and a horde of his ministers. Furthermore,Akhilesh had to do a solo show with his wife Dimple Yadav bailing him out by drawing huge crowds. Priyanka Gandhi did not join. Finally, as the BJP gave a communal overtone to their campaign, Rahul and Akhilesh were painted as pro-Muslims.

Basically, the last-minute alliance failed to excite the voters.With the result the SP won 47 of the 311 seats that it had contested, polling 21.85 per cent votes. Its partner Congress, which had haggled for a larger number of seats despite poor political health, ended up with seven of the 114 seats that it had contested, polling 6.25 per cent votes. Interestingly, the infamous party hopper Chaudhary Ajit Singh of RLD lost his deposits in 266 seats of the 277 seats that it had contested and won only one seat.

It was the BJP which swept the polls, winning 312 of the 384 seats that it had contested, polling about 42 per cent of the votes.

The opposition was dumbstruck, specially the BSP and the SP, the two regional parties that had ruled the state’s politics for almost two decades. As a consolation, they had polled about 22 per cent votes— even if the seats were fewer in numbers. They were back to square one—the early 1990s scenario in which their fledgling parties were combating a BJP exulting in the glory of the Rama temple movement.

While the BJP was gearing up to repeat its performance in 2019 Lok Sabha polls, the SP-BSP sprung a surprise in the bypolls held in March 2018.

What till the bypolls was considered ‘impossible’ actually happened and interestingly the pressure on the leadership of the two parties came from the rank and file. A large section of Dalits, Muslims and backwards, all of whom form the support base of the Samajwadi Party and the BSP were feeling threatened under the new BJP dispensation. It was a question of their survival and that of their businesses.

Dalit activist Satya Prakash Teetal from Agra, often described as Bhim Nagri because of a high Dalit population, said in an interview to me, till yesterday they used to pamper us, but now we have again become Dalits.

No formal announcement was made either by Mayawati or Akhilesh about their alliance for the bypolls. Message went to the cadres first, then the public.

Turning the tables on their main saffron competitor, the SP-BSP combine defeated the BJP in Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath’s bastion of Gorakhpur and Deputy Chief Minister Keshav Prasad Maurya’s stronghold of Phulpur. Such an occurrence could be portentous, considering that Yogi had pompously described the bypolls as the dress rehearsal for the 2019 polls.

Generally, the ruling party does not lose bypolls, at least not in the constituencies represented by the chief minister since 1998, when he had first won the seat.

Much to the chagrin of the BJP leadership, the alliance used their caste formula and fielded Praveen Kumar Nishad of a tiny party, Nishad Party, on the Samajwadi Party ticket and built a formidable caste alliance of Yadavs, Nishads, Dalits and Muslims. After winning the seat,Akhilesh had quipped in an interview to the Hindustan Times, ‘We will defeat them in every election using their formula on them.’ And they actually did it again in the next round of bypolls in Kairana, which had turned into the BJP’s communal lab after the ghastly 2013 Muzaffarnagar riots, along with Noorpur.

Kairana forced the BJP leaders to sit up and review their political strategy for the 2019 polls as once again the impossible happened. The social alliance of Jats, Muslims, Dalits and backward castes that had disintegrated in 2014, with both Ajit Singh and his son Jayant Chaudhary losing their seats in their own Jat dominated pocket boroughs, had regrouped under the SP, BSP and RLD combine.Who could have imagined the victory of a Muslim woman on a RLD ticket few months back in a communally polarised West UP?

Yogi left no stone unturned to win the polls.This time the PM also visited the western region, though not the Kairana Lok Sabha constituency, on the eve of the polls.Yogi provoked Akhilesh, reminding the people of the riots that happened during his regime. As a part of their strategy that Jayant and Akhilesh had worked out together, the campaigning was left to younger Chaudhary, in whom many Jats see the image of his grandfather and their favourite Charan Singh. The Samajwadi Party’s state president, Naresh Uttam, camped in Kairana to give him logistical support, while Akhilesh monitored from Lucknow.

The success of the experiments largely depended on the cadres that executed it sincerely in the two constituencies, that too against the might of the ruling party.And it revived the hopes of the cadres who started pressuring the leadership to join hands to defeat the BJP, under whose rule, they claimed, both the Dalits and Yadavs were suffering Their leaders relented, as much water had flown down the Gomti river since June 1995.

As seat sharing is always a contentious issue, Akhilesh said his party would not hesitate from taking a step backward to defeat the communal forces in the state. He told Hindustan Times that if they have  to stall the return of the BJP at the Centre, then they have to stop their victory march in Uttar Pradesh.

Mayawati also responded favourably. And what came as a shock was a statement from Mulayam Singh Yadav in support of the alliance. When I met him in June 2018, he quipped,‘ We, myself, Kanshi Ram and Mayawati, used to campaign and work together.’

In 1993, Mulayam had entered into an alliance with Kanshi Ram to stop the BJP, which was menacingly moving forward, riding the Ram Temple wave. In 2018, his son Akhilesh was joining hands with Kanshi Ram’s acolyte Mayawati to do the same—check Modi’s juggernaut in 2019.Their preeminent position in the state’s politics is under threat too and the Lok Sabha polls are bound to have a bearing on the 2022 assembly polls, in which their stakes will be much higher than the 2019 general elections.The question still remains on the role of the Congress in 2019.Will it agree to playing the second fiddle to the stronger BSP-SP in the interest of the alliance? Or would they repeat the 2017 blunder when they had extracted a larger number of seats from Akhilesh, which worked to the advantage of the BJP?

Congress decided to use their trump card instead. Priyanka Gandhi made an entry into politics focusing primarily on East UP.

 By and large, the vote banks of the SP-BSP rarely support the Congress. While Mayawati has the ability to transfer her caste votes to any party,Yadavs, the support base of the Samajwadi Party, would prefer the BJP to Congress when it comes to choosing a party other than the SP.

There are 80 seats and the seat-sharing formula cannot be based on the 2014 polls in which all had fared badly.

Nonetheless, the BJP is jittery as the high command knows the caste arithmetic would favour the alliance and consolidation of their anti-votes would damage them more.

Ever since the demolition of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya, Muslims, who form 17 per cent of the state’s population, have voted tactically in the elections, favouring the winning ‘secular’ candidate against the ‘communal’ BJP. While their interest lies in reducing the strength of the BJP MLAs and MPs in the Vidhan Sabha and Lok Sabha, both Samajwadi Party, the first choice, and the BSP, the second choice of Muslims, want their bulk support to form the government. Both have used Muslim-Yadav and Dalit-Yadav combinations to the hilt. Thus, there will be less split in Muslim votes now that Akhilesh and Mayawati have come together. In fact, the Muslims has been urging the secular forces to unite as they see potential in the trio—Akhilesh, Mayawati and Rahul Gandhi.

Dalits too are returning to Mayawati, though they had substantially moved to the BJP in the 2014 and 2017 elections in the state.

Some experts are of the view that the alliance with the Congress would be post-poll in the event of the UPA forming the government. Common logic says that even the SP-BSP alliance would remain confined to national elections and may break before the state assembly elections unless they arrive at a consensus on Mayawati moving to national politics, while Akhilesh sticks to the state as CM—a leaf out of the Kanshi Ram and Mulayam formula.

Mayawati is known for changing pre-poll partners in her quest for power.What if she decides to switch loyalties after the 2019 polls?

There are many ifs and buts. Uttar Pradesh is all set to experiment with an alliance of friends turned foes turned friends. Generally, when politics is dominated and driven by personal ambitions to grab power, stitching an alliance has proven easier than its survival. There are umpteen examples in the country’s history of coalition politics.

When will leaders realise that much water has flown down the Ganga since 1993? It’s time they reinvented themselves.


CHAPTER 5

THE SOAP OPERA

The saga of experiments and innovations and their failures in India’s electorally most crucial state— Uttar Pradesh. 

Uttar Pradesh, a state bigger than many countries, has brazenly experimented with alliances, grand or small, lasting from 24 hours to over 900 days.

It is one of the three states in the country that even tested an innovative formula of government by turns.

In 1997, ideologically incompatible partners, the BJP and the BSP brokered a deal—rotation of the chief minister every six months—as all efforts to arrive at a consensus on the chief minister’s post came to naught. The formula was called ‘government by rotation’, somewhat on the pattern of a relay race in which the baton is handed over to the anxious successor after the completion of stipulated metres, albeit with a difference. In a political relay race, there is no winner as the final race is held in the elections.

The political circles hailed the ‘government by rotation’ as a coup, not questioning the intention. One wonders whether it was a coup to satiate the aspirations of two individuals and their political parties, or to serve the state and its polity. After all, UP is not an easy state to govern. Chief ministers often take months to remember the names of all the 75 districts and their heads.

The most important fact that everyone missed amid widespread euphoria of the state getting a government after one year and 154 days of President’s Rule was the intransigence of the partners on the issue of the chief minister’s chair. In this matter, both Kalyan Singh (BJP) and Mayawati (BSP) were unrelenting, though their parties may have agreed on one or the other name.The intense animosity between them was known to one and all.

The compromise had come after month-long, hair-splitting negotiations.Once the unique formula was sealed,the BSP dumped its pre-poll partner, the Congress, with which it had contested the 1996 state assembly elections and the two had come out a cropper.

The law does not bind pre-poll partners into long-term relationships as divorce is not only hassle-free but instant. The maintenance cost here is the survival of the hung assembly.

The BSP embraced the BJP, the political untouchable, which Kanshi Ram had often described as the ‘most corrupt party’. In February 1997, a few months before they signed the pact, even former Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee ruled out any alliance with the BSP after it joined hands with their rival Akali Dal (the Mann group) in Punjab.

In an unpalatable political arrangement as outlined previously, the assembly survived, and a fragile government was also formed, but at a huge cost. Governance is the biggest casualty and the major sufferers are the public. Whims and fancies of the leader override continuity of welfare schemes and government policies.

Suffice it to say that the coalition did not survive beyond seven months.

Here are the details of what transpired after the 1996 assembly polls till the year 2002, when elections were again held in the state.

After the collapse of the SP-BSP government, the BJP had propped up the Mayawati government by extending outside support which they withdrew after 137 days on 18 October 1995. The state came under President’s Rule.

The BJP’s game plan was clear. First, to break the formidable alliance of the Samajwadi Party and BSP and, second, to woo Dalits, shedding its upper-caste image by supporting a Dalit chief minister. Midterm elections were held in early 1996.

The drama of political alliances continued—spilling over from the assembly to the general elections which were due in April-May 1996.

The Janata Dal had also swung into action; after all, even they had obliged Mayawati in the installation of her government after the split in the SP-BSP alliance. Their political interest lay more in ousting Mulayam from power rather than bringing Mayawati into power.

Desperate to cash in on the BSP’s votebank of Dalits, the Janata Dal leadership tried to hard sell seat sharing with Kanshi Ram but the talks failed. Closing down the contentious ‘chapter’ of an alliance with the BSP, some party leaders blamed Mayawati’s hard-to-get approach and the pre-conditions put forward by Kanshi Ram. By then, the Janata Dal President and Bihar Chief Minister Lalu Yadav had already held several rounds of talks with Mulayam Singh Yadav.

Hindustan Times reported the following, ‘The BSP President is understood to have told Mr Deve Gowda over the phone that he would set up a negotiating table with the JD only after being declared as Prime Ministerial candidate and chairman of the National Front. Moreover his party would be free to have seat adjustments with other groupings outside UP.’1

The Janata Dal found Kanshi Ram’s demands unrealistic. On the other hand, communists were pressuring them to join hands with Mulayam Singh Yadav and they relented. The Janata Dal-Samajwadi Party combine went for seat sharing in Uttar Pradesh for the general elections.

The circle was complete. Lalu Yadav and company had again struck an alliance with Mulayam, whom they had dislodged barely a few months ago. However, it is an established norm that there are no permanent friends or foes in the political world. Mulayam, with his national dreams, also had no option but to reunite with old pals, the same ones who had once betrayed him.The state thus went for a multi-cornered contest for 85 Lok Sabha seats in an undivided Uttar Pradesh in April-May 1996.

The country delivered a fractured mandate and saw three prime ministers in the process—all having a direct bearing on UP and its alliances.

The BJP emerged as the single largest party in the parliament with 161 seats, closely followed by the Congress with 140 seats. BJP leader Atal Bihari Vajpayee formed a government at the Centre but failed to muster a majority in a house of 545.The government fell on the floor of the house on the 13th day,leaving Vajpayee bitter and the BJP battered.The president invited the second largest party, the Congress, to form the government, but the party high command declined.

Eventually, a 13-party United Front, supported by the Congress, formed a minority government that lasted till 1998. Many of its constituents had even fought elections against each other.

Interestingly, two senior leaders,VP Singh and Jyoti Basu, refused to take up the office of the prime minister. Finally, Karnataka’s HD Deve Gowda became the PM on 1 June 1996 whose tenure lasted till 21 April 1997.The Congress withdrew support on the flimsy ground a lack in communication between the PM and the supporting party. However, this was the time when P V Narasimha Rao was replaced by Sitaram Kesari as the president of the National Congress Party and the new leadership agreed to support the United Front government under a new prime minister. IK Gujral became the prime minister on 21 April 1997, but could not complete a full year in office.The Congress withdrew its support from the coalition, thrusting another election on the country.

So much for their commitment to the much-touted poll promise of giving political stability in the country.

 Fuzail Jaffrey observed in an article, ‘The main plank on which the general election to the 11th Lok Sabha was fought in early 1996 was not corruption in public life but political stability. Almost all major parties and combination of parties contended that only a stable government could bring economic growth and prosperity to the country.’2

He further wrote in his comment piece on the HD Deve Gowda government, ‘Prime Minister HD Deve Gowda has not only pushed the so-called common minimum programme into the cold storage for good but has also made it clear that he cannot consult his coalition partners on each and every issue and that he must take decisions in his capacity as the chief executive of the country.The utmost arrogance of the “humble farmer” can be gauged from the fact that he did not consider it fit to take into confidence even Home Minister Indrajit Gupta on vital issues such as imposing President’s Rule in Uttar Pradesh and on the appointment of Romesh Bhandari as Governor of the state.’3

Stability remained a far cry. First, the Congress, and then the communists, threatened by the rise of the BJP and its ideology, ensured the fall of the 13-day Vajpayee government, and then the Congress formed and felled the United Front government, that too twice. Sometimes, I wonder how amenable politicians can be that they in no time accept the worst of their foes as friends! The Congress and the Janata Dal leaders had exchanged blistering barbs in the electoral arena few months ago and now they were not averse to giving or taking support for the formation of the government.What an appetite for power!

Meanwhile in Uttar Pradesh, the nerve centre of the country’s politics, new combinations were being worked out. While the BJP was still confident of winning elections on the sympathy generated by Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s emotional speech on the floor of the parliament before his 13-day-old government fell, the two major constituents of the United Front—Janata Dal and Samajwadi Party—had decided to stay together after the former failed to win over the BSP. Atal has always been a political icon of UP after he picked Lucknow as his Lok Sabha constituency.

The BSP was nervous as the United Front had grabbed power at the Centre and was eyeing UP heading for polls by the year end. Kanshi Ram opened dialogue with the Congress high command—the same Congress which he had always described as enemy number one. He rejected the feelers sent by enemy number two—the BJP.

By June, the BSP had entered into a seat-sharing pact with the Narasimha Rao-led Congress for the assembly elections due in October 1996. Narasimha Rao was the prime minister till May 1996 and later took over as national president of the Congress.

Mayawati gave explicit details on how and why the coalition came into being. Mayawati writes, ‘The second alliance was sealed with the Congress, whom we describe as Number 1 Manuvadi party.The prime aim behind the alliance was to teach a lesson to the Congress party for decimating Baba Saheb Dr Bhimrao Ambedkar’s Republican Party of India.’4

Quoting how the Congress leadership had ridiculed Kanshi Ram when he had floated a political party—Bahujan Samaj—with barely 2.4 per cent votes in his kitty, the former was forced to wake up to a different reality after their own percentage of votes plummeted to merely 8 per cent while the fledgling BSP’s electoral strength was rising.

As Mayawati further points out,‘After the Congress suffered badly in the Lok Sabha elections in Uttar Pradesh, the Congress President PV Narasimha Rao, pleaded that the Congress leaders in UP felt that he was not doing justice to their state.We lost all the 85 Lok Sabha seats in April 1996 polls and now assembly polls are scheduled in October 1996.We might lose all the Vidhan Sabha seats and our vote percentage may further go down from today’s 8 per cent.’5

Quoting the ill-treatment meted out to Ambedkar’s Republican Party of India by the Congress, Mayawati writes that after the ‘mazboor’ prime minister and the Congress president had knocked on his door, Kanshi Ram decided that it was time to avenge the humiliation of Ambedkarites, whose Republican Party of India was given one seat in 1971 polls in Maharashtra.

 Mayawati goes on to add that Kanshi Ram agreed to the coalition on the condition that their electoral pact will be declared as an alliance between Gandhi and Ambedkar, and not Congress and BSP. PV Narasimha Rao sent Sharad Pawar, whom Kanshi Ram clearly told that Ambedkar (BSP) would contest 300 and Gandhi (Congress) 125 seats in the state.The latter was obviously shocked as he knew the seat-sharing formula would be detrimental to the health of the Congress in the long run. Later on, upon Kanshi Ram’s insistence on sending an amiable leader, Rao sent UP Congress President Jitendra Prasad to seal the pact.

Narasimha Rao (Congress) and Kanshi Ram (BSP) announced the alliance at the Parliament Annexe on 24 June 1996 and told the media that a successful venture would lead to cooperation in other states.

Strangely, the Congress, which rightly touted itself as the country’s largest party, agreed to settle for barely 125 of the 425 seats, leaving the rest for the fledgling ally, the BSP, which had not crossed the 100-mark in the previous elections—far short of the majority mark of 213 in the state to form a government. It had negligible presence in the country. Ironically, the Congress leadership instead preferred to project the BSP as a force that became the voice of economically and socially backward segments of society.

What a blunder the Congress committed then. Since the country’s independence, the Congress had represented the marginalised sections on Indira Gandhi’s slogan of ‘Garibi hatao’ and here Rao was handing over the party’s prime constituency of the poor, mainly Dalits, to the BSP, touting Kanshi Ram as their ‘real hero’. In the process, Rao discounted the contribution of his own Congress party.

Rao said,‘The fragmented verdict in the last Lok Sabha elections called for a new approach to cooperation and understanding between prominent political parties and organisations in the country. I hope that this would also blaze a new trial in the fresh context of the need for multiparty combinations and programmes in the overall interest of the people.’6

In the same vein he also professed that his party was committed to supporting the United Front government.

In order to understand the complexities of the alliance, look at how the Congress was supporting the United Front government at the Centre and forming an alliance with the BSP in the country’s most crucial state to defeat its two major constituents, the Samajwadi Party and the Janata Dal.

Rao ignored voices that were warning him about the irretrievable damage to the Congress.

The BJP heaved a sigh of relief as the state once again headed for a triangular contest.The revival of the SP-BSP combine would have decimated them, but the Congress-BSP alliance did not worry them. The Congress was decaying, and the BSP was still a fledgling party despite the taste of power in 1995 and 20 per cent of the votes in the 1996 Lok Sabha elections.

Senior BJP leader Sushma Swaraj, commenting on the new alliance said,‘The Congress today is not fighting for power, but for its survival. Such is the party’s desperation that it completely surrendered before Kanshi Ram’s whims.’7

The Congress and the BSP organised joint rallies across the state, beginning in Azamgarh, where Mayawati was the star attraction.

Congress leaders grew hysterical upon seeing a mammoth crowd after almost a decade.As they lost their grip on emotions, they literally compared Indira Gandhi to Mayawayi. As Pramod Tiwari said, ‘After Indira Gandhi, women have found their leader in Mayawati.’ But what amused people of the state was the Congress diatribe against the United Front government, which it was supporting at that time. Tiwari even said the time had come to end the nautanki (drama) of the United Front and went on to predict a Congress-BSP government both in the state and the Centre.

Much before the state went to the polls, cracks surfaced at the ground level. Often alliances stitched at the top level do not percolate down at the cadre level.

Man Mohan, in his article ‘Congress, BSP Cadres Hostile to Alliance’, wrote,‘Over a decade-old Bahujan Samaj Party’s honeymoon with more than 100-years-old Congress party appears to have ended. The Congress’ new president Sitaram Kesri and Kanshi Ram may not admit this but the ground reality is that the supporters of both the parties are not working for each other.’8

In fact, cadres of both the parties had never approved of the alliance. While Congress workers felt that their leadership had completely surrendered before Kanshi Ram in seat sharing, BSP cadres soon realised that the Congress high command lacked the ability to transfer their votes like their leaders could. The workers refused to work together at the ground level.

The alliance was sealed by P V Narasimha Rao, the party president at that time, who was later replaced by Sitaram Kesri around the time when campaigning started. Apparently Kanshi Ram had realised that the Congress was not in a position to get its votes transferred as the BSP could.

On the other hand, a galaxy of United Front leaders and the BJP-Samata Party combine organised rallies in the state, leading to a fierce electoral contest.

Once again, the people of the state delivered a fractured verdict. Though their preferred choice remained the BJP, they refused to give it a simple majority. The then chief ministerial face of the BJP, Kalyan Singh, fumed and fretted. With 174 members in a house of 425 in an undivided UP, he was close to the crown, yet far away. An unfriendly Governor Romesh Bhandari refused to budge from his stand of strictly going by the book. He told the media,‘The stability of the new government will be the deciding factor.’ By then, President Shankar Dayal Sharma’s decision of inviting the single largest party headed by Atal Bihari Vajpayee had backfired, with the government failing to muster the required numbers to continue in office. He was criticised for acting in haste.

The second big combination—the Congress and the BSP—were far short of the majority.They had barely won 100 seats.The Samajwadi Party won 110 of 281 seats that it had contested as a part of the United Front, the Janata Dal seven out of 54, while the communists could only win five out of 25.

President’s Rule was once again imposed on 17 October 1996 as no combination had the majority to form the government. It continued till 21 March 1997, when the BSP decided to dump its pre-poll ally Congress to join hands with the BJP, a considerably unethical move.

Kanshi Ram kept on issuing ultimatums to its pre-poll partner, the Congress, to secure the support of the United Front for the formation of the BSP government in the state. He even went to the extent of issuing a veiled threat to the Congress president to withdraw support from the United Front government, failing which the BSP would be compelled to sever its ties with the Congress.

Imagine the audacity of the BSP, with barely 67 seats in an assembly of 425, dictating the Congress to withdraw support to the United Front government, thereby plunging the country into another democratic muddle.

The Hindustan Times wrote in its editorial, ‘The Congress party is still groping in the dark for a clearly defined role for itself at the Centre and in Uttar Pradesh. The new president Kesri has made it clear that his party’s alliance with the Bahujan Samaj Party in UP is not breakable or adjustable in light of the Congress party’s commitment of unconditional support to the UF government at the Centre. He is keener on persuading the UF to accept the candidature of Mayawati for the state’s Chief Ministership.’9

A section in the Congress wanted the party to join the government than support it from the outside.

The situation further exacerbated as the Congress was caught between the United Front and its demanding partner BSP, even as its leader Kanshi Ram was exploring options outside the alliance with the BJP. The BJP, on the other hand, was looking for an opportunity to exploit the complex situation to their advantage.

But barring the BSP, differences prevailed in all political parties. The BJP was divided over the formation of a coalition government with the BSP after its bitter experience of 1995, and the Congress was divided over joining the government, while the United Front doubted the Congress’ intent.

The five-and-a-half-year period from 1996 to 2002 (the term of the assembly is counted from the first day of the session) will go down in history as the most dramatic and disturbing years in which politics touched its lowest ebb. Principles, ideologies, and ethics were willfully discarded in the pursuit of power. It completely failed on the governance front.

The firsts now: For the first time, Uttar Pradesh had a 48-hourlong chief minister (read next chapter). For the first time, the state had a jumbo-size government in which ministers obviously earned the sobriquet of ‘no file ministers’. For the first time, the red carpets of the august UP state assembly were stained with blood. For the first time, the judiciary intervened in the legislative matters, and for the first time, a unique composite floor test was held in the state assembly.

The elusive political stability could have returned after the BJP had broken parties to cobble together a majority, had the party leadership not played the musical chair, that is, three chief ministers in three years.

There was such drama and deceit that it became evident that no party or politician was bothered about the development of the state.

The pertinent question begging an answer from the constitutional experts is, should any state pay such a heavy price to get a government bogged down in its own survival to have time for governance? Or should the state have a government constructed by conspiracies in which the governor and the speaker play a lead role? Or should the state go for frequent elections till the time it gets a stable government? These are complicated questions that require a pragmatic approach, and not an academic one.

 But before that, here is what happened… Finally, the BSP dumped its pre-poll ally and entered into a unique power-sharing pact with the BJP, the cobra with open fangs, which it had declared to finish at all the party rallies. Although an unethical move, both the BSP and the BJP were hailed for saving the state from additional financial burden on its exchequer. Hail opportunism!

As both the BJP and the BSP remained adamant on the chief minister’s post, the high command found an innovative method of governance, a six-month rotation of the chair of the CM. The memorandum of understanding (MoU) signed by the party high commands had a clause that allowed a review of the coalition arrangement after one year before continuing it. In other words, the state government became a company which signed an MoU with another company to run the state by six-month rotation.Why did this happen? The companies had failed to arrive at a consensus on their leader.At stake were the lives and livelihoods of about 200 million, the population of Uttar Pradesh. In the article ‘Uneasy Partners’, NK Singh wrote, ‘The policy see-saw consequent upon governance by rotation will bring its own kind of challenge. As has already been evidenced, the BSP will pack the administration with its favourites.And nothing prevents the BJP from overruling its predecessor’s decisions during the next six months. As a result, the relentless reshuffling of bureaucrats will only keep the administration in a state of flux. As Vajpayee says, “The BSP is a natural ally for us. There were big issues for the two parties to part ways in the past, but today there are bigger issues for the two to come together.” Lal Krishna Advani says,“I am looking at this alliance from a long term perspective. It can help in relaxation of social tension.”’10

Mayawati occupied the chair first. It was certainly not the ‘ladies first’ courtesy but Kanshi Ram’s hard bargaining had forced the BJP to relent and give the first six months to Mayawati. She was sworn as the chief minister of a BJP-BSP coalition government on 21 March 1997. Kalyan Singh, the BJP CM candidate for the next six months, stayed out of the government but many of his rivals within his own party became her ministers—some acquiring the status of rakhi brothers.

After wearing the crown, Mayawati was irrepressible. She came with an agenda, and nobody could stop her from pursuing it. Ironically, the partners had not decided any common agenda for governance, even though the BJP leadership was still bitter about Mayawati’s first tenure in which she had relentlessly pushed her Dalit agenda, unmindful of supporting the party’s political sensitivities.

Badri Narayan wrote in his book,‘This time, too, Mayawati and the BSP went on a spree, renaming or creating a large number of monuments, parks, institutions and districts after Dalit heroes, ignoring the feelings of their coalition partner. At great expense, they installed nearly 15,000 statues of Ambedkar across UP. In addition, more than 2,50,000 Dalits were granted lease on agriculture land.’11

However, it was the strict enforcement of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act that became the bone of contention between the coalition partners, with Kalyan Singh even promising to dilute the Act within 24 hours of becoming chief minister. Even the Act became a tool to appease respective vote banks in a country where no one can deny atrocities are committed on the poorest of the poor, including Dalits.While Mayawati had consolidated her hold on Dalits by strictly enforcing the SC/ST Act to the extent of misusing it, Kalyan Singh had to assuage the aggrieved castes— backwards and upper caste—against whom it was blatantly misused.

Tension started mounting a month before the customary handing over of the chief ministership as suspense continued pertaining to her intentions. She rarely spoke to the state leadership of the BJP as she had direct access to the party high command.

For weeks, people speculated ‘Will she, won’t she’ handover the chair to Kalyan Singh. Both despised each other, so much so that they did not spare each other in their public utterances even as partners in power.

Kalyan Singh became the chief minister on 21 September 1997 but before he could complete a month in office, Mayawati pulled out of the seven-month-old alliance with the BJP, leaving the 28-day-old Kalyan Singh-led government in jeopardy.

Before pulling out of the coalition, Kanshi Ram brazenly revived a dialogue with the dumped Congress to form a coalition government with the support of the United Front—an old formula that had not worked after the 1996 polls.

Venkitesh Ramakrishnan and Praveen Sami gave details of what had happened in their article, ‘A Crisis Defused’, ‘Kanshi Ram spent the entire afternoon in conversation with Kesri. Between 4 p.m. and 7 p.m., the two radically reworked their earlier strategy. The BSP, unsure of its standing and with every indication that many in its ranks were closet sympathisers of the enemy or were unwilling to stay on a sinking ship, could no longer afford to wait for Mulayam Singh to come on board. “You withdraw from the Government,” Kesri told Kanshi Ram.“I will make sure the Assembly is dissolved.”’12

Once again, all political parties swung into action as they found themselves so close to power, yet so far away.While the 175-member BJP needed support of 38 legislators to prove a majority, Congress President Sitaram Kesri asked the United Front government at the Centre to explore the possibility of forming a non-BJP government.

However, the Congress and the BSP leadership, which again tried to give another shot at the government formation, came unstuck when the United Front government refused to back Mayawati for the chief ministership upon Defence Minister Mulayam Singh Yadav’s insistence. His animosity dated back to mid-1990s when their lethal alliance had suffered a brutal break.

Leading the offensive for the BJP was the state president, Rajnath Singh, who masterminded the defections, eventually enabling the continuation of the government. He broke both the BSP and the Congress—the splinter groups were called Loktantrik Congress Party led by Naresh Aggarwal and Jantantrik Bahujan Samaj Party, headed by Choudhury Narendra Singh.

I remember making a late night visit to Rajnath Singh’s official bungalow at Kalidas Marg. The ambitious ones were walking in with high expectations and were returning home with a guaranteed ticket to the government. It was evident from the palpable mood at his bungalow that 38 is going to be an easy target to meet for the ‘Chanakya’, the title that he had earned after salvaging the BJP government in the state.

Governor Romesh Bhandari had given barely 48 hours to Chief Minister Kalyan Singh to prove his majority on the floor of the house, even as Mayawati adamantly demanded the dismissal of his government,dubbing it anti-Dalit.To be date specific, she pulled out of the coalition on 19 October 1997, and the session of the state assembly was called on 21 October 1997. The controversial governor—who had hit the headlines for his loaded statement that the stability of the government would guide his decision—soon after the election results were announced, took refuge in a court verdict according to which the headcount could be done only on the floor of the house, and not the Raj Bhawan.

Bhandari quoted the Supreme Court ruling in the SR Bommai versus the Union of India case in which the judges had ruled that a government’s majority could be proved only on the floor of the house. Defending his decision to give the chief minister just two days for the same, the governor said the other political parties had expressed their apprehensions about the BJP indulging in horse-trading to win the required number of legislators to its side.

His apprehensions were true, he knew MLAs would easily cross over to save themselves from the burden of an early election.

Bhandari’s decision took many by surprise as he had never been favourably inclined towards the BJP. He had ignored all protests and dharnas organised by Kalyan Singh outside the Raj Bhawan demanding an invitation to form the government as the single largest party. Quoting the same apex court judgement, Kalyan Singh had also demanded a headcount in the assembly, and not in the Raj Bhawan. But the governor said that he must be satisfied with the claim figures.

As the 13th assembly (1996-2002) had barely completed one year out of its five-year-tenure, no MLA from any party was ready to face yet another election.

Many conjectured that some developments in Delhi had compelled Bhandari to take the decision and it was President Narayanan’s determination to discharge his constitutional duties with integrity.The president was clear on the fact that he would not accept the cabinet’s recommendation on dissolution of the house before a floor test was conducted. He had also conveyed his decision to Prime Minister IK Gujral.

The second factor was the stiff opposition from the regional constituents of the United Front government against the dissolution of the house before a floor test, while the third and final factor was the split in the Congress, on whose crutches the United Front government was resting.

On 20 October 1997, about 19 Congress MLAs, led by Naresh Agarwal, met Speaker Keshari Nath Tripathi, announcing the formation of a separate group, the Loktantrik Congress. Interestingly, the speaker recognised the two factions, triggering an inconclusive legal battle.

The wary BSP leadership had kept all their MLAs in the safe confines of the party office, but the BJP leadership had already developed ‘friends in the BSP’, who became the carriers of their lucrative offers.

Cellphones were discreetly used to convey the irresistible offers, and by late evening, a dozen odd rebels had given their nod.They tried to escape even as toughs deployed by the party struggled to stop them from leaving the sprawling office, eventually failing in their endeavour. After all, it was the lure of power that had infused an unprecedented energy in them to fight the might of Mayawati.

Complaints of threats, intimidation and forged signatures kept pouring in till the house met on 21 October 1997, as the doors of Raj Bhawan were kept open for one and all.

Bhandari not only took all the petitions, but diligently informed Delhi about the unsavoury developments and his apprehensions of horse-trading.

The real drama unfolded in the state assembly immediately after Vande Mataram.The Congress Legislature Party leader, Pramod Tiwari, who was obviously angry by the split in his party, started the brawl. He walked into the well of the house saying, ‘Yeh Sarkar ek din bhi nahin rahegi’ (This government will not last more than a day) and slapped a security guard. Soon, a group of BSP MLAs joined him.

What followed was unprecedented mayhem for 25 minutes. In a free-for-all, the agitated members turned the floor of the house into a battleground in which they used the chair cushions as shields, while glass panes, chairs, and microphones served as their arms and ammunitions.

Speaker Keshari Nath Tripathi was hit by a mike, while the Public Works and Development (PWD) Minister Kalraj Misra, Leader of Opposition Dhani Ram Verma, police and security guards bled profusely. In a rare feat, the civil police was called inside the state assembly to control the violence.

Keshari Nath Tripathi, even after being hit, did not stop the proceedings.The governor had directed lobby division and appointed observers to foresee the trust vote. Later on, Tripathi said he had refrained from adjourning the house despite the violence that had ensued as he was bound by the governor’s clear directives—the directives being that the house should not be adjourned under any circumstances till voting was over.

In this melee, a dozen odd BSP legislators coolly walked to the treasury benches. The opposition was now convinced about the government’s survival and staged a walk-out. Now their only refuge was Raj Bhawan where the governor provided them medical aid, while making efforts to somehow thwart the exercise of government formation. Governor Bhandari sent multiple reports of the day’s developments to the Centre.

Kalyan Singh proved his majority by mustering the support of 222 legislators that included 22 members of the Loktantrik Congress and 12 of the BSP.

The observers sent their report on the first ever violent vote of confidence in Indian history, further sharpening the differences within the United Front government at the Centre.

Venkitesh and Parveen Sami wrote, ‘At Prime Minister Gujral’s residence in New Delhi, United Front leaders, Ministers Indrajit Gupta, P Chidambaram and Murasoli Maran and Sitaram Yechury of the CPI(M), met informally, watching this unedifying spectacle on television and receiving ball-by-ball reports. Minister S Jaipal Reddy was also in some of the time.The BJP’s unanticipated victory in the confidence vote, and more importantly, the political skullduggery that surrounded it, left the group stunned.A furious Mulayam Singh, who had left Lucknow in disgust for Guwahati, had made his sentiments known to his allies. Yechury, too, left the meeting after expressing his unhappiness over the course of events. The CPI(M) had wanted dismissal in advance of the floor test.’13

However, once the Kalyan Singh government had won the vote of confidence, there was no way in which the government could have recommended the dissolution of the house despite the violence during voting.They had the governor’s report and faxes before them that blamed the BJP for inciting violence.Bhandari had also warned of a bloodbath in case the BJP was invited to form the government. By then, it was clear that he was playing sides as his rapport with Mulayam Singh Yadav was no secret.

In fact, Bhandari had told the media that he would fulfill his constitutional obligations by giving details of what happened in the Vidhan Sabha during the trust vote. He had letters from the leaders of the Congress, SP and BSP, demanding immediate imposition of President’s Rule as there was a complete breakdown of the constitutional machinery.

The cabinet held several marathon sessions. The Congress, on whose crutches the United Front government was ruling the country, supported Union Minister Mulayam’s demand for the dismissal of the government. The cabinet itself was divided on the issue. While Home Minister Indrajit Gupta and southern regional parties were against an imposition of President’s Rule, Mulayam Singh Yadav and the Communists kept up the pressure. By midnight, the dismissal order was ready for the president’s assent.

The president, however, was not convinced and he conveyed it to the prime minister. He became the first president of the country to return the cabinet’s recommendation on proclamation under Article 356 for reconsideration. In his cryptic note, he also observed that the governor’s report did not establish the breakdown of constitutional machinery as required for the imposition of President’s Rule in any state.

The confabulations at the Prime Minister’s Office were on when the BJP in Lucknow hired a state aircraft at midnight of 21 October to carry all the 222 MLAs to Rashtrapati Bhawan. While they were displaying their strength at a dharna, the regional constituents of the United Front were opposing the dismissal of the Kalyan Singh government after the trust vote. The cabinet decided to respect the president’s option and withdrew the recommendation.

Finally the headlines screamed—BJP wins, Kalyan loses. Not only had the violence on the floor of the house hit his public image, but also the friends that he had made in the process created problems in his life. Singh, who had earned the image of a chief executive officer in his first stint, was compelled to honour all the commitments made by his party president, Rajnath Singh, to the 32 defectors from the Congress and the BSP. The shady background of many of the aaya Rams, gaya Rams were ignored, reminding people of the hoardings that were put up at all vantage positions promising,‘Kanoon ka raj hoga, bhaymukt samaj hoga’ (there will be rule of rule and fear free UP).The defectors who were included in the Council of Ministers were the infamous Raghuraj Pratap Singh, alias Raja Bhaiya from Kunda, and Hari Shankar Tiwari from Gorakhpur.An estimated 33 ministers faced criminal charges.

The state had its first jumbo-sized ministry with 93 ministers— more than the departments in the state. However, instead of improving deliverance, Kalyan Singh battled truant partners who were unhappy with the portfolios allotted to them. And what a drain on the state exchequer as an estimated 120 crore a year was spent on their pay and perks.The defectors whimsically boycotted cabinet meetings and kept the government on tenterhooks till Kalyan Singh remained in office—12 November 1999. However, behind the defectors was a rebel group of the BJP, which wanted him out. The BJP high command twice changed the leadership but failed to retrieve political ground in 2002 polls.

Did the people of the state deserve such a government? Perhaps if the ministers were allotted one district each, I am sure with some micro-planning, the large state would have gained from a jumbo-size government.

But before the internecine battle in the BJP had grown vulgar, Kalyan Singh faced another challenge within a few months, timed with the Lok Sabha elections which were underway.

The soap opera had yet to reach its dramatic end. Whether it entertained or disillusioned the people of the state is hard to know because the coalition era continued, as voters, governed by their caste sentiments, continued delivering fractured mandates.

REWIND

Coalitions formed by the non-Congress parties frequently fell like a pack of cards. From March 1967, when the first non-Congress government had come into existence, to the return of the Congress in October 1970, the state suffered four rules, including two terms of President’s Rule.

Again between December 1989 and 2007, the state saw 10 governments, including three periods of President’s Rule.

From the beginning of identity politics in the state, early 1990s onward, coalition formation and the sustenance of such a system have become a stupendous task for the multiparty system in a state as huge as undivided Uttar Pradesh was. It accounted for 425 seats.The regional parties grew on the support of specific castes which, in return, expected major dividends after the formation of the government. In the process, leaders flourished while people suffered.

Socialist leader Beni Prasad Verma, who worked in various coalition governments, admitted that the clash of interests broke most of the alliances.The problem confounded after the exit of veterans like Banarsi Das Gupta (Janata Party) who ruled the state from 28 February 1979 to 17 February 1980, when the state government was dissolved by Indira Gandhi after her return to power at the Centre.

The alliances in the state can be easily categorised into two sections—the age of Congress dominance till the end of the 1980s and the rise of regional parties from the beginning of the 1990s, which leaders like Kalyan Singh describe as a beginning of the coalition era.

Post-independent alliances had been sealed primarily to uproot the mighty Congress from power in the ‘political karmabhoomi’ of the all-powerful Nehru-Gandhi family. The Congress had enjoyed an uninterrupted rule in the state from 1952 to 1967—until when the politics of alliances were unheard of.

The first coalition and non-Congress government was formed in March 1967 under the leadership of Charan Singh.

The opposition had tasted power for the first time in 1967, though in the elections, the Congress had emerged as the single largest party with 199 seats, 16 short of the majority mark.The opposition— Jan Sangh, Praja Socialist Party (PSP) and Samyukta Socialist Party (SSP)—too lacked the numerical strength, making it a fit case for President’s Rule.

However, as state assemblies are not dissolved before making a genuine effort to form a government, the Congress started hectic parleys as arranging support of another 16 legislators was a comparatively easy target to achieve.

After hectic backroom manoeuvres, the Congress, with the help of uncommitted independents, managed to form the government under the leadership of CB Gupta on 14 March 1967. However, before the government could be sworn in, differences erupted within the senior leadership of the coalition. Charan Singh, objecting to a few proposed names for the cabinet, refused to join the new government.

The first of April 1967, usually nicknamed as April Fools Day across the world, was a big day for CB Gupta as he had to seek the vote of confidence, a process that turned into a nightmare when Charan Singh, snapping his 45-year long ties with the Congress, floated a new party, Jana Congress.

The Congress split and the government fell. It was indeed a sad day for the party that had enjoyed an uninterrupted rule from 26 January 1950 to 13 March 1967.

Obviously, Charan Singh’s action was driven by his ambition to be the chief minister as by then the government had not even started functioning and his objection to certain names had been accepted by the party high command by reducing the list of proposed ministers— from 18 to 13.

Neverthless, KS Rana, who has written a book on Charan Singh told me while I was writing this book,‘The Jat leader from West UP quit the Congress as he knew he will not get support of the party high command. C B Gupta had inducted all the controversial leaders on whose name Charan Singh had objected to. Everyone knew about their acute differences—while CB Gupta represented Industrialists and their cronies, Charan Singh fought for farmers and the downtrodden.’ The governor invited the SVD that comprised Jan Sangh, SSP, CPI, PSP, Republic Party and independents, to form the government. Jan Sangh had bigger numbers but Charan Singh had toppled the Congress government and thus received his reward.

Shyam Lal Yadav wrote in his article, ‘Uttar Pradesh: A Political History’, ‘Charan Singh was sworn in as Chief Minister as head of Samyukta Vidhayak Dal in April 1967, a coalition ranging from CPI(M) on the left to the BJS (Jan Sangh) on the right, with the Republican Party of India, Swatantra Party and Praja Socialist Party and 22 Independents in between.This was BJS’s first taste of power— an experience about which Nanaji Deshmukh subsequently writes, “Our party lost the image of a party with difference—our people rose as important leaders but—the party of workers was converted into a party of leaders.” The four years that followed Charan Singh’s rise to power saw 4 Chief Ministers and two phases of President’s Rule.’14

Charan Singh became the chief minister in April 1967 and soon serious troubles started in the coalition.The SSP was the first to issue him an ultimatum in June and finally withdrew support in November 1967. However, a compromise was worked out and the government survived, but in the same month communists decided to rebel over the use of the Preventive Detention Act.

Every party wanted its pound of flesh. The PSP and Jan Sangh were upset with the reshuffling of the cabinet and in their anger they demanded a change of leadership. Such a demand further escalated differences within and between the parties.While a group of parties, including the Republicans and Swatantra, continued to support Charan Singh, Jan Sangh wanted Charan Singh to be replaced. Others like the communists, SSP and PSP dithered.

Eventually, a fuming Charan Singh resigned in February 1968, but not without recommending the dissolution of the house and fresh elections. But SVD was not willing to give up so easily and elected a new leader.The assembly was put in suspended animation for about two months and thereafter the governor dissolved the assembly, rejecting the claim of Charan Singh’s successor. Elections were held in 1969.

In the interregnum, Charan Singh formed Bharatiya Kranti Dal (BKD), later renamed Bharatiya Lok Dal (BLD), which won 99 seats in its maiden election. The Congress, with 211 legislators, comfortably formed the government with the help of uncommitted Independents.

CB Gupta became chief minister but the Congress split at the national level, which had its after-effects in UP. Gupta resigned on 17 February 1970 and requested the governor to invite BKD leader Charan Singh to form the government.

Charan Singh was clear with which faction of the Congress to ally with. He had told the media, ‘Chandra Bhanu Gupta ka bistar ganda hai aur Kamlapati ka bistar usse saaf hai, atah usi aadhar par mein sarkar banane ke liye nirnay loonga’ (Kamlapati Tripathi’s bed is cleaner than that of Gupta and accordingly I will take a decision to form the government).15 He formed the government in alliance with Kamlapati Tripathi, who belonged to Congress Indira.

Misbahur Rahman Laskar wrote in his article, ‘Experiment of Coalition Government in Indian Political System’,‘This was perhaps, the last master stroke of Gupta to keep Kamlapati Tripathi out of power. Charan Singh was assured the support of Congress(O), SSP, Jan Sangh and the Swatantra Party. On 17 February, Charan Singh formed the Ministry but in coalition with the Congress(R). In return, the 10 BKD members of the parliament assured Mrs Gandhi of their support for her government.’16

His government however fell after eight months as the BKD members in the Rajya Sabha refused to support the government bill on privy purses.

Public issues did remain in the realm of real-politik even while chasing power, unlike the early 1990 scenario during which politicians’ dictum was,‘Power ke liye kuch bhi karega’ (anything to grab power). The stalwarts at that time were as stubborn and self-centred as the new age politicians, but since they were born during the pre-Independence era, they had some grain of public service left in them. The coalitions collapsed because of self-aggrandisement and their public commitments.

In mid-October, another government led by TN Singh, a Rajya Sabha member, formed the United Front government. Despite public support from CB Gupta,Charan Singh and Karpoori Thakur,TN Singh (Congress(O)) lost the bypoll but resigned after enjoying a five-month long tenure.The chief minister has to become a member of either of the two houses within six months of taking charge. It is actually rare for a CM to lose an election that early in his career. But then there are exceptions like TN Singh in Indian politics. Incidentally, his name figured again after the 2018 bypolls, in which the BJP nominee had lost from Chief Minister Yogi’s constituency of Gorakhpur.TN Singh too had lost from Gorakhpur.

Kamlapati Tripathi eventually became CM in April 1971. He resigned in June 1973 after a revolt in the Provincial Armed Constabulary, over better pay and work conditions, had turned ugly. The politicians of yesteryears used to own moral responsibility and resign.The Union Railway Minister Madhav Rao Scindia had resigned after a train accident.

The state came under President’s Rule but a few months later HN Bahuguna became the CM and to placate Tripathi, the Congress high command sent him to the Centre as Union Minister.The subsequent elections in 1974 gave absolute majority to the Congress to rule the state for five years as another effort by the opposition came to naught.

The Congress rarely needed opposition to engineer change of leadership. Internecine politics triggered by the party high command’s consistent policy of divide and rule led to frequent change of leadership. As a result, the Congress could never develop leadership at the state level, the price of which it is paying after the Gandhis started losing their pan-India appeal in the mid-1990s. The problem snowballed into a major crisis after the BJP arrived on the scene in 2014, vanquishing it from one state after another.The Gandhis had by then lost the charisma to win states without regional satraps.

A decade after the roller-coaster ride to power in 1967, the non-Congress parties got another issue to construct an edifice of unity.

Prime Minister Indira Gandhi had become extremely unpopular because of the family planning programme and its execution by her younger son Sanjay Gandhi. And then came the dark days in the form of the Emergency that turned the masses against the grand old party. It once again provided a golden opportunity to the fragmented opposition to pull together a united stand. They started reuniting, some from jail, and others from their hiding places.

Professor KS Rana wrote in his book, ‘Charan Singh frequently visited Jaslok Hospital (New Delhi) where Jay Prakash Narain was admitted. Had both of them not strived hard, Janata Party would not have come into existence. Others who contributed immensely are Nanaji Deshmukh, Madhu Limaye, Piloo Mody, and Biju Patnaik. Singh, arrested on 25 June, was kept in Tihar Jail, from where he wrote letters to several leaders. After his release on 24 August 1974, he formed Bharatiya Kranti Dal merging seven small parties. Singh became president.’17

The opposition’s who’s who was on board with the BLD. Just as the anti-Congress front formed by Lohia had shunted the Congress out of the eight states in 1967, the Janata Party saw the collapse of the Congress in 1977 almost all across the country.

The Janata Party formed the government at the Centre and dismissed nine Congress-ruled states, including the HN Bahugunaled government in Uttar Pradesh.The Congress failed badly and was wiped out in Indira Gandhi’s karmabhoomi—Uttar Pradesh.

Much has been written about the escapades of the Janata Party rule. The 28-month-old Janata Party was plagued by unending factional fights, mergers, splits, insatiable hunger for power, personal hostilities and giant-sized egos among its leaders.

Most of the political parties had their roots in Uttar Pradesh and tremors were naturally felt more in this state than in the rest of the country.

The opposition’s intemperate behaviour reminds me of what Mulayam Singh Yadav had once told me.‘We have grown up in politics wearing opposition boots, which we don’t take off, even when in power. Thus when we are not fighting the ruling dispensation, we fight each other.’ From the time of ticket distribution to government formation, serious differences prevailed, so much so that a disgruntled Charan Singh resigned from the post of the observer, unhappy with the undue interference of Chandra Shekhar, who was then the party president. Though he withdrew his resignation later, the relations between him and Chandra Shekhar soured considerably.

Such was the anger against the Congress that the Janata Party, despite their show of conflict rather than camaraderie, won 352 of the 425 seats during the elections held in June 1977.The massive victory came laden with bigger responsibilities.The BLD of Charan Singh got 156 seats, followed by Jan Sangh (97), Congress for Democracy (CFD)

(53) and others 46.

In UP, Mulayam Singh Yadav was aspiring to be the chief minister, but Raj Narain decided to project a little known Ram Naresh Yadav from Azamgarh, who for months sat on the edge of the chair, not knowing when he will be asked to vacate it.Thus, disruption in the coalition was obvious.

During the election of the leader of the Janata Party, Jan Sangh and BLD supported Ram Naresh Yadav who won 277 votes, while Ram Dhan, propped up by the Chandra Shekhar group, barely secured 103 votes.

However, wars do not end with defeats in politics. Instead, the losers wait in the wings to strike as and when the target is on a weak footing.

Twice, Ram Naresh Yadav cleared the confidence vote on the floor of the house but lost the third time.The party started searching for a leader in February 1979.Again there were differences as Charan Singh proposed Banarsi Das Gupta, whom Beni Prasad Verma had described as a true leader who could take along partners, while the Chandra Shekhar team wanted Raj Mangal Pandey. Banarsi Das won the battle for the crown, despite opposition from Jan Sangh. However, the Congress bailed him out as and when his government confronted any crises.

Tension was developing in the Janata Party government at the Centre as efforts were made to isolate Jan Sangh, the ‘communal forces’ with whom the ‘secular parties’ had no hesitation in sharing seats in their bid to oust a weakened Congress and grab power in the country.

On 22 August 1979, the Lok Sabha was dissolved to hold fresh parliamentary elections.

The people brought back Indira Gandhi, and Janata Party governments were dismissed in nine states, including in Uttar Pradesh. Banarsi Das could complete only one year as a chief minister.

Accoding to Misbahur Rahman Laskar, ‘The fierce infighting on fractional lines coupled with personal ambitions and personality clashes caused the downfall of Janata government in UP and facilitated dominance of Congress party again in the state almost for a decade. The beginning of the Second Coalition Era from 1989 elections brought second era of coalition in state as well as in the centre. With the emergence of Janata Dal in the centre and state,various other parties and issues emerged. The Janata Dal had formed a National Front with the DMK, the AASU/AGP, the TDP and the Cong (S) in 1989 elections (they had the support of the BJP).’18

The opposition once again united under Vishwanath Pratap Singh, who had intelligently raised the Bofors issue against Rajiv Gandhi to nail the Congress. He succeeded with his dramatic speeches, taking out a chit from his sparkling white kurta, telling people he had the names of the people who received kickbacks in the purchase of Bofors. The Janata Dal formed the government with the support of the BJP and VP Singh became the Prime Minister after much political melodrama.

A similar atmosphere prevailed in Uttar Pradesh where BJP-supported Janata Dal formed the government, preceded by a near-violent election of the leader. While Mulayam Singh Yadav was considered the obvious choice for the chief ministership, VP Singh sent Chaudhaury Ajit Singh from Delhi for a direct contest for the post. Mulayam won it hands down, but this incident did much to sour his relationship with VP Singh and Ajit Singh forever.

Again, when VP Singh was replaced by Chandra Shekhar, whose minority government was supported by the Congress party at the Centre, Mulayam managed to survive with Congress support.

However, when Mulayam learnt that the Congress planned to withdraw support from his government after they had pulled the rug in Delhi, Mulayam woke up the then governor, Satya Narain Reddy, at four in the morning to recommend the dissolution of the house. By the time Narain Dutt Tiwari reached Raj Bhawan, the assembly had been dissolved with the governor asking Mulayam to continue as the caretaker CM till the elections were held. That’s what Mulayam had wanted, to continue on the chair during elections.

Mistrust has always damaged relationships in politics as well.

The post-1990s scenario was equally fraught with political uncertainty. The state saw 10 governments and four periods of President’s Rule between December 1989 and 2007. Three chief ministers who had two to three regimes during the period were Mayawati, Mulayam Singh Yadav and Kalyan Singh.

The coalitions after the 1990s clashed over crown more than the care for their constituencies. What changed was the glue that fixed them—from defeating the Congress to stopping communal forces.

The regional parties—the Samajwadi Party and the BSP—grew on the state’s horizon in the early 1990s, relegating the mainstream parties into the background.

While the BJP could still strike alliances to taste power in early 2000s, the Congress continued to slip into oblivion as it suffered from the ‘Big Brother’ syndrome.The party’s rainbow coalition of Brahmin, Dalit and Muslims had drifted in three directions. Brahmins were smitten by BJP’s saffron power; the Dalits’ hunger for dignity drove them to the BSP, while Muslims found a friend in the Samajwadi Party of Maulana Mulayam Singh Yadav, a sobriquet that he had acquired after firing on kar sewaks in Ayodhya.

During this period, the state also suffered a 48-hour chief minister whose name does not figure in the state’s political history but till the time he moved to Delhi as an MP, the nameplate outside his bungalow in the state capital always carried Jagdambika Pal,Poorva Mukhya Mantri (Ex-Chief Minister).This is also the time when the red carpet of the august UP Vidhan Sabha was smeared with blood.

Every alliance smacks of sheer opportunism, with parties liberally compromising their ideologies, even as they make promises of stability that becomes the first casualty, followed by governance. If there is any common thread running through all the alliances, it is ego clashes, idiosyncrasies and instability.After all, the commonly followed dictum is,‘There are no permanent friends and foes in love and war.’

If anyone grew from these temporary alliances, they were the netas and their political outfits. Kanshi Ram is an exception in the political world in brazenly admitting that frequent elections with hung houses suited his party and its growth.

From the first alliance in 1967 to the uncomfortable union between two youth leaders, rather than the political parties they headed, Akhilesh Yadav (Samajwadi Party) and Rahul Gandhi (Congress) in 2017 UP assembly elections, it is a fact that strange bedfellows have rarely won elections with absolute majority and thus have had to build one after results come out.

Consequently, they never completed their five-year tenure in the state.

The first grand alliance of  the BSP and SP in 1993 proved to be an utter flop. Its failure created a permanent wedge in the Bahujan Samaj, especially between the aggressive Jatavs (Dalits) and Yadavs (OBCs). Socially and economically, these groups had always been at loggerheads, and now they are struggling to reunite after the change of leadership.Akhilesh has taken over the Samajwadi Party from his father Mulayam Singh Yadav, while Mayawati is the undisputed leader of the BSP after the death of Kanshi Ram. The foundation of the alliance was laid by Mulayam and Kanshi Ram in their quest to build their fledgling parties. However, it met with a violent collapse in mid-1995. Since then, they remained enemies until early 2018.

However, facing an existential crisis after the BJP bulldozed their political control over the state in 2014, the new leaders were compelled to relook at their relationship. Since then, they have mellowed down against each other though once Mayawati had expressed her willingness to forgive Mulayam if he publicly apologised for the infamous state guest incident that had broken the alliance.

After the SP-BSP alliance won the four bypolls in 2018, the need for each other has grown and this time the demand for an alliance is coming from grass-roots workers.They sealed an alliance ahead of the 2019 polls, equally sharing the 78 Lok Sabha seats, leaving two family seats of Amethi and Rae Bareli for the Congress, which decided to go alone in the elections.

A senior Samajwadi Party leader once said that the revival of the Congress would mean the loss of Dalit support for BSP and of Muslims for Samajwadi Party.

Thus, even if the two parties decided to bury their differences and move ahead with a common agenda after Mayawati’s bête noire Mulayam became inactive, the chair of the chief minister will always remain a bone of contention between the two regional forces whose popular base is restricted to Uttar Pradesh. Mayawati is keen to spread her party’s footprints in the country. She successfully bargained for a cabinet berth for her only MLA in Karnataka—the first time that the BSP has a minister outside UP. She is demanding respectable share of seats in the states going to the polls. Interestingly, even Akhilesh is looking at states that have a Yadav population, of which there are many.

When it comes to UP, the bone of contention between Akhilesh and Mayawati will be the Chief Minister’s chair.Akhilesh has made it clear that as of now he has no national dreams, but Mayawati is a hard negotiator and she is infamous for keeping all her options open as her voters accept her decisions blindly.Thus it is quite likely that the opposition alliance that may become a reality in 2019 may again break before 2022. Much would depend on the government that would rule at the Centre.

Once, when asked by a newsman on the BSP’s willingness to compromise the chair for a bigger public agenda, Kanshi Ram had retorted, ‘Mayawati will kill me.’ Akhilesh is not a contender for a national role but he knows even Mayawati would prefer a state role. After all, the role of the chief minister of UP is always bigger than that of any union minister.And the regional parties grow with the power that they wield.


CHAPTER 6

THE 48-HOUR-CHIEF MINISTER 

An example of how several heads came together to hatch a conspiracy, which failed in the long run. 

‘Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown,’ wrote William Shakespeare the play King Henry IV.The maxim proves true even for contemporary rulers who use their brinkmanship to construct a numerical majority, originally denied to them by voters during elections.

The fragile edifice that they create in their quest for power is called a coalition government, in which the crown is snatched away as quickly as it is given.

The perils of coalition are blackmailing, backstabbing, and backtracking, leading to the possible collapse of governments like a pack of cards.

Three unprecedented cases in Indian parliamentary history substantiate the evocative words of William Shakespeare.

The state of UP saw a 48-hour long chief minister, Jagdambika Pal, as greedy legislators changed the leader of the house faster than their clothes. The political situation remained fluid with two chief ministers heading the state. Uncertain about who would eventually get to wear the crown, the confused legislators kept jumping fences in their quest to remain on the right side of power.

More disturbing is the tale of two prime ministers. Charan Singh, the country’s only prime minister why did not face the parliament even once. He drove down to Rashtrapati Bhawan instead of the Parliament House to submit his resignation, as the Congress had brutally withdrawn his indispensable crutches on the eve of his government’s majority test.

Atal Bihari Vajpayee is the second leader who even earned the sobriquet of 13-day prime minister as he failed to muster support of non-BJP parties to win a majority vote. As the leader of the single largest party in the Lok Sabha, the president had appointed him as the prime minister, in spite of the fact that he had lacked the requisite majority.

The episode had triggered a countrywide academic debate on whether ‘stability of the government’ should be the sole guiding factor for any president or governor to invite a leader to form a government. Instead, should the person in question explore all possibilities of forming a government, including inviting the leader of the single largest party, prior to going ahead with the dissolution of the House?

For the second time,Atal found himself unlucky when he had to face the ignominy of becoming the country’s only prime minister to have lost the trust vote by a single vote, albeit after running a coalition government for 13 months.

Perhaps no other prime minister will ever again face the humiliating defeat by a single vote!

Both the veterans, Singh and Vajpayee, had cut their teeth in politics during an era of nationalism.

The country has seen it all. Politicians may brazenly talk about coalition dharma while forming rag-tag coalitions with slippery foundations, the people are aghast by their karmas—dramas and deceits, and heightened temperatures and bloody battles on the floor of the house.

THE 48-HOUR-LONG DRAMA

On 4 February 1998, the architects of the first ever coup in Uttar Pradesh had met at the residence of the Congress leader Sujan Singh Bundela in Jhansi for a marriage in the family.While the couple was tying the knot, the master strategists were plotting to break the fourmonth-old BJP and Loktantrik Congress alliance to topple the Kalyan Singh government.

Governor Romesh Bhandari, who later meticulously executed the script, was present at the venue, along with Mulayam Singh Yadav, Arjun Singh (Congress) from Madhya Pradesh, and his one-time trusted lieutenant in the state, Jagdambika Pal.

The Lok Sabha elections were in progress, with the second phase of polling for 33 out of the 80 Lok Sabha seats going to polls the next day in the state.

Unmindful of the tricky timings, the Samajwadi Party, BSP and the Congress toppled the Kalyan Singh government with the help of its smaller allies and installed an alternative minority government of Jagdambika Pal, who did not even have the support of all the 22 members of his party.

Each of the prime opponents had a reason. Mulayam wanted the government to go before voting started in his Lok Sabha constituency, Sambhal. The Congress thought the collapse of the Kalyan Singh government will have a domino effect on the saffron regimes in Rajasthan and Maharashtra, besides having a favourable government in the state during the ongoing polls. At the local level, the Congress Legislature Party leader Pramod Tiwari was upset over Kunda developments after his bête noir Raghuraj Pratap Singh, alias Raja Bhaiya, had become a powerful minister in the Kalyan Singh government. Interestingly, while games were afoot to dislodge the Kalyan Singh government, Raja Bhaiya was mediating between Mayawati and Mulayam for a consensus on the new Chief Minister’s name.

Mayawati wanted to settle scores with Kalyan Singh for splitting the BSP to increase his numbers in the state assembly after she had withdrawn support from the BSP-BJP coalition government in 1997. However, any candidate from the Congress or Samajwadi Party for the CM’s post was unacceptable to her. Eventually she agreed on Pal’s name because of his stint in the Congress(T), a splinter group of the Congress formed by UP and Madhya Pradesh stalwarts Narain Dutt Tiwari and Arjun Singh in 1994, which later on re-merged with the parent party.

On 21 February 1998, about 25 MLAs belonging to the Loktantrik Congress Party (LCP) and Janata Dal (Raja Ram group) announced the withdrawal of support to the Kalyan Singh government.

Most of the leaders were out in the constituencies campaigning for their respective candidates when startling news about the fall of the government reached them. LCP President Naresh Agarwal himself was campaigning for the BJP in his home district of Hardoi.

Chief Minister Kalyan Singh was reviewing the security arrangements for the polling when he felt the tremors, his chair shaking and going.

The BJP was stunned. An hour before Naresh Agarwal (who rushed back from his home district Hardoi) and Jagdambika Pal drove into the Raj Bhawan along with a beaming Mayawati, and Pramod Tiwari, Kokab Habib (Bharatiya Kisan Kamghar Party) and Ahmad Hasan (Samajwadi Party) to execute their action plan, the state chief Rajnath Singh had pompously claimed that no party had the guts to topple the government. In fact, a message was sent to Naresh Agarwal at eight in the morning to rush back to Lucknow. He came to know about the game plan only after he had reached Jagdambika Pal’s house

Apparently,netas believe that public memory is actually ephemeral. Barely two days back, Naresh Agarwal had told the BJP prime ministerial candidate Atal Bihari Vajpayee, ‘You are our Ram, we are your Hanuman.’

Forty-eight hours later, he was telling scribes at Raj Bhawan,‘We felt the RSS was actually running the government and this we cannot tolerate.’ Interestingly, the SP, BSP, Congress and CPM had given letters extending support to a 22-member LCP-led government on the night of 20 February 1998 to the governor.

Naresh Agarwal had some inkling about a meeting of a diverse group in Jhansi and he could sense it too as a similar offer was made to him by the Samajwadi Party some time back. While he was still vacillating over the offer, his deputy Jagdambika Pal stole a march on him.What came handy for Pal was the strong resentment amongst the LCP ministers against the arrogant style of Kalyan Singh’s functioning.

The chief minister was not completely oblivious of the backstabbing. He had received enough hints about the conspiracy to topple his government from his officers, but he had paid no heed to them as the Lok Sabha elections were being conducted. Perhaps he had not imagined the opposition striking in the midst of elections.

Polling was scheduled for 22 February 1998.A day before, on 21 February, all hell broke loose when the Raj Bhawan sent summons with a cryptic message, ‘The Kalyan Singh government has gone.’ Lightning calls were made to many LCP ministers asking them to rush back to Lucknow, but by the time they reached the state capital, Bhandari had sworn in Jagdambika Pal and his 16-member Council of Ministers at a hurriedly convened swearing-in ceremony at 10:30 in the night—within nine hours of withdrawal of support. The administration went into a tizzy, and in a hurry, the staff of the Raj Bhawan forgot to play the national anthem.The conspirators feared legal intervention.

Earlier in 1996, Bhandari had refused to invite the 174-member single largest party to form the government as he was not satisfied about its stability. However, in this case, he had no qualms in administering the oath of office to a leader of a 22-member party in a house of 425. The swiftness with which he completed his constitutional duty by organising the swearing-in ceremony as late as 10:30 in the night is remarkable. Raj Bhawan had no reason for such haste, except for the fact that the governor was concerned about the polling scheduled next day. I wonder if a few-hours-old CM has the knowhow to handle elections in a politically volatile state.

Mulayam and Mayawati were present at the swearing-in ceremony. The governor gave Pal time till 24 February 1998, to prove his majority on the floor of the house.

Kalyan Singh huffed and puffed his way to Lucknow. He rushed to the Raj Bhawan demanding an opportunity to prove his majority on the floor of the house. He had 176 legislators and knew that the majority of the rebels would return to him if the governor allowed him a floor test. In addition, he had the support of the 12-member Jantantrik BSP and 8 independents. On the other hand, Pal had the support of 110 legislators of the Samajwadi Party, 54 of BSP, 15 of Congress, four of communists, eight of BKKP and 13 independents.

As Kalyan Singh did not get any relief from Raj Bhawan, Higher Education Minister Narendra Singh Gaur moved the High Court in the nine hours they had between the withdrawal of support to his government and the swearing-in ceremony.

In fact, when the governor was administering the oath of office and secrecy, a two-member bench of the Allahabad High Court— Justice Virendra Dixit and Justice DK Seth—was dictating its order in Allahabad on a writ petition filed by his Cabinet Minister Narendra Singh Gaur, demanding the court to restrain the governor from appointing any other chief minister till Kalyan Singh proved his majority on the floor of the house.

During the dictation of the order, Jagdambika Pal’s advocate reached the residence of Justice VK Dixit, where the petition was being filed and demanded to be heard. While Justice Seth gave a cryptic order granting status quo ante in favour of Kalyan Singh, Justice Dixit, without disagreeing with Seth’s orders, felt Pal’s advocate should be given time to put up his case. Hearing was deferred till 9 in the morning the next day.

Worried about the possible fallout of the developments on the crucial Lok Sabha elections, the BJP’s prime ministerial candidate Atal Bihari Vajpayee started a fast-unto-death from midnight itself at his residence in New Delhi.The party gave a call for Bharat bandh.

S Rajagopalan stated in his article, ‘BJP Counts on Voter’s Sympathy’, ‘In private conversation in anyway party men conceded that L’ affaire UP might have cast a shadow on the BJP’s much-touted stability plank—“Stable government and able leadership.”’1

The pertinent question was how the BJP would manage a coalition government with strange bedfellows at the Centre when it had failed to manage contradictions in the state where the same legislators had broken away from their parent party to support the BJP.

The state had two chief ministers from 11 pm on 21 February 1998 to 23 February 1998—a piquant situation for the bureaucrats.

Kalyan Singh was banking on the court verdict, while Pal was preparing for a show of strength. Clandestine efforts were being carried out by the BJP to lure the disgruntled elements back to the fold, including Naresh Agarwal, who could never reconcile with Pal as his chief minister, considering that the latter had been his deputy.

The LCP faced another revolt with eight of the 22 members of the party questioning the decision to topple the Kalyan Singh government.They challenged the validity of Pal’s letter to the governor on the plea that no meeting had been held, as a consequence of which no resolution had been taken by the party. Some insisted that they had elected Agarwal as president and not Pal, who was unacceptable as the CM.

Next day, the LCP held a round of meetings. Agarwal resigned from the deputy CM’s post while some turncoats waited for the court order, which came on 23 February 1998. After a full hearing of the case, the bench ordered the installation of the Kalyan Singh government while leaving it open to the governor to ask for a trial of strength on the floor of the house. High voltage drama followed.

Armed with the High Court order, Kalyan Singh, instead of going to the Raj Bhawan, went to the secretariat and summoned a cabinet meeting. Bhandari would not have reinstated him immediately. He cancelled the decisions taken by the Pal government in 43 hours (governments get active when cornered) such as the release of Mahendra Singh Tikait and the reinstatement of state pilot Shashank Shekhar Singh as Principle Secretary, Civil Aviation.

On the other hand, Pal remained glued to his chair in the Chief Minister’s Office. The drama ended only after the governor issued a notification reinstalling Kalyan Singh as the chief minister and directed the chief secretary to ensure compliance. Pal, who by then had been deserted by even his own ministers, vacated the Chief Minister’s Office after the copy of the notice was served to him around 11 in the night. Raja Ram Pandey, who was last seen with him, also slipped out before Pal vacated the room. He went to the Supreme Court, challenging the Allahabad High Court order restoring the Kalyan Singh government on 23 February 1998.The petition cautioned about the possibility of a serious law and order situation in UP, in case the order of the High Court was not stayed. Meanwhile, President KR Narayanan started confabulations as the BJP stepped up its demand for the recall of the governor for his outrageous assault on the Constitution.The United Front, a group of non-BJP parties and the Congress obviously came out in support of Bhandari.The president wrote to the prime minister, making out a strong case for the recall of Bhandari, who finally exited Raj Bhawan on 17 March 1998, amidst much drama. I remember Bhandari calling and telling me about the threat to his life. When I asked him, ‘Who and how,’ his answer was, ‘Of course, the call came on my private telephone number.’ As hectic preparations had started in the Raj Bhawan to welcome the new governor, Bhandari said that he would not leave at midnight but the next morning, only after a proper farewell. Conventionally, the new governor arrives only after the incumbent governor has left Raj Bhawan.

We—the journalists—witnessed the drama that had been going on all night with the arrival of the new governor in as much suspense as Bhandari’s departure from Raj Bhawan. But as he had told me, he only left in the morning, after his last breakfast at Raj Bhawan.

On 24 February 1998, a three-member bench of the apex court ordered a composite floor test, at a specially convened session of the state assembly on 26 February 1998, to decide who commanded the majority.

Aware of the 21 October 1997 bedlam in the state assembly, when blood had spilled on the floor of the august house, the judges observed that the court had decided on the present course of action to resolve the riddle and put democracy back on its rails.The court also warned that serious consequences would follow in the event of a breach of peace or disturbance during the session.

It was history in the making as two contenders for the chief minister’s post sat on the podium, on either side of the speaker.This time peace prevailed as watching the composite floor test were the who’s who of the country. Kalyan Singh comfortably won the test vote. A visibly embarrassed Pal told media personnel that he is one chief minister who united the opposition and was supported by every political party other than the BJP.

‘It is no less an achievement that arch rivals like Mulayam and Mayawati came together to support me,’ claimed Pal. He still claims to be a former chief minister though his name does not figure in the list of UP CMs.

Imagine how a 22-member LCP held the state to ransom for five days. The political instability in the state could be gauged from the very fact that since the mid-1996 elections, a chief minister had been asked to prove a majority on the floor of the house twice within six months.

Uttar Pradesh wrote another chapter in the country’s parliamentary history—never before had any state legislature met on the directives of the judiciary nor had any court ever decided the agenda of any state legislature.A composite floor test in itself is unique and unheard of in any part of the country.

Kalyan Singh, who had won several battles against his political opponents, lost out to the ambitious leaders of his own party. His relation with Atal Bihari Vajpayee and the RSS leadership soured to the extent that he had to vacate the CM’s bungalow on the night of Diwali.The party high command found a little known septuagenarian Ram Prakash Gupta to run the government. But he could barely last a year as Rajnath Singh’s ambitions had grown bigger. Singh was eventually sworn in on 28 October 2000 and remained in office till 8 March 2002.

Before elections, Singh’s axe fell on kingmaker Naresh Agarwal, who, along with 22 legislators, had kept the 174-member BJP on tenterhooks. As the time drew near for the elections, the splinter groups of 45 started seeking tickets from every possible party as they knew the BJP would not carry their baggage in its bid to refurbish its own image.

But the BJP’s tryst with power ended for the next 15 years.

The 2002 state assembly election yet again threw a fractured verdict.This time, the Samajwadi Party emerged as the single largest party, yet far away from the majority mark. Unfortunately, the state came under President’s Rule immediately after the election results were announced—from 8 March 2002 to 29 August 2003—while Governor Vishnukant Shastri continued to explore options for the formation of the government.

Shastri ignored the custom of calling the single largest party, and in his hunt for a stable government, invited the BJP and the BSP— ideologically antagonistic parties with a dismal track record of two collapses—to form the government.

The strength of the major political parties was as follows—SP-143, BJP-88, BSP-98, Congress-25, RLD-14, Rashtriya Kranti Party-4 and independents-16.

Ironically, the governor even ignored the fact that both the BJP and the BSP together were short of the majority. It needed the support of 14 RLD legislators which came in easily. RLD President Ajit Singh was then the union agriculture minister and thus he was open to his MLAs joining the government in the state.

Paradoxically, the state BJP leaders were opposed to the alliance as they were worried about the price the party will have to pay by propping up Mayawati, who is uncontrollable when on the coveted chair.

Kalyan Singh had by then moved out of the BJP and floated Rashtriya Kranti Party, which had fared badly in the elections, winning barely four seats.

Rajnath Singh and Kalraj Mishra had shared their fears about Mayawati’s intransigence only to be snubbed by the party high command.

The local BJP leadership feared the four Ds—demoralisation, division, dissent and decline.The central leadership, however, pushed for a working relationship for the survival of the Atal Bihari Vajpayeeled NDA government. Kanshi Ram had promised the support of his 14 BSP members to the tottering central government.

According to S Rajagopalan,‘Mr Shastri invited the BSP and the BJP to form the government. But if anything has eluded this favoured alliance of the Governor, it is stability. Not only that, it is now clear that even if the alliance tides over its present difficulties, its future is bleak. What is more, the desperate attempts that are being made to save the government are tarnishing the image of both the partners by revealing the sordid underside of politics—the arrests of dissidents being one of them. But what is hurting the BSP and the BJP the most is not only their crude politicking but also their failure to rule. As LK Advani has said more than once, it isn’t ideology—either Dalit emancipation or Hindutva—which boosts the prospects of a party so much as its ability to govern.’2

Mayawati was sworn in as the chief minister on 3 May 2002 and her government lasted over a year until 29 August 2003. Thankfully, this was no jumbo-size government. Barring the first day in the state assembly where she evasively defended the BJP leadership on various controversial issues, the two partners did not even enjoy a honeymoon period.

Tremors hit the coalition almost every single day, triggering speculations about the longevity of the government.

What actually upset the BJP was the message Mayawati was sporadically sending about their central leadership playing second fiddle to her in order to remain in power at the Centre. She projected herself as an ‘iron lady’, while BJP, then ruling the Centre, looked powerless and helpless before her.

She ruled out the Common Minimum Programme and Coordination Committee for the smooth functioning of the government. Her focus was on the completion of the Ambedkar Udyan in Lucknow and the development of Ambedkar villages and pattas (possession) of allotted agriculture land to Dalits.

If the BJP had plans of poaching her vote bank, it failed as she continued to project them as Manuvadi party while simultaneously hitting and hurting the interests of the upper castes, the BJP’s support base.

The local BJP leaders fumed and fretted, but she remained inaccessible to them. Instead, she developed a close rapport with the central leadership whose interest in the coalition was obviously different from those of the state leaders.

The contentious issue of quota within quota for the OBCs and SCs, pompously executed by the Rajnath Singh government, was shot down at the first cabinet meeting of the new government. A shrewd Mayawati told the press that BJP leader Om Prakash Singh had pleaded with her to rescind the quota within quota policy and that when she asked him if it would upset Rajnath Singh, he had retorted that they had to keep in mind the interests of SC/ST and backward classes and not of one person.

Rajnath Singh’s quota was opposed by the creamy layer of the SCs and OBCs like Jatavs,Yadavs and Kurmis as the new policy had focused on giving quota benefits to lower deprived castes.

Tempers flared and the local BJP leaders started publicly objecting to her style of functioning by the month of July.The party high command was convinced of and feared a split in the party, but they were bogged down by vice-presidential polls and were keen to take forward the UP alliance at the national level for the Lok Sabha elections in 2004.

In February 2003, a year before the elections, the tension between the coalition partners intensified as their opponents further fuelled their differences.The Samajwadi Party released a CD showing Chief Minister Mayawati demanding a cut from the MLA’s, fund and making disparaging remarks against Hindu gods. In retaliation, Mayawati lodged 140 FIRs against Mulayam Singh Yadav in 40 districts, charging him of misusing discretionary funds.

 Her unilateral decision left the BJP high command high and dry as the opposition, cutting across party lines, raised a furore in the parliament. What followed were a spate of rallies—thu-thu, pardafash aur dhikkar (these were the names of the rallies organised to expose rivals and publicly censure them)—thereby starting a politics of character assassination.

As the people and the politicians debated, ‘Who is the most corrupt of them all’, a hapless mother poisoned herself and her three children, aged between two to eight years, in Mirzapur, to get rid of her poverty-stricken life. Starting from Chief Minister Mayawati to her partner in power, the BJP, or her bête noir, the Samajwadi Party President Mulayam Singh Yadav, none of them concerned themselves with the unfortunate incident and other unpalatable developments in the state.

Yadav, along with his master strategist Amar Singh, started raising support figures to stake a claim to form the government.While Amar Singh met Sonia Gandhi in Delhi in August 2003, Kalyan Singh, the founder-President of Rashtriya Kranti Party, had a one-on-one meeting with Mulayam Singh at his residence. He told the media, ‘There will be exodus once we augment our figures to provide an alternative government.’

Two decisions of the Mayawati government came as an impetus to the opposition ‘break government’ move. Firstly, Mayawait was belligerent when it came to the issue of according district status to the Amethi Lok Sabha constituency, then represented by Sonia Gandhi, and was bent upon making Amethi as a new district and renaming it as Chhatrapati Sahuji Nagar.This irked the Gandhis as they had not even been consulted. Secondly, the leader of the 16-member independent group Raghuraj Pratap Singh was peeved with the arrest of his close lieutenant Dhananjay Singh.

About seven independents withdrew their support, but the Mayawati government survived.

Failing to get an invite from the Raj Bhawan, the opposition moved a no motion against Mayawati from which she shied away. Eventually, realising her numbers were falling, she resigned on 26 August 2003 and demanded the dissolution of the house, which the cabinet then passed in a huff. But the BJP had by then withdrawn support.The divorce between the partners happened on a bitter note.

The Samajwadi Party, demanding the dismissal of the Mayawati government, staked a claim to form the government with a list of 204 legislators on 26 August 2003. The Raj Bhawan preferred verifying the numbers.

Again, the Atal Bihari Vajpayee government was in a fix. It wondered whether it should go for President’s Rule or allow Mulayam to form the government.The BJP did not want President’s Rule as it knew the Congress, with a higher strength of MPs, could block its clearance in the Rajya Sabha.

Politically, there were other reasons too.

As per the BJP’s calculation, an invitation to Mulayam to form the government would have also prevented an electoral alliance between the BSP and the Congress in the states going to the polls in November. In their assessment of the political situation, if the Congress actually supported a secular government, for the sake of opposition unity in Uttar Pradesh, a vindictive Mayawati would not help the Congress in other states. Some senior BJP leaders were also of the view that an obliged Mulayam may help the BJP in 2004 Lok Sabha elections as he himself had little stakes in national politics. But he did not.The BJP lost the 2004 general elections while Mulayam won the highest ever 39 parliament seats in the state.

Eventually, Mulayam’s claim to form the government was accepted by Raj Bhawan, which fixed 8 September 2003 as the date for the trust vote. By then the Congress had decided to extend outside support to a ‘secular’ government, dislodging a ‘communal one’.

Fourteen BSP rebels had also extended support to Mulayam. Ideally, the Speaker should have disqualified them under the anti-defection law, but Keshari Nath Tripathi decided to overlook or dillydally with his decision, despite the BSP’s demand for action against the defectors.

This is also one way of encouraging horse-trading as MLAs do not fear the loss of their membership if the ruling party has an obliging speaker who generally belongs to the treasury benches.

In fact, when the BSP rebels occupied the treasury benches, the speaker even ruled the legislators had no designated seats and could sit wherever they liked. This was in complete deviation from the traditional seating arrangement in the state assembly or Lok Sabha.

Positive signals were emanating from the BSP rebel camp as 57 of the 109 MLAs had stayed away from a dinner hosted by their legislature party leader Swami Prasad Maurya on the eve of the trust vote.Within a few hours, the strength of the BSP rebels touched 40, crossing the one-third danger mark, and they formed a separate group, Loktantrik Bahujan Party.

The 12-day-old Mulayam government mustered 244 votes from a total of 398 polled on the trust day.

After all, who doesn’t want to remain on the right side of power!

In her article, ‘The Uttar Pradesh Drama’, Purnima S Tripathi wrote,‘The irony of the situation was too blatant to be ignored.The BJP, which had done all it could to prevent Mulayam Singh from becoming Chief Minister in February 2002, helped him form the government;Ajit Singh, who had in the past 14 years pursued an anti-Mulayam Singh line, pledged support for him; Kalyan Singh, who had described Mulayam Singh as the Ravana of modern times who killed Ram devotees, helped him muster the numbers; and the Congress(I), whose president Sonia Gandhi missed the prime ministerialchair in 199 because Mulayam Singh refused to support her, extended its hand of support as well.’3

Mulayam gave yet another jumbo-size government to the state by inducting 98 ministers. Kalyan Singh had led a 92-member team, while RP Gupta and Rajnath Singh had also sworn in 90 ministers.

Senior Samajwadi Party leader Bhagwati Singh described it as a compulsion of coalition politics.

What compulsion one may ask? After all what did the government do for the people? The presence of high-profile friends of Amar Singh at the swearing-in ceremony, mainly from the corporate sector, raised the hopes of the state moving towards an industrial path. Investment however did not pour in.Till date, UP continues to remain a laggard state though its hardworking people have built megacities elsewhere in the world, a feat which makes India really proud.

Law and order nosedived; after all, there is little wonder in why that should not happen.

After becoming the chief minister, the first decision of Mulayam Singh Yadav was to revoke Prevention of Terrorism Act (POTA) charges against Raghuraj Pratap Singh, independent MLA from Kunda. The charges against Raja Bhaiya’s father Uday Pratap Singh, and Dhananjay Singh, another Independent MLA were also dropped.

Raja Bhaiya had led a group of MLAs in withdrawing support from the Mayawati government. An angry Mayawati slapped POTA on the jailed independent MLA and his close buddy and MLA,Akshay Pratap Singh. POTA was invoked after quizzing Singh’s father Udai Pratap Singh, who was arrested earlier in the day.

Surprisingly, the BJP welcomed the withdrawal of cases against Raja though his name figured in the list of high-profile criminals.

The Congress MLAs met Sonia Gandhi.They were desperate to join the government as they had been out of power since 1989.They pleaded, they wanted to be a part of the government the party was supporting. Chaudhary Ajit Singh of RLD also met her and advanced the view that all supporting parties should join the government with a coordination committee for the smooth functioning of the coalition government.

Mulayam also flew to Delhi to meet Sonia, Vajpayee and Ajit Singh. Sonia remained steadfast on preferring to lend outside support.

The coalition era of the 1990s ended in 2007 when Mayawati’s social engineering formula paved the way for her first ever majority government in the state. She spent five years in building parks and statues.

In 2012, the state elected a young chief minister, Akhilesh Yadav, who in spite of being caught in an emotional family imbroglio did make an effort to pursue development politics. He headed a majority government but led a depressing coalition of family members. Despite big ticket projects that he executed in the state, his government faced flak on two accounts—Yadavisation and a poor situation of law and order.

Shyam Lal Yadav wrote in his article, ‘Uttar Pradesh: A Political History’,‘When Akhilesh Yadav, and before him Mayawati, completed their full 5-year tenures, they achieved something no Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh had done before them.Over the last 25 years, a fractured verdict has been typical of India’s biggest, most important, and most complex political battleground. As UP prepares to announce another decision tomorrow, at stake are several reputations and, possibly, political futures.’4

People decided in favour of the BJP even as Akhilesh remained a popular chief minister. He struck an alliance with the Congress against the wishes of his father Mulayam Singh Yadav. But he could not withstand the Hindutva wave, which coupled with Narendra Modi’s popularity and Amit Shah’s poll management skills, decimated his government. The BJP swept the polls and Mahant Adityanath Yogi became the chief minister of the state for full five years with no coalition compulsions or pressures.

One interesting phenomenon discernible in all coalition rules is the role of the two national parties in destabilising them. The Congress’s hand is visible in all collapses before 1989 in UP and in 1990 at the Centre, while the BJP grew active in the era beginning 1990s. Obviously, it depended on the health of the mainline parties too. As mentioned earlier, the Congress had withdrawn its support from the Mulayam Singh government in UP, but the latter proved too smart for them and dissolved the house before their leader could submit the withdrawal letter. In Delhi, once again the Congress withdrew outside support to Charan Singh,VP Singh, Chandra Shekhar, Deve Gowda and IK Gujral, to name a few.

Addressing the parliament in the year 2016, Union Home Minister Rajnath Singh said that since Independence, the Congress had toppled as many as 110 state governments and imposed President’s Rule 105 times. He was replying to the Congress accusation that the BJP was murdering democracy.

THE PM WHO DID NOT FACE THE PARLIAMENT

The Janata Party was built by a disparate group of anti-Congress leaders who rode to power purely on an anti-Indira wave in the country, following the imposition of a draconian internal emergency in the country. But the adhesive was too weak to keep together the motley group of veteran leaders who were both ambitious and egoistic.

To recapitulate, Indira Gandhi had imposed internal emergency in the country in June 1975, which she lifted in January 1977. Elections were held in March 1977, during which the mandate went in favour of the Janata Party, a conglomerate of several non-Congress parties under the leadership of stalwarts such as Morarji Desai (Congress O), Charan Singh (BLD), Raj Narain (Socialist Party), and Atal Bihari Vajpayee (Jan Sangh). It was supported by Jagjivan Ram (Congress for Democracy).

Jai Prakash Narain and JB Kriplani helped in the formation of the government in which three satraps were give prominent positions— Morarji Desai became the prime minister, Charan Singh Home Minister and Babu Jagjivan Ram Defence Minister—which experts described as an uneasy truce between three ambitious contenders for the prime minister’s chair.  Soon their relations soured to the extent that Morarji Desai showed the door to the mighty Charan Singh, who retaliated by displaying his strength at a rally in Delhi, compelling Morarji Desai to reinduct him as deputy prime minister along with the charge of the Finance Ministry. The cold war continued. Eventually, the socialists withdrew from the government, bringing it into a minority.

Katherine Frank states, ‘On 31 May 1979 Sanjay and several of his associates in Maruti Limited were indicted for irregular business dealings. But before further legal action could be taken against him and Indira, on 11 July 1979 the warring factions in Janata gave up all pretence of cooperation.YB Chavan moved a no-confidence motion against Morarji Desai.The government fell.’5

Once again efforts started to form another coalition government under a new leadership. The personal ambitions erupted, while ideological differences were quietly buried. Each of the claimants wanted support from the Congress and Indira was adept at exploiting such fluid situations to her advantage.

‘Amazingly, he (Charan Singh) assumed power with the support of the Congress(I), in spite of his relentless vendetta against Indira. Charan Singh had been wooing her since his falling out with Desai. Indira’s support to Charan Singh was negotiated by Sanjay Gandhi who urged Indira to join with the enemy and let bygones be bygones in order to achieve her political resurrection,’ points out Frank.

It was on the basis of a letter of support given by Indira to Charan Singh that the latter could get an invite from the president and become the prime minister.

Charan Singh was administered the oath of office and secrecy on 28 July 1979, and the Lok Sabha met on 20 August 1979.

AG Noorani writes in his article, ‘Appointing a PM’, ‘When the then President Sanjiva Reddy found that Charan Singh’s list showed a majority of 24, he wrote to Charan Singh on 26 July 1979, inviting him to form a government on these novel terms: “I trust that in accordance with the highest democratic traditions and in the interest of establishing healthy conventions, you would seek a vote of confidence in the Lok Sabha at the earliest possible opportunity, say by the third week of August 1979.” The word “establishing” made clear his decision to set a precedent.’6

No support is unconditional,and especially not when the relations are tense and tenuous. Even Charan Singh would have known that Indira would not make him a prime minister without her own motives. Katherine writes,‘The crunch came when Indira made her continued support to him conditional on Charan Singh withdrawing the Special Courts Act—the legislation enacted by Desai in order to try Indira of “Emergency crimes”. Singh refused to bury the Special Courts Act whereupon Indira withdrew Congress I support for Charan Singh’s unstable embryonic government.’7

Why did the Congress withdraw support a night before the trust vote? The party must have extended support to save the country from the expense of another election, but the hidden agenda was clearly personal.

The country’s tallest Jat leader instantly became a controversial figure.While very few hailed him as a man of principles, the majority labelled him as a political opportunist who even took support from Indira Gandhi. Singh had publicly spurned her for acts of omission and commission. But that’s what coalition politics is all about. Friends become foes and foes turn friends when deals are struck in the sheer lust for power.And the change of emotions is instant with no baggage of animosity in the past!

I contacted Agra-based KS Rana, a close associate of Charan Singh, while writing this book. Rana recounted his discussion with Charan Singh after he had relinquished the post. Rana said, ‘It was 1984. Charan Singh had come to Agra to attend a wedding, which was also attended by veteran politicians like Jagjivan Ram, Hemvati Nandan Bahuguna and Fiji Lt Governor Bhagwan Singh. He was staying in suite number one of the Circuit House and was returning to Delhi the next day by train.The DM came to him with a telegram requesting him to travel by car with full security as he was facing threat from Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale after his forceful speech in the parliament in which he had warned Indira Gandhi saying,“There is no threat to our life from him but to you.”’

Bhindranwale, camping inside the Golden Temple, was demanding a Sikh state and Indira had launched Operation Bluestar primarily to remove him from the sacred temple.

According to Rana, after much persuasion, Charan Singh had agreed to travel by Rana’s ambassador car, directing him to reach the Circuit House at five in the morning next day.

‘When we reached the Circuit House in the morning, Charan Singh was taking a stroll in the garden with his security guard, Babu Ram Yadav in tow. He had his usual breakfast that included milk  with Bournvita. As we reached the Haryana border, we urged him to wait for the escort car that was left behind. He reluctantly agreed to have tea at a restaurant and this is when I asked him the sensitive question on the fall of his government.’

After much goading, he agreed to speak on the issue and this is what he told Rana.

‘Indira Gandhi had given unconditional support to my government but speculations were rife about Raj Narain’s secret meeting with Sanjay Gandhi at an industrialist’s house in which he had promised to get the cases withdrawn.This was weighing heavily on my mind though both Kamlapati Tripathi, the working president of the Congress, along with CM Stephen, had clarified the support was unconditional as Indira wanted to get rid of the Morarji Desai government. However, they advised me to telephone her once to express my gratitude.’

Charan Singh told Rana that as Indira was the former prime minister and Nehru’s daughter, he decided to make a courtesy call on her as well as Morarji Desai.Accordingly, appointments were fixed for 8:30 am and 9 am the next morning.

Singh said he was aghast upon being informed that Desai had flown to Ahmedabad without meeting him. He told Rana, ‘I drove down to Indira’s place, reached her bungalow but returned from the gate without meeting her as I thought it would send a wrong message and validate the rumour about the deal. I heard my inner voice and decided to return without meeting her. Obviously she was angry,’ Charan Singh had told Rana.

Rana has also written a book on Charan Singh detailing the Kisan leader’s political journey. He opines in the biography on how Singh could have continued as PM and later manipulated enough numbers to drop the Congress crutches.

Rana writes, ‘Only if he had made a courtesy call on Indira Gandhi before the trial of strength on the floor of the house, his government would have continued for six months, during which he could have easily snapped ties with the Congress without jeopardizing his government.’8

According to Rana’s calculations that he shared with me in an interview, the government would have survived on the support of the Left and the Janata Party rebels. But Singh was a man of principles who pursued straight politics in which manipulations had no space. Despite persuasions by senior Congress and Lok Dal leaders he refused to have any talks with Indira before the trust vote as he thought it would be deemed as compromise with one’s principles and complete surrender before the Congress.

Rana said this was not the first time that Charan Singh had relinquished power. As the chief minister of Uttar Pradesh, he had refused to accept Raj Narain’s advise of not receiving Prime Minister Indira Gandhi at the Lucknow airport. He bluntly told Raj Narain that under the protocol, he as the CM has to receive the PM visiting his state. Raj Narain withdrew support and he resigned.

After the withdrawal of support by the Congress, Charan Singh did not face the trust vote and instead advised the dissolution of the house that also kicked off another controversy. The president accepted his advice and dissolved the Lok Sabha, which according to constitutional expert AG Noorani, was in violation of the fundamental rule since a prime minister facing a motion of no confidence had no right to advise the dissolution of the house. He opined that Singh should have suffered defeat in the house, thereafter which the president could have explored the formation of another government.

Contrary to Rana’s contention that the loss of power never upset the Jat leader, the media, whom Charan Singh considered to be unfriendly, wrote articles on how he went into political hibernation and accused him of opportunism.That he wanted to be the country’s prime minister was not hidden from anyone.

 In an interview with veteran journalist Prabhu Chawala for India Today, Charan Singh was reticent yet candid in his replies to Indira’s pressure on him to withdraw the Special Courts Act.

Prabhu Chawla wrote,‘There is a tangible air of bitterness around him these days.The bitterness of a dream gone awry, an opportunity lost, a lifelong ambition briefly fulfilled and then rudely snatched away before he could taste its fruits. Charan Singh, 78, is in the winter of his tortured political career—a career that earned him the sobriquet of “King of Defectors”. In fact, Charan Singh’s personal niche in India’s political history is forever tainted by his image as a wrecker of governments and parties, a destructive urge that was only matched by his driving obsession to occupy the prime minister’s chair.’9

Charan Singh did not mince words when answering a question on sacrificing his principles for achieving his life’s ambition to become the prime minister. He told Prabhu Chawla,‘It is capitalist propaganda. I struck no deal for becoming or continuing as prime minister.They wanted me to withdraw the notification regarding the trial of Sanjay Gandhi’s case under the Special Courts Act. I preferred to resign rather than withdraw the notification.’10

The invitation for him from the Rashtrapati Bhawan were followed by slogans, ‘Charan Singh laya aisi aandhi, desh ki neta Indira Gandhi’ (Charan Singh heralds a new wave with national leader Indira Gandhi). How hollow the words sounded!

The drama and deceit was literally painted in words by India Today.

Arul B. Louis and Sunil Sethi wrote, ‘By any political standards anywhere Charan Singh’s chop-suey coalition, concocted by super-chefs like Raj Narain,is a poisonous mix,designed to choke the throats of those who concocted it. It shows back the path to power to Mrs Gandhi-Sanjay is already crowing loudly in Willing-don Crescent— and provides artificial respiration to the moribund Congress.’11

The authors further wrote, ‘Only 18 months ago, Charan Singh informed the Parliament that Mrs Gandhi is a congenital liar and that she had hatched a conspiracy to murder Opposition leaders in jail during the Emergency. Later, in July 1978, Charan Singh accused the Prime Minister (Desai) and his Cabinet colleagues of being a pack of impotents and that left to himself he would have had Mrs Gandhi whipped in public. How can the nation trust this professional destabiliser and perennial defector to lead India as prime minister?’

The question of morality in politics has become redundant considering that politics itself has become a business of power in which the nexus of money and profit is all one cares about. If morality was not an issue in 1977, how can it be an issue in 2018, when coalitions have become inevitable?

Political stability returned after the people gave a clear mandate to the BJP to rule the country in 2014 general elections.This time the leading party had its own majority and did not need allies to survive in office. Several states, however, have continued to witness the drama of coalition dharma.

Whether it was opportunism or politics of principles, Charan Singh became the country’s first prime minister who did not face the parliament. Hopefully, this will not happen again as the voters have grown intelligent and started delivering clear mandates.

A 13-DAY PRIME MINISTER

The demolition of the Babri Masjid on 6 December 1992 triggered a raging debate on secularism versus stability. The BJP had literally become a political untouchable, yet it was the people’s preferred choice in a highly communally polarised society. A clear mandate to rule the country remained elusive.

For the first time since its inception, the BJP had secured 161 seats in a house of 543, emerging as the single largest party in 1996. Though far short of the majority mark, the party headed by the liberal and popular face of Atal Bihari Vajpayee, decided to try its luck at government formation, hoping to get support from parties that were open to soft Hindutva.

The BJP staked its claim to form the government after mustering the support of another 34 MPs belonging to Shiv Sena,Akali Dal and Samata Party.The leadership was hopeful of support pouring in after an invite from the Rashtrapati Bhawan.After all, no elected representative wants to face another election so early in the day. Contesting elections is an expensive preposition.

A high-profile delegation of BJP leaders walked into Rashtrapati Bhawan on 11 May 1996 to stake a claim to form the government.

That alerted non-BJP parties who also started the brinkmanship of forming a secular government to save the country from communalism.

Three days later, about 11 parties, supported by the Congress, walked into the Rashtrapati Bhawan with their claim to form the government. However, by then President Shankar Dayal Sharma had already invited Atal Bihari Vajpayee,leader of the single largest party, to form the government, though he lacked the numerical strength.

According to AG Noorani, the president knew about the efforts made by the non-BJP parties to give a ‘secular alternative’ to the country.

‘The United Front (comprising the former National Front and the Left) presented to the President a list of 11 parties, signed by their respective leaders, claiming a total strength of 171, fortified by the Congress’ vague resolution of support to “secular democracy” on 12 May and an explicit letter of support on 13 May.Sharma knew that this letter was on its way to him. It reached him at 3.25 pm on 15 May.At 2 pm he appointed Vajpayee as Prime Minister with full knowledge of the fact that he did not command a majority.With Congress support, the United Front was 318 strong.’12

Vajpayee was sworn in on 16 May 1996. He was ‘advised’ to ‘secure a vote of confidence’ by 31 May.The party managers failed to manage the requisite numbers and on 28 May, Vajpayee announced his decision to resign.

Before submitting his resignation,Atal made a forceful speech on the floor of the house, which Doordarshan telecast live. Technology entered the political domain as he explained his party’s decision to form the government despite being short of numbers, ‘I have spent decades doing this, but today I have been at the receiving end of much personal criticism... I thank the mere four parties that stood by me, including the Shiv Sena and the Akali Dal, despite everyone else ganging up against us... I have been accused that I am craving for power and that my actions are a result of my craving for power. Vajpayee condemned the politics of negativism and remarked that this kind of politics is reactionary and not healthy. Somnath Chatterjee was heard quipping,“You stand isolated.”’13

I remember people being glued to the television and were moved to tears by Vajpayee’s emotional speech. Many then decided to bring him back to power. They did not want to support the BJP, but they could not tolerate the humiliation of a leader of his stature.

Somnath’s words proved wrong as the BJP gradually started winning allies and found 40 partners across the country in 2018.

HD Deve Gowda was appointed the prime minister on 1 June 1996, on the same terms, and he succeeded in securing a vote of confidence in the Lok Sabha. He remained in office for 324 days.

The Congress withdrew support on 30 March 1997 and staked their claim to form the government. However, the president asked Gowda to seek a vote of confidence on 11 April 1997. He failed but the Congress did not lose hope.

Failing to get an invite from Rashtrapati Bhawan, the Congress propped up another leader of the United Front on 18 April 1997. IK Gujral became the third prime minister in less than a year’s time on 21 April 1997 and remained in office till 28 November 1997. By then KR Narayanan had become the country’s president.

AG Noorani wrote,‘Unlike Deve Gowda,Gujral resigned that very day but without advising dissolution of the Lok Sabha. Constituents of the United Front informed the President that they would not support a Congress or a BJP government. On 3 December 1997,Advani made a revealing confession:“We needed 47 to split the Congress.We got around 40. He, of course, never practised horse-trading.The 40 were a gift of Providence. Dissolution was inevitable. On 3 December, the Council of Ministers advised dissolution.”’14

According to Pranab Mukherjee, it was Sitaram Kesri who had played a crucial role in destabilising the United Front governments led by Deve Gowda and IK Gujral. ‘The Deve Gowda government had been deliberately targeting the Congress. Members of the Congress, including former Prime Minister Narasimha Rao, were being persecuted by the police on charges of corruption.The Bofors issue too was once again resurrected by the Gowda government.’

Obviously the demand for the withdrawal of support started.

Pranab further wrote,‘We started conferring with the ruling party to determine the next course of action. During my conversations, I told them that the Congress wanted to explore the possibility of having another non-Congress, non-BJP government led by somebody else. Finally Janata Party decided on a change of leadership from Deve Gowda to IK Gujral.’15

Pranab also revealed that Gujral went with his ‘head held high’, refusing to yield to the Congress’s demand of dropping DMK from the coalition after the Jain Commission’s findings were released.The Commission was set up to probe Rajiv Gandhi’s killing and had indicted the DMK for colluding with the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).

From 1996 onward, a phase of fractured verdicts and coalition governments began.Three prime ministers in less than two years could not give a stable government to the country.

Midterm polls were held in March 1998.

The 1998 Lok Sabha polls again threw a fractured verdict. The BJP, under Vajpayee’s leadership, once again emerged as the single largest party with 179 seats and its allies 73, thus short of 21 votes. However, with the support of 252 MPs,Vajpayee was told to provide evidence to support his claim of majority before an invitation to form the government.The NDA was now taking shape.

The elaborate communique, issued by President Narayanan on 15 March 1998, stated the following:‘The number of MPs supporting the formation of a government by the BJP now comes to 264. The number—264—remains short of the halfway mark in the total House of 539. However, when seen in the context of the TDP’s (Telegu Desam Party) decision, as conveyed to the President by Shri Chandrababu Naidu, to remain neutral, the number of 264 does cross the mark… The President has also advised Shri Vajpayee to secure a vote of confidence on the floor of the House within ten days of his being sworn in.Where was the need or justification for this stipulation? The Opposition can always move a motion of no-confidence, surely.’16

Vajpayee was sworn in for the second time on 19 March 1998 and won the trust vote on 28 March 1998 by 274 votes in his favour. He was unlucky again. He lost the vote of confidence on 17 April 1999 after the withdrawal of support from one of the most mercurial leaders of the country—Jayalalithaa of AIADMK. Mayawati of the BSP was threatening too.

Jayalalithaa was out of power but she had 18 MPs in the Lok Sabha, whose support was crucial for the survival of the Vajpayee-led coalition government.

The AIADMK had given a written support to the Vajpayee government. Jayalalithaa was facing cases filed by the hostile DMK government led by Karunanidhi in Tamil Nadu and the party wanted a ‘return gift’ in lieu of its support. The AIADMK demanded the Centre’s intervention in the withdrawal of all the criminal cases against her, which is not permissible by the Constitution. Jayalalithaa’s sword of Damocles hung on Atal’s government throughout the year. No doubt, the completion of the first anniversary of the tottering Vajpayee government called for celebrations.

However, the hangover of the first anniversary celebrations was still persisting when Jayalalithaa decided to strike and in a sudden move, removed her support, loudly demanding the government to prove its majority, as others joined in a crescendo. Many saw the Congress’ hand behind it.

The matter went to the president who directed the government, precariously perched on the support of five BSP MPs, to seek a vote of confidence.

Senior BJP leader Lalji Tandon, who had closely watched the developments told me,‘Mayawati had told me and several BJP leaders about her continued support. But Vajpayee never trusted her.’

On 17 April 1999, the BJP was visibly shaken despite Mayawati’s assurance of support to the prime minister, who however did not trust her much.Thus an eerie suspense prevailed as both the ruling and the opposition groups had come fully prepared for the trust vote. At the end of the debate, Mayawati stood up and threw a bombshell as she announced her decision to oppose the government.

Inder Malhotra, who had closely watched the parliament since its inception on 26 January 1950, wrote that he had never seen a parliamentary vote so tense and full of venom.‘On voting day, several stretchers were brought from various hospitals in different parts of the country into the Lok Sabha lobbies so that their ailing occupants could cast their votes in the critically important contest. One of the stretchers carried Rajmata Vijaya Raje Scindia of Gwalior, who had resigned from the Congress two years earlier to become a senior leader of the BJP. When the votes were counted, the government secured 269 votes to 270 and lost by just one vote.Vajpayee resigned, but was asked by the president to stay until alternative arrangements were made. He used his oratorical skills to make much of the fact that all he needed was a single vote that 800 million Indians would surely provide him with.’17

The president pointed out the lack of cohesion in the ruling party to win the trust vote and in the opposition to form an alternative government. This was nothing new. The alacrity with which the opposition joins hands to topple a government is rarely shown in forming an alternative government.

The president had no option but to dissolve the parliament.

Vajpayee became the first prime minister to lose the trust vote by the narrowest of margins, by one vote. Senior BJP leader and a close associate of Vajpayee, Lalji Tandon recalled a meeting he had with former Prime Minister Chandra Shekhar who had said,‘Had I known Vajpayee would lose the trust vote by a single vote, I would not have voted against him even after criticising his government on the floor of the house. It’s unfortunate.’

The 12th Lok Sabha was dissolved and the elections were held in September 1999. The Vajpayee-led NDA returned to power in September 1999 and ruled the country for 10 years.

After the 2018 Karnataka drama, the media extensively reported on the fate of coalition governments. BS Yeddyurappa joined the club of fallen chief ministers after he ruled the state for 55 hours.

The fact is that while the Gowdas have power written in their ‘destiny’ both father and son became the prime minister and chief minister in hung houses; Yeddyurappa was unlucky for the second time. In 2000, Kumaraswamy, while breaking the power-sharing deal, had initially refused to hand over the charge to the waiting CM.After much persuasion by the BJP leadership, Kumaraswamy handed over power to Yeddyurappa only to withdraw the support a week later.The two have been engaged in a see-saw battle for about two decades now. Who knows what is next in store for them? As a parting shot, I will mention a couple of more instances of chief ministers with short tenures.We have a one-day chief minister of Uttarakhand, Harish Rawat, whose government in 2016 barely lasted a day. But he was hyper-active leader who held two cabinet meetings in one day.

The chief minister of Arunachal Pradesh lasted for only four days in 2016. The leader of the party decided to change him before he faced the floor test. Ravi S Naik became the chief minister of Goa for six days in 1994 and resigned after the court disqualified him for the position under the anti-defection law.

The history of politics is replete with many such interesting instances, and there will be many more in the near future. Watch out for Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, UP, Maharashtra and Bihar in the coming years!


CHAPTER 7

WILL THE SOUTH FALL INTO THE COALITION TRAP?

People have largely favoured a one-party rule in the southern states. Will the BJP’s entry change the contours of the region? After conquering the North, the South is next on the BJP’s radar. 

‘Karnataka politics from 2004—A fascinating tale of betrayal, unholy alliances, scams and bad governance.’The screaming headline of an article elucidates how politics in Karnataka nosedived after the beginning of coalition rule in a key southern state.

Written by Shailesh Subramanian, the article highlighted the contribution of Chief Minister SM Krishna (from Congress) towards the development of the state, beginning with the transformation of Bengaluru into an IT hub and a leading IT exporter, and moving on to power and land reforms. However, the article also paints a dismal picture of the state after it entered the coalition era ‘After he (SM Krishna) completed his term (1999 to 2004) as CM, Karnataka politics has been a fascinating tale of betrayals, unholy alliances, twists, scams and drama that would even put our famed Indian soap operas to shame. The only elements that have been largely missing from the script are good governance and accountability.’1

Karnataka had its first coalition government in 2004 after the public delivered a fractured mandate. In a state assembly of 224 seats, the BJP had won 79, Congress 65 and JD(S) 58, which means that no one was close to the majority mark. The BJP emerged as the single largest party and JD(S) as the obvious kingmaker.

Both JD(S) and Congress came together with the single agenda of keeping the BJP out of power. The saffron brigade had started spreading its tentacles in the southern side of India.

The state elections were held along with the Lok Sabha elections in which the Congress had emerged as the single largest party at the Centre and was all set to form the government after a hiatus of eight years.

P V Narasimha Rao was the last Congress prime minister to rule the country from 1991 to 1996.Thereafter, Janata Dal rule lasted from 1996 to 1998. Since then and until the 2004 polls, BJP’s Atal Bihari Vajpayee had remained the prime minister.

Professor KK Kailash observed, ‘As the Congress was involved, the Centre of action, whether it was alliance formation, ministerial selection and expansion or even plain coordination between partners, took place in Delhi. The JD(S) also preferred to deal directly with the Congress central leadership rather than state leaders. The main architects of the alliance were JD(S) president HD Deve Gowda and the Congress central leadership, besides the NCP President, Sharad Pawar.’2

As a recap, HD Deve Gowda was the country’s 11th prime minister from 1 June 1996 to 21 April 1997.

Continuing with government formation in Karnataka, a coalition government under Congress Chief Minister N Dharam Singh was formed after a fortnight long exercise. Siddaramaiah, then with JD(S), became the deputy chief minister.

The Congress was euphoric after the formation of the UPA government that gave the party a fresh lease of life. Power at the Centre increased its bargaining power in Karnataka. As the leaders sat at the negotiating table in Delhi to finalise the nitty-gritty of a coalition government in the state,the cadres felt slighted.After all,till the other day they were ranting about the Congress and its policies, while the latter was not sparing them in their attacks.They were rivals in most of the constituencies and now they were expected to shed their hostility and smile as friends overnight. Knowing that the JD(S) had an option to go with the BJP, even though they would prefer to partner with the party in power at the Centre, the Congress was adamant on not playing the second fiddle to JD(S).Their claim was endorsed by their strength in the Vidhan Sabha, more than the JD(S) but less than the BJP. However, none of the parties was close to the majority mark.The situation was evidently different from 2018, when the BJP required just a few seats, seven to be precise, to wear the crown.

Even while running a coalition government, both the parties struggled to expand their political space as they had come together with the sole purpose of keeping the BJP at bay.While differences in the government were not so visible, the parties clashed several times as the Congress leadership did not entertain their quest for more positions and participation in the government.

It is not unusual for the coalition partners to strengthen their party network during their rule.The same happened in Uttar Pradesh when Mulayam Singh Yadav posted members of OBCs in prime positions or recruited them in government jobs while in alliance with the BSP. The BSP did the same while running a coalition government with the BJP. Mayawati promoted Dalits at the cost of the upper caste which formed the support base of the BJP. Interestingly, the BJP government led by Rajnath Singh (Rajput) introduced a quota within the quota to marginalise both Yadavs and Dalits (sub quota within quota for OBCs and Dalits to extend its benefits to other castes). Postings, recruitments, benefits of welfare schemes—all help in consolidating the core votes of the party. In other words, instead of the state, some sections flourish under such rules.

The JD(S), which had initially suggested a government by rotation, relentlessly demanded cabinet expansion and appointments of chairmen. The Congress high command, however, delayed the decision even though Deve Gowda made frequent trips to Delhi to meet Congress President Sonia Gandhi. Resentment grew and the government tottered as the communication gap between decision makers in Delhi and their state unit kept growing.

Professor KK Kailash pointed out the following:‘The centralized coordination and control which gave Congress-JD(S) coalition stability also made it unstable and perishable. Between the two levels the gap was huge. For instance while the JD(S) leadership saw the alliance as a secular coming together to keep the BJP out, the local leaders did not share the same understanding. For instance, though the Congress leadership in the state was apparently aware of the growing JD(S)–BJP ties, they assumed the central leadership would act on the JD(S). Similarly JD(S) also assumed that the Congress leadership would prevent the state unit from joining with the Siddaramaiah-led All India Progressive Janata Dal at the local level.’3

Coordination was lacking and it confounded the confusion.

As such the coalition was too fragile to complete its full term. There was a clash of political interests and the leaders suffered from inflated egos.The domineering Congress remote-controlled not only the functioning of the government but also of the partners at the state level, which was unwarranted. Generally, coordination at the state level, with the intervention, limited to resolution of contentious issues, could have been more productive and positive.

Deve Gowda, as the 11th prime minister of a fragile 13-member coalition government at the Centre, often used to talk about the conspiracies to topple his government. His rise to the prime minister’s chair was nothing short of a miracle as he himself commanded barely 14 of the 46 Lok Sabha seats won by the Janata Dal in the country.

However, his premonitions about political enemies conspiring to bring down his government came true a decade later in 2006. Contrary to his fears, he was backstabbed by his own son, Kumaraswamy, then the state president of JD(S).

Kumaraswamy entered into a secret deal with the BJP to form an alternative government and clandestinely mobilised the support of 46 MLAs. Once he had the winning numbers, he withdrew support to the Congress-led coalition government, much to the dismay of his father, Deve Gowda, who did not want any association with the BJP.

Gowda had twice spurned the BJP’s offer to form a coalition government with the JD(S) as he did not want any affiliation with a ‘communal force’.

Therefore, when his own blood dumped the Congress on the flimsy ground of the Congress failing to keep its promises to the people of Karnataka and its partner in governance, Deve Gowda shared his pain with the media saying,‘I did not feel so sad when I had to quit as prime minister as I am feeling today.’

Stephen David wrote is his article, ‘Kumaraswamy Breaks Karnataka’s First Coalition Government, BJP Looks to Debut in South India’,‘Even as Gowda persisted with the line that his party was against “communal forces like the BJP”—CPI (M) General Secretary Prakash Karat met him for an hour at his Delhi home on Monday to sort out the JD(S)—Congress rift over the local government polls— son Kumaraswamy decided to take the plunge. It did not matter that his brother and PWD minister HD Revanna had commended Singh’s (referring to Chief Minister Dharam Singh) “balancing strength” and continuance as chief minister. Revanna had backed Singh only last week saying: “No person would have been able to manage the coalition the way Singh has done and the JD(S) will never betray this government.” While Gowda and Prakash promptly requested the governor not to act on the letter from Kumaraswamy, it was clear by Wednesday night that the son had upstaged the father.’4

But in politics, all relations, including those of family and friends, are transitory and temporary. And quite often what is seen on the surface is only a half-truth. Many in political circles, despite Deve Gowda’s known anathema to the BJP, saw his silent support to his favourite son Kumaraswamy in his act of treachery.

As expected, the Congress-JD(S) government collapsed only to be replaced by yet another coalition government under HD Kumaraswamy as chief minister and the BJP’s BS Yeddyurappa as Deputy Chief Minister.

The BJP-JD(S) coalition was called the Karnataka Development Front.The two parties evolved an informal power-sharing formula, on a relay race pattern, according to which each will get to rule the state for 20 months each.This pattern was somewhat similar to the pattern of Uttar Pradesh where a replay of the BSP-BJP failed experiment of a government by rotation every six months was in place in the early1990s. But politicians love to repeat failed experiments too as long as it satiates their hunger for power.

The working style of the partners did not change as JD(S) leaders preferred direct contact with the central leadership though they had placed a coordination panel in place at the state level, which however remained defunct.

There was a twist in the coalition tale when the time came for Kumaraswamy to handover the crown. After completing his 20 months in office, he refused to honour the informal power-sharing agreement and abdicate the chair in favour of BJP’s Yeddyurappa. He later yielded but BS Yeddyurappa became the second Chief Minister in the country to have a week-long tenure after Jagdambika Pal’s 48-hour rule in Uttar Pradesh. The friendship-cum-enmity of Kumaraswamy and Yeddyurappa, which was on full public display in 2018, actually had its genesis here.

As KK Kailash pointed out, ‘The follow-up talks were held between the party presidents. It was only after an agreement was reached in Delhi, did the state units act enabling the BJP led government to be sworn in. Subsequently, the BJP did not accept the JD(S) terms and conditions, forcing the latter to withdraw support and effectively ending Karnataka’s first brush with coalition politics. For the BJP coming to power in Karnataka was important to make a loud statement that it was not a North Indian party.’5

The state came under President’s Rule. Karnataka had witnessed the fate of its maiden coalition government—three chief ministers and two periods of President’s Rule in four years.They also watched how their regional force played a spoilsport.

The Congress was desperate to retrieve its lost ground in the state that it had ruled for decades since the Indian Independence, whereas the BJP, anxious to dispel its image of being a North Indian party, was keen to win Karnataka to enhance its political prospects in other southern states.

Thus when the elections were held in May 2008, the main players built their campaign around stability rather than secularism.The BJP played the sympathy card for two reasons. First was the governor’s refusal to invite the BJP, the single largest party, to form the government immediately after the 2004 elections, and second, Kumaraswamy’s betrayal of their innovative power-sharing pact.

Voters were swayed by the BJP but they stopped short of giving it a clear majority in the 2008 elections.The BJP’s slogan of Hindutva clicked, especially in the coastal region, which later on was described as the laboratory of Hindutva, much like the western region in Uttar Pradesh.

The BJP again emerged as the single largest party but needed three votes for a simple majority, which was easily manageable.Amid much celebration, the BJP formed its first government in Karnataka, which many enthusiasts believed would open gateways to other southern states.The central leadership of the BJP still wanted a tie-up with the JD(U) but the state leadership put it down.

Yeddyurappa became the BJP’s first chief minister in Karnataka, but the party’s maiden show did not reflect its slogan of a ‘party with a difference’.

The government was mired in unending controversies and corruption charges,dashing the huge expectations with which the voters had voted it to power.The government had no coalition compulsions but it faced huge internal strife. It tried to make amendments in the Karnataka Control of Organised Crime Act (KCOCA), first passed in the year 2000, and the Karnataka Prevention of Cow Slaughter and Cattle Preservation Act (KPCSCPA), 1965. The changes were seen as an attempt to target Muslims and push the Hindutva agenda of the coalition partner. A series of attacks on churches were reported. People registered their protest, held demonstrations and raised slogans in response.

The Hindutva agenda disrupted peace in the state, while corruption and scandals defamed the government, making a mockery of the BJP’s promise of good governance and probity in public life. There were instances of the Lokayukta trapping MLAs with bribes at the latter’s residence. However, it was the mining scandal, involving the CM and his family members, which proved to be the government’s waterloo. A spate of resignations compelled Yeddyurappa to resign on 28 July 2011. The Lokayukta had indicted him in the illegal mining case.

The drama did not end with Yeddyurappa’s resignation as the party decided to humour him until the impending elections, lest he deserted them for greener pastures.The veteran Lingayat leader has a huge support base in the state which accounts for 17 per cent of the population. Furthermore, his association with the party is 40 years old. Despite the controversies surrounding him, the BJP had again declared him their chief ministerial nominee ahead of the 2018 assembly polls, relaxing their informal retirement at the age of 75.

Yeddyurappa’s protégé DV Sadanand Gowda succeeded him in August 2011, and tried to refurbish the image of the government. However, he too had to resign in a year’s time in July 2012. Jagdish Shettar, his successor, remained in office till the elections in 2013.

Three chief ministers in five years—the first three years of the BJP’s rule was thus marred by scams and scandals.

However, the BJP failed to hold Yeddyurappa back till the elections.Their fears came true as he quit the BJP on 30 November 2012 to float his own party—Karnataka Janata Paksh—on 9 December 2012. He eventually merged it with the BJP, albeit after causing much damage to the parent party.

But Yeddyurappa alone cannot be held responsible for the BJP’s rout in the 2013 elections as people were generally fed up with the infighting within the saffron powers.

There were no compulsions of coalition. It was a single party rule, yet the BJP could not keep its tall promise of governance, development and a corruption-free system.

In 2013, the Congress recaptured Karnataka after almost seven years of its exile from the state.Two factors that helped the party regain its prime position in the state were anti-incumbency and a faction-ridden BJP.The Yeddyurappa-led Karnataka Janata Party proved to be a spoiler than a winner.

Veeramani commented on the Karnataka election results, explaining the return of the Congress to power as follows, ‘The rout of BJP, whose rule saw ugly infights, three Chief Ministers and several ministers tainted by corruption charges, was complete as it was clobbered by the electorate who pushed it to a pathetic position of sharing the second place with JD(S) of former Prime Minister HD Deve Gowda. Both BJP and JD(S) secured 40 seats each.Yeddyurappa’s twin agenda of decimating BJP and emerging a kingmaker remained half-complete as he succeeded in one but failed to make an impressive debut through his nascent outfit securing only six seats out of 216 it contested.’6

Not all was well in the Congress, despite it having 122 seats in its kitty.There were several claimants for the post and at least two of them were brazen about their claims—Siddaramaiah and Mallikarjun Kharge.The former won the crown and restored political stability in the state.

The Siddaramaiah government chased populist schemes—Anna Bhagya (distribution of rice to below poverty line families), Ksheera Bhagya (midday meal for school children) and Shaadi Bhagya (financial help for the marriage of women belonging to minority and economically backward castes)—instead of bringing back governance on the track.

As the BJP had literally communalised the politics of the state, the Congress went on to win over the minorities by offering them sops. The government also touched the pride factor by demanding the state should have its own flag—the other state to have its own flag in the country is Jammu and Kashmir. Obviously, it met a roadblock.A panel was set up to look into the legality of a state having its own flag.

The time came for another assembly elections.

All the three parties contested the 2018 polls independently though JD(S) did enter into an alliance with smaller parties. JD(S) was peeved over the ‘buying of votes’ by the Congress in the 2016 Rajya Sabha elections contested by both the parties. Eight JD(S) MLAs had cross-voted in favour of the Congress candidate, which led to the humiliating defeat of their own nominee despite 40 votes with them. Ahead of the polls, senior Gowda went on a rescue mission—to save his 18-year-old party from getting buried. He was the key player in the formation of the Janata Party in 1977 whose reincarnation became the Janata Dal in 1988. However, when the Janata Dal split into several smaller groups, Gowda formed JD(S) in Karnataka.

In the run-up to the elections, Kumaraswamy told Sowmya Aji, a reporter with The Economic Times in an interview,‘I will stop Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Ashwamedha horse on the borders of Karnataka.The people here have given BJP and Congress a chance. It will be our turn now to form government.There will be no alliance with the Congress. If I make an alliance, I will be handing over the state to the BJP on a golden platter, as anti-incumbency against the Congress will hit us too. Our party, however, has been out of power for 10 years and this election is a fight for survival and personally, a test of my leadership.At the lowest ebb of my popularity, in 2008, we won 28 seats.’7

Venkitesh Ramakrishnan,Senior Associate Editor with The Hindu, has been covering South India for years. He had told me before the results were announced that the political craftsmanship of the Gowda family should never be underestimated as it has the potential to force a coalition government in Karnataka, bucking the trend of clear mandates that have manifested themselves in other states.

The JD(S) had found a partner in the BSP, NCP of Sharad Pawar and All India Majlis-e-Ittehadul Muslimeen (AIMIM). None of them have much of a support base in Karnataka but can play votekatua (spoilsport) for the rivals.

In his article ‘Do or Die Elections for Me, Says JD(S) Chief, Deve Gowda’,Vikram Gopal quoted his explanation on the alliance with the BSP, ‘Behenji had contested in the state on earlier occasions too. Even without winning a seat, they registered 30,000 odd votes in some seats. We will benefit from this alliance wherever we are losing by 1,000–2,000 votes. I have told Sharad Yadav that I will not align with the JD(U) if they are in talks with the Congress. With the alliance with behenji, I think we should be able to scrape through a majority. In 1994, JD(S) got 113 seats (of 224). I might align with BSP in the Lok Sabha elections.’8

Thereafter, Gowda went on to explain that he will join a non-BJP, non -Congress front at the Centre as he was fighting both the national parties in the assembly elections. He said that some parties want alliance with the Congress, while some are against it. Interestingly, the JD(S) has been a partner of both the parties in Karnataka and much depended on the party that would emerge as the single largest party in case of a fractured verdict.

On his alliance with the AIMIM, Kumaraswamy had told the media that the JD(S) is bound to benefit from these coalitions as a gain of 2 to 3 per cent votes would help him win 113 seats (majority). Obviously, when the contest is triangular or multi-cornered, every vote counts. Incidentally,Asaduddin Owaisi had not demanded seats to contest. Instead, he announced his party would not field any candidate in the state and he would address rallies in favour of the JD(S). He was confident of swinging Muslim votes in favour of the JD(S), which indirectly suited the BJP and damaged the Congress. Already the political circles are agog with speculations about a tacit understanding between the BJP and JD(S), as the former could go to any extent to stop the Congress in the tracks.

As for the third ally, the NCP had not contested the 2008 assembly polls, and in 2013, it did try its fortunes in about 24 seats. However, the NCP failed to open its account and polled a meagre 0.06 per cent votes. When the fight is for every penny, the NCP could help in the northern region of Karnataka, which is inhabited by a Marathi speaking belt.

On the other hand, the BJP, with the tag of a ‘Hindi belt party’, did not leave any stone unturned to win the South after conquering the North. Karnataka is a tested territory for the Hindutva forces.

Soon after winning Gujarat, the party high command planted its second biggest Hindu face, UP Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath, after Prime Minister Narendra Modi, to recapture the state. Besides Yogi and the party apparatus, Modi also deployed union ministers, while the RSS was actively working the field.

Addressing a parivartan rally in Bengaluru on 7 January 2018, Yogi was the first to take a potshot at his Karnataka counterpart, Siddaramaiah, by raking up the issue of beef ban in the state.Yogi said, ‘If Siddaramaiah is a Hindu, then let him ban cow slaughter and beef in the state. Siddaramaiah replied instantly through his official tweeter handle @Siddaramaiah, “I welcome UP CM Shri@myogiadityanath to our state. There is a lot you can learn from us Sir. When you are here please visit a Indira Canteen & a ration shop. It will help you address starvation deaths sometimes reported from your state,” wrote the Congress strongman.’9

The spar between them went viral on social media.

Again in early May,Yogi was in Karnataka when a thunderstorm lashed the state of UP, killing over 70 in the state, but more in West UP. His predecessor Akhilesh Yadav was quick to remind him about his duties in his storm-ravaged state rather than poll-bound Karnataka.

But governance can always wait when crucial elections are round the corner.

Karnataka went into polls in May 2018. While Deve Gowda admitted that ‘it’s a do or die election for me’, the fact was that both the mainline parties were locked in a fierce battle for the state which would set the trend for the South and later for the general elections in 2019.

The results came as a dampener for the BJP leadership that had pinned its hopes on Karnataka in its endeavour to win the South. Despite its splendid performance, the party remained seven short of the majority mark. It made huge gains winning 104 seats in comparison to 40 in 2013, but failed to form the government. This was very frustrating for the leadership; after all, they were short of only seven seats.

The Congress, which had given a stable government, failed to win votes on this plank and came down from a tally of 122 in 2013 to 78 in 2018.

Notwithstanding its poor health, the JD(S) barely won 37 seats, but emerged as the kingmaker in a hung house.

The people saw the making of a coalition government—the tricks and the tribulations—all on display.To sum up, the Congress rushed to the JD(S), offering support, but the governor refused to accept their post-poll alliance and claim to form the government. Instead, the Raj Bhawan preposterously invited the BJP to form the government and hurriedly administered the oath of office to BS Yeddyurappa, even though there was no way in which they could have mustered the majority without breaking either of the two opponents.

Thus began the poaching of MLAs, and an intense debate in the media. The Congress-JD(S) rushed their newly elected MLAs to a safer resort and ferried legal luminaries to the Supreme Court. After the intervention of the courts, Yeddyurappa received 48 hours to prove his majority, instead of a fortnight. He delivered an emotional speech before his defeat. In the meantime, Kumaraswamy took over as chief minister. As of now, the problems are far from over for the new coalition government. Political analysts are already predicting a premature death of the government before the 2019 general elections.

The government will remain vulnerable as the BJP will sway or strike at the first opportune moment. Getting eight of the disgruntled lot will not be a herculean task for the party.After all, MLAs who had to be kept sheltered from the fear of poaching cannot be trusted.The commitment to the ideology of their party and consequently their own loyalty are too fragile to withstand the lure of allurements.

Nonetheless, the Gowdas are indeed lucky as they get positions without numbers!

After his son got an invite from Raj Bhawan to form the government, a relieved Deve Gowda said, ‘The coalition with the BJP had tainted my son, he is cleansed now. He was aware how hurt I was and was very conscious this time to not repeat the mistake.’ Apprehensions about JD(S)-Congress government, the senior Gowda said,‘This arises from experiences of 2004-2006, when the two parties did not complete full term, but both Congress and we have learnt from that experience. I am confident the present arrangement will govern for full five years.’10

Kumaraswamy has already clarified that his father will not be in the backseat, driving his government. People still remember that Deve Gowda used to behave like a super CM when Dharam Singh (Congress) was the chief minister from 2004 to 2006.

Single-party rules have not necessarily given political stability in a state which churned out 29 chief ministers, some with multiple terms, in 64 years. Some changes were driven by compulsions of the coalition, some by internal strife.

Only two chief ministers could complete their tenure since 1952—Devraj Urs (Congress) completed his five year tenure from 1972 to 1977. Prior to that S Nijalingappa (Congress) completed his 1961–67 term.

But the state had its tryst with coalition rule in 1983 when the government was formed by two political parties. Some experts, however, do not tag it with coalition rules.

Vicky Nanjappa wrote the following in the article, ‘Coalition Govt Likely in Karnataka Again’,‘The government in 1983 headed by Ramkrishna Hegde of the Janata Party was formed with the Kranti Ranga, which was then headed by S Bangarappa. This government had the outside support of the Jan Sangh, which is now the BJP.The people of Karnataka, however, could not differentiate between the Janata Party and the Kranti Ranga as both parties fought the elections under the same symbol—a farmer holding a plough.’11

The first non-Congress government had a premature death following sharp differences between Bangarappa and Hegde.The state went for elections. The other time was when the Congress, led by KC Reddy, had procured the support of three MLAs to form the government. Karnataka was then called Mysore.

Not all chief ministers, however, completed their five-year-term.

SM Krishna, who had a thumping majority in the state assembly in 1999, opted for elections four months before the completion of his tenure.A decade before in 1989, the Congress had won 180 seats in the 224-member house, but changed chief ministers thrice—Veerandra Patil, S Pangarappa and Veerappa Moily. In between, the state also came under President’s Rule for a week. Stability is always a casualty in a coalition rule.

The picture is still hazy but does it really matter if the state gets a single-party government or a coalition rule as political stability has remained elusive.

TAMIL NADU PREFERRED A CLEAR MANDATE

Since the demise of Chief Minister Jayalalithaa in December 2016, Tamil Nadu politics has gone for a spin. Defections, drama and deceit rule the roost with the courts meddling with legislative affairs, somewhat rare in an Indian democratic set-up.

Of the two regional forces that have been ruling the roost since 1967, the AIADMK is up for grabs after the death of Jayalalithaa, as she, like her mentor MG Ramachandran, had not declared her successor during her lifetime.

The BJP government at the Centre, struggling for a foothold in Tamil Nadu, wishes to emerge as a political alternative, but is seen as an outsider trying to manoeuvre political affairs in the state.To tone it down, the BJP desperately needs an ally or a popular Tamil-speaking leader. But who could this be?

Tharani Thankavelu opines in an article,‘Why It Isn’t Easy for the BJP to Enter Tamil Nadu Politics’, ‘The sudden disappearance of the two principal Dravidian leaders—Jayalalithaa’s and Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) president M Karunanidhi—has led analysts to speculate about the next political course in the state. For Tamil Nadu, which is celebrating its 50 years of Dravidian parties’ rule, there could be a space that is emerging for an alternative force—but can a party like BJP fill that room? With its “authoritative approach”,the party has entered the state as “a villain”.’12

The state assembly elections are due in 2022, but the BJP is eyeing Tamil Nadu to pick up some Lok Sabha seats in 2019. In its endeavour to win over Tamilians, the party is giving conflicting signals—courting both the AIADMK and the DMK. It needs a tiger to ride to power.

The Times of India, in its editorial dated 19 September 2017, commenting on the speaker’s decision to disqualify 18 AIADMK legislators owing allegiance to ‘sacked’ party leader TTV Dhinakaran, wrote, ‘Whether the disqualification is declared valid or not, the tottering EPS government has got an extended lease of life, with apparent blessings from BJP at the Centre.’13 In June 2018, the court delivered a split verdict—the chief justice of the Madras High Court upheld the disqualification, while the other judge differed.The matter is now being referred to a third judge. Until then, the precariously perched government will survive.

TTV Dhinakaran, the nephew of incarcerated Sasikala Natarajan, a close friend of Jayalalithaa who stayed with her till her end, hit the headlines after winning RK Nagar assembly constituency in a bypoll in December 2017.The seat was represented by Jayalalithaa. He contested as an independent and defeated the DMK and both the factions of AIADMK.

While commenting on the inaction of the rival opposition party, the DMK, The Times of India editorial made another important observation,‘Political flux always has a detrimental effect on governance, as has been witnessed in the state over the past few months. Neither AIADMK leaders nor the forces at the Centre appear to have any regard for the state facing a governance crisis.The disqualification of the MLAs is an assault on democracy (MLA’s had revolted against Chief Minister Edappadi K Palaniswami, but not violated a party whip).The only way the state can get back to the path of progress is by ensuring political stability.And this has to be done the democratic way.Those in Chennai or in Delhi playing political games will in effect incur the wrath of the people of Tamil Nadu.’14

As of now, the BJP leadership does not seem to be keen to go for midterm polls and hold assembly elections along with the 2019 Lok Sabha polls, though it suits the prime minister’s plan to push simultaneous assembly and general elections in the country. Unsure of the tiger whose back it should climb on to, the BJP high command is keeping both the regional forces in humour while simultaneously trying to lure the new popular entrants—Rajinikanth and Kamal Hassan.

Tamil Nadu is on the BJP’s radar. After all, why should this not be? Five southern states send 130 MPs to the Lok Sabha and can help offset the losses in the North.Tamil Nadu alone accounts for 39 seats. Unlike in the North, where voters prefer national parties in the Lok Sabha and regional parties in the state assembly polls, voters in the South prefer their regional forces in both the elections.

Like the rest of the country, the Congress had an uninterrupted rule in the state since Independence till 1967 when its political hegemony was first broken by the DMK, founded by CN Annadurai, a revolutionary scriptwriter for theatre and cinema.

The Congress was swept out after Hindi became the official language of India on 26 January 1965. The growth of Dravidian parties started from this point.

Anna, as he was popularly known as, created history of sorts by becoming the first non-Congress chief minister of the state. Three years after Anna’s death, a split in the Karunanidhi-led DMK gave birth to the AIADMK under the leadership of Marudhar Gopalan Ramachandran, the mystical MGR, who ruled the hearts of the people as long as he lived.

His onscreen costar, J Jayalalithaa, inherited his legacy after his death in 1987. The party briefly faced a succession crisis with MGR’s wife Janaki Ramachandran staking a claim to his legacy. Rattled by the DMK’s return to power in 1987, after a gap of 12 years, the two factions of the AIADMK united under the leadership of Jayalalithaa.

From 1967 till date (2018), Tamil Nadu has been ruled by two regional parties—the AIADMK and the DMK—while others, including the two main national parties—the Congress and the BJP, along with smaller groups like CPM, CPI, Desiya Murpokku Dravida Kazhagam (DMDK), MDMK, Pattali Makkal Katchi (PMK), continue to play second fiddle, changing poll partners in almost every election.

Sample this:The Congress contested the 1991 assembly election in alliance with the DMK, 2001 with the AIADMK, 2006 with the DMK and again it partnered with AIADMK in 2011 and 2016.The BJP has fought recent elections independently or in alliance with smaller parties. Similarly, the DMK and the AIADMK have also changed their partners at the Centre. From 1971 to 1991, the Congress alliance won maximum Lok Sabha seats but the national party kept changing its poll partners—the Congress partnered with the DMK in 1971, AIADMK in 1977,DMK in 1980,AIADMK in 1984,1989 and 1991. The United Front of non-Congress and non-BJP parties partnered with DMK in 1996 polls. The BJP-led NDA allied with AIADMK in 1998 and DMK in 1999 polls.The 2004 and 2009 elections were contested by DMK-Congress.

The 2014 Lok Sabha elections were won by the AIADMK in the state that remained untouched by the Modi wave.

Now after the death of Jayalalithaa the AIADMK is facing its worst crisis till date.The party is in complete disarray, lacking unanimity in deciding upon her successor.

Politically speaking, the DMK is in better health, though the party has lost its founder-leader Karunanidhi, the veteran leader, had handed over his legacy to his son MK Stalin, notwithstanding the rumblings in the large family.

The weakening of the regional forces may not increase the acceptability of the two ‘northern-based’ national parties until they have a homegrown charismatic leader in the state to exploit the fluid political scenario. And now, two Tollywood stars, Rajinikanth and Kamal Hassan, have also entered the arena in the film crazy state whose last few chief ministers came from the cine world.

In the article,‘Piggyback Riding Makes Congress & BJP Irrelevant in Tamil Nadu’, ETB Sivapriyan wrote,‘Riding piggyback on one or the other Dravidian majors—AIADMK, DMK—they [referring to Congress and BJP] have managed to get a few seats, so much so that leaders of both parties repeatedly ridiculed them even dubbing them as political parasites. Since then, Congress, barring twice, has always contested the Assembly elections in an alliance with a Dravidian party. The only time Congress faced the Assembly elections in Tamil Nadu alone after it lost power to DMK was in 1977 in the aftermath of the Emergency and in 1989, when its leader G K Moopanar led the party to win just 29 seats.The BJP’s performance is neither impressive as the party has been left to fend for itself in the past few elections, especially after AIADMK-BJP alliance fell apart in 2004.’15

He further wrote,‘Political analysts say Congress’s case is a classic example of contradiction.While it harps on the need to strengthen the party in order to bring in the “golden Kamaraj rule”, as the election approaches it desperately looks for an alliance with Dravidian majors. They said the real strength of Congress was visible during 2014 election when it became a political untouchable even in Tamil Nadu. Even the DMK, which shared power at the Centre in a coalition government led by the party, did not take Congress into its fold.’16

Interestingly, ever since coalition politics resumed at the Centre in the mid-1990s, Dravidian parties have been extending support to the national parties in the formation of the government, while furiously protecting their hegemony in the state.

I spoke to senior journalist KV Lakshman, who explained, ‘The verdicts have been decisive and the state has generally enjoyed one party (or one leader/family) rule.The Congress was in alliance with the DMK but was not part of the government in Tamil Nadu, though the latter was a partner in the UPA government at the Centre. Even AIADMK’s Jayalalithaa never shared power with any of her pre-poll allies.’ On a coalition or one party rule, senior journalist Venkitesh Ramakrishnan observed, ‘If you look at elections since 1998, especially in the states, the electorate seems to be making a conscious choice of giving a clear mandate, in spite of the existence of several, powerful regional satraps. I am of the view that Tamil Nadu politics would also follow the same pattern in the future. It could give a clear mandate to DMK or TTV Dinakaran led faction of AIADMK or even a BJP backed Rajinikanth.All that can be said for sure at this critical juncture is that the current ruling dispensation of EPS-OPS AIADMK is thoroughly discredited and do not stand a chance.’

THE MODI FACTOR

It was in 1998 when the BJP, in alliance with the AIADMK, won Lok Sabha seats from Tamil Nadu.The DMK was in power. In the midst of the elections, on 14 February 1998, the worst ever terror attack—13 incidents of serial bombings in 11 places—hit Coimbatore leaving over 50 killed and hundreds injured. It helped in the mobilisation of Hindus.

The city was perched on a communal tinder.

TS Subramanian in his article,‘Behind the Coimbatore Tragedy’, wrote, ‘For more than a decade now, Hindutva organisations have been on a systematic campaign to promote Hindu communalism as a political mobilisation strategy. The Hindu Munnani and other members of the Sangh Parivar have in recent years attempted to grow politically by stepping up attacks on the minority community in Coimbatore and the southern districts of Tamil Nadu. In response, hardcore Muslim fundamentalist forces have entered the fray in a dangerous way.That such forces are receiving assistance from foreign forces inimical to India’s unity is clearly indicated. The communal propaganda of the Sangh Parivar and the Muslim fundamentalist response have communalised the atmosphere in the city, much to the detriment of its secular traditions and its long history of class-based movements.’17

The polling in Coimbatore, scheduled for 22 February was deferred by a week.The BJP won the seat for the first time by a huge margin of one lakh votes. In all, the BJP picked up three seats in the state in 1998 and added one more in 1999 elections that it had contested under the leadership of Atal Bihari Vajpayee.

Later on, it took a deliberate decision to independently test the waters. It drew a blank in the 2004 and 2009 Lok Sabha polls. Even the 2014 Narendra Modi wave that swept the country and catapulted the BJP to power at the Centre failed to move the Tamilians, who lent their support to the AIADMK. Despite an alliance with four smaller groups, the BJP could win just one seat polling 5.56 per cent of the vote.

However, the BJP high command was still gung-ho as the Congress had drawn a blank.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Amit Shah did not lose hope and geared up the party machinery for the 2016 assembly elections. It launched a massive membership drive, enrolling 50 lakh members.

An overconfident BJP contested 188 seats as its 2014 Lok Sabha allies—Vaiko’s MDMK,Vijaykanth’s DMDK and PMK—had deserted them by then.The party’s vote share fell down to 2.84 per cent with no seat in its kitty.Their dream of emerging a kingmaker, if not a king, was dashed.

But Jayalalithaa’s death caused a vacuum, once again raising the BJP’s hopes. RSS in January 2018 organised a long march in Chennai on the Sangh’s founder day.According to media reports the procession took place almost after 15 years as successive governments had denied it permission. RSS has expanded its network across the state.

Political expert KV Lakshman opines that the BJP is far from making serious inroads in the state caught in the grip of Dravidian politics. He says, ‘Post Jayalalithaa’s death, the BJP has been swiftly changing its electoral strategy. Initially, it backed AIADMK government but realising it was backing the wrong horse it changed its tactic midway by blessing the political foray of Rajinikanth, who they think could provide them a platform to enter the state.’

Prime Minister Narendra Modi visited the ailing DMK leader Karunanidhi in November 2017 while his picture of consoling Sasikala at her mentor Jayalalithaa’s funeral during 2016 winter were still fresh in the public mind.

The BJP needed AIADMK, which has 50 MPs in the two houses of the parliament.Though comfortable in the Lok Sabha, it required AIADMK support in the Rajya Sabha where it was in a minority. But by 2018, it had acquired a majority in the upper house.

The BJP high command also miscalculated the sympathy wave that Jayalalithaa’s death caused. Both the factions of the AIADMK lost RK Nagar seat to TTV Dhinakaran who is emerging as the new player, drawing crowds across the state.

Ground reports indicate a huge swell of support for the DMK. Ideologically, the DMK is not aligned with the BJP. Even in 2014, while refusing to have any electoral understanding with the Congress for the Lok Sabha elections, MK Stalin had bluntly told P Chidambaram that his party would never take a position in favour of the BJP in the post-electoral scenario.

The 2019 elections are round the corner and both the BJP and the Congress need an ally to sail through the choppy waters.As of now, NDA at the Centre has an alliance with four smaller parties in the state, including the PMK which sent one member to the Lok Sabha.

Commenting on Narendra Modi’s courtesy call on the ailing DMK leader Karunanidhi in November 2017, TN political analyst RK Radhakrishnan had said,‘DMK-BJP has been at loggerheads, and this meeting shows that there is some attempt to be in talks. It may not transform into an alliance, but it’s a message to OPS and EPS that there are other options before the BJP.’18

The DMK was a part of the NDA government under Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee.

So was AIADMK, which remained a part of the NDA government during 1998-99 and 2004-06.The BJP made efforts to remove cracks in post Jayalalithaa’s AIADMK and make it a part of NDA government at the Centre.

In his article ‘Will AIADMK Join the NDA Government?’, GC Shekhar wrote, ‘“By giving at least one Cabinet post and two MoS posts to the AIADMK, the BJP hopes to firm up a solid alliance in time for the 2019 Lok Sabha elections. The fissures within the AIADMK are what delayed the process. So we are urging the three factions to fast track their merger so we can give representation to MPs from both sides”, said a state a BJP leader. In the process the senior Tamil Nadu BJP leader L. Ganesan, who is a Rajya Sabha MP, may also be accommodated in the Union Ministry’, he added.19

The regional forces in Tamil Nadu have not shared power with the national parties that they have allied with in the state. But even their strategy may change along with the circumstances.

After Kamal Hassan and Rajinikanth took a plunge into politics, the arena appears pretty crowded. But can they fill the vacuum caused by the demise of Jayalalithaa? Known more for his work onscreen than for the society, Kamal Hassan is fondly called, ‘Ulaganayagan’ (world leader) by his fans. But dominating the celluloid is different from calling the shots in the political world.

In his bid to establish himself as a mass leader, he did try to stoke an emotional note asking southern states to unite under Dravidian identity as their collective voice will have more weight at the Centre.

In his article,‘South India Must Unite under Dravidian Identity’, Pradeep Kumar wrote, ‘The actor let out a clarion call to the chief ministers of Telangana, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Kerala to find pride in embracing their Dravidian identities. “Chandrababu Naidu (chief minister of Andhra Pradesh), Chandrashekar Rao (CM of Telangana), Siddaramaiah (CM of Karnataka) and Pinarayi Vijayan (CM of Kerala) are all Dravidians. If the Dravidian identity is imbibed all over south India, the discrimination (from the Centre) which we complain about now will vanish.Together, our voices will become a loud chorus that will allow us to talk to Delhi.’’’20

This was mooted by DMK founder CN Annadurai in 1966 when he had asked the states to fight for the right of the region.

In the 1990s, BJP veteran Kalyan Singh had once lamented in an interview to me, ‘Look at the MPs from the South, they collectively mount pressure on central leadership for funds for the development of their states or region whereas MPs in UP concentrate on their personal aggrandisement and are not even fully committed to their Lok Sabha constituencies. Collective pressure helps in mobilising support in different ministries.’ Atal Bihari Vajpayee was the prime minister then.

The politically savvy voters of Tamil Nadu have generally delivered clear mandates even in the Lok Sabha elections as their first choice has always been one of the two Dravidian parties, contesting independently or with poll partners. In 1998, the AIADMK snapped ties with the Congress to contest the elections along with the BJP. They had together swept the polls, winning 29 out of 39 seats for which polls were held.Within one year,AIADMK snapped ties with the NDA and the government collapsed, forcing election on the country.The 1998 elections were held after Prime Minister IK Gujral had refused to concede Congress’s demand of dumping the DMK. Vajpayee’s ‘India Shining’ slogan had started losing its sheen before the 2004 Lok Sabha elections.The political sentiments against the NDA were all pervasive.The mood was no different in Tamil Nadu where the rainbow coalition of the Congress-DMK-PMK-MDMK snatched all the 39 seats. Five years later, the Congress-DMK won 27 seats.The BJP is now trying to read which way the wind is going to blow as it is banking on the state which believes in completely indulging its favourite.

FILMS AND POLITICS

At the time when the magic of MGR, Karunanidhi and Jayalalithaa has started to fade, new stars such as Kamal Hassan and Rajinikanth have joined politics. But can they replicate the performance of the three superstars in the political world of Tamil Nadu? There are precedents of film stars failing in the real world.Vijaykanth and MGR’s contemporary, the legendary Shivaji Ganesan, had floated his own party and failed miserably.

The success of Anna, Karuna and MGR was primarily because they were not only a product of Dravidian movement but also persons with strong ideological moorings.They successfully replicated their onscreen image on the political scene. They secured a footing in either the DMK or the AIADMK before turning into a regular politician.

In his article,‘What Rajinikanths X Factor Could Mean for Tamil Nadu Politics’, senior journalist KV Lakshmana observed,‘Rajinikanth has that indescribable X factor which will spice up state politics. To boot, his contemporary and fellow superstar Kamal Haasan’s speculated political turn is also making for a fascinating political script. Star charisma may or may not be enough to propel Rajinikanth to the throne, but he can play a spoilsport and upset the traditional political applecart. He can potentially eat into the vote share of the two big parties.This is something that another actor-turned-politician, Vijayakanth, did before squandering it away.’21

Lakshmana further added that no one is ruling out the possibility that Rajinikanth could attract non-committed voters and also those seeking an alternative to the AIADMK and the DMK. Thus, many believe that he would prove to be a game-changer in the current fluid political scene in the state.

Rajinikanth had shown his mettle in the 1996 assembly polls when his one statement against the AIADMK had turned the tables on Jayalalithaa.

To recapitulate, Rajinikanth had initially favoured the Congress, but its decision to align with the AIADMK in the 1996 assembly elections had piqued him to the extent that he extended his support to the DMK and its ally Tamil Manila Congress (TMC), a breakaway of the Congress, which comfortably won the election riding on his one damaging statement against the incumbent Chief Minister Jayalalithaa. He had then declared that even God couldn’t save Tamil Nadu if AIADMK returned to power.

However, in the Lok Sabha elections some time later, the DMKTMC alliance could win barely eight Lok Sabha seats despite his support. Many had then said it was anti-incumbency against Jayalalithaa that had led to her party’s waterloo.

Rajinikanth’s interest in politics is over two decades old. Prior to finally taking the plunge on 31 December 2017, he was often heard saying that if the Lord wanted, he would enter politics as he had been following only His directions and if He so desired, he would enter politics and serve the people.

As he had uttered similar words on politics at the music release event of his movie Lingaa in November 2014, doubts persisted. His announcements were seen more as a promotion of his new release.

He finally took the plunge in 2017, creating a hype that his fan clubs will have to nurture. Often fan clubs convert into party clubs in elections.

Accorcding to Shruti Chakraborty,‘31 December 2017—the red-letter day in Tamil Nadu politics will henceforth be known as “The Day Thailavar Joined Politics”.As Shivaji Rao Gaekwad, popularly known as the legend that is Rajinikanth, took to the stage at Raghavendra Mandapam in Chennai on Sunday to make the announcement, he stood tall and rebellious against the cheer of his fans in the audience, his right hand was raised in a yogic symbol—one that we’ll be seeing a lot of as Rajini works towards his promise of a spiritual political government.’22

A day later, Rajinikanth unveiled his website (www.rajinimandram. org) to help his fans and followers to coordinate politically. In Tamil Nadu, fan clubs turn into political clubs and work for their star, their demigods, in an emotion-driven state politics.

On the same day, he had also sent out a clarion call for changing the system and the government. His party symbol stood for purification, while he declared the mantras for his party to be truth, work and growth.

Rajinikanth is a spiritual person, and there is a lot of commonality between his push for spiritual-driven politics and the BJP’s Hindutva. But any open alliance could still prove suicidal for him and he is aware of this.

Displaying a streak of political acumen, Rajinikanth, despite the BJP’s allurements, had carefully kept himself equidistant in the 2014 Lok Sabha polls. He played host to the BJP’s prime ministerial candidate Narendra Modi when he came campaigning for the polls but stopped short of extending him support publicly. However, the BJP used the Modi-Rajini pictures to bolster its prospects.They wanted a local face, an iconic one, with a strong pull. Rajinikanth suited them as he had a vast network of fans and deep organisational strength to convert hype into votes. But the BJP ended up with only one seat, polling 5.5 per cent of the votes. It was the AIADMK which bagged 37 out of 39 seats.

The BJP may want to experiment with Rajinikanth again.

Senior BJP leader H Raja echoed the sentiments of many in his party when he told the writer,‘If an actor of Rajinikanth’s popularity has an alliance with a party of a credible leadership like the BJP, such an alliance would be beneficial to both.23

It is common knowledge that the BJP is desperately hunting for a popular local face, which could help it sail through the choppy waters in a state where popular sentiments continue to rule against North Indian parties, namely the Congress and the BJP. One acceptable face is that of Venkaiah Naidu, who is now the country’s vice-president, and can be politically active only behind the scene.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Rajinikanth enjoy a personal rapport. Prominent BJP leaders call on him as and when they visit Tamil Nadu.

Rajinikanth will face his first acid test in the 2019 Lok Sabha polls—at best he would be a spoiler as there is an all-pervasive scepticism about his ability to release a political blockbuster in the 2019 Lok Sabha elections.

Coming to Kamal Hassan, he is untested and untried in the political sphere. His screen image, however, may not necessarily help him in the political arena, in spite of a huge fan following. He never selected the scripts of his films to build a political image.

In his article, ‘Why It’s not Easy for Kamal and Rajini to Do a MGR’, Dharani Thangavelu explained the dichotomy. ‘MGR or MG Ramachandran, founder of All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK), enjoyed a unique following and was a symbol that captured the imagination of the poor and marginalised. His was a consciously constructed image that aided the Dravidian movement and later swelled into idolatry by the Tamil masses. In a state where Dravidian politics coalesced on Tamil identity and language, the theatre and cinema became the most effective tools to mobilize and influence masses.’24

Thangavelu quoted writer-translator Aazhi Senthilnathan who had said, ‘Cinema or theatre were means of communication. People with political interests used it as a tool in the past and a mere celebrity status hasn’t worked to be successful in politics.’ Their detractors are questioning their silence on burning issues.

Another view came from Viju Cherian in his article, ‘Kamal Hassan Lacks the Charisma to Change Tamil Nadu Politics’: ‘Kamal Hassan’s much-talked about entry into politics is a reflection of the vacuum in Tamil Nadu, especially after the demise of Jayalalithaa.The southern state has a tinsel town-politics connect, but neither Hassan nor Rajinikanth will make a difference in politics. It’s an abnormal scenario because Tamil Nadu is in dire need of fresh faces in politics.’25

Cherian said that the AIADMK is in a state of pandemonium, as the all-powerful party is now split three ways. The DMK, under its working president MK Stalin, is waiting for the right opportunity, though missing opportunities is by now has become its habit. Thus, this vacuum has attracted many, especially from Kollywood to test the waters.

Kamal Hassan had announced his entry into politics on 1 September 2017 stating, ‘Saffron is not my colour.’ But he changed his stand a few days later.While referring to the Prime Minister Modi, he said that ideologies do not matter as long as they are good for the people of Tamil Nadu. He often said at various meetings as reported by the media that Modi has tried while others have only promised.

But can Rajinikanth or Kamal Hassan recreate the magic of MGR or Jayalalithaa in Tamil Nadu politics? Will they ever come together? Do they have the puissance to start yet another era of cine stars in politics in this southern state? Can they win Tamil Nadu or divide the polity and throw up a hung house? As of now, they are giving conflicting signals as assembly elections are still far off.

REWIND

Cinema is the staple diet of Tamilians who graciously accepted cine stars in the political world as well. MGR often compared politics with cinema as a tool to communicate with the masses.

KR Ramaswamy, alias KRR was the first actor politician in the state while the founder of DMK CN Annadurai, a revolutionary script writer became the first star from the films to occupy the chief minister’s chair. His charisma had lured MG Ramachandran from Congress to the DMK.

Interestingly, all chief ministers since 1967 came from the movie business. Karunanidhi ruled from February 1969 to January 1976, MG Ramachandran from June 1977 to December 1987; Jayalalithaa’s tenure lasted longer (1991-96, 2002-06 and 2011 till her death in the winter of 2016).

Since 1989,Karunanidhi (DMK) and J Jayalalithaa (AIDMK) have been alternating as chief ministers with the main national parties – the BJP and the Congress—helplessly courting them, ready to play the second fiddle.

However, what helped them emerge as demigods are the roles they played on the screen. MGR played the role of Robin Hood, fighting for the poor and against injustice. His image on the screen helped in his political growth. His song—‘How long will they fool us/in this land of ours?’—played in one of his films became his party’s anthem. His fan clubs doubled as party cadre in a ready-made organisation that catapulted him to power in 1977.

MGR introduced his onscreen costar Jayalalithaa to the political world in 1982. She had by then done over 100 films and was a glamorous actress in demand. MGR appointed her as the propaganda secretary. As she climbed the political ladder, Jayalalithaa had to leave behind her screen image of a glam girl and become ‘Akka’ and then ‘Amma’.

But as said earlier, the superstars have failed in politics in the past. Sivaji Ganesan—a contemporary of MGR and Karunanidhi—was often dubbed as an odd guy in the hurly burly of politics. He refused to quit movies, he did not select screen roles carefully to suit his public image in politics and made wrong political moves in his initial days. He opted for the Congress when the Dravidian movement was gaining ground under Anna’s leadership. He quit the Congress to join Janata Dal when Rajiv Gandhi was in his best avatar. Luckily, his son Prabho inherited his film legacy, and not politics.

Vijayaraj Azhagarswami Nadi, aka Vijaykanth, founded Desiya Murpokklu Dravida Kazhagam (National Progressive Dravidian Federation) on 14 September 2005, in his hometown Madurai, promising a third alternative to the voters caught between Jayalalithaa and Karunanidhi.

His party contested all the 234 assembly seats in the 2006 polls. He won from Vridhachalam and lost the remainder of 233 seats. He polled 10 per cent of the total votes. He later on won 29 seats in the 2011 assembly elections that he had contested in alliance with the AIADMK to defeat the DMK. He developed differences with Jayalalithaa after the polls and became the leader of the opposition. The DMK had won lesser seats. However, in 2014,Vijaykanth could win only one seat as a part of the NDA, and failed to open his account in the 2016 assembly polls.

The red-eyed Rambo of Tamil cinema started his movie career in 1979, acted in 150 odd films and was a veteran in action movies.

Vijaykanth’s political agenda typified the roles he played onscreen, fighting against poverty, rowdyism and terrorism. He transferred his screen image to politics but that did not help him much as he wandered from party to party. The superstar gave hits after hits, but flopped in politics.

Politics in Tamil Nadu is presently controlled by two personality-based parties caught in severe corruption charges. It is not only the fate of the two regional parties that is in danger but also of the film legacy, if Rajinikanth and Kamal Hassan fail to continue the cinema-political nexus.

Venkitesh Ramakrishnan said,‘Both MGR and Karunaniddhi had weaved in an element of revolutionary backward caste politics into their film careers and exploited it creatively to cultivate, propagate and stabilize their mass appeal and a unique populism.There is no one right now who can create this inter-woven magic.’

IS THE SOUTH MOVING TOWARDS COALITION POLITICS?

From homegrown leaders to Tollywood stars, the politics of Tamil Nadu has revolved around the cult of personalities. Alliances and coalitions have been triggered more by federal dynamics.

The southern region has experimented with coalition politics but mostly favoured the one-party rule. Coalition politics and its power games have been a constant in the southernmost state of Kerala for approximately seven decades and in the words of Venkitesh Ramakrishnan, this long experience has made the political practitioners of Kerala go about handling coalition politics much more smoothly than their counterparts in north India.

During a personal interview, Ramakrishnan further observed, ‘The very harbinger of coalition politics in India could be traced to the very first elections in Kerala held in February 1948 to elect 120 representatives to the State Legislative Assembly. This was before the formal institution of the State of Kerala. In this election, the Communist Party of India (CPI) joined hands with the Indian Socialist Party of Kerala (ISPK) and the Travancore Tamil Nadu Congress Party (TTCP).The government that they formed collapsed approximately four years later when TTCP withdrew the support. The ensuing elections in 1954 too threw up a hung assembly.Though the Congress emerged as the single largest party with 45 out of 120 seats, it was ultimately compelled to support a minority Praja Socialist Party (PSP) government. The PSP had only 19 seats in the House. The Congress took this decision because it wanted to prevent the CPI from forming a coalition government.The CPI had 23 seats.’

According to him,‘The parties drew their core vote base from the caste and communal classifications with even smaller parties like the Kerala Congress (not INC) wielding influence in select pockets and converting that into political bargaining power. The trend continues to date in Kerala with coalitions led by the Congress and CPIM alternatively coming to power marshalling these social groups.’

In Tamil Nadu, coalition politics had different nuances and could be termed metaphorically as a musical chair between the two prominent players—DMK and AIADMK—and crumbs from the party in power at the Centre.

Both the regional parties, the DMK and the AIADMK, were always confident about their alternate rule in the state. They also always preferred to have a pie in the central cake and enjoyed a greater say between 1989 and 2009 when coalition politics was ruling the roost at the Centre.

In general, regional forces in Tamil Nadu have dominated the political landscape of the state while fiercely protecting their respective domains.The power sharing at the Centre has not been on a quid pro quo basis unlike northern states.

These parties, especially in Tamil Nadu, frequently changed their national allies in both the assembly and Lok Sabha elections but never shared power with them in the state.

Andhra Pradesh Chief Minister Chandrababu Naidu, Telangana Chief Minister K Chandrashekhar Rao and his TN counterpart the late Jayalalithaa were adept at extracting the maximum benefits from the Centre for their respective states.

In a personal interview, KV Lakshmana listed the benefits of the state by partnering with the reigning power at the Centre to me.

‘Besides getting several industrial projects in the public sector, and institutes of excellence, the state was smart enough to leverage the new economic policy initiatives to its advantage (under Jayalalithaa).In case of Andhra Pradesh, in the recent times, Chandrababu Naidu has managed to get central funds for the capital city being built plus help in setting higher educational and technical institutes, and even when Andhra’s Vishakapatnam city was destroyed by Cyclone Hudhud, central assistance was fast in coming. Both TN and Andhra have benefitted from good relations with the centre, and in case of Andhra there is an outright alliance with the BJP as TDP has joined the ruling NDA grouping. However,AIADMK extends support without joining the government, but in return has got centre’s support to stay afloat even though the ruling AIADMK is witnessing an implosion.’

Ahead of the 2019 general elections and state polls, Chandra Babu Naidu has shown his manoeuvering skills once again.

While Kamal Hassan is talking about discrimination against southern states, Andhra Pradesh Chief Minister Chandrababu Naidu is making the right noises in the corridors of power over the denial of special category status to Andhra Pradesh.

Naidu is even making the right moves for a Third Front. He met his counterpart in Delhi, Arvind Kejriwal. Telangana Chief Minister K Chandrashekhar Rao has also not lagged behind as his call for a non-BJP and non-Congress front received positive response from West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Bannerjee and the Jharkhand Mukti Morcha (Shibhu Soren group).

Both the chief ministers of the Telugu-speaking states—Naidu and Rao—started their political careers in Congress, moved to the TDP but parted ways over the creation of Telangana. While Naidu had a preelection alliance with the NDA, Rao dithered but off and on indicated joining the central government for financial gains to Telangana. The TDP, however, would have never accepted Telangana Rashtra Samiti in the NDA, leaving the BJP to do much of the balancing act.

However, Naidu snapped ties with the NDA in early 2018. Many described it as public posturing and cited two reasons. One, Naidu is keeping all his post-poll options open. Second, he is dumping Modi-led NDA to retain the minority support.

Ironically, Naidu coolly shared power for four years at the Centre before parting ways closer to elections in his state scheduled in May-June 2019.

UP Chief Minister Akhilesh Yadav had advised him to raise the special package issue with the NDA before presidential polls in July 2017, ‘Now he will not get anything for the state,’ Akhilesh had told me.

Later, justifying his actions, Naidu told the media how the BJP wanted weak allies and tainted people whom it cannot control.

In an interview with Naidu, he said the following, ‘Narendra Modi’s party was within its right to “dream about growing”, but the way it deals with allies is wrong. He also said that the people of Andhra were “wounded”, had suffered and that it was the responsibility of all parties who had passed the Bifurcation Act to fulfil their promises to Andhra Pradesh.’26

The Modi government had turned down the request for special category status to Andhra Pradesh, citing constraints under the 14th Finance Commission.

As mentioned earlier, Karnataka had a bitter experience of coalition rule in the decade of 2000 and returned to one-party rule.

The BJP seems desperate to enter the southern region.While they have tasted power in Karnataka and Kerala, the South has not yet opened its doors to the BJP.

The BJP high command may have plans to decimate regional parties in the country, but in the South, it will have to coordinate with these very parties if they wish to win Lok Sabha seats.

Barring Karnataka, one-party rule may continue in other southern states. The superstars may also add to the kitty instead of playing spoilsports.


CHAPTER 8

MAHARASHTRA: JAB THEY MET

The state where the oldest alliance snapped ties only to come back together. The suspense continues... 

On 25 September 2014, Aaditya Thackeray, the third generation of Shiv Sena’s first family, tweeted, ‘Very sad that BJP chose to part ways with 25-year-old ally Shiv Sena when we stuck together even in their Bure Din (Bad Days), unconditionally’, and posted a picture of his grandfather Bal Thackeray with former Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Pramod Mahajan.Minutes before the tweet, the BJP had announced its decision to snap its political partnership with an overbearing Shiv Sena, a collaboration that had spanned 25 years and had been characterised as a tenuous relationship.

It had been the country’s longest alliance that had survived the vagaries of the political climate in the country. At that point of time, the BJP leadership was in an intransigent mood, having tasted its first spectacular victory in the country, the 2014 Lok Sabha elections, since its inception in 1980.The party had created a history of sorts by becoming the first non-Congress party since India’s Independence to win a parliamentary majority on its own. Until then, non-Congress parties had cobbled together a majority to rule India and collapsed much before the completion of their five-year terms—the Janata Party in 1977 and the Janata Dal in 1989.

In 2014, the BJP won 282 of the 543 Lok Sabha seats on its own, and along with poll partners, touched the mighty number of 336, submerging the Congress and its allies completely. In Maharashtra, the BJP-Shiv Sena alliance had bagged 41 out of the 48 Lok Sabha seats.

The mood was obviously upbeat.A new mass leader, comparable to India’s ‘Chacha’ Jawaharlal Nehru, ‘Amma’ Indira Gandhi and ‘Baapji’Atal Bihari Vajpayee, was born.

Narendra Modi had taken the country by storm. His popularity was at an all-time high despite the Gujarat riot taint which had evoked much damning and disparate reactions over the years.

Public memory, however, is ephemeral. The people had moved on, leaving behind the controversy that had razed the Indian psyche. Instead, they literally lapped up his offering of development, peppered with Hindutva, as considerable sections of the populace were becoming increasingly resentful of the Congress and its allies’ minority appeasement policy for over a decade—2004 to 2014—both at the Centre and in Maharashtra.

The man behind the BJP’s impressive strategy and electoral show, Amit Shah,had already done a recce of Maharashtra and was absolutely confident of winning the western state without the crutches of its overambitious ally, the Shiv Sena. The Shiv Sena, ignoring the BJP’s historical feat, was demanding a larger pie of the 288 assembly seats as well as the chief minister’s chair.

Contentious issues between poll partners are usually twofold— the division of seats before the polls and the chief minister’s chair after the polls. Enthusiastic poll partners across the country have evolved various seat-sharing formulae, but the sitting-getting formula (the partners get their sitting seats while negotiating for the remainder) has proven to be the most widespread formula in use.

The BJP-Shiv Sena tussle was not restricted to the sharing of seats, as that could have been amicably settled in the time-tested spirit of give and take. It was their stubbornness on the contentious issue of ‘who’s the big brother in the state politics’ that derailed the process.

After its resounding victory in the 2014 elections, the BJP was driven by its ambitious plan of ruthlessly spreading its tentacles across India, independent of allies, while the Shiv Sena believed that they had a rightful claim on their very own state of Maharashtra.

Backroom efforts were made at various levels to save the alliance. Senior BJP leaders flew into Mumbai as the Thackerays rarely travel to Delhi or anywhere outside Mumbai.

No logic or reasoning proved handy.The divorce looked imminent.

In an article Mahesh Vijapurkar stated,‘Although, it is quite likely that with higher hit rate in all elections—since BJP and Sena forged the alliance in 1989—the BJP may get more than it has ever secured. But it needs to be kept in mind that just as Sena followers voted for the BJP, the reverse has happened too.The estimate of who had what clout in each constituency was never tested. Maybe that was why Uddhav Thackeray did not want to whittle down his claim of 151 seats of the 288, on a calculation that given his possible scoring rate, he would possibly secure one seat more than the BJP.This has been confirmed by BJP’s Devendra Fadnavis.’1

The Shiv Sena was eyeing the chief minister’s chair, but its claim on the crown before the polls was unacceptable to the BJP, which made it explicitly clear that any decision on the chair will be taken jointly by the alliance and not unilaterally by any one party.The time-tested formula, adopted by all poll partners across the country, usually sees the coveted chair going to the party with bigger numbers.

The longtime friends not only parted ways but fought an acrimonious battle of ballots against each other. Notwithstanding their open brawls and barbs, many experts studying Maharashtra politics knew that it was merely an experiment to assess their independent strengths in an overcrowded political arena where, for the first time, five strong parties were testing their destiny—the BJP, the Shiv Sena, the Shiv Sena’s splinter group, Maharashtra Navnirman Sena (MNS), the Congress, and the NCP. Interestingly, both the Congress and the NCP had also broken their 15-year-long alliance on the eve of the assembly elections in the state.

Skepticism still prevailed as no divorce in politics is permanent. Pragmatism often takes over personal egos in pursuit of power after the polls. Most political parties are brazen about it as they have a readymade alibi in the phrase ‘friendly fight’ that is often bandied about.

Mahesh Vijapurkar observed, ‘Nothing is permanent in this game. It appears to be only an arrangement where the two shall fight each other in most constituencies and take a call on the relationships later.’2

The Shiv Sena had reasons of its own to demand the chief minister’s chair.They quoted the informal arrangement that the Shiv Sena and the BJP had agreed upon the BJP rules the Centre while Shiv Sena holds the mantle in Maharashtra.

The formula was evolved in 1989 when the BJP was barely nine years old with a negligible base in Maharashtra.The Shiv Sena, with the bulwark of regional support in the state, had always played the big brother.

The situation has dramatically changed since then.The mass base of a divided Shiv Sena has depleted, while the BJP has gained massive grounds, giving confidence to its leadership to independently walk the electoral path. After the party’s splendid victory in the 2014 general elections, the high command refused to concede a major share of seats to Sena as it had done in the past.

In 1995, the BJP had contested 116 seats, the Sena 169; in 1999, the BJP fought for 117 and the Sena 161. Even in 2004 and 2009, the BJP’s share was 111 and 119 respectively, while the Sena stuck to 163 and 160 respectively.

In the BJP’s judicious assessment, a split in the family after ailing Bala Saheb Thackeray had rolled out his succession plan had considerably weakened the Shiv Sena. His firebrand nephew Raj Thackeray, virtually revolting against his decision to hand over the mantle to his sober son Uddhav Thackeray, had floated the MNS, creating a wedge, both in the party cadre and the party’s support base.

Raj Thackeray’s popularity had started dipping soon after the Shiv Sena formed a coalition government with the BJP in 1995.The senior Thackeray often disapproved of the growing interference of Raj Thackeray in the governance of the state though the cadre was still hopeful that the two cousins would together take the party to new heights.

Sujata Anandan, a senior journalist who has authored a book on Bal Thackeray, stated that Pramod Navalkar, who was the minister for protocol in the Sena government, had laughingly told her, ‘We have decided.You will see. Raj will soon be the flavor of yesterday.

Cleverer minds than Navalkar’s had gone into strategizing. And these leaders achieved their goal so painlessly that it took several years for Raj Thackeray to realize how completely he had been sidelined by the seniors in the party.’3

Uddhav became the working president of the party in early 2003. Raj did not retaliate; instead he decided to wait and watch. Soon, he started feeling sidelined and suffocated and eventually quit the Shiv Sena in 2005.

The MNS was born on 9 March 2006, taking away a chunk of Shiv Sainiks along with their proclaimed motto of ‘Sons of the Soil’.

All efforts were made to avert a split in the party. Senior BJP leader Gopinath Munde tried to break the impasse but there was adamancy on both sides with neither of the two cousins willing to budge from their respective positions.

On the negotiating table with the BJP in 2014 then, the Shiv Sena stuck to its guns, preferring to remain oblivious of its reduced strength. All efforts proved futile and the alliance broke.There were no regrets on either side. Instead, both the partners played down the separation. Senior BJP leader Rajnath Singh found an alibi in not attacking the Sena during campaigning, while BJP patriarch LK Advani, who frequently met Bal Thackeray in Mumbai, sounded sad. He personally called Uddhav Thackeray to reconsider his decision as Shiv Sena had been the founder member of the NDA. Uddhav did not adhere to his advice as he thought he will be better off without any alliance.

The old arrangement broke as by then the ideological race to be the bigger proponent of Hindutva had also reached its finishing line with Narendra Modi winning the gold medal. Hence, the agenda was grabbing power in the country’s financial capital Mumbai and the state of Maharashtra.

Polling was held on 15 October 2014, and results came out on 19 October. The BJP won a simple majority with 123 seats, while the Shiv Sena won 63. It was clear that the BJP needed the numbers, either from its old ally Shiv Sena or their new friend Sharad Pawar. It was a difficult choice as Uddhav was irrepressible, continuing his tirade against the BJP and its leader Modi.

Even on the eve of the polling date, by when most of the parties have a fair idea about their electoral prospects, Uddhav unsparingly attacked Narendra Modi for not recognising the Maharashtra party anymore even though his BJP had failed to win any election on its own. In an editorial in Saamna, the Shiv Sena’s mouthpiece, he wrote, ‘If his party had not extended support, even Modi’s father, Damodarda, could not have won a majority in the Lok Sabha elections and went on to describe BJP as the party’s number one enemy. It is our one-time friend’s fraud we shall expose before the people of Maharashtra.’4

Uddhav was not entirely off the mark. The BJP’s long-term ambition is to independently form a government in Maharashtra in future or some day and the party high command knows it is not possible without decimating the mighty Shiv Sena.

As for the elections, both the Congress and the NCP were facing a huge anti-incumbency wave, while the MNS had not taken off in the right earnest, notwithstanding bouts of violence by its workers on mundane issues.

The day the BJP announced its decision to go alone in the assembly polls, it was Uddhav’s son, Aaditya Thackeray, who held the fort, while Uddhav Thackeray himself preferred silent retaliation as his father had constructed the alliance with his two friends in the BJP— Pramod Mahajan and Gopinath Munde—a quarter of a century ago. His son, a greenhorn, conveyed the message to the cadre.

All the architects of the alliance, Bal Thackeray, Pramod Mahajan, and Gopinath Munde, are dead now.

Their demise also sounded a death knell for their political partnership that had seen many upheavals.There was no arbitrator to save it.

Had it been an alliance between two political parties rather than between two personalities, it might have survived even after Uddhav Thackeray had stepped into his father’s shoes and Pramod Mahajan and Gopinath Munde had closed their eyes forever.After all they were ideologically compatible!

THE ARCHITECTS OF THE COALITION

Bal Thackeray was the tallest leader of Mumbai—the city of film stars. Much before the popular flick Ek Tha Tiger hit the screens, Bal Thackeray was the Tiger who ruled Maharashtra’s political screen from the 1960s onward. He ruthlessly badgered and hounded his political ally, giving no space to escape from a humiliating relationship. He was infamous for his acerbic and abusive tongue. Yet, he cultivated lasting friendships. He was loved and hated with equal intensity. He was one politician who rarely ventured out of his home,‘Matoshree’ in Mumbai, and had perhaps crossed the state boundaries only once, for his appearance in the court for the Babri Masjid demolition case, at a time when people camp in Delhi for days to network for personal and political gains. But people, politicians and popular stars could never ignore the leader, often described as the best performer in the city famous for its razzmatazz.

Incidentally, he was Bollywood’s friend, philosopher and guide. The cartoonist-turned-politician roared, justifying his party’s symbol of the tiger.

The politics that he had pursued was built on the plank of Hindu supremacy, regional aspirations and the pride of ‘Marathi manoos’. People were in complete awe of him, and they equally feared him.

Vinay Saraswat, author of Beyond a Billion Ballots, cited an incident that Gopinath Munde had once told him on how he had on one occasion failed to do a task given by senior Thackeray and yet escaped his ire by simply telling him,‘I have studied the file. It can’t be done for the following reasons...’ Appreciating his honest explanation, Bala Saheb had said to me, ‘Manohar Joshi haan haan karke karta nahin hai (Manohar Joshi will say yes but will not deliver), at least you were honest enough to tell me so.’

Manohar Joshi, a senior Shiv Sena leader was the chief minister from 1995 to 1999 and Gopinath Munde (BJP) was the deputy CM in a coalition government, which Thackeray literally controlled. Later on, the Shiv Sena supremo ejected Joshi and brought in a younger, firebrand leader, Narayan Rane, but the move did not have an impact on the coalition which completed its term.

Sujata Anandan observed, ‘The BJP found it hard to tackle Thackeray’s dictatorial tendencies even when the two parties were allies in government between 1995 and 1999. Pramod Mahajan was credited with being the architect of this alliance and he had a lot of mopping up to do each time the Sena chief shot off his mouth without thinking.The first occasion was when, soon after his alliance came to power in Maharashtra,Thackeray decisively described himself as the ‘‘remote control’’ of the government.’5

He was irrepressible.

It was BJP leader Pramod Mahajan who often played the peacemnaker, defending senior Thackeray saying as Sujata writes in her book, ‘All parties have a high command. Even when in government, ministers are politicians accountable to their party leaders.’

Pramod Mahajan was a flamboyant leader, who is credited not only for building the coalition, but also for saving it from intermittent collapses. Mahajan played a crucial role in the BJP’s affairs. He was not only important for the BJP-Shiv Sena alliance but also for the party’s ambitious plans of pushing its agenda and spreading its tentacles across the length and breadth of the country.

Mahajan was known for his brilliant oratory, both in Marathi and Hindi, and for his organisational competence and fundraising abilities. Until the time he was alive, it was Mahajan who had kept dousing the fire that Thackeray ignited with his acerbic comments.

Incidentally, even Pramod Mahajan with a bachelor’s degree in journalism had started his career as a sub-editor with a pro-RSS Marathi daily, Tarun Bharat. A similar start through journalism had perhaps brought Thackeray and Mahajan closer. The Tiger had immense trust in Mahajan.

Senior BJP leader Prakash Javadekar once recalled how he had started going to Bal Thackeray’s house with Pramod Mahajan in 1984. ‘Mahajan used to give very fiery speeches and by the time he completed half an hour speech, we would find him sweating profusely. Balasaheb asked him why he was exhausting himself so much. He spoke as if he was talking to a family member and advised him not to waste his talent in shouting, and should take lessons from him. Later after he was shot, on the last day, there were only a handful of people at Pramod’s bedside. He sat next to the BJP leader and said,“Pramod, please come back. Pramod, please come back, we need you.”’6

How close the two were was quite evident when Pramod Mahajan passed away.

The senior BJP leader was shot down by his younger brother Pravin Mahajan on 22 April 2006 at his residence in Worli. He pumped several bullets into his chest from a close range, leaving him seriously injured.

The doctors at Hinduja struggled to save him for 12 days before he breathed his last on 3 May 2006.

In the article, ‘How the End Came’, Syed Firdaus Ashraf wrote, ‘A stream of visitors—political, industrialists, film stars were calling on him clinging to the hope that Mahajan would survive. But they lost every hope when they saw Bal Thackeray walk into the Hinduja hospital in the afternoon. Rumours stopped as people knew the worst had happened. In fact his arrival confirmed Mahajan was no more. Balasaheb rarely left home till there was an emergency.’7

Sujata Anandan pointed out that Pramod Mahajan, writing in Saamna, had once said, ‘Balasaheb made the Maharashtrians vote for him as Maharashtrians and he made the Hindus vote for him as Hindus, forgetting everything else including their caste and political affiliations. No one was ever able to do it before.’8

The bonding between the two leaders was so strong that Mahajan of the BJP could convince Thackeray to have the assembly dissolved more than six months ahead of the schedule so that simultaneous polls could be held along with the Lok Sabha elections in 1999 after Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee lost a vote of confidence in the parliament earlier that year.9

Almost six years after he lost his close friend Pramod, Bala Saheb also breathed his last on 17 November 2012. He had already handed over the party to his son Uddhav. Among the BJP, some prominent leaders, including Nitin Gadkari, were against the continuation of the alliance under the Sena’s new chief.

After Mahajan, his brother-in-law, Gopinath Munde, became the arbitrator between the two parties. But he also died an unnatural death on 3 June 2014. Munde, the Union Minister of Rural Development in Narendra Modi’s government, died in a road accident while he was driving towards Indira Gandhi International Airport early in the morning. He was hit by a car at the Prithviraj Road-Tughlak Road turn.

Even after the unnatural deaths of Pramod Mahajan and Gopinath Munde, there is still a belief that had they been alive, the alliance too would have lived.

It was Mahajan who did not allow the alliance to break, though it had reached the breaking point several times in the past.

I met Vinay Saraswat, the author of the famous book Beyond a Billion Ballots in his office at Wadala much before the BJP nominated him to the Rajya Sabha. He had been associated with the RSS for decades. Comparing the BJP-Shiv Sena alliance then and now, he observed that Pramod Mahajan and Bal Thackeray had been undisputed leaders of their respective political parties.They stood on an equal footing and could resolve all problems. The ideological proximity brought them together and they later became friends.

The two parties were partners made in heaven, draped in the same ideology. Still, it was built more by two strong personalities and less by their respective political parties.After their demise, the alliance cracked and then collapsed, as a slender thread of ideology kept them barely bound together.

OLDEST AND LONGEST

The BJP-Shiv Sena alliance had been the oldest and the longest political alliance in the country at the state level. But there was nothing constructive about the alliance for others of their ilk to emulate elsewhere in the country. More importantly, every state has its own idiosyncracies.

The alliance was sealed in 1989 when the Ram Janmabhoomi issue had started gathering momentum. The Vishva Hindu Parishad had launched country-wide yatras to create awareness about the century-old dispute over the birthplace of Lord Rama in Ayodhya where once stood the sixteenth-century Babri Masjid.

Senior Thackeray was on the lookout for an emotive issue to engage his restless cadres as the local issue of ‘Marathi manoos’, on which he had ruled the hearts of the Mumbaikars since he had formed the party, had started to wane.

Bal Thackeray, who worked with the Free Press Journal as a political cartoonist, had formed the Shiv Sena on 19 June 1966. According to articles published in the media, progressive writer Acharya Attre had initially announced the formation of a revolutionary youth organisation called the Shiv Sena in 1964 with the motto of ‘Let the Marathas unite! May the Marathi grow!’ It was published in the Marathi daily, Maratha, on 26 January 1964.

The literal translation of Shiv Sena is ‘Army of Shivaji.’

However, his declaration did not manifest itself in reality. Two years later, Bal Thackeray announced the formation of a political party by the same name and took forward the ‘Marathi manoos’ issue, from illustrative campaigns in a newspaper to the electoral battlefield. Sena contested the Thane Municipal Council polls in 1967 and Mumbai Municipal Council polls in 1968.

Soon it began to emerge as a regional force that could change the political discourse of Mumbai, a force that had no big dreams of ruling the country one day.

In the 1960s, workers from various parts of the country, especially the South, were coming to Mumbai in droves. As they grabbed jobs, the local people fumed and fretted.

As reported in Mumbai edition of Hindustan Times, dated 16 Feb, 2008 titled,‘Mumbai Losing Its Charm’, a study conducted by the Tata Institute of Social Sciences on migration trends to Mumbai noted in a research paper.‘In the first half of the 20th century, contribution of migration to the city’s population was the highest. It was recorded as high as 400 per cent between 1921 and 1931.The trend changed thereafter. The decade 1931–41 was the turning point when natural increase (by birth) was small but positive—1 per cent of the total population growth. Migration then stood at a glaring 99 per cent.’ However, the migrant’s percentage dropped from as high as 64.24 per cent in 1961 to 43.29 per cent in 2001 (based on the census figures). From 1941 onwards, the contribution of natural increase—20.35 per cent—started strengthening upward. Between 1961–71 and 1971–81 the estimated natural increase contributed 50 per cent and 60 per cent to the total population respectively, while migration percentage fell to 49.50 and 39.58 per cent. By 1981–91, natural increase percentage had increased to 80 per cent, while migration stood at 16.77 per cent.

This explains the subtle shift in Shiv Sena’s political ideology from ‘Sons of the Soil’ to ‘Hindutva’, a pan-Maharashtra issue not limited to Mumbai.

Around the same time, the BJP, born in 1980, was also hunting for regional partners with a local connect to penetrate the Congress-dominated politics of the country. Mumbai, the financial capital of the country, was first on its radar and they found a suitable ally in the right-wing Shiv Sena.The first test for their alliance was during the 1984 Lok Sabha elections when two Shiv Sena candidates unsuccessfully contested the elections. However, it had been an informal arrangement between the two parties.

Sanjay Raut, the editor of Saamna, in an interview said that the victory of Chhagan Bhujbal, a hardcore Shiv Sainik from Mazagaon in 1985 assembly elections on the slogan of Hindutva unnerved the BJP. They feared the Sena might take away their ambitious slogan of Hindutva. Pramod Mahajan rushed to Bal Thackeray’s doors and negotiated to avert the division in Hindu votes.And thus started their partnership, and as is evident from the very onset, the BJP was the junior partner.

A meeting was held at Matoshree, the sprawling home of Bal Thackeray in Mumbai, where the leaders decided that the BJP will always be a big brother at the Centre while the Shiv Sena will hold the guns in Maharashtra. The BJP had then accepted the pre-conditions.

The Shiv Sena had no interest in expanding the party outside Maharashtra and it had registered its presence in the State Legislative Assembly. But the party was going through an identity crisis as the Sons of the Soil issue, on which the party had already ruled the hearts of the Mumbaikars for years, had started losing its sheen. Senior Thackeray was thus on the lookout for another emotive issue to expand the party’s base in Maharashtra.

Anandan quotes Vijay Tendulkar, Bal Thackeray’s former colleague at the Free Press Journal, to describe him, ‘The Sena tiger was a man with no ideology and so could indulge in any alliance with anybody without a twinge of conscience. It was always personal gains, prejudices or current biases that dictated Thackeray’s choices; no larger political philosophy governed his leanings.’10

Earlier on, the Shiv Sena had had a brief fling with Madhu Dandavate’s PSP during the 1968 civic elections.The alliance did not last as Dandavate found the Sena’s agenda more communal than driven by regional aspirations.

Much political churning was happening in the state in the 1980s. The state’s powerful Maratha leader, Sharad Pawar, was preparing to merge his Congress(S) with the Congress. Rattled by the development, Pramod Mahajan took the initiative for an alliance with the Shiv Sena in early 1980s.The alliance did not last long.

Sujata Anandan said,‘The Shiv Sena was quite content to be the stooge of the Congress until Pramod Mahajan of the BJP spotted its potential as an alternative to, rather than a B-team, the Congress and teamed up with Bal Thackeray in 1985. In a matter of, years, the Sena had stormed Mantralaya, the Maharashtra state headquarters as the A-team of the BJP.’11

In a personal interview, Sujata told me that the BJP and the Shiv Sena had always had a troubled relationship. It survived because of an excellent rapport between Thackeray and Mahajan and their desperation to check the division of right-wing votes in the face of a coming together of the two Congress groups ahead of the 1990 elections. People delivered a fractured verdict.The Congress fell short of the majority mark, winning 141 of the 288 seats. A dozen odd independents bailed them out and Sharad Pawar became the chief minister.

The BJP and the Shiv Sena had fought the assembly elections together in Maharashtra. The alliance paid dividends and both the parties grew in their respective strengths, but failed to form the government. The BJP was up from a mere 16 seats in 1985 to 42, while the Shiv Sena captured 52 seats in a house of 288. The Ram Temple movement had touched its zenith in the early 1990s but lost steam after the demolition of the disputed shrine in Ayodhya on 6 December 1992.

According to Venkat Ananth,‘The 1990 assembly elections would change Maharashtra’s political landscape for good, especially as far as independents were concerned.The Congress, in 1990, fell just short of the majority mark, winning 141 out of 288 seats. Sharad Pawar, with the help of 12 of the 13 elected independent MLAs, was sworn in as the chief minister of Maharashtra.’12

The Shiv Sena and the BJP became the main opposition group. The Congress, which had dominated the state’s political landscape, capturing the highest number of 222 seats in 1972, faced the worst rebellion in the state following the escalation of differences between Prime Minister PV Narasimha Rao and Sharad Pawar in the mid-1990s.

Ananth further wrote, ‘Pawar masterminded a strategy where Congress rebels were fielded against official party candidates backed by Rao. While the 1995 polls witnessed the highest number of independents ever to contest in Maharashtra (3,196), a record 45 independents managed to get elected, of which 35 were Congress rebels. Eighteen “rebel” independents were elected from Western Maharashtra (or the sugar/cooperative belt), where Pawar had a stranglehold.’13

The BJP won 65 of 116 seats and the Shiv Sena 73 of 169.As the alliance was still short of the majority mark, the Congress rebels, who had fought the polls as independents, came to their rescue in lieu of rewards such as ministerial berths.

The Shiv Sena and the BJP formed its first coalition government in the state in 1995 and completed its full term, but in subsequent elections in 1999, they lost power to the Congress and the NCP combine. Rebels once again became important in the formation of the Congress and the NCP coalition government called the Democratic Front.

The Shiv Sena-BJP alliance continued on a rollercoaster ride.

THE PRESENT

Every state and each political alliance has its own peculiarities.

From the time of its first government formation in 1995 until the Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation (BMC) elections in 2017, the BJP-Shiv Sena coalition had literally come on the verge of collapse and several times.Taking a leaf from his father’s book, Uddhav Thackeray kept the BJP on tenterhooks, if not part ways,while the BJP continued to expand its network.

Fireworks continued even after the results of the 2014 assembly elections.The people had delivered a fractured verdict once again and the BJP, even after emerging as the single largest party with 122 seats, needed an ally to form its first government in Maharashtra. Feelers were sent to the Shiv Sena, which had won 63 seats, though the NCP with 41 seats could have easily pushed up its numbers to the majority mark.

A sulking Uddhav Thackeray, who was eyeing the coveted post of the chief minister, initially refused to come on board.The BJP ignored his tantrums as they were confident about the Shiv Sena falling in line. So, they decided to celebrate their first massive victory in the state, having beaten its demanding ally for the first time.

While cajoling Uddhav Thackeray, who was playing truant, the BJP leadership opened channels with the vulnerable Sharad Pawar of NCP, who was also under their huge obligation.

Both the NCP and BJP had shown exemplary bonhomie during the 2014 Lok Sabha elections as the latter wanted to keep all potential partners in humour, considering a situation where it fell short of the majority mark in the parliament. But the overwhelming victory of Narendra Modi obviated that very reason.

Sanjay Raut sounded confident while telling me,‘The NCP will never go with the BJP though a group led by Prafulla Patel favours it. Instead, the NCP will not be averse to supporting the Shiv Sena in the formation of the government at any time.After all, Balasaheb and Sharad Pawar were good friends. But as both led Maharashtra-based parties, they could not take their personal friendship to the political level. Pawar had grown in the Congress culture.’

The fact is the NCP’s open support helped the BJP and weakened the Shiv Sena’s bargaining power at the negotiating table.

Sujata described the friendship between the Thackerays and Pawar in her book. She wrote, ‘They continued their friendship despite ‘political and public rivalry through five decades of social and political turbulence both in Maharashtra and India. Often they were ranged on opposite sides of the political spectrum but no one knew or understood Thackeray better than Sharad Pawar.’14

The two had launched their careers within a year of one another, and had shared a political relationship for 45 years.Thackeray formed the Shiv Sena in 1966, and Pawar fought his first election on the Congress symbol a year later.

 Surendra Gangan recalled, ‘Often, in those days, Pawar and Thackeray—along with socialist leader George Fernandes, who was another one of their contemporaries shared the dais over various issues. In September 1982, Shiv Sena chief Bal Thackeray had, in a roaring speech delivered at Kamgar Maidan in Parel, declared that Sharad Pawar would be the next Chief Minister of Maharashtra.Thackeray’s prediction did ring true. Pawar became chief minister six years after his declaration.’15

The Shiv Sena went through a critical phase from 1975 to 1985 as it supported the Congress, which, however, did not go down well with the rank and file. Bal Thackeray not only supported the 1975 Emergency but also the Congress party during the 1977 and 1980 elections.

Surendra Gangan wrote, ‘Infighting within the Congress party only worked to the Shiv Sena’s advantage.’ By then Pawar, who had moved out of the Congress had been accommodated back into the party.And this worked well to the Sena’s advantage.While Thackeray enjoyed a stronghold in Mumbai, the rest of Maharashtra was Pawar’s fiefdom. ‘The you-scratch-my-back-I-scratch-yours compromise between the two parties, it is said, was such that the Sena would help Congress rule the state and the Congress would pay back by allowing the Sena to rule the civic body in Mumbai.’16

After a prolonged melodrama that followed in the wake of the 2014 assembly polls, the Shiv Sena joined the coalition government, with both the partners agreeing to forget and forgive the barbs that they had exchanged in the electoral arena a month ago. After almost 70 days of separation, the estranged partners came back together.The Shiv Sena relented after some hard bargaining for key portfolios and became partners in power on 5 December 2014, one month and five days after Chief Minister Fadnavis took the oath of office on 31 October 2014.The longtime poll partners had called off their alliance on 25 September 2014.

On 13 November 2014, when the 13-day-old Fadnavis government had won the trust vote, a procrastinating Shiv Sena had strongly slammed the violation of the Constitution by the ruling party on forming the government.The talks were on when the Chief Minister had retaliated, saying he had never faced the amount of criticism in his political career of 22 years that he faced after winning the trust vote in the assembly.The 25-year long alliance was revived and they formed the government together for the second time—a beleaguered chief minister described it as a government of grand alliance.They had then agreed to jointly contest all other elections of local self-government.

However, Uddhav kept to the party’s tradition of publicly bullying the partner in power.

Dharmendra Jore, a senior journalist who has been covering Maharashtra politics for several years told me that the voters were confused as it is the Shiv Sena which is playing the role of an aggressive opposition, leaving the Congress and the NCP literally jobless. The Sena, which had been previously eyeing lucrative departments, was now complaining of neglect by their senior BJP ministers. Interestingly, Shiv Sena President Uddhav Thackeray and his son Aaditya were always leading the attack from the front while party mouthpiece Saamna kept spitting venom in its editorials.

Every alliance in the country is different in character and in compulsions. The only commonality is the near absence of an ideological foundation of alliances primarily built to grab power with a simple policy of ‘kursi ke liye kuchch bhi karega’ (will do anything for the chair). After all, politics is all about imponderables with no permanent friends and foes.

Perhaps Uddhav could never digest the secondary position to the BJP and he would always find an opportunity to nail the central leadership. However, he did not completely break the coalition government though in one of his interviews, ahead of his birthday on 27 July 2017, he did talk about the breakdown of all communication with Delhi in the party’s mouth piece Saamna.Tensions kept simmering and eventually exploded during the elections of the richest civic body, the BMC, which has a budget of ₹37,052 crores—more than many states in the country.

This time it was the Shiv Sena which made the first move after their talks over seat sharing had failed.

Chaitanya Marpakwar said in his article,‘Shiv Sena Breaks Alliance with BJP’,‘Slamming the BJP, Uddhav said that it was now or never for the Shiv Sena.“I need all your strength.This is the strength of Shiv Sena. From now on, Shiv Sena will fight alone, will not beg before anyone.We will not have any alliance with anyone for the BMC polls. The fight has begun. I have only one dream.We will hoist the saffron flag all over Maharashtra. It’s now or never for us,” Uddhav said. His announcement ends the Shiv Sena-BJP alliance, which ruled the BMC for 25 years.’17

Uddhav even accused the BJP of using alliances and then dumping those friends, further noting that he intended to break the arrogance of the BJP. The pact that the partners had sealed at the time of joining the government in the state proved too fragile before personal ambitions. For the first time in over two decades, the Shiv Sena and BJP fought BMC elections independently. Both had separate agendas. The Shiv Sena wanted to retain its precious turf,while the BJP wanted to wrest control. Ironically, it did not cast its shadow over the coalition government though relations soured further.

The BMC is Asia’s largest civic body. Many political experts were of the view that the BMC poll results will have a bearing on the 2019 polls for both the Lok Sabha and the Vidhan Sabha, especially if one of the partners did spectacularly better than the other.

The results came out on 23 February 2017. It was a close finish with 84 seats to Shiv Sena and 82 to the BJP out of a total of 227. The Shiv Sena retained the BMC. Uddhav announced that not only Mumbai Mayor but the next chief minister would also be from the Shiv Sena.

Both the parties needed each other’s support or tacit support of an outsider to reach the half-way mark of 114. As negotiations failed and the Shiv Sena refused to budge from its high stand, Devendra Fadnavis played a master stroke. He announced the BJP’s decision of not contesting the key positions—mayor, deputy mayor and standing chairman in the BMC. He also announced support to the Shiv Sena.

In return he saved his own government.Now both were dependent on each other for their survival.

Peace prevailed.

Politicians really have quite an appetite for power.

But by the end of the year,the fireworks were back in place.The Shiv Sena kept threatening to pull out the rug, while the BJP kept its channel open with the NCP. The coalition survived as no one wanted to sacrifice their power.

THE FUTURE

I was too naïve to ask Sanjay Raut if I could meet his political editor in his absence. I was too inquisitive to know what lay beyond the obvious about the Shiv Sena and its proclivity to keep its political partner on tenterhooks.

His cryptic reply stunned me for a minute.‘No one in my office will discuss politics with you,’ he said. The tone was light but firm. Soon it dawned on me that I was talking to the Editor of the Shiv Sena’s mouthpiece whom Sujata Anandan had described as an alter ego of the party’s founder president Balasaheb Thackeray- someone who accurately read his mentor’s mind while signing off editorials for the paper.

Three months after my telephonic conversation with him, Sanjay invited me to the Saamna office in Prabha Devi in Mumbai.The entry to the building was restricted until people had an appointment with the editor.

As it was my first visit to Saamna’s office, I curiously looked around the cabins expecting the usual hustle and bustle of a newspaper office. It was unusually peaceful.The rooms were small, like any other office in Mumbai, and people were engrossed in their work.

Raut himself was friendly yet formal. Our meeting lasted half an hour but during the course of the meeting, he remained on guard. He was unwilling to let me look into the reservoir of information that he had about Shiv Sena and its founder Balasaheb Thackeray, a politician equally revered and reviled in the country.

Raut’s inadvertent parting shot revealed the political ambition of the Shiv Sena, which I presume is one or perhaps the only reason, for the party satraps’ frequent public outbursts which bares their acute frustration.

‘The coalition politics is now a political reality, which will continue in the country, including in the state of Maharashtra. Our alliance with the BJP will stay, but mark my words, the next chief minister of Maharashtra will be from the Shiv Sena.’

Raut went back to the terms and conditions for the the Shiv Sena-BJP alliance to drive home his prophecy as he said,‘While sealing an alliance between the Shiv Sena and the BJP at a meeting at Matoshree, the big brother and the small brother formula was evolved, according to which the BJP would rule the Centre and Shiv Sena will be at the helm of affairs in Maharashtra.’

The BJP is a pan-India party while the Shiv Sena’s base is limited to Maharashtra. Efforts made in the past to spread its tentacles in the North have not yielded much results, but the hardliners who find BJP suffocating can find solace in the Shiv Sena.The party leadership also remains within the confines of Maharashtra.

In other words, they have defined their territories.

In a democratic set-up, the numbers in the legislatures decide the fate of the parties and their leaders.And when numbers play their role, the partner with bigger numbers gets the coveted chair of the chief minister in states and prime minister at the Centre. And when fate takes over, then even Deve Gowda, with less than 10 per cent strength of the Indian parliament, becomes the prime minister of the country. The JD(S) had 48 members in a house of 542 when Gowda became the PM. There are few exceptions in Indian parliamentary history though many may dream to be a Deve Gowda.

Raut then pompously recounted the role Balasaheb Thackeray had played in the continuation of Narendra Modi as the chief minister of Gujarat. Now that Modi is the undisputed leader of the BJP, Raut hinted it was time to return the favours.

‘After Gujarat riots, the process to dislodge Narendra Modi had started after Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s famous statement, “Raj dharma ka paalan karna chahiye” (righteousness should prevail),’ Raut recalled.

He added, ‘While many in the BJP had taken out knives from their scabbard to take Modi’s scalp, it was Bala Saheb who had come to his rescue. It was he who had told BJP stalwart Lal Krishna Advani to defer the change of leadership in Gujarat. But people don’t remember the favours done to them—after all the power of mega majority, though slippery, hits the head straight.’

Raut did not give any explanation for Uddhav’s frequent outbursts against PM Modi, the face of Hindutva in the country, but it was crystal clear that the Shiv Sena is feeling politically insecure while ruling Maharashtra in partnership with big brother BJP. Modi’s ascent to power in 2014 has snatched away their main poll plank of Hindutva.

Sujata Anandan, who has covered Maharashtra politics for over three decades, observed, ‘The rise of Narendra Modi as the true icon of Hindutva is a genuine concern for Thackeray’s heirs who are afraid he might supplant their patriarch as the Hindu Hriday Samrat. Nonetheless, this is one marriage of convenience which might last, even outliving its very utility.’18

Sujata only confirmed what Sanjay Raut had said about the longevity of the alliance.

Yes, there is a glitch, which is the Shiv Sena’s hidden desire to rule Maharashtra irrespective of their numbers in the Maharashtra legislative assembly. They believe that the Shiv Sena has a legitimate right to the state, according to the formula that their seniors had sealed.

However, before the 2019 Lok Sabha elections, Shiv Sena decided to challenge the BJP in its strongest territory of Uttar Pradesh and on the issue that is most precious to the BJP-Ram Temple.To break the monopoly of its partner, the Shiv Sena not only raised the emotive issue but also announced Uddhav Thackeray visit to Ayodhya later in the year. Ayodhya later in the year. The visit was a great hit as he demanded the government to told the government to wake up from Kumbhkaran-like slumber and declare date of temple construction. Obviously, the BJP is hurt.

In November 2017, Sharad Pawar, dropped a bombshell saying that Uddhav Thackeray was not interested in continuing with the BJP. Uddhav had called on Pawar at the latter’s residence a few days before he had made the statement, which, however, was dismissed by the BJP high command as a pressure tactic, primarily to stall the induction of Thackeray’s bête noire and Congress leader Narayan Rane by the BJP.

‘Pawar opined Thackeray is not interested in continuing as an ally of the BJP in the state.’19

He also set to rest all the speculations by declaring their old ally, Congress, as the NCP’s preferred choice for an alliance, than the BJP and the Shiv Sena.

LOVE AND HATE RELATIONSHIP

Paradoxically, the NCP and the Congress also broke their 15-year-old alliance on the day the BJP and Shiv Sena parted ways.

This was the third time when the Congress and Sharad Pawar had fallen out, notwithstanding the innumerable threats issued during their 15-year-old relationship.

The triggering factor was the same—seat sharing. The NCP accused Congress of declaring seats without consulting their poll partner, while the Congress insisted upon an honourable share.

Fireworks followed, the breakup with the Congress leadership accusing the NCP of breaking the alliance because of greed for the Chief Minister’s post and personal aspirations of its leader.

The NCP leaders retaliated by saying that the Congress always got the chief minister’s post even when the former party’s numbers in the Vidhan Sabha were higher.

The other unsaid but underlying reason was the probes ordered by Congress Chief Minister Prithviraj Chavan in departments held by NCP ministers, primarily to come out clean on the corruption charges. Chavan became the chief minister in November 2010, and Ajit Pawar became his deputy chief minister.

Somehow political parties have the tendency to preposterously underrate the wisdom of the common man. The Congress shared power with NCP for 15 years but lived under the illusion of shedding or shifting the ‘corruption taint’ by ordering probes against old allies on the eve of elections.

Before the breakup,Sharad Pawar’s NCP had also become a political suspect because of his growing closeness with Narendra Modi.They had displayed unusual bonhomie during the 2014 general elections.

The BJP’s prime ministeral candidate had skipped a public meeting in Baramati Lok Sabha constituency while aggressively campaigning in the rest of Maharashtra for the crucial Lok Sabha elections. Maratha leader Sharad Pawar’s daughter Supriya Sule was seeking a return to the Indian parliament from the family seat. Modi simply ignored the party’s prime poll issue of dynastic politics while deciding to stay away from Baramati.

The BJP was the rising sun while fortunes of the Congress were dipping.

The 2014 Lok Sabha election results gave credence to speculations that Sule would have lost from the family’s bastion had Narendra Modi campaigned in her constituency—her victory margin plummeted without his visit to her constituency.

Indian politics is largely governed by this bizarre give and take spirit of the politicians which cuts through ideological rivalries. The BJP was obliging Pawar as it was still not sure about the number of seats that would eventually fall into their lap. Therefore, they were keeping all doors open for support coming in from any quarter to augment the NDA’s strength in the parliament if it failed to touch the majority mark after the 2014 polls. In their assessment, the NCP would not have had any qualms in supporting a coalition government headed by the BJP at the Centre.

The Modi wave swept the country but BJP leaders were keeping their fingers crossed till the counting of the votes. The Indian voter is known to shock in the most unexpected hour. Eventually, the BJP comfortably formed the government without the aid of Sharad Pawar’s six MPs.

The Congress leadership never trusted Pawar as he had betrayed both Indira Gandhi and Sonia Gandhi in the past.The mistrust went back to the days when Congress was struggling on the leadership issue after the assassination of Rajiv Gandhi in May 1991. His grieving wife, Sonia Gandhi, reluctantly plunged into politics. Ignoring claims of stalwarts like Arjun Singh, Narain Dutt Tiwari and Sharad Pawar, Sonia gave her nod to the candidature of PV Narasimha Rao for the PM’s post.

The electoral arena became chaotic during the 2015 assembly elections after the collapse of two old alliances—Congress-NCP and BJP-Shiv Sena. For the first time, perhaps every party worth its salt was testing the turbulent waters independently.

The results did not come as a major surprise. The BJP emerged as the single largest party, closely followed by its one-time partner, the Shiv Sena. Both the Congress-NCP combine, facing an acute anti-incumbency, failed to reach the numbers that could make them relevant even in a hung house. Nevertheless, as BJP needed support to form the government and its one-time ally Shiv Sena was playing truant, Pawar quickly came forward to oblige the BJP high command, obviously on a quid pro quo basis. His daughter would have found a place in Modi’s cabinet.

When the NCP offered support to the BJP for the formation of the state government in Maharashtra much before the results were completely out, the Congress leaders flashed a ‘we-told-you-so’ grin.

The Congress had seen BJP hand in multi-cornered contest in Maharashtra. Sanjay L Jha summed it up in his article, Told You So, Cong on NCP, ‘A state Congress leader pointed out to the narrow contests in several seats.‘Over 50 seats have been won or lost by less than 5,000 votes, some by less than 1,000 votes. If we take 10,000 votes, the number would be an overwhelming 100 seats.The break-up was to ensure narrow victories in a multi-cornered contest and enable the BJP to exploit its potential to the hilt. The BJP was obviously the strongest outfit after the victory in the Lok Sabha elections and Pawar ensured our alliance broke to facilitate their victory. Otherwise, common sense would suggest the Congress-NCP should have grabbed the opportunity to cash in on the BJP-Sena break-up.’20

Shiv Sena leader Sanjay Raut explained the relationship between Bala Saheb Thackeray and Sharad Pawar, who had started his political career with the Congress Youth wing in the early 1960s. He frankly told me that they had been good friends at the personal level, but not in politics.

Admitting that one group in his party, led by Prafulla Patel, always wanted to go with the BJP, Raut said with confidence,‘The NCP can never go with the BJP, though it can come with the Shiv Sena.’

Sujata wrote, ‘But it was in his relationship with Sharad Pawar that all of Thackeray’s inherent contradictions showed up in all their starkness. By Pawar’s own admission, he was among those Congress leaders who sat in on the formation of the Shiv Sena—his friendship with Thackeray was a personal one to begin with and went back to Thackerays days as a cartoonist with the Free Press Journal.’

Sharing what Pawar had once told her, Sujata said, ‘Thackeray often used to abuse him publicly but at the same time invite him and his family the next day for lunch. And when BJP-Shiv Sena had decided to field a candidate against his daughter Supriya, senior Thackeray had told him that there is no way his party would field a candidate against Supriya as she was like his daughter.21

Eventually, the BJP and the Shiv Sena formed a coalition government towards the end of 2015. After some consternation, the estranged partners came together.

The Congress had had an uninterrupted rule over Maharashtra since its formation in 1960. Ironically, Pawar was the first to break the Congress hegemony in the late 1970s. Many credit the Maratha leader Sharad Pawar for setting up coalition politics in Maharashtra.

The state had its first hung assembly after the 1978 assembly elections, contested by two factions of the Congress after its infamous split in the party—the Congress(I) and Congress (Chavan)—and an alliance led by the Janata Party.

Though the Janata Party had emerged as the single largest party, it lacked the numbers to form the government. The two Congress factions, despite internecine troubles, formed the first coalition government headed by Vasantdada Patil (Congress Reddy group).The Congress(I) settled for the deputy chief minister’s post. Eventually, Pawar quit Congress (Reddy) group and took away 44 MLAs to the Progressive Development Front (PDF) government with the support of the Janata Party. Pawar’s revolt split the Maratha leadership too, besides toppling the Patil government. Pawar’s party came to be known as Congress(S).

The Congress returned to power in 1980 and Prime Minister Indira Gandhi dismissed his government. Elections were announced and the PDF failed to stop the Congress from coming back to power.

 Pawar, who continued to lead the opposition forces, till he finally decided to merge his Congress(S) with Congress(I) in 1986. His party had again lost the 1985 assembly polls.

Pawar became the Congress Chief Minister in 1988.

The Congress was alarmed by the growing influence of Shiv Sena. The then Congress President Rajiv Gandhi created room for Pawar in the state by shifting the incumbent Chief Minister Shankar Rao Chavan to the central cabinet.

Senior journalist Sujata Anandan said Pawar had returned to the Congress as he too had run out of resources.After becoming the chief minister, he literally grabbed the cooperative system. He made a bid to become the prime minister after Rajiv Gandhi’s death, a move that Sonia thwarted. He grudgingly became the defence minister in the Narasimha Rao government. Sonia rewarded him with the chief minister’s post in 1993. However, the Congress lost the elections to the BJP-Shiv Sena in 1995. Pawar grew restless and shifted to central politics, winning his Lok Sabha seat in 1996. His desperation grew after Sonia entered politics.

Pawar split the Congress again in 1999.

Sujata Anandan explained to me in an interview,‘In 1999 he split the party on the single issue of Sonia Gandhi’s foreign origin but actually it was the Prime Minister’s chair that he was staking claim to with 42 MPs including 4 of RPI in his kitty. He was the Leader of Opposition in the Lok Sabha and believed that he had the right to become PM. But Sonia never forgave him for betraying her late husband Rajiv Gandhi. She remembered it all and it was reflected in her actions and decisions. She was promoting friends of her late husband and sidelining betrayers. He wanted to be the king but she propped up Manmohan Singh as Prime Minister.’ Pranab Mukherjee too has observed in his book that Sharad Pawar’s revolt against Sonia Gandhi was triggered by his personal ambitions of heading the Congress Party.

‘In my opinion, Pawar, as the leader of opposition in the Lok Sabha, expected the party to request him, instead of Sonia Gandhi, to stake claim to form the government.After Sonia’s elevation as the Congress president, she consulted P Shiv Shankar on all important issues rather than Sharad Pawar.This sense of alienation and disenchantment may have been responsible for his statements on Sonia’s foreign origin, and his subsequent exit from the party in 1999.’22

Pawar split the Congress for the second time on 25 May 1999 and formed the NCP after five days of his suspension for questioning the foreign origin of the Congress President Sonia Gandhi.

No-holds-barred elections were held in September 1999. None of the three players—Shiv Sena-BJP alliance, Congress and NCP— could muster a clear majority. It is then that the realisation must have dawned on both the Congress and the NCP leaderships that their strength lies in their togetherness.They were ready for a deal again.

Pawar initially tried to forge a BJP-Shiv Sena-NCP alliance but failed. His moves did not alarm Sonia as she knew that the two strong leaders with a limited base in the same state of Maharashtra would never go together. After all, both would outdo the other in grabbing the political space to remain relevant in state politics.

Interestingly, members of the Congress did not want an alliance but Vilasrao Deshmukh convinced the high command, telling Sonia that if they did not seal the deal with the NCP, Pawar will go with the BJP.

Negotiations started with senior Congress leader Sushilkumar Shinde, urging the NCP to join hands with the Congress to form the government in the interest of secularism.

Sujata Anandan who covered the intense drama that preceded government formation in 1999 told me, ‘The meetings were held at the NCP state President Chhagan Bhujbal’s place.We used to wait for hours watching angry NCP MLAs pressuring the leadership to ally with the Congress while Pawar was hobnobbing with the BJP. The Shiv Sena leader Bala Saheb Thackeray was livid and told the BJP in clear terms to decide the partner—Shiv Sena or the NCP. Finally a meeting was held in Pune to seal the alliance initiated by Bhujbal (NCP) and negotiated by Vilasrao Deshmukh (Congress).’The 10-day long deadlock ended with Bhujbal declaring,‘Na koi hara, na koi jeeta’ (nobody lost, nobody won).

Few months after the acrimonious battle that preceded the split and spilled over on to the electoral arena, the NCP and the Congress formed a coalition government under Vilasrao Deshmukh (Congress had won 75 seats and NCP 58).

Senior Congress leaders are of the view that the growth story of NCP started from 1999 as the Congress conceded major portfolios and compromised the party’s position.

Strangely, Sonia, of Italian origin, was the Congress President while Sharad Pawar was heading NCP when the two parties decided to form a coalition government. Perhaps both Sonia and Sharad decided to bury the acrimonious past when the Maratha leader had vociferously raised her foreign origin issue to split the party.

It was sheer lust of power,and not their adherence to any ideology or a personal vendetta, that helped them come together. Both had been out of power from 1995 to 1999.The other compulsion was to stall any move by the BJP-Shiv Sena to attempt government formation by splitting their opponents. No MLA wants to face another election, nor do they prefer President’s Rule.

Before the 2004 Lok Sabha elections, Pawar again opened the doors for negotiations with the BJP as pollsters were predicting a clear majority for the Atal Bihari Vajpayee government.

But the NDA’s ‘India Shining’ slogan failed and the UPA government came to power at the Centre. Pawar joined the UPA government with Sonia as its chairperson. The alliance won the assembly polls and formed the government in October 2004.

This time, the NCP got more seats than the Congress, but as a partner in power at the Centre, the Congress offered more berths in the state cabinet in lieu of the coveted chair. Pawar also showed his magnanimity by allowing a Congress chief minister and an NCP deputy chief minister.

In the words of a senior Congress leader,‘We won the battle but the party paid a heavy price in the bargain.The Congress should have taken a conscientious call on why NCP was conceding the CM’s post as in the bargain they took away prime departments. An individual’s (referring to Vilasrao Deshmukh) interest was watched more than that of the party. The cadre was demoralized.’ Deshmukh’s relations with NCP leader Pawar subsequently soured.Vilasrao, who had even mooted a friendly fight with the NCP on some assembly seats in the 2004 assembly polls, started mollifying the party high command Sonia Gandhi against the alliance in 2009.

He stepped up his campaign after he was told to resign from the chief minister’s post. Senior journalists who have covered Maharashtra politics from a close angle said Deshmukh even sent party resolutions against the alliance to the Congress high command but Sharad Pawar proved to be smarter.

While Deshmukh was silently working to break the alliance, Pawar judiciously proposed the naming of the iconic Bandra-Worli sea link, ready for inauguration, after Rajiv Gandhi. He even flew to Delhi and drove to Sonia’s house to wish her on her birthday.

In the words of Sujata Anandan,‘It became amply clear that while the state unit of the Congress was against the coalition, Pawar was manipulating their high command to concede it.’

The alliance returned to power, albeit with a reduced strength in 2009. Ashok Chavan became the chief minister, but resigned in November 2010 in the wake of the Adarsh Society scam.

Thereafter, Prithviraj Chavan became the chief minister and with his coronation,trouble began in the coalition as he started marginalising the NCP.

Ironically, the Congress government and the party did not work in tandem with each other as Chavan had not consulted the state leadership. He had access to the high command in Delhi.

The turbulence continued to rock the alliance but it did not break. A senior Congress leader said, ‘We suffered as corruption hounded the coalition government but Congress failed to address it at the right time.’

The alliance had a rollercoaster ride but did not break, as power is like oxygen for political survival, not only for Pawar but for others as well.

Then came the 2014 general elections, which the Congress-led UPA lost to the BJP-led NDA.The assembly elections were due in October 2014, but before entering the fray, the Congress-NCP alliance broke on 25 September 2014.The partners lost power at the Centre after a decade and in the state after 15 years.

Chief Minister Chavan said that the alliance was broken by the NCP because of the ‘greed for the Chief Minister’s post and personal aspirations of its leader’.The NCP said that the Congress had declared the list without consulting the poll partner.

Since Modi’s juggernaut swept the country and Maharashtra in 2014,both the Congress and the NCP have been in political wilderness. Pawar’s political ambition to become the prime minister and his daughter Supriya Sule of being the chief minister of Maharashtra will have to wait till 2019.Till then, he will have to nurture his dreams but as is evident, the Maratha leader can be down but not out.

He is at the moment satisfied with the Shiv Sena-BJP differences, and has made it clear that he will remain with its ideological partner, the Congress and other like-minded parties.

I will sum up by quoting Amitabh Tiwari, an avid blogger on Indian politics and elections, who opined, ‘Pawar, it is said, has friends in all parties and leverages his contacts to his advantage.With his political career almost over, his last chance to become the prime minister will be in 2019. He would be hoping for a HD Deve Gowda moment. If Deve Gowda can become prime minister, why not Pawar. Ummed pe duniya kayam hai!’Tiwari further wrote,‘As Prime Minister Narendra Modi said during Pawar’s book launch,“He has the quality of a farmer who can gauge the weather. Sharad Rao has used it fully in politics.’’’23

The pertinent question is: Is Maharashtra in the grip of coalition rules that started during the 1990s?

Both the Lok Sabha and assembly elections are due in Maharashtra in 2019 and discordant notes are being heard from all political quarters. Both BJP and Shiv Sena have declared their intention to go alone in the 2019 general elections. Not surprising.They had even contested the 2014 polls independently. Moreover, post-poll options are always open for all political parties in the country as there are readymade alibis for their volte-face.They may once again become allies for the 2020 assembly polls, depending on their performance in the general elections.

The Congress and NCP have so far decided to contest 2019 polls together but then there is always the contentious issues of seat sharing that would require deft handling. Sharad Pawar however foresees his ultimate future in a hung house at the Centre.

In mid March 2018, MNS chief Raj Thackeray gave a call for ‘Modi-mukt Bharat’ and called for the unity of all like-minded parties against the BJP. He said it’s time for the country to get its third independence, the first was against the British in 1947 and the second against the Emergency in 1977.A day before Raj Thackeray’s outburst, NCP leader Sharad Pawar had met him.

The BJP may revise its strategy of going independent in Maharashtra if the secular parties gang up against it. In this political scenario, Narendra Modi and Amit Shah will need the Shiv Sena more than the other way round. The BJP will have to blink as its partner is unwilling to get off the high horse. Uddhav, along with his son, have sharpened their attacks on the BJP publicly, deriding the Fadnavis government in March 2018 that not a single section of the society was happy.

Much of the alliance management is done by Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis himself, besides his Finance Minister Sudhir Mungantiwar. But Mungantiwar hit a wall when Uddhav refused to meet him in March 2018. Obviously, the BJP leadership must be rattled due to Thackerays’ intensified attack on them when they were facing trouble from allies and elections are almost here.

Senior journalist Dharmendra Jore pointed out to me in an interview, ‘To retain power at the Centre, the BJP-Shiv Sena must retain its 2014 tally of 41 (BJP 23, Shiv Sena 18) in Maharashtra, the second largest state after Uttar Pradesh. The remaining seven seats were won by Swabhimani Shetkari Paksha-1 (the then NDA partner), Congress-2 and NCP 4. Now with the Congress and NCP all set to have a pre-poll arrangement, the BJP and Sena fighting separately would mean a great loss to the NDA. So the arithmetic demands continuation of saffron alliance at least till the Lok Sabha polls, in which a seat-sharing formula is already in place.And considering this, Thackeray seems to be stretching things too far for the BJP. He has announced twice from a party platform that there will be no alliance with the BJP in future, neither for Lok Sabha nor Vidhan Sabha.’

Soon after the Karnataka fiasco, the BJP’s national president, Amit Shah, decided to placate the sulking allies. On top of his list was Uddhav Thackeray who had been raving and ranting over various issues, making it clear that his party would contest next year’s elections independently.

Such pressure tactics are common before every election, and this time in Maharashtra, it has more to do with the chief minister’s chair than just the sharing of seats. The flashpoint is quite visible—while the BJP wishes to grab the entire Hindutva space in the country, it cannot wish away the Shiv Sena and its demand for the crown. The MNS, which the BJP courts occasionally, has failed to create its own political space.

According to Dharmendra Jore, alliance is Maharashtra’s future though it may not be the best of the solutions when it comes to the development of the state. Bickering stalls projects but Fadnavis, with 122 BJP MLAs and party ministers heading important departments, is delivering. Many however disagree, considering the poor pace of development.The cities are sinking, the villages are drying up, the city crumbles during monsoon and none of this can be covered up by the glitz and glamour of Mumbai. Let politicians flourish, even if farmers continue to commit suicide in Vidarbha. As of now, Mumbai’s dream to turn into Shanghai remains on paper!


CHAPTER 9

FRAGILE STATES, WEAK GOVERNMENTS 

When a country’s security is at stake, political stability is a necessity, not a choice. 

The importance of political stability for the economic development of any state or country is indisputable. However, political stability is far more crucial in the border states, afflicted as they are with problems like smuggling, cross-border terrorism, insurgency and migration to name a few.

India is bound by Pakistan in the northwest; China, Nepal and Bhutan in the north; and Bangladesh and Myanmar in the east. China has had a stable communist regime while Bhutan was a monarchy until recently.None of India’s other neighbours have enjoyed a healthy democratic government.

The North-East, which could have easily developed as a bridgehead of India’s connectivity with Southeast and East Asia, was neglected and isolated even in independent India. Poor connectivity with other parts of the country, coupled with centre’s apathy has pushed this growing economic zone into a dark zone, where people today feel completely alienated from the rest of the country. Ironically, high literacy rate but poor job opportunities, rich natural resources but missing infrastructure, coupled with political instability have pushed the region into the country’s backward zone.

Smuggling of arms and essential items, human and narcotics trafficking and the sale of counterfeit Indian currency are quite rampant along the India-Bangladesh border.

The continuous flow of migrants from outside the states and the country, threatening the economic and natural resources, has further escalated tension in the region.

One more state, Sikkim was added in 2002 to the seven sister states—Assam, Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Mizoram, Meghalaya, Tripura Manipur. Of them four states, namely Assam, Arunachal Pradesh, Mizoram and Tripura, are most impacted by the problem of immigration.

At present, several insurgent outfits from the region, such as the United Liberation Front of Asom (ULFA), the All Tripura Tiger Force (ATTF), the National Liberation Front of Tripura (NLFT) and the National Democratic Front of Bodoland (NDFB) and others are considered to have anti-India bases in Bangladesh.The role of Pakistan and of late China have not been conducive towards a healthy relationship with neighbours.The Indo-Pak border runs from Gujarat in the south to Jammu and Kashmir in the north and across Rajasthan and Punjab in the west.The infiltration of terrorists and drug peddling from across the border have been an explosive issue between the neighbours.

Many of the terrorist organisations and criminal elements involved in human trafficking and fake currency have used the porous borders of Nepal to sneak into India and later find safe haven there. The political instability in Nepal has only escalated the problems as there is an absence of prompt action and decision.

Unfortunately, in this distressing scenario in the region, discontent is brewing as the North-East confronts unending social, cultural and political turbulences. There has been a vulgar display of politics of alliances—short and long—in the region that actually require stable governments and sustainable support from the Centre.

The BJP, in its quest to win the region to shed its image of a Hindi-belt party, had to carefully stitch alliances with small to tiny parties to form the government in seven of the eight states.The BJP today is a key player in the region that sends 25 MPs to the Lok Sabha and 14 members to the Rajya Sabha.

Let’s take the case of the country’s most politically unstable state, Meghalaya.

Archana Masih observes, ‘Meghalaya is a land of political contradictions. One of the most peaceful states in the Northeast, only one Chief Minister has had a full term in office in Meghalaya’s 41-year history.’1 So far, 11 chief ministers, many with more than two terms, have governed the state of Meghalaya, with the imposition of two periods of President’s Rule since it was carved out of Assam in 1972. And this instability has given rise to militancy.

According to senior journalist Rahul Karmakar, the state pioneered several government-saving strategies such as choosing a chief minister by lottery, splitting a five-year term equally between two parties with the toss of a coin to decide which would rule first, and making a lone independent MLA the chief minister. Apart from the All Party Hill Leaders’ Conference (APHLC) in 1972, no party in Meghalaya has won an absolute majority, which explains the instability.

Surprisingly, Salseng C Marak (1993–98) bucked the trend by becoming the first chief minister to complete a term despite his Congress party winning only 24 seats. He formed the Meghalaya United Front government by cobbling up an alliance with members who split from the two regional parties. Chief Minister Mukul Sangma (Congress), however, has ruled for almost seven years and 318 days.

After the 2018 assembly elections, Conrad Sangma of the National People Party, an ally of the BJP at the Centre, formed a coalition government.The polls had thrown a fractured verdict with the Congress, emerging as the single largest party with 21 seats in a 60-member assembly, marginally ahead of the National People’s Party (NPP), which had won 19 seats.

In a case of once bitten twice shy, the Congress did not want to take any chances as in 2017 the party had missed the plot in Manipur and Goa, even after coming first. They were outwitted by the BJP, which smartly stitched alliances and formed the government in both the states. Since the Manipur and Goa fiascos, an alert Congress has acted with alacrity in protecting party MLAs from being poached in Karnataka after the 2018 elections, while simultaneously seeking a legal remedy as the Raj Bhawan rejected its claim to form the government with its post-poll ally, the JD(S).

Thus, the Congress rushed senior trusted leaders, Ahmad Patel and Kamal Nath, to deftly handle the political situation in Meghalaya. Immediately after reaching Shillong, they met the governor and staked a claim to form the government even though they needed to mobilise support of another 10 MLAs to attain the majority mark.

While the party was still in the process of building support, various regional parties met and discussed the prospect of forming a non-Congress government under the leadership of Conrad Sangma. Obviously the BJP, which had won two seats, was playing the key role in ensuring the Congress was kept out of power.

Scroll staff reported the developments in an article, ‘North-East Elections: BJP Wins in Tripura, Nagaland, Congress Tries to Form Coalition in Meghalaya’, ‘The NPP, second largest party, is actually an ally of the BJP’s at the Centre, but did not contest together with it. Nevertheless, the connections between the two are likely to come into play as alliance talks move forward. The influence of the BJP as the Big Brother of the region was most apparent in Meghalaya, where it only picked up two seats, and yet again hoped to be the glue in an alliance of regional parties.2

The combined strength of the non-Congress coalition touched 34 with the support of six legislators of the United Democratic Party, four of People’s Democratic Front and two each of BJP and the Hill State People’s Democratic Party (HSPDP) and an Independent.

In an article, ‘Conrad Sangma Sworn in as the Chief Minister of Meghalaya’, The Economic Times revealed, ‘Donkupar Roy, head of the United Democratic Party, extended support to Conrad Sangma’s National People’s Party on condition that he (Conrad) will lead the non-Congress front. Earlier in the day, Donkupar Roy rejected Mukul Sangma’s offer of becoming the chief minister for a period of two-anda-half years. Donkupar Roy was categorical that UDP was committed to having a non-Congress government in Meghalaya for stability and did not want to take the offer.’3

The BJP National President Amit Shah, Home Minister Rajnath Singh, and Chief Minister of Manipur, N Biren Singh were present at the swearing-in ceremony of Meghalaya’s 12th Chief Minister Conrad Sangma, the younger son of former Lok Sabha Speaker PA Sangma. He had taken over the reins of NPP after his father’s death in 2016.

The road is riddled with thorns as running a coalition government is not going to be an easy task for the 40-year-old chief minister.

As Shiv Sahay Singh pointed out in his article,‘A Chief Minister by Chance’, ‘He is leading an alliance of five parties in a state where such coalitions have been far from stable. Soon after the swearing in, he told press persons that leading the alliance would be a challenge and he would like to take everyone along.’4

The job cut out for the chief minister is to meet the aspirations of the public, while balancing the interest of his allies. He experienced the first note of discord when the HSPDP displayed its reservations in forming the government with the BJP, though it had a pre-poll alliance with the NPP. To keep the Congress out, the HSPDP had decided to play down its reservations on the BJP. But in the times to come the differences can again erupt.The onus thus will be on the big brother BJP to keep the coalition government going, at least till the 2019 Lok Sabha elections.

The big picture now… The stability in other north-eastern states have also been fragile. Assam has had 16 chief ministers and four stints of President’s Rule in 70 years of its electoral history since 1946. Arunachal Pradesh has had 10 chief ministers and two phases of President’s Rule since the first election was held in 1975. Manipur is another state that has suffered acute political instability since July 1963—12 chief ministers and 10 stints of President’s Rule. Tripura looks better with nine chief ministers, including three stints of President’s Rule since 1963.

Before drawing the political scenario of the seven sister states, it is important to take a look at what professor Himanshu Rai of the Indian Institute of Management (IIM) Lucknow, has to say.

Professor Rai has extensively travelled the border areas in connection with the audit of a scheme launched by the erstwhile Planning Commission of India.5

Rai opined to me, ‘A one-party government is far better than a coalition one for border area states.A lot of sparsely populated areas in the border-states are remote and inaccessible. Furthermore, they need special infrastructure, and for this purpose, it is essential that there is a convergence of all schemes, central, state and local, along with a participatory approach and quick decision making.’

According to him, three elements become significant in order to achieve this objective: quick decision making, rapid execution (including rapid response to contingencies) and unity of thought and action.These elements can be better managed if there is one party in power with a decisive mandate. It is even better, theoretically speaking, though one cannot do this with certainty in a democracy, if the party at the Centre is in power in the border states as well.

Rai, explaining the ills that plague a coalition government to me said,‘The peculiarities of a coalition government, apart from ideological differences, lead to protracted discussions over sensitive decisions, and this can be a big disadvantage in times of strife and contingencies. Different parties in the coalition may want development of their respective constituencies and this puts paid to the national interest. I personally visited a few areas where the local MLA, state government and central government had all started three different schemes and they were left unfinished because of inadequate funds. Had they all coordinated among themselves, they could have just picked up two of those schemes and brought them to conclusion.’

Guwahati-based journalist Rahul Karmakar, in an interview to me, concurred with Rai in his opinion,‘One-party rule is certainly better, if not the best. But given the perceived “incompatibility” of the cultures and ethnicities in the Northeast with those of the “mainland”, rule by a party that does not appear to be overbearing or forcing “Indianness” on the region is more desirable. But owing to fiscal dependence on Delhi, multiple cultures and languages, factionalism, personality cult, and demand for autonomy gave rise to regional political parties that were themselves affected by sub-regionalism. Given such a scenario, the probability of coalition governments in the north-eastern states is more than that of single-party governments.’

The North-East Study Group, set up by the Ministry of Home Affairs had in early 2000 had blamed the parallel system of governance by the insurgents as responsible for the political instability in the North-East. The group was set up to keep a constant watch on the security situation in the North-East and recommend suitable measures. Not much has changed since then except for the fact that since 2014, the region is getting better road and air connectivity with the mainland.

Nitin A Gokhale traces the rising unrest in the region to some wrong decisions taken by the country’s first prime minister in his article, ‘The Neglected States of the Nation’, ‘If Jawaharlal Nehru was the over-sentimental benevolent dictator, bestowing largesse on the simple tribal folks, his daughter Indira Gandhi initiated and then perfected the art of buying over the Northeast. One illustrative example of Jawaharlal Nehru’s over-generosity in the early sixties came in Nagaland—As the first prime Minister’s cousin and former Governor of Assam, BK Nehru told me in an interview in 1990,“Jawaharlal had this sentimental thing about the Northeast tribals. When the Nagas were just demanding an autonomous district, he gave them a whole state and that really opened the pandora’s box.”’6

The creation of Nagaland led to the formation of Mizoram and Meghalaya, and today, after four decades, similar demands for separate Bodoland, Rabhaland, Missingland, and Karbiland have reached a crescendo. Moreover, in the absence of any internal revenue generation, the eight states are by and large dependent on central funds. This compulsion also drives the chief minister’s desire for close proximity with the party in power.

Historically, however, the north-eastern states have suffered coalition governments as their slogan of regional identity and aspirations were mercilessly drowned in the political cacophony of party hoppers, those who preferred to remain on the right side of power at the Centre, obviously in their quest for grants and funds for the development of the region.

B Pakem said,‘In all the states, whenever the need for a coalition politics arises, have followed one or the other type, pattern, and level ranging from a pre-poll alliance to a post-poll alliance: from intra-party to inter-party coalitions, from legislative, executive, governmental to responsive, grand and federal coalitions. Perhaps it may be a truism to say that other states in the country, nay in the other parts of the world, may have to share something from North-East India’s experience like a lottery coalition government and 50:50 basis of power sharing in the coalition governments.’7

The area is inhabited by a large number of ethnic groups, recognised as STs.Arunachal Pradesh has 80 ethinic groups, of which the Constitution has recognised 12 as STs, Nagaland has five ethinic groups, Manipur 29, Mizoram 14, Tripura 19 and Assam 23—all recognised as STs.

These ethnic groups, harbouring huge aspirations, have joined political and social movements.

There has been an upsurge in social movements and ethnic assertion by local social and political organisations. These ethnicity-based organisations reflect the political and regional aspirations of their respective communities. The unrest in the region is not recent, but has a long history as it suffers from ethnic issues and insurgency.The external forces are also fueling discontent.

UA Shimray pointed out in his article,‘Socio-Political Unrest in the Region called North-East India’,‘The Naga community was the first one which challenged the nation building and political process in independent India. The peaceful coexistence of ethnic groups is what all rational people yearn and hope for. In spite of socio-ethnic sensitivity and political instability, the concerned issues are not addressed in political and democratic terms but with the might of armed forces in Northeast.’8

Ethnic conflicts usually have social and cultural roots and the current turmoil has more to do with their political aspirations taking over political institutions and movements. A stable regime could have been godsend to stem the turbulence. Instead, the Armed Forces Special Powers Act, 1958 was imposed causing regional alienation and frustration.

To understand the issues involved, we will have to take a look at the history of coalition rules in some of these states since the time of Independence, and then grasp the formation of the BJP’s dream of North East Democratic Alliance (NEDA) on 24 May 2016, which is gradually filling the vacuum created by the Congress.

Journalist Rahul Karmakar, acquainted with the region in an interview, traces the beginning of the coalition era in the North-East to the early 1970s with the formation of governments in Manipur and Meghalaya in 1972.

Rahul observes, ‘In Manipur, the coalition was led by the regional Manipur People’s Party but differences within the coalition partners let to midterm elections (1974) for the 60-member assembly. Meghalaya did not need to have a coalition government in the first assembly election after attaining statehood in 1972. The regional APHLC party had won 32 out of the maximum 60 seats, but it formed an alliance government with the Congress (9 seats) because of a pre-poll commitment.’

In Arunachal Pradesh, elections started in the year 1975 after the formation of its Provincial Legislative Assembly with 30 members.The first general election was held in 1978, fought by the two main parties, the Janata Party and the PPA.

The formations and collapses of governments here in fact make a hilarious read.

B Pakem wrote,‘The Janata Party came into existence in AP due to the trend of joining and re-joining the ruling or prospective ruling party at the Centre by state units of national parties and the regional parties. In the 1978 elections, the Janata Party secured an absolute majority of 17 members in the house of 30, followed by PPA with 8 members and 5 independents.The Congress drew a blank. Later, three more members were nominated to the assembly.’9

The Janata Party formed the government in March 1978, but resigned after it was hit by defections. It was replaced by a government of the so-called defectors that lasted barely two months. The state came under President’s Rule by the end of 1979.

Elections were held in 1980 but the scenario did not change much as both the PPA and the Congress won 13 seats each, falling short of the majority mark.The Congress formed a coalition government which was toppled soon.

Since 1980, the Congress continued to dominate Arunachal politics, winning 21 seats out of 30 in the 1984 elections.

In 1987, Arunachal Pradesh acquired the status of a state with the constitution of a 60-member legislative assembly. During the 1990 elections, the Congress won 37 seats. Interestingly, the Congress continued to remain powerful as the opposition MLAs often joined the ruling party after the elections were over. In 1995 and 1999 polls, the Congress won 43 and 53 seats respectively but the party started weakening, facing challenges from both the party rebels as well as the opposition. However till September 2016, the Congress continued to rule the state, barring brief rules of Arunachal Congress, United Democratic Front and BJP.

Arunachal Pradesh is the perfect case to showcase how MLAs can switch loyalties.The Congress had won 42 seats in the 2014 elections, followed by BJP, winning 11 seats and PPA five.Today, the BJP is in power, while the Congress, with a sole member, sits in the opposition. How did it happen?

In November 2016, all Congress MLAs but one joined the PPA, a part of the NEDA, a BJP led front.The rebels were led by no less than the CM himself. Prior to that they had also moved sides compelling the Supreme Court’s intervention.

Much has been written about it but Arunachal Pradesh became the first state to fall in the BJP’s lap albeit this happened by violating the public mandate. But all is fair in love and war and politics.

The party politics in the state generally moved around the ruling party at the Centre and the state, which explains the MLAs jumping fence after the 2014 victory of the BJP.

Coming to the state of Assam, the Congress had ruled it for three decades since Independence, though the opposition kept testing and trying pre-poll alliances which however failed to check the Congress’ hegemony. Though non-Congress parties failed to weaken the Congress, the grand old party however had enough enemies within its own ranks to destabilise their own governments. The Congress high command was infamous for its divide and rule policy, not letting regional leadership to grow in any state.

The February 1978 elections threw a hung house. Like the rest of the country, the Janata Party, with the help of smaller parties, formed a coalition government, which however began to totter since its very inception. The collapse of the Janata Party government at the Centre after the split in the party cast its shadow over the Assam government as well. Rival factions made moves and counter moves to form the government, which eventually fell in December 1979 after experimenting with three more coalitions.

Soon after the imposition of President’s Rule, the Janata Party, Congress(U) and Assam Janata Dal made efforts to form a government, which came to naught. Within six days of its failure, yet another attempt at government formation was made by the Congress(U), Janata Party, Revolutionary Communist Party of India, and Plains Tribal Council of Assam. They decided to construct a common minimum programme, but the the efforts along with the coalition collapsed while preparing the draft.Another attempt was made by the Assam Janata Dal leader Jogendranath Hazarika, who even staked a claim to form the government with the support of CPI, CPM and Lok Dal.This attempt failed as well.

After Indira Gandhi came to power at the Centre, President’s Rule was revoked on 6 December 1980 and in the same evening the Congress(I) government was formed, with Syeda Anwara Taimur as the chief minister.The Congress was the single largest group lacking an absolute majority. Other parties, however, extended outside support even though they were not part of the government.

As pointed out earlier, the Congress always had more enemies within its party than in the opposition. Within four months of its formation, dissident activity struck the Taimur government. The United Opposition, seeing a ray of hope, made a serious attempt to form yet another coalition government.

‘To speed up its downfall, there were six no confidence motions by the Janata Party, Congress(U), PTCA, Lok Dal, and People’s Democratic Front separately on 19 March 1981, which were taken up for a discussion on 24 March 1981.The motion was however defeated when 23 Leftist members abstained from voting.’10

The Congress dissidents did not lie low for long, especially at a time when the Assam Agitation (1979–85) for driving out illegal migrants was reaching its peak moment. The rebels tried to unsettle the government that had to be eventually bailed out by independent and Janata leaders.

Instability continued to plague the government as a section of leaders demanded a change in the leadership. Taimur resigned on 28 June 1981 after the Left also opposed her. The fourth coalition government collapsed and President’s Rule was imposed on the state from 30 June 1981 until January 1982.The possibility of an alternative government in the turbulent scenario appeared dim.

The saga did not end here as yet another attempt at government formation was made by the Congress and its rival camp, Congress(U).

On the day of the President Rule being revoked, a Congress government headed by Kesab Chandra Gogoi was installed. The All Assam Students’ Union (AASU) and Asom Gana Sangram Parishad (AGSP), spearheading the anti-foreigners’ stir, were vociferous in opposing the illegal installation of the government. A no confidence motion was moved and Gogoi resigned on 19 March 1982. Once again the state came under President’s Rule for 345 days. Elections were held in 1983 in the backdrop of a boycott of polls by the indigenous Assamese and large-scale violence ensued.The students were protesting against illegal immigrants from Bangladesh. Processions were taken out with shrill shouts of ‘Indians Go Back, Go Back’.Amid boycott of the polls by government employees, a mere 32 per cent of the electorate had come out to democratically elect a government. Hiteshwar Saikia headed the unpopular government while Assam was burning. Saikia steered the government till December 1985.

The leader of the Assam movement, Prafulla Kumar Mahanta, became the chief minister after the 1985 polls.

The Congress returned to power in 1991, but it was the Asom Gana Parishad (AGP) government once again in 1996. Subsquently, the AGP went through multiple splits, remergers and desertions. But later on, several splinter groups came under the umbrella of the NEDA formed by the BJP in 2016.

Assam became the first state in the North-East to fall into the BJP’s lap democratically in 2016, even though the Muslim population accounts for 34 per cent of the population and they generally do not support the BJP.

However, it was Arunachal Pradesh that had first turned saffron in 2003 and again in 2017 albeit by the backdoor. A section of the Congress MLAs had defected to the BJP, paving the way for the formation of the government there.

No one will dispute that the five governments in Assam, between the years 1978 to 1982, had worked only for their own survival— cobbling together a majority in the Vidhan Sabha even as the movement against illegal immigrants raged.The movement ended after the Assam Accord was signed in 1985.

Manipur was no different. Frequent splits, horse-trading and incompatible or non-cohesive coalitions remained the trademark of its politics.

MS Prabhakar shares his sentiments on a state he has been visiting since 1960. He said in an article, ‘Insurgencies in Manipur, Politics and Ideology’, ‘In the last eight years I have returned four times. The feeling of inadequacy to confront and understand the complex situation in Manipur, the whys and wherefores of the insurgencies (the plural is advisedly used), the resilience of the ordinary people whose amazing creative energies thrive in the midst of all the pain and violence manifest in every walk of life, has only increased.’11

All political dispensations will have to take much of the blame along with the governments at the Centre as they could not provide stable governments in the region that shared critical international boundaries.

The political scenario is no different in other states. Electorally, the grand old party had started losing much of its grandeur, but it could have tightened its control over the politics of the North-East as it had enjoyed an uninterrupted rule in the country for decades.After all, as Rahul Karmakar said, party politics in the region moves around the ruling party at the Centre and the state.

However, too intoxicated with power, the Congress high command worked on short-term gains rather than on creating a long-term vision for the region.The Congress collaborated with regional parties, but did not develop long-term associations or empower them.

Rahul Karmakar commented on the performance of the coalition governments in the North-East. He said, ‘In Arunachal Pradesh, Mizoram and Tripura—where single parties (or a group of ideologically similar ones such as CPI, CPI-M and Forward Bloc in Tripura) have reigned longer—there is hardly anything to compare. But Manipur and Meghalaya have invariably had coalition governments, and most of them have been unstable. In Manipur, for instance, no party won a majority since the first assembly elections in 1948 except for the 2012 polls when the Congress won 42 of the maximum 60 seats.Troubled by insurgency, coalition governments in this state have crumbled often until the Congress-Left Front alliance in 2002 stemmed the rot. Meghalaya too has had a history of political instability since it was carved out of Assam in 1972.’

According to him, coalition governments have tended to be brittle. Single-party governments have guaranteed more stability.

Now jump to 2014 when coalition politics took a new turn as an upbeat BJP decided to oust both the Congress and the Left parties from the North-East, which had been the latter’s stronghold. It strategically formed alliances with regional parties across the region, which as such were attuned and attached to their catchphrase of regional aspirations.

The BJP, under Narendra Modi and Amit Shah, had an agenda that was touted as ‘Congress-mukt Bharat’. Five out of eight states were under Congress rule in 2014, namely,Assam,Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur, Mizoram, and Meghalaya.

A canny BJP high command scripted the fall of the Congress governments in two of the states – the BJP fired rebellion in the already dissident-plagued Congress and formed its government supported by the Congress rebels in Arunachal Pradesh.

In Assam, the BJP adopted a different strategy. It stitched a rainbow alliance with regional forces. Seasoned leader Himanta Biswa Sarma was made the convenor of the NEDA.

Shantanu Nandan Sharma in an article, ‘Congress Will be Eliminated from the Northeast: Himanta Biswa Sarma’, wrote,‘Playing on regional emotions and centre-state relations,Sarma said,‘‘The BJP recognises that the region should play a greater role in national politics. The BJP also wants the barrier between the Northeast and the rest of India to go. Keeping that in mind, the BJP president Amit Shah visualized the concept of NEDA under which the BJP will strike alliances with a number of regional parties.What NEDA will achieve. We will have twin objectives. Let our allies win in three states (out of eight) – Nagaland, Meghalaya and Mizoram – we will let our allies continue their journey but we will also grow there, capturing the Congress’ space. I don’t see any conflict.We are a political party.We will try to grow everywhere. But we will synchronise our growth with our allies. In other states (Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur and Tripura), the BJP will take the lead, as we can form the government on our own.’’’12

Interestingly, the BJP had diligently worked on formulating a different strategy for each state. The results are there for us to see. Seven of the eight states are ruled either by the BJP or its allied parties.

Many believe the NEDA may eventually help establish a ‘BJP dominant system’, a term used by Pratap Bhanu Mehta.

Sanjib Baruah opined, ‘The BJP’s victory in Assam does not represent a shift from established pattern of interplay between regional parties and national parties. In the politics of Assam, the basic template is still the one that defined the back and forth between the AGP and the Congress in the early 1990’s.’

Baruah further said,‘If NEDA wishes to be more than just an anti-Congress electoral alliance, it should boldly take on two of Northeast India’s most difficult issues: (a) the ambiguities of citizenship that grew out of the region’s long history as a settlement frontier and the conflicting memories and competing narratives of the Partition; and (b) the awkward inter-state border disputes.’13

The BJP has formed the government in all states barring Mizoram which goes to the polls towards the end of 2018.The party is looking to strike a score of eight on eight.

The party’s national president, Amit Shah, was undoubtedly emotional after the Tripura win, a Left citadel that also collapsed.

Senior journalist and author Swati Chaturvedi wrote for NDTV, ‘Amit Shah, president of Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), got a call today that got the pragmatic chief emotional. It was RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat congratulating him on the “Sangh Parivaar” ideological victory in the North East over the Left.And with the BJP decimating the 25-year-old Left rule in Tripura, it has breached the final frontier of those who called it a party of the Hindus confined to the Hindi heartland.’14

The BJP worked closely on their strategy,remaining flexible on its agendas and messages.While its rank and file were up in arms against cow slaughter in the North, the saffron brigade did not even whisper about a beef ban in the North-East, knowing it will not go down well with the people of the region. After establishing its government in all but one state, the BJP is now eyeing a major chunk of the 25 Lok Sabha seats in 2019, which will help the party offset its losses in the North. In 2014, the BJP had won only eight seats in the region. However, the introduction of Citizenship (Amendment) Bill 2016 in early 2019 has upset the BJP’s allies in North-East.Almost all regional parties  have joined hands to oppose the bill, forcing the BJP on the back foot.

In an interview, Dr Manoj Dixit, Vice Chancellor of Dr RML Avadh Faizabad University, told me,‘The BJP’s victory in North-East is significant from two angles. One, it is for the first time that a non-Congress and non-Left party penetrated these states. Most significant was the washout of the Left government from Tripura which a couple of years back looked impossible.Two, these states now join the rightist forces which too, due to demographic reasons, looked difficult—if not impossible a few years back. RSS’s entry in Assam and Tripura has ensured that Non-Muslim and non-Christian forces got a platform. Majoritism replaced minoritism.’ Indeed, it also helped the BJP shed its image of a ‘North Indian, Hindi-speaking party’ besides acquiring a pan-India image.

But what about the development of the region?

The BJP had promised paribortan (change) from a 15-year-old rule of the Congress. Politically speaking, the party has indeed delivered on its promise, wresting all states but one from its rival. But it had also promised in its election manifesto,‘Resource rich North-Eastern states are lagging behind in development due to poor governance, systemic corruption and poor delivery of public services. NDA government has initiated concrete steps to address the issue of development of the Northeast by setting up the Ministry of North Eastern Region. We will empower this Ministry with a broader charter and non-lapsable funds for the rapid development of the region.’ Such ministry has been in place since the early 2000s.

The party in its manifesto had also promised to ‘put special emphasis on enhancing the connectivity within the region and to the rest of the country.There will be special emphasis on massive infrastructure development, especially along the Line of Actual Control in Arunachal Pradesh and Sikkim, address the issue of flood control in Assam and river water management, nurture more job generating opportunities like tourism and IT industry, and address the issue of infiltration and illegal immigration in the Northeast region on a priority basis.’

It was the Congress that had introduced the Look East Policy in the early 1990s, which has been pursued by all governments since then. Modi renamed it the Act East Policy. Experts differ on the dividends of the Look or Act East policies.

Azaan Javaid opines in his article, ‘Modi Govt Act Easy Policy Boosts Development, Security but Challenges lie Ahead’, ‘The (Act East) policy serves two purposes for the government. Stronger trade and business ties with other South East Asian countries and development opportunities to the north-east states. And development is the best anecdote to insurgency,’ a senior home ministry official said requesting anonymity. Multiple home ministry officials HT spoke to agreed that militancy in the northeast is on the decline and that government data supports this fact. From 1,024-odd insurgency-related incidents across the region in 2012, the number came down to 308 in 2017.’15

However, challenges are manifold, including internal security, insurgency, communal flare-ups and the growing feeling of alienation.To combat these challenges, both the Centre and the state governments will have to be on the same page apart from offering a stable government on both levels.

The real change will come when the people of the state will start feeling it.

We have seen short-term alliances, their breakages and buildups in the North-East region. Now another experiment on coalition politics is on.

Can the BJP end the coalition era and start a single party rule? Rahul Karmakar stated in an interview, ‘Apart from Mizoram, no other state in the Northeast has a largely homogenous population. Nagaland, to the outsider, appears to be homogenous but there are barriers among the 16 major Naga tribes in the state. Tribal/ethnic aspirations contribute largely to the reign of political parties—such is the compulsion that even communists take an ethno-centric line as is evident from the Left Front’s attention to autonomous tribal council areas.’

According to him, one-party rule may be sustained in Mizoram and Tripura, adding that single-party rule is certainly better, if not the best. But given the perceived ‘incompatibility’ of the cultures and ethnicities in the North-East with those of the ‘mainland’, rule by a party that does not appear to be overbearing or forcing ‘Indianness’ on the region is more desirable.

Apparently, coalitions will continue to rule. The BJP as big brother will have to provide stability which will clash with the party’s plan to grab political space owned by regional parties in the country.The regional aspirations will also clash with the BJP’s Hindutva agenda— thus a tightrope walk awaits Modi and Shah.

Leaving politics aside, perhaps what the North-East needs more is a stable political arrangement than the mainline party in power.As of now, single-party rule appears distant as regional aspirations will always prop up regional forces.


CHAPTER 10

POLITICS IN PARADISE 

This is where we saw the making of unholy alliances and their collapses even as the paradise on earth echoed with slogans and gunshots. This is the story of politics in the shadow of violence! 

Kashmir thy name is romance.The paradise on earth beckons honeymooners and starry-eyed film makers even in its most troubled times.

Every director of a romantic film aspires to recapture the pristine glory of the valley in which the 1964 film,Kashmir ki Kali was shot. Over five decades later, people still dance to the all-time favourite number, ‘Yeh chand sa roshan chehra, zulfo ka rang sunhara—tareef karu kya uski, jisne tumhe banaya’ (the face that glows like the moon, hair that has a golden hue, how do I praise your creator) which Shammi Kapoor sang onscreen aboard a shikara on the Dal Lake.The song was a hit, featuring a coy Sharmila Tagore, dressed in traditional Kashmiri ensemble, and moving gracefully to the pulsating number.

Two decades later, from the mid-1980s to the early 1990s,alienation along with militancy started to set in. In the successive years, the narrative of Kashmir metamorphosed from that of romanticism to patriotism. A grim realism had crept in by the time Roza, Haider, Mission Kashmir, Jab Tak Hai Jaan, etc., were shot, but romance still dominated the scripts.

Peerzada Ashiq observed in an article,‘A “Kashmir ki Kali” Poster Wakes the World to Pellet Blind Spot’, ‘Five decades later, when the valley is troubled and cartoonist Mir Suhail decided to visualize the darkness of eyes blinded by pellet guns through the iconic poster of the film featuring the two stars. Thus, Sharmila Tagore gazes down, one eye hit by pellets in the recreated poster.’1

The cartoonist had explained,‘My attempt to recreate the poster, where Sharmila Tagore is hit in one eye by pellets, and Shammi Kapoor has an expression of disgust is to highlight the pain inflicted on this kali [girl].There is no romance left about the place and the people.’2

The rising militancy may have temporarily compelled Bollywood to pack their bags and look for another ‘Switzerland’ in India, but they eagerly returned along with peace, no matter how fragile it was. Kashmir never completely lost its charm and remained synonymous with romance.

It is still a love story of many, including J&K’s first chief minister, Sheikh Abdullah. He loved Kashmir and his entire life, in the words of Shamim Ahmed Shamin, one of Kashmir’s most perspicacious journalists, was an expression of this love.3

Why did this heaven on earth turn into a hellish zone? Is interference or infiltration from across the border the only factors responsible for the growing unrest in the valley?

Didn’t our politicians, in their quest for power, overlooked the economic demands of Kashmiris, and in the process alienated them from India? Is it because Delhi, far from Kashmir, failed to understand the regional aspirations, or is it the fragile coalitions which failed to bring stability in a strife torn area? Why have the fault lines deepened?

Senior journalist MK Bangaroo pointed out that the Congress sent parliamentary delegations and held round table conferences, and the BJP, after coming to power at the Centre, had also sent interlocutors headed by senior journalist Dilip Padgaonkar. What happened to their recommendations? The government has exhaustive reports. They could have found some solution, both internal and external. But where is the Kashmir policy? Unfortunately, all the suggestions running into hundreds of pages have been dumped by the Government of India.

To further find an answer to the disturbing and demanding questions, one will have to delve into the history and politics of the beautiful state.

The answer is not so simple either.

Seventy-eight years back in June 1939, much before the country’s independence, Sheikh Abdullah had said politics should be based on humanistic rather than communal considerations. He had convinced members of his party to change its name from Muslim Conference to National Conference (NC) to make it more inclusive, a term that we began to hear more often as the country’s politics became more divisive from the 1990s onward.

Sheikh was then advised by the great poet Iqbal, ‘The salvation of Kashmiris lies in coming together under the aegis of a common organisation. Muslim Conference must open its doors to non-Muslims. This is the only way for you to obtain freedom: else your personal differences will be exploited by vested interests for their own purposes.’4

Even for the imperious Sheikh, it was not an easy task. Fears were raised by many leaders of the Muslim Conference, including Chaudhary Ghulam Abbas, as they anticipated that a highly ambitious Congress would wrest control of the party from them.

‘Sheikh Abdullah was able to convince him that if they remained united, and stuck to their principles, neither the Congress nor the Muslim League would be able to bring it under its thumb.’5

In simple words, he was confident that the NC will be able to maintain its separate identity and ideology, little knowing that he and his son, Farooq Abdullah, will have to compromise one day.

Abdullah had then said that the problems of the people were purely economic and political, but the maharajas of that time lent a communal colour to their nationalistic struggle.

Who could have visualised that the new Indian maharajas, the power hungry politicians and their parties, would continue the divisive practice to divert attention from their failings to meet the aspirations of the Kashmiri people?

Gradually, New Delhi continued to dominate regional politics of the state, adopting faulty policies that proved inimical to local needs. The people increasingly started mistrusting the central leadership with the state plunging into a cesspool of crises, ranging from political instability, insurgency, militancy to deterioration of the relationship with neighbouring Pakistan. Cross-border terrorism is the biggest menace today with Pakistani flags being spotted in Kashmir.

The Congress at the Centre wanted complete control over Kashmir, the most sensitive border state in terms of the country’s security.

In Atish-e-Chinar, Sheikh Abdullah has quoted Sir Aurel Stein and the eminent Indian historian Dr Tara Chand to support his view that Kashmir is geographically, historically, and culturally separate from the rest of India, and so politically, should not be considered as a part of the subcontinent.6

In his view, the struggle of the Kashmiris was a part of the struggle of the people of British India in the same sense that the struggle of the people of British India was a part of the freedom struggle of colonised people all over the world.7

Abdullah fought for Kashmiri identity and autonomy, which later grew into a war cry of azadi (freedom), and that has different connotations for different groups.

As late as 2017, we heard Chief Minister Mehbooba Mufti, heading a PDP-BJP government, criticising the crackdown on separatist leaders, saying,‘You cannot kill an idea.You cannot jail an idea.’8 She also warned that her government would not allow any move to stop cross-LoC trade and the Srinagar-Muzaffarabad road link. She used her party’s 18th raising day rally to send across a rare and stern message to the Centre.

Mehbooba Mufti further said, ‘Today we have the biggest challenge before us…Today’s human being isn’t scared of the task-force (counter-insurgency wing of the police), isn’t scared of police, isn’t scared of army. It is a different challenge—the challenge is an idea, because of which stones are thrown and guns are used here, because of which there is turmoil in Kashmir.And then she went on to say.“I see no choice but to make borders irrelevant, and that cannot be done without opening roads for movement of people and goods.”’9

She described J&K as the crown of India without which the country was incomplete and thus needed to be given respect.

It was the PWD minister Naeem Akhtar who later explained Mehbooba’s statement to The Sunday Express as,‘We say that there is this idea, the idea of Azadi. Denying it or trying to curb it will not solve the issue.We can only do so through dialogue and discussion—we have tried everything and failed. From war to half-baked peace processes, we have been using all sorts of weapons—we need discussion with those who believe in the idea of Azadi, with those promoting Azadi. We need to talk to them and discuss the feasibility of Azadi, the idea of Azadi as they envision it—and tell them how it is not feasible in that form.This hasn’t happened earlier.This is the only thing we haven’t done. But to do this, we need to ensure that the confidence in the Constitution and the idea of India especially for us is not shaken. If the special constitutional arrangement between the State and the Union is tampered with, it will shake the confidence of those who believe in the Constitution and idea of India in Kashmir.We (mainstream parties) will have nothing to explain our political beliefs.’10

The situation in Kashmir deteriorated after the Centre’s crackdown on militants in early 2017.‘There is a feeling in Jammu and Kashmir that the situation in Kashmir valley deteriorated after Hizbul-Mujahideen commander Burhan Wani was killed on 8 July 2016. Wani with a huge social media following in fact revived militancy in Kashmir,’ said senior journalist Prabhu Razdan when I contacted him while writing the book.

At the helm of affairs were ideologically incompatible partners in power, who three years later had an acrimonious separation.The assembly polls for 87 assembly constituencies, held in November-December 2014, had thrown a hung house.As many as 831 candidates from 34 political parties, including six national parties and three recognised regional parties, had tried their luck in which 627 lost their deposits.

The PDP emerged as the single largest party, winning 28 seats— most of the MLAs were from the Muslim-dominated valley.The BJP closely followed with 25 wins, primarily from Hindu-dominated Jammu.To the BJP’s credit, it polled the highest percentage of votes (26.23). The Congress and the NC ended with 12 and 15 seats respectively.

While discussing the politics of alliances, it is also important to understand how coalitions are inherently fragile without a binding ideology. They are formed primarily to grab power rather than for serving the polity. More often than not, the choices are also limited as the voters deliver a fractured verdict.

In J&K, about 65 per cent voters asserted their political rights in 2014, driven by their aspirations for better governance.

Hectic parleys started after the BJP, the obvious kingmaker, entered the political ring offering support to both the NC and the PDP for the formation of a coalition government. Obviously, it had been the party’s best electoral performance since its inception and it did not want to waste the opportunity. Instead, sharing power in the state was high on their agenda. Interestingly, contrary to the Congress penchant to prop up parties by extending outside support to a minor group, the BJP has preferred power sharing wherever they formed the government in alliance with a regional force.

The Congress, however, refused to give up so easily even after a clear mandate against its coalition government with NC (2008 to 2014). But as their numbers fell short of the magic mark, the NC and the Congress offered support to the former’s regional rival, the PDP with senior Congress leader Ghulam Nabi Azad even suggesting a ‘grand alliance’ of the PDP, NC and Congress, obviously to grab power and to keep the fast-growing BJP at bay.

The NC had abandoned the idea of forming a government with the BJP after serious dissensions within the party.The PDP started a dialogue with the BJP that lasted about two months. Ideologically, they were absolutely incompatible and had to iron out contentious issues before forming a coalition government in the state, such being the compulsion of alliances.

Ironically, the regional parties with whom the people of the state identify with, rarely come together to form the government in any state. So it was in J&K where the NC and PDP did not deem it necessary to form the government in public interest and pressure the Centre to extricate the state out of a morass.They had a common grain running in their blood—they were Kashmiris who were pained by the sheer neglect of Kashmir by the mainland government, irrespective of its colour.

During his visit to Lucknow towards the end of July 2017, in an informal discussion with some senior journalists the BJP National President Amit Shah had frankly admitted the ideological differences between the BJP and the PDP—ranging from the abrogation of Article 370 that granted special status to Kashmir to a variety of other issues. He reasoned that they had decided to evolve a Common Minimum Programme, focusing on inclusive development for efficient governance of the strife-torn border state. CMP was also called the Agenda of the Alliance in Kashmir.

In the quest for power, both the parties had to compromise on their major poll promises.The BJP shelved their prime promise of the abrogation of Article 370; the PDP softened its stand on the revocation of AFSPA. No doubt the day the PDP-BJP inked the agreement, tremors were felt in Kashmir.

The BJP, ruling the Centre under powerful Prime Minister Narendra Modi, also relented on its initial demand for government by rotation. Veteran Kashmir leader Mufti Mohammad Sayeed was administered the oath of office on 1 March 2015. Sayeed, in his seventies, had described the alliance as the ‘coming together of North Pole and South Pole’, while the BJP had hailed it as a ‘miracle of democracy’. The opposition dubbed it as an ‘unholy alliance’.The conflicting issues were sidestepped to climb the throne, but they remained on the political agenda of both the partners who raised it time and again to keep their respective constituencies in humour.

This is an example wherein the coalition governments create more problems for the polity as they spend most of the time in saving the coalition from collapse rather than implementing the CMP.

Sometimes, local compulsions also compel them to publicly posture on the issues that have been shelved. When senior Mufti reiterated the PDP’s commitment to revoke AFSPA from some areas of the state, BJP legislators protested against his statement the very next day on the floor of the house.

As the coalition partners suffered from intense and inherent contradictions, many experts felt that the North Pole-South Pole alliance would escalate tensions, but there were some who could still see a silver lining in the dark clouds.

The alliance clearly represented two distinct communities and regions and in that they saw an opportunity to mitigate the Muslim Kashmir and Hindu Jammu divide, as well as between the conflict-hit valley and the rest of India.

Sadly, while the rest of India took little interest in Kashmir beyond the borders, or overlooked the sufferings of the local people, Kashmiris started referring to India as another country to which they did not belong. Thus, a coalition of the political parties, with strong support bases in their respective regions dominated by the Hindus and the Muslims, raised the hopes of their integration.

However, political differences apart, the government in the first 100 days was not seen taking any concrete steps for the rehabilitation of the people affected by the devastating floods in September 2014, which was their main poll promise. Many other promises needed deliberation, while this required an action plan.

Instead, the coalition locked horns on the contentious issue of the return of Kashmiri Pandits, who had migrated from the state in the 1990s following heightened insurgency.

Aijaz Ashraf and Farooq Ahmad Waza wrote in an article, ‘PDPBJP Coalition Government in J&K—100 days of Controversies and Policy Paralysis’,‘The BJP is demanding separate homeland for them; the Central Government asked the CM to expedite the process of identifying the land for separate townships for the KPs (Kashmiri Pandits). The state government, as per the media reports, had agreed to it. However the plan has been widely criticized not only by both the mainstream and separatist parties, but also by some Kashmiri Pandit organisations and was termed as a conspiracy.With separatists calling for shutdown against the move, fearing trouble in Kashmir, Chief Minister Mufti Mohammad Sayeed, while rejecting any Israel-type settlement for the Pandits, stated on the floor of the house, “I want to clarify that there is no plan for separate homeland.”’11

Union Home Minister Rajnath Singh after a meeting with the CM, reiterated the Centre’s commitment on a separate settlement of Kashmiri Pandits.The state BJP spokesperson, Sunil Sethi, raised the security of Kashmiri Pandits to insist on a separate homeland for a temporary period, though Kashmiri Pandits strongly believe the BJP is against a separate homeland for Kashmiri Pandits in Kashmir. It is Panun Kashmir, a frontal organisation, which has been fighting for a separate homeland for the displaced Pandit community in Kashmir with union territory status. Senior journalist MK Bangaroo remarked that few sops did not mean their rehabilitation with dignity.

Obviously who in the government would be worried about the immediate problem of rehabilitation of flood-affected poor people, when more sensitive issues with political overtones grab their attention.

‘The coalition partners were also at loggerheads after the release of the Hurriyat hardliner leader, Masrat Alam. Right from the day of his release, the coalition partners were back to being at the opposite sides of the table.What these controversies have done is that development and good governance that had been promised to the people of the state was undermined.’12

Mistrust deepened.

As Aizaz Ashraf and Farooq Ahmad Waza in the same article observed, ‘While the PDP seems to have responsibility without power, the BJP is enjoying power without taking responsibility.While the BJP is improving its image among its vote bank, the PDP is losing ground.’13

The coalition was precariously poised before it could complete its first year in office but somehow it did not collapse as both the partners knew that a return to power will not be a cakewalk.

However, it suffered a major setback in the death of Chief Minister Mufti Mohammad Sayeed on 7 January 2016.The state came under President’s Rule as his daughter Mehbooba Mufti mourned and mulled upon the continuation of the alliance with the BJP. Mufti’s condolence meeting with Congress President Sonia Gandhi stirred speculations about a possible PDP-Congress alliance forming an alternative government. Even if the two women leaders had mustered support of smaller groups, the coalition would have remained unstable. Moreover, neither of the two regional forces were an anathema to the Congress, as being an opportunistic party it had shared power with both at some point of time.

The PDP leadership was demanding the NDA leadership to begin the dialogue process with Kashmiri separatists groups, resume talks with Pakistan, repeal the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act from some districts and get the Army to vacate occupied land.

Gyan Verma revealed the hidden games in his article, ‘The differences between the two parties deepened on 18 March 2016 after the BJP general secretary Ram Madhav, responsible for sewing up the first alliance between the two parties, said the government formation process had reached a stalemate. But on 20 March 2016, the second day of BJP’s national executive meeting, Finance Minister Arun Jaitley signalled all was not lost, saying that his party was committed to the agenda of alliance.’14

What had transpired that within 24 hours the BJP was compelled to change its tune? Was it a pressure tactic? Quite often the party high command prefers backseat driving during such uneasy times. They prompt provocative statements to pressure or pace up the alliance talks.

After a three-month long process of procrastination, Mehbooba Mufti became the first woman chief minister of the state on 4 April 2016, raising hopes of a better participation of women within a democratic set-up.

Since then, the alliance had weathered many a storm until its collapse in June 2018, but it is the people who have suffered the most as militancy reached a perilous stage.At the time of pulling out of the government, the BJP had counted several reasons for its decision to snap ties, including the rise in militancy.

Earlier, as and when cornered, the BJP high command Amit Shah used to dismiss escalating tensions with a clarification that they were primarily because of the government’s strict action against the militants, both homegrown as well as travellers from across the borders.

The coalition survived the attack on Amarnath pilgrims.

On 10 July 2017, when seven Amarnath pilgrims were killed and 32 others injured in a terror attack, threatening to further destroy the delicate communal fabric of the state, Mehbooba’s mature handling of the situation saved many more lives as well as the coalition. One has to take note of her actions amid hordes of her critics in her former partner in power.

The terrorists, later identified as Lashkar-e-Taiba  (LeT) operatives, had targeted a bus carrying pilgrims in Anantnag district. Chief Minister Mehbooba Mufti rushed to the hospital and met the yatris. Her strong statement had a soothing effect,‘The terrorists have tainted the name of Kashmiris and Muslims. We hang our heads in shame. I have no words to condemn this.We will not rest till they are punished.’15 Her deft handling, coupled with the confidence in the Narendra Modi government at the Centre, kept the situation under control.

Editor of the Punjab edition of the Hindustan Times, Ramesh Vinayak had a different take on the worst ever attack on Amarnath pilgrims. He quoted Yusuf Tarigami, a veteran Leftist in Srinagar,‘This is an opportune moment to break the frozen politics. Lack of political engagements is helping extremist elements,’ as he saw a silver lining in a perceptible outrage among ordinary Kashmiris against the militant strike on the yatra.

‘Significantly, the street sentiment was amplified by frontline separatist leaders Syed Ali Shah Geelani, Mirwaiz Umar Farooq and Yasin Malik. They were uncharacteristically swift and stinging in joining the mainstream politicians’ chorus of condemnation, calling the yatris’ killing ‘against the very grain of Kashmiri ethos and traditions. It offers a tentative and tantalizingly narrow window, for both Mehbooba and Narendra Modi governments, to pick up the lost political threads to steer Kashmir out of the vicious logjam in which it has been trapped for three years now.’16

In a crisis, politicians in India prefer to sing different tunes rather than close ranks. Dr Farooq Abdullah was quick to condemn the PDP for its alliance with the BJP.

Naseer Ganai wrote in an article, ‘Kashmir Struggle Is Neither Communal Nor Islamist,It’s for the Rights of the People’,‘He (Farooq Abdullah) insisted that Kashmir struggle is neither communal nor Islamist. He blamed PDP for the escalated crisis in Kashmir. In reply to a question on,‘‘You were also an ally of the BJP, what is the difference in the BJP of that time and now?’’, he had answered, ‘‘Never here (referring to J&K). You see Vajpayee had 23 parties in his coalition. Not a small thing. It was 23 parties that made that government (1999–2004). We were part of it. National Conference wasn’t the lone partner. And we had no tie-up here. Today, the difference is that the very people who went to the people for vote and got 28 seats formed the government with the BJP. Mufti Saheb told people that time that they want to keep the BJP-RSS out. Today, much of the unrest in south Kashmir is because they deceived the people.’’’17

And then in the same interview, he compared the struggle of 1953, the uprising of the 1990s and the present struggle (2017), and said, ‘The present struggle is on since 1953 for people’s rights. After all, the state joined the nation, it didn’t merge. It accessed on certain principles and one of the most important among them was Article 370, which was eroded, not only by Delhi but by our very own people. And this struggle is not communal or Islamist. It is not a Muslim political struggle either. It is a struggle for the rights of people for the restoration of Article 370. It is for Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs.’18

Again in April 2018, the coalition came on the verge of collapse over the infamous Kathua rape case.The region was polarised along communal lines over the gang rape and murder of an eight-year-old girl from the nomadic Muslim community of Bakarwals in Jammu’s Kathua district. While social media went berserk with messages, ‘She was neither Muslim, nor Hindu, she was daughter of India’, the coalition locked horns over the participation of the two BJP ministers in a protest over ‘police action’ in the matter. How could coalition partners, representing different regions and communities, clash over a sensitive issue like the rape of a child? Shouldn’t they have come together to punish the culprits? After all, it was not an ideological issue but an emotional one!

‘Reports said the BJP’s state secretary was part of the protest march. The BJP, however, distanced itself from the group. A group called the Hindu Ekta Manch recently held a rally with the Tricolour, opposing the settlement of Gujjar and Bakarwal tribes in Kathua. It also demanded the release of a police officer accused of involvement in the rape and murder of the girl.’19

Chief Minister Mehbooba Mufti was livid. She tweeted,‘Appalled by the marches and protests in defence of the recently apprehended rapist in Kathua. Also horrified by their use of our national flag in these demonstrations, this is nothing short of desecration.’ The two BJP ministers resigned. The party leadership, ruling out a threat to the coalition, told all ministers to submit their resignations to enable a cabinet rejig.

The strains deepened.

Muzamil Jaleel wrote in a candid article,‘In perhaps the strongest indictment by the People’s Democratic Party of its alliance with the BJP since it came to power in 2015, J&K Tourism Minister Tassaduq Mufti has said that the two parties have ‘ended up being partners in crime (for which) an entire generation of Kashmiris might have to pay with their blood.’ Mufti made it clear that this is not his personal view but the overwhelming sentiment within the PDP. He also urged the Centre to ‘give up its obduracy and recognise the problem at hand, de-escalate tension, resume the political process and implement the commitments made in the agenda of alliance.’ Failing which, he said, the PDP has to ‘take one last bow and apologise to people for having unknowingly pushed them into something they did not deserve.’20

Tassaduq is the CM brother, who said that when the alliance was being sealed, he had kept his natural cynicism for such unnatural coalitions aside, hoping that the Agenda of Alliance would serve as a part of the framework for resolution of the larger Kashmir dispute remedying all the ills once and for all.

Deputy Chief Minister Dr Nirmal Singh was shunted out as he had opposed the CBI probe in the infamous Kathua rape case and was replaced by another hardliner Kavinder Gupta who also described the ghastly rape as a small incident that got undue attention.

In May 2018, an all-party meeting was held to discuss the tough situation in Kashmir. Mehbooba told the media that all of them agreed that they should appeal the government of India to consider a ceasefire with militants during the holy season of Ramzan and for the duration of the upcoming Amarnath Yatra. She said, all of us agree that we all have to appeal the Government of India to consider a ceasefire during Ramzan,Amarnath Yatra and Eid, the way Vajpayee had announced a unilateral ceasefire in 2000.

The local BJP unit was quick to deny and oppose the proposed ceasefire, with its leaders insisting that a ceasefire could not be a one-way process.The militants should also stop firing on security forces.

The party spokesman, Arun Gupta, said that though the people of Kashmir had every right to live peacefully, ceasefire was not the solution. He feared that it cannot bring peace, instead it would give an opportunity to the militants to regroup.

After an intense debate,the Centre conceded Mehbooba’s demand and in mid-May conditional ceasefire during Ramzan was declared. Anti-terror operations were suspended. However, a month later the government refused to extend the ceasefire. Home Minister in a terse tweet said,‘Operations would continue.’

Mehbooba wanted the Centre to reach out to the militants, while the BJP felt the separatists had lost an opportunity even after its peace initiative moves. The killing of senior journalist Shujaat Bukhari by militants two days before Eid proved to be the last nail in the coffin.

Home Minister Singh tweeted, ‘It was expected that everyone will cooperate in ensuring the success of this initiative. While the Security Forces have displayed exemplary restraint during this period, the terrorists have continued with their attacks, on civilians and security forces, resulting in deaths and injuries.’ On 17 June 2018, the government announced the end of the ceasefire.At the time when the BJP announced its decision to end the ceasefire, perhaps it had also taken a call on the continuation of the alliance as the BJP leadership dropped a bombshell two days later by pulling out of the coalition government.

In a statement, BJP Vice President Ram Madhav said it had become untenable for the party to continue the alliance, to which, a few days later, Congress leader Kapil Sibal retorted, saying the alliance was untenable at birth. He had hit out at Prime Minister Modi, saying, ‘When stitching the alliance, Narendra Modi was more than willing to cohabit with dynastic politics, a charge he made against the father-daughter duo of the late Mufti Mohammed Sayeed and Mehbooba Mufti so viciously in his pre-election rhetoric, and which he often levels against the Congress party.’21

After three years of sharing power, the BJP leadership did not deem it necessary to inform, if not confabulate, with Chief Minister Mehbooba, with whom their leadership had apparently developed a cordial relationship, about her government going. Sometime back they had given her a shawl to warm their relationship.

 Mehbooba said she came to know about the BJP withdrawing support from news channels. The BJP’s surprise move must have rattled their partners in other states, as they cannot be sure when the rug would be pulled under their own feet.

The PDP-BJP alliance was described ‘unholy’, both at the time when it was constructed and also when it collapsed. One wonders how it could have remained holy in the three years that the two parties shared power in the state!

Ram Madhav said in a press conference that the alliance was formed primarily to restore peace and encourage economic development in the three regions of the state—Kashmir, Jammu and Ladakh. Instead, there has been a rise in terrorism, violence and radicalism.The basic freedom of the people is in peril. The Centre cooperated but the dominant party in the alliance failed to handle the situation.

Is it just the failure of the PDP and if so, why did the BJP take three years to pull out of the coalition? After all, trouble had started much before the coalition completed 100 days in office.

According to an Indiaspend analysis of government data, terror incidents in the troubled state over three years went up by 64 per cent.

‘Over 800 terror incidents have been reported in J&K over the three years ending 2017—up from 208 in 2015 to 342 in 2017. As many as 744 people died in these three years: 471 terrorists, 201 security forces and 72 civilians.The state saw the most terror incidents in 2017 since 2010, which saw 488 incidents.The PDP and the BJP formed a coalition government in Jammu & Kashmir in March 2015. Since then armed encounters between militants and security forces have increased by 53 per cent over the preceding three years, IndiaSpend reported on 18 May 2018.’22

Kapil Sibal, however, felt the turning point was the killing of Burhan Wani, after which terror incidents spiralled. He said, ‘Instead of reconciliation, we saw unabashed confrontation. Development was sacrificed at the altar of teaching militants a lesson. As a result the subcontinent is in a state of frenzied uncertainty.’23

Thankfully, no efforts were immediately made to form yet another coalition government.The NC demanded early polls.The Governor’s Rule was imposed even as experts predicted political dividends for the BJP in the next polls. However, none has an answer to how as the party has failed to create a niche for itself in the valley, and Jammu as such supports the ‘Hindu party’.An end to terror activity could bring it accolades from the rest of the country.

Though the BJP leadership denied any effort to build an alternative government, they did try to break the PDP and prop up yet another government led by rebels. However, much would depend on the Centre’s ability to contain the increased militant activities in the state and their assessment of its fallout on the crucial 2019 polls. Politics apart, Kashmiris will continue to suffer, whether they get a new government or a midterm poll.

Kashmir is different from other states in the country.To understand its politics and conflicts, one may have to take a deeper look at its geographical, physical and demographical positioning.

Khalid Wasim Hassan opines ‘As there have been political and constitutional changes within Kashmir, changes of politics between Kashmiri leadership vis-à-vis Delhi and the changes in politics between India and Pakistan over Kashmir, it is important to capture the narratives on these changes to understand the nuances of the Kashmir conflict.’24

THE START OF COALITION POLITICS

Coalition politics entered the state in 1987. Incidentally, Dr Farooq Abdullah, whose father Sheikh Abdullah was always confident of maintaining an independent identity for the NC, sowed the seeds of coalition politics in the state by allying with the Congress.Till then, the NC had won five and the Congress two assembly elections since 1951.

As for the genesis of the Kashmir conflict that has defied all reasoning and solutions, it dates back to the pre-Independence era. Only the demand for ‘azadi’ started drawing different connotations by the beginning of the twentieth century.

Was it merely the issue of poor governance? Was it because of incompatible partners in the successive government? Was it the Centre’s control of state politics? After all, until as late as 1987, the state was ruled by a one-party government, but the question of whether it provided better governance may evoke sharp reactions.

‘It is because of the Government of India’s adhocism policy towards Jammu and Kashmir that it never formulated a long drawn strategy to establish firm roots of democracy resulting in the turmoil, that we are witnessing for the last about 30 years,’ wondered senior journalist Prabhu Razdan.

But first a look into its history.

According to Khalid Wasim Hassan, ‘Jammu and Kashmir was created as an autonomous political entity by British Colonial administration in 1846. Against the backdrop of divisions of the subcontinent into dominions of India and Pakistan—the Maharaja of J&K showed reluctance to join either of the two dominions. He felt his interest would be best served if he remained independent. However the princely state of J&K could not remain independent for long. A tribal invasion from the North West frontiers and the Maharaja request for military assistance from India completely changed the course of events.’25

Here is how the accession happened. Maharaja Hari Singh eventually sought the help of the Government of India. But before extending any help, the then Governor General Lord Mountbatten called for legal formalities regarding accession. It was supposed to be a temporary affair, prior to a referendum, plebiscite, election et al.

The Maharaja sent Sheikh Abdullah to Delhi to seek help. He was close to Nehru.

Lord Mountbatten accepted the accession in October 1947,stating that after improvement in the state’s law and order, the question of accession should be settled by a public referendum. Jawaharlal Nehru supported a referendum as he was confident it would come in favour of India after the invaders were pushed out of its soil.

The Maharaja signed the Instrument of Accession on 26 October 1947, ceding to the Government of India jurisdiction of defence, foreign affairs and communication. The next day, the first airborne units landed in Srinagar and the matter went to the United Nations (UN).

Abdullah later became Prime Minister of autonomous Kashmir in March 1948 and continued on the chair till August 1953, when he was dismissed and detained on the grounds of conspiracy against India.

Separatists observe Kashmir’s accession day as a black day.

Many experts believe Jawaharlal Nehru made a blunder by referring the Kashmir issue to the UN in January 1948 as the Kashmir row thereafter became an international issue and both India and Pakistan locked horns over the accession.

Khalid Wasim Hassan writes in his paper, ‘The ceasefire line was imposed on 1 January 1949. The two countries signed their acceptance of a plebiscite on 5 January 1949. The operative para of the resolution stated that the question of accession of the state of J&K to India or Pakistan will be decided through democratic method of a free and impartial plebiscite. The UN Resolution on the Kashmir issue, particularly the 1948 Resolution referring to plebiscite became a part of the vocabulary of pro self-determination religious and political groups and it still dominates the discourse.’26

As head of the NC, Sheikh Abdullah’s Naya Kashmir manifesto for the August 1951 elections had also demanded conversion of J&K into an independent state. He even described it as the Switzerland of South Asia.

The NC formed the government after winning all the 75 seats and kept the issue of accession alive. Jammu-based political party, Praja Parishad, demanding complete accession to India, had boycotted the elections.

Discussions between the Government of India and Kashmir leaders continued, and in mid 1952, Sheikh Abdullah signed an agreement with Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru under which Kashmir was classified as India and their flag was replaced by the Indian flag. It also confirmed retaining Article 370 of the Constitution. Today, Jammu and Kashmir is the only state in the country which has two flags—the Indian one and the state’s own.

On his relationship with Jawaharlal Nehru, Sheikh Abdullah had once said, ‘I sometimes think that in his subconscious mind Nehru considered Kashmir as a beautiful woman and considered me his biggest rival. Getting a rival out of his way could have been the psychological reason for his lifelong actions against me.’27 According to Sheikh Abdullah, in his last years Nehru bitterly regretted his actions.After his release in 1964, he expressed his sincere sorrow and regret to Sheikh, and very sincerely asked for his help in solving the complex problem.

At that time, the Congress was at the helm of affairs at the Centre and it indirectly started controlling the politics of Jammu and Kashmir, but in the process, it alienated Kashmiris from India. It also weakened the emotional clout of the oldest regional party, the NC.

‘Basically, Jammu and Kashmir is a unique state unlike any other state of the country because it has so many features like borders with two countries of Pakistan and China. It also has three distinct regions of Kashmir, Jammu and Ladakh with varying cultures and historical backgrounds.Though it became a legal and constituent part of India through Instrument of Accession acceded by Maharaja Hari Singh on 26 October 1947, Jammu and Kashmir has simultaneously witnessed unique agitations and uprisings during the last seven decades. It is unfortunate that the central governments, with different dispensations, mostly adopted policies of appeasement without addressing core issues concerning the border state.Today we have reached an impasse such that there is a unique environment of brutality and disregard to religious propriety, which having enveloped the Kashmir valley with foreign agenda and the cycle of violence, not only continues but is ever expanding,’ says MK Bangaroo, veteran journalist of Jammu and Kashmir.

The NC had formed the first government in 1948 but Sheikh Abdullah, the state’s prime minister (head of the government, from 1965 called the chief minister), was dismissed in 1953, a year before he could complete his six-year term on charges of conspiracy against India.

The Congress propped up a new leader, Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed, under whose tenure the NC became a branch of the Congress and later merged with the party. He remained in office for almost a decade, from 1953 to 1963. Later on, Congress chief ministers ruled the state from February 1964 to February 1975.

Sheikh Abdullah revived the NC in 1975, which was a part of the agreement that he and Indira Gandhi had signed. The Congress supported the NC ministry from outside, only to withdraw its support two years later.

The NC won the subsequent elections in 1977 and formed the government but the Congress, that had been completely marginalised, did not relent and kept mounting pressure on the NC to sign an alliance.The party was ruling the Centre and it knew how to armtwist the state chief minister.

Rekha Chowdhury and V Nagendra wrote, ‘During his lifetime, the Sheikh could withstand such pressure quite easily. But, it was not so easy for his son, Dr Farooq Abdullah, who succeeded his father as the leader of the National Conference in 1983. The National Conference could sustain its politics of Kashmir identity—the factor that contributed to it was the political rivalry between the National Conference and the Congress I.’28

In September 1982, Sheikh Abdullah passed away and his son Farooq was sworn in as the chief minister. In the 1983 elections, the turnout of voters was highest at 73 per cent.The NC won 46 out of 75 seats.

Farooq Abdullah formed the government on the single issue of Kashmiri identity. It also tried to form an anti-Congress alliance for which it later paid a heavy price.

Rekha Chowdhury and V Nagendra Rao observed, ‘The government was dismissed in mid 1984 as a political maneuvering by the Congress Party in the Centre as 12 members of his party (NC) defected to join the Awami National Conference led by GM Shah. The Congress supported the minority government of Shah which composed of all the defecting members. Pushed to political wilderness, Farooq Abdullah decided to make amends with the Congress and accepts its ‘‘offer’’ of an alliance.’29

Experts said Shah earned the sobriquet of ‘Gul curfew’ as frequent curfews were imposed during his tenure.

In 1953, Farooq’s father Sheikh was dismissed as his son Farooq was dismissed in 1984. Congress further lost its credibility in the state. Political upheavel followed.

After a short stint, the Shah government was also dismissed and Governor’s Rule was imposed. Did the Congress manipulate the exodus from the NC only to break and bend the regional force that was the first choice of the local people or to control the politics of the state? The million-dollar question is how did it help the polity? If it had actually aided the people of Kashmir, they would not have suffered curfews paralysing their normal life with increased militancy.

It was the NC that actually introduced coalition politics in the state, allying with the Congress during the 1987 assembly elections, which many believed were rigged.Though they together formed the government after winning 66 of the 75 seats, the coalition government could not restore peace in the state. It is in this period that militancy spiked, triggering the large-scale exodus of lakhs of Kashmiri Pandits, the original inhabitants of the valley.Till date they have not returned as successive governments have failed to come up with attractive rehabilitation packages.

The NC lost its prime position in Kashmir as people saw the party compromising their quest for the revival of Kashmir’s status.The marginalisation of the party created space for alternate regional force as Delhi remained too distant from J&K.

A political vacuum was created and extremists tried to fill that space. Jamat-e-Islami, founded in 1942, came to the centre stage of the state’s politics. Prior to that, it had risen in the 1970s when discontent was high.

After Farooq Abdullah’s dismissal in 1984, Jamat-e-Islami merged with the United Muslim Front in 1986. It was banned and became the Muslim United Front (MUF) to take on the NC in the political arena. MUF could penetrate the psyche of people as the NC had compromised its anti-Congress character by allying with it in the 1987 polls.

The MUF raised emotional issues like unemployment and victimisation of Muslim youth. However, it failed to perform well in the 1987 elections which many believed were unfair.

Thus, while Kashmiris found a NC-Congress coalition government in 1987, they lost faith in the democratic system. Unrest, militancy and insurgency set in and violence became the order of the day. Prior to assembly elections, the Parliament elections held in November 1989 were literally boycotted following threats from militants. Only five per cent voters turnout was reported. In 1990, the Farooq Abdullah government was again dismissed and the Legislative Assembly was suspended for six years.The state was racked by sporadic violence, and infiltration from across the border culminating in civil disturbance.

Thereafter, elections could not be held for a decade till the democratic process returned in 1996.

Can Kashmir be treated like any other state in the country? The answer is a clear no.As illustrated earlier, it is the only state with three different regions which are geographically and demographically distinct from each other.Their demands and their needs vary in view of consistent movement for autonomy; elections have by and large been held in the shadow of violence.

During the long-drawn Governor’s Rule, various groups became active in placing themselves within the political vacuum. Groups like Hizb-ul-Mujahideen surfaced on the scene, demanding Islamic identity of Kashmir. People in the media wrote how the fear of the gun had taken over political expressions. And finally in March 1993, militancy acquired a political face. All Parties Hurriyat Conference, a combination of about two dozen political, social and religious groups, was formed under the leadership of Mirwaiz Umar Farooq. It raised the cause of militants and mustered support from across the borders.It later split into two factions,the other faction led by Syed Ali Shah Geelani.

The political process resumed in May 1996; people were frustrated as they realised that the path of violence had taken away their peace, but their dream of Kashmir identity, which some later coined as ‘azadi’, remained unfulfilled.The voter turnout of 46.4 per cent in the Lok Sabha elections indicated a return of their faith in India’s democracy.

The NC decided to stay away from the electoral arena in the Lok Sabha elections, but participated in the subsequent assembly elections held in September 1996 on the plank of autonomy for the state.The people came out in large numbers, 54 per cent.The NC formed the government but failed to meet the local aspirations—they cried for jobs, better governance and less corruption. It appointed the State Autonomy Committee to recommend measures for the restoration of autonomy to Kashmir. Jammu and Ladakh rejected the Kashmir-centric recommendations.

‘However despite the contested legitimacy of the mainstream electoral and other processes, sufficient political ground was gained in the post 1996 period. Besides the restoration of the political order that had totally collapsed in the late eighties, there was also a movement in the direction of restitution of normal political processes. Most importantly, the mediated politics started gaining relevance for itself. From a situation where only the writ of the armed militants reigned till mid 1990’s, there could evolve a situation in 2002 when political parties and political leaders could find a genuine role for themselves in the politics of Kashmir.’30

Farooq Abdullah completed his full six-year turn this time.

In between general elections were held in 1998 and 1999 along with the rest of the country.The NC lost its credibility after it expressed its willingness to affiliate with the BJP-led NDA government at the Centre.

In early 2000, Omar Abdullah, son of Farooq Abdullah, became a minister in Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s NDA government. Obviously, the BJP, which vociferously opposed Article 370 that guarantees special status to J&K, was unacceptable to the people. But an astute Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee assuaged their hurt sentiments through his popular initiatives of Insaniyat, Jamhooriyat and Kashmiriyat to deal with Kashmir and to diffuse Indo-Pak tension. However, after the BJP came to power at the Centre and also managed to have a representative from Kashmir in its government, the party’s aspirations soared. The leadership saw space for the party’s growth. The reason behind the BJP’s aspirations was that since the early 1980s, rampant communal polarisation in the state manifested itself during elections, with Jammu and Ladakh resenting the valley’s domination in the state politics.

Incidentally, it was the Congress that had actually created the constituency of Jammu Hindus, hijacked by the BJP later. Although the BJP did not pick many seats, its vote percentage started growing gradually from 1996.

The second coalition government came in the state in 2002, when the PDP, launched by Mufti Mohammad Sayeed in 1999 and the Congress joined hands to form a government, experimenting with a three-year rotational chief minister formula, which was later picked up by the country’s largest state of Uttar Pradesh where the BJP and the BSP evolved a six-month formula.

The PDP’s Mufti Mohammad Sayeed became the CM for the first three years and was succeeded by the Congress’s Ghulam Nabi Azad for the remaining three-year period.

The NC had emerged as the single largest party but fallen short of the majority mark. It had polled 28.23 per cent vote and won 28 out of 87 seats as against 57 seats won in 1996.The Congress had won 20 seats.

The PDP had made tall promises that included corruption-free government, unconditional dialogue with militants and disbanding the Special Operations Group (SOG). In its maiden election, the PDP picked 16 seats and polled 14.64 per cent vote in an assembly poll that was dubbed as the victory of the ballot over bullets.The BJP had won just one seat polling 12.46 per cent votes.

Three factors led to the debacle of the NC.‘Politically, it was the association of this party with the Centre that led it to lose its regional character. Ideologically, it had to pay for its opportunistic alliance with the NDA led by the BJP, a Hindu rightest party that opposes Autonomy of the state.And finally, it also had to suffer due to the loss of its popular support mainly because of bad governance and nonresponsive attitude of the politicians and bureaucracy towards the day-to-day problems of the people. In popular perception, the party came to be identified with corruption and patronage.’31

To recap, Mufti Mohammad Sayeed, a member of the Democratic National Conference, a splinter group of the NC, joined the Congress in 1967 and headed it as state president in the early 1970. He became the union tourism minister in 1986 in the Rajiv Gandhi government. He quit Congress in 1987, peeved at its association with NC, its main competitor at the state level. He joined VP Singh’s Jan Morcha and became the country’s first Muslim Union Home Minister in the Janata Dal government in 1989. He formed the PDP in 1999 and soon became an alternative to NC in Kashmir. In 2002, Mufti became the chief minister in alliance with the same Congress that he had quit.

It highlights politics of alliances.There are no permanent partners, nor are there any ideological bindings.

As chief minister of the state from 2002 to 2005, Mufti had launched a popular programme called the ‘healing touch’.The name of the policy had an emotional appeal as he reduced security barricades, frisking, raids, and crackdowns.

Aizaz Ashraf Wani and Mehragud Din Bharat wrote in Mainstream,‘The PDP under his leadership succeeded in channelising the anger and frustration of the separatist sympathisers into finding a political solution to the burning issues of Kashmir. In fact by appropriating issues like dialogue with Pakistan and the Hurriyat, human rights violations, cross-LoC trade, etc., used by the separatist groups to mobilise the people, he was able to gain the support of the masses.’ 32

Mufti handed over the baton to the Congress leader Ghulam Nabi Azad after completing his three-year term in 2005. The PDP withdrew support in 2008 following differences over the allotment of forest land to Sri Amarnath Shrine Board that had triggered widespread demonstrations across Kashmir. The PDP had set a deadline for the CM to rescind the order, but it withdrew support two days prior to the deadline. Mehbooba Mufti had then said that seeing the chief minister’s attitude, it was clear he had no intentions of addressing the aspirations of agitating people.The coalition broke prematurely.

The assembly elections took place in 2008.The PDP won 21 seats in the legislative assembly, but could not form the government. Mufti decided to sit in the opposition for six years.

The third chapter of the coalition era started in 2008 as voters failed to give a clear mandate to any political party.The Congress with 17 seats became a kingmaker and decided to change its earlier partner and support the NC,which had won 28 seats,to form the government.

By now the third generation of Abdullahas, Omar Abdullah, had taken charge of the party affairs, becoming the youngest chief minister of the state at the age of 39 years.

It lasted its full term.

Prabhu Razdan explained to me that no government, whether headed by National Conference, Congress or PDP, had shown any performance in terms of fulfilling the needs/requirements/aspirations of three regions of this Northern most state. Instead, they only sought patronage and blessings of the Centre to continue their periods in the government as a result of which the funds were misutilised without reaching to the targets.This was the reason why Jammu and Kashmir is considered one of the most corrupt states in the country with no accountability.

The state once again went to the polls in 2015.The three regions delivered a split verdict.The PDP won the majority of the 28 seats in Kashmir valley, and the BJP made major inroads in Hindu-dominated Jammu, winning 25 seats. The NC and the Congress won 15 and 12 seats respectively.

And then the unholy alliance between the PDP and BJP was sealed that sent shock waves across the valley.

Despite ideological hurdles, the government survived for about three years though the tensions at the border continued to escalate. BJP National President Amit Shah dismissed the heightened tension as a fallout of the government’s firm crackdown on militants.

The people expressed their dismay and disappointment with the democratic set-up when the Srinagar Lok Sabha bypoll was held in 2017 amid violent clashes. The turnout of the voters—only 7.1 per cent—on 9 April 2017 was a clear indicator of the people losing faith in the democratic process.

The Election Commission ordered re-polling on 13 April in about 38 of the 1,500 polling stations. The voting percentage dwindled to merely 2 per cent, the lowest in the history of the state.

This was shocking indeed as it was more of a clash of titans— Farooq Abdullah versus Nazir Ahmad Khan. The latter had earlier been with Congress and had a political legacy.

Farooq Abdullah, who won the seat, later admitted that space for mainstream politics had shrunk.

Eventually, the PDP-BJP government fell in June 2018.

Since 1965 until 2018, the state has seen 13 chief ministers and eight terms of Governor’s Rule. Now with the PDP discredited and the NC showing little signs of recovery the BJP plans to restore law and order and then face the 2019 elections. But what about its promise of abolishing Article 370 and thus withdrawing the special status to the state? It might initiate the process but may not fulfil the promise. The opposition has started to gang up against the NDA and getting parliament approval will not be easy. But it could still become a viable issue for it to sail through the 2019 polls. But it will fail in assembly polls, specially in the valley.

COALITION ERA TO STAY

After the decline of both the Congress and the NC, the possibility of a single-party rule appears remote. But then politics is all about imponderables. Amit Shah, when asked about the coalition rules in J&K, had quipped in an informal chat with senior journalists in Lucknow that he was confident that there would be a BJP chief minister in the future.When I contacted Hindustan Times Editor Ramesh Vinayak to know if he foresees the return of one-party rule in the future, he said, ‘Jammu and Kashmir has irreversibly moved beyond the era of one-party rule, especially after the emergence of the PDP as an alternative to National Conference in the Valley. PDP-BJP coalition was result of a freak electoral outcome marked by complete polarisation between Jammu region and Kashmir.This is the first time in the state’s history that the BJP made such a spectacular showing in the Hindu-majority Jammu. Mohammad Sayeed Mufti was a pragmatic leader and went for the alliance,hoping to bridge the hiatus between Kashmir and Jammu/ New Delhi. But the alliance’s inherent ideological contradictions, which only a leader of Mufti’s stature and shrewdness could have managed, have since become sharper.To ordinary Kashmiris, the BJP is what a red rag is to a raging bull. That’s precisely the reason why PDP has lost much of its political gravitas and ground in Kashmir, and the coalition is getting rockier by the day.’

Another political expert MK Bangaroo also opined that such is the regional divide that one-party rule looks like a remote possibility. Kashmir valley is dominated by Muslims, Ladakh by Shias and Buddhists, and Jammu by Hindus. The PDP’s support base in the valley and that of BJP in Jammu have eroded, as people are increasingly disgruntled. The fact is that since the Congress days, there has been sheer adhocism regarding Kashmir instead of a concrete policy which can fully integrate Jammu and Kashmir with India.

However it’s hard to assess which rule—one-party or coalition rule—is better for the management of the state and its borders.

As Ramesh Vinayak says, ‘Only up to a point when NC, despite being a Kashmir-centric party, had a substantial traction in Jammu too. But political dynamics underwent a tectonic shift after the NC-Congress rupture in the mid-80s and Kashmir’s descent into insurgency and violence. That sharpened the regional and communal divide. Pro-India NC lost it supremacy as PDP, wedded to soft separatism, made inroads among Kashmiris, while a secular Congress began losing ground in it’s one-time bastion, Jammu. One-party rules too were marked by political instability but deftly balanced and managed the state’s sectarian, ethnic and communal fault lines. The coalitions, in contrast, have been relatively stable. But, they were, and continue to be, roiled by popular unrest.’ He sums up the situation well.

‘The coalition politics that has emerged after this (2002) election is here to stay. The earlier phenomenon when only a Valley based party would get an absolute majority now seems to be almost impossibility.This, in any case, is a positive development for the state, for it provides a greater sense of participation to the diverse political actors within the state. More specifically, it takes care of the feeling of political deprivation among the political elite at the regional and subregional levels.’33

Before wrapping up the chapter, here is a ringside view.

Mumbai-based political expert Sandeep Singh, who is heavily tilted towards the right-wing parties, found faults with the regional parties who adopted the policy of ‘rule and loot’and strongly advocated a ban on them. Singh is strongly of the opinion that Kashmir would be better off with a single-party government than a coalition.

The Army has been at the receiving end in Kashmir and political interference in their operations has led to large-scale casualties. The Army chief has suggested political initiatives, along with military operations, for restoring peace in the state.

Brigadier Arun Bajpai is a regular commentator on the burning issues of Kashmir.When I contacted him while writing the book, he said it was necessary to trace the history of the state and its demography before passing a judgement on one-party rule vis-à-vis coalition.

‘What is unique for J&K state is that even though it is a Muslim majority state, its population numbering 90 lakhs is mainly concentrated in Kashmir valley in an area which is just 32% of the entire area of J&K. The balance of 60 lakh population comprising Hindus and Buddhists are in Jammu and Laddakh regions respectively in balance of 68% of the area. Since its inception 70 years back, all the governments in J&K, weather of single party or coalition, had been valley specific with Jammu and Ladakh region not getting the type of representation needed. However in the Mehbooba-led coalition government the PDP and BJP represented the valley and Jammu region respectively. No wonder the current PDP-BJP coalition government is called an amalgamation of strange bedfellows.’

All chief ministers have so far come from the Valley and have failed to curb insurgency primarily because of the concentration of their vote banks there.

Brigadier Bajpai also said that with the political aspirations of the other two regions also high, it will be difficult for any valley-centric single party to run a democratic government. He mooted the division of the state into three regions—Kashmir, Jammu and Ladakh, each having its independent and democratically elected government.

Perhaps an-all representative coalition government appears to be the favoured option for J&K as of now. Considering what Prime Minister Narendra Modi said from the ramparts of the seventeenth-century Red Fort on 15 August 2017, ‘The problem will be solved neither by abuses nor bullets, but by embracing Kashmiris and we are moving forward with this resolve.’The conciliatory tune, however, changed after the collapse of the government as Mehbooba feigned her fears of the government adopting a more muscular approach.

The Kashmir imbroglio is a major challenge for any dispensation. It does not matter if the state is ruled by one party or a coalition.What matters today are constructive policies—amenable and not inimical to the development of all the three regions, and policies that work as a balm for the peace-loving population.The militants have to be flushed out and the youth rescued from their growing clutches.

But how will all of these be achieved? All political parties will have to come on the same page and evolve a Kashmir formula, leaving aside their vested political interests to save the paradise from turning into a hell.

Since the late 1980s, the poverty-stricken people of the troubled state have been demanding schemes for their economic alleviation.To rebuild the trust of Kashmiri youth in the ‘Indian government’, some positive steps will have to be taken to engage them in dialogue and work.After all, an idle mind is a devil’s workshop.

Rhetoric will not help where a positive action plan is needed along with political will and unity.The war cry today should be ‘Save Kashmir’, instead of who will form the government and how.


CHAPTER 11

THE WATERSHED YEAR—1967 

Three years, 1967, 1977 and 1989, will go down as major turning points in the history of Indian politics. The governments were formed by sheer manipulations, but there was no glue that could keep the flock together after they had assumed power. 

For the first two decades after Independence, the Congress comfortably ruled the country, winning all elections. The first Lok Sabha election was held in 1952 in which the Congress won 364 of the 479 seats that it had contested.The two other parties which mustered seats in double digits were CPI (16) and Socialist Party (12).

Prior to that, the Constituent Assembly, comprising indirectly elected representatives, formed the first parliament of India after its Independence. The prime responsibility of the first Constituent Assembly was to draft the Constitution of India, which it completed within a three-year time frame.

The country was inundated under an intense patriotic wave, while leaders cutting across ideological conflicts were scripting the Constitution.

‘The makers of the Indian Constitution met for the first time on 9 December 1946 [the very day on which a baby girl called Sonia Maino was born in Italy, handcuffed to history].The assembly members included historic names such as Nehru, Ambedkar, Patel, C Rajagopalachari, Shyama Prasad Mookerji, Sarat Chandra Bose, JB Kripalani, Nehru’s son-in-law Feroze Gandhi, Jagjivan Ram, Maulana Azad, and GB Pant.The Chairman advised delegates to think carefully and to look to,‘the historic Constitutional Convention held at Philadelphia by the American-constitution makers, for their country. Having thrown off their allegiance to the British King in Parliament, they met and drew up what has been regarded, and justly so, as the soundest, and most practical and workable republican constitution in existence.”1

By the time the country went for the elections, Shyama Prasad Mukherji had formed Jan Sangh in October 1951, and BR Ambedkar had revived the Scheduled Caste Federation, which later became the Republican Party of India; Acharya Kripalani floated the Kisan Mazdoor Praja Party, and Ram Manohar Lohia launched the Socialist Party with JP Narayan as its star leader.

In all, 53 parties, including 14 national parties, had contested the polls in which 173 million people had walked to the polling booth as first-time voters. India was a country of 360 million then.

Proliferation of political parties, triggering ‘the chalk and the cheese’ mixes in Indian politics, had begun.

The political bonhomie turned fragile. Even the pre-Independent Congress was infested with internecine differences.

Martand Jha in his article, ‘How the Indian National Congress Lost India’, wrote,‘From Gandhi to Jinnah, from Nehru to Bose, from Tilak to Gokhale, Congress itself contained people poles apart from each other ideologically. And yet it not only remained as one party, but went on to define the political system itself in India, leading Dr. Rajani Kothari to coin the term “Congress System”.The organizational structure of Congress was so deep-rooted and entrenched that it reached to the grassroots level, to the last man, as a part of Gandhian idealism. But Congress couldn’t uphold these ideals of working on the ground for as long as the people of India hoped it would—People felt almost indebted to the party and continued to bring them back to power in the hope that Swarajya (self-rule) would actually be realized on the ground and the days of Ram Rajya (the idyllic rule of Rama), which Gandhi used to mention in his speeches and writings, would come.’2

The Congress comfortably continued to win national elections while gradually losing ground in the states. In the 1957 elections, the party polled 47.8 per cent votes, winning 371 seats out of a total of 494 seats at that time.The CPI won 27 and the PSP 19 seats.While Nehru became the prime minister for the second time, the parliament had no opposition leader.

History repeated itself in 2014.

Fifty-seven years later, it was the Congress that could not muster enough seats to make the grand old party eligible for the status of the official opposition in the Lok Sabha. According to the rule book, a political party should have 10 per cent of the seats in its kitty to claim the position.The Congress had 44 members in a house of 545 members

Suresh Nambath wrote in an article, ‘The post of Leader of the Opposition can go only to the leader of a political party and not to the leader of an alliance, whether formed before the election or after. Hence, neither the Congress, as the head of the pre-poll United Progressive Alliance (UPA), nor a post-poll grouping of regional parties in the new Lok Sabha can stake claim to the post, according to Subhash C Kashyap, former Secretary-General of the Lok Sabha. A party needs 10 per cent of the strength of the House (55 in the Lok Sabha) to stake claim, and the largest Opposition, the Congress, with 44 seats is way short of that number.Although the UPA has 60 members, this is of no relevance in appointing Leader of the Opposition.’3

The post-Independence spree of the Congress continued at the national level in 1962 as well, when it won 361 seats, polling 44.7 per cent votes. Nehru comfortably rode back to power for a third consecutive term. However, four opposition parties—CPI, Jan Sangh, Swatantra Party and PSP—started making their presence relevant in politics by winning seats in two digits.

The period 1962–67 proved crucial for the Congress as it lost Nehru in 1964, then his successor Lal Bahadur Shastri 19 months later in January 1966. Indira became the prime minister, giving the opposition a viable poll issue—dynastic politics. Irony is that even in 2019, dynastic politics will be the BJP’s major weapon against the Gandhis.

The Congress was comfortably winning elections at the national level as voters were rewarding the party for its role in getting India its freedom from the British Raj, but in states it had started facing the opposition’s onslaught.

The decline of the Congress started from the 1967 general elections, both at the Centre and in the states.Though Indira Gandhi later earned the sobriquet of the ‘Iron Lady’, back then she had to face the wrath of powerful leaders, both within the party as well as in the opposition as she led the polls. Plagued by internecine problems that plummeted the party’s image, the popular votes of the Congress went down by four per cent, its tally coming down from 361 to 283, though this was still enough to form the government.

 However, it was the heavy loss in the provincial polls that was worrisome for the Congress leadership and rightly so as the fall in the party’s massive mass support started from that point.

‘The Congress however continued to remain “the preponderant political force in the country”. Nehru’s strong leadership created insecurities among the powerful leaders in his cabinet and led to the formation of syndicates which surfaced after his death for capturing power and harming the image of Congress party known for its decisive leadership and flag bearers of inner party democracy.The lack of consensus in choosing a successor led to infighting in the party which was openly aired in the public domain.’4

President S Nijalingappa expelled Indira Gandhi for ‘fostering a cult of personality’, represented by the old guards, called the Syndicate. Subsequent split in the party weakened it further.

However, India’s first non-Congress government was formed in Kerala in 1957, when the CPI defeated the Congress and formed the government under the leadership of Chief Minister EMS Namboodiripad.

The CPI had virtually created history of sorts. It was the first communist government in the world and the first democratically elected government to be dismissed invoking Article 356 of the Indian Constitution.The coalition government was formed on 5 April 1957 and dismissed on 31 July 1959.

Communist leader Prakash Karat in an article in The Outlook wrote, ‘The Communist Party, along with independents supported by it, won 65 out of 126 seats in the assembly election. This was an event that attracted worldwide attention since it was the first time a Communist Party had won a majority in a parliamentary system to form a government.There was an earlier precedent of a Communist Party being elected to government before Kerala—that was in the Republic of San Marino in 1945. But San Marino is a tiny, independent enclave in north-eastern Italy, with a population of less than 30,000 at that time. Moreover, it was a coalition government of the Communist Party and the Socialist Party.The Communist government’s measures, particularly the Agrarian Relations Bill and the Education Bill, evoked virulent opposition from caste and communal forces. The Catholic Church and the Nair Service Society were joined by the Congress and the PSP to launch a vimochana samaram (liberation struggle). It was initially directed against the Education Bill, the Agrarian Bill and reservations, but in the second phase, the aim of the struggle became to overthrow the government itself.’5

Karat further said that the manner in which Article 356 was invoked for the dismissal of the government in July 1959 set an unhealthy precedent. He mentions how the report was manipulated in transit, as in those days, the telecommunication system was still archaic.The government used the services of the Intelligence Bureau to collect the governor’s report from the plane that had carried it to Madras and convey the contents by telephone to New Delhi.

According to Karat, ‘The entire report was dictated over the telephone. It was this report that was then used for the proclamation of President’s rule.The way the governor’s report was received and used became the undemocratic pattern for successive governments at the Centre. It is after this experience that the struggle to stop the misuse of Article 356 became an important demand of the democratic forces in the country.’6

The Kerala dismissal has also been mentioned by Katherine Frank in her exhaustive book, Indira: The Life of Indira Nehru Gandhi. She writes,‘The new administration headed by Chief Minister EMS Namboodripad, proceeded to pass radical and potentially destabilizing legislation including an agrarian reform bill to promote reform in land ownership and protect tenant farmers, and an education bill to regulate private education. The Church, Muslim League, and Nair Service Society, whose agriculture interest and privately-run schools were threatened by the act, joined together with Kerala Congress to agitate against the state government. Indira visited Kerala in 1959 in her new role as Congress President. Even before her visit, she was aware that Kerala’s Congress had joined hands with non-secular forces— including the old Congress enemy—the Muslim League. Despite her ostensible left-wing stance Indira chose to overlook these alliances. She launched a stinging attack against the communist government, which she also accused of being agents of Chinese. Civil disobedience intensified after Indira’s visit.’7

Thereafter, the author talks about the visit of Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru to Kerala on 22 June 1959 and how shocked he was to see the tension in the air.

‘Not even Indira’s account had prepared him for an atmosphere of ‘‘near hysteria’’ with thick walls of group hatred,’8 Nehru asked the chief minister to hold fresh elections failing which on 31 July 1959 Nehru ordered that the communist government of Kerala be dismissed. Indira was then Nehru’s closest advisor and her critics, in hindsight, view the dismissal of the Kerala government as prophetic: the first display of her ruthlessness, her authoritarian tendencies and her indifference to democratic norms.

The Kerala Congress formed the next government in alliance with the Muslim League and other right-wing forces.

As said earlier, the turbulence in Congress had escalated after the death of Indira’s father and the country’s first prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru on 27 May 1964 and his successor Lal Bahadur Shastri on 11 January 1966.The leadership’s hold on the party slackened while public aspirations grew.

After Kerala, the Congress lost power in Tamil Nadu and Punjab.

Paras Diwan wrote, ‘In Tamil Nadu, the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam and in Punjab the Akalis emerged as a force to be reckon with.The Communists continued to be the second largest party.The ‘‘right’’ parties registered gains: the Jan Sangh and the Swatantra claimed thirty-six seats, while in the 1957 Lok Sabha the Jan Sangh and the Hindu Mahasabha together had held only six seats.The penetration of the Jan Sangh in the state assemblies was still deeper. A possibility of rightist emerging as a third force in the Indian politics arose.’9

Before the fourth general elections,the country was going through difficult times. Prices of commodities had risen, unemployment was rampant, and agricultural production, the mainstay of the country’s economy, was in the doldrums.The opposition reaped the differences in the Congress and the economic mess in the country to their advantage and struck gold in the 1967 elections, albeit at the state level only.

The Congress party, under Indira Gandhi’s leadership, won a fourth successive term to office by winning 283 out of 520 seats, though its vote share went down to 41 per cent from 44.72 per cent. Six opposition parties won double digit seats with C Rajagopalachari’s Swatantra Party winning 44 seats and emerging as the single largest opposition party. Indira Gandhi became the prime minister for the second time.

Katherine writes,‘India’s fourth general election was held in Feb 1967 and although Congress remained in power, the results were dismaying. Congress lost 95 seats, winning only 282 out of a house of 520, leaving it with a precarious overall majority of 44. It lost its majority in seven states, Kerala, Madras, Orissa, West Bengal, Bihar, Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan. Kamraj lost his parliamentary seat to a 26-year-old student leader of the regional Dravida Munnetra Kazagham Party in Madras. Party trouble continued. Thus after the 1967 general election, Indira remained at the helm as Prime Minister, but with the prickly and ambitious Desai elevated to her deputy.’10

Chief Minister CN Annadurai took control of Tamil Nadu, leveraging the anti-Hindu agitations (since then national parties have not been able to win Tamil Nadu), the Congress lost West Bengal when its splinter group Bangla Congress formed a coalition government with communists, the Akali Dal took power in Punjab and Charan Singh-led BKD formed government in Uttar Pradesh.

The inception of coalition rules built a different political climate in the country as non-Congress ruled states started demanding share in federal and financial powers.

The political revolution of 1967, often described as a watershed year, changed the course of the country’s politics.The Research and Policy Planning Division of the Union Home Ministry carried out a comparative study of coalitions in the backdrop of the Congress debacle in the elections. In all, 24 recognised parties—eight national and 16 regional parties had contested the polls.

The study observed, ‘It was clear that the greater the extent to which the other parties combined, pooled their votes and presented as few candidates against the Congress as possible, the greater will be the loss of seats by the Congress in all constituencies where it held a marginal lead over the parties due to the scattering of the votes.’11

This policy of dividing your anti-votes is in practice even today. The Congress did it and now the BJP is doing the same.

Nothing suits the ruling party more than a fragmented opposition as it divides their anti-votes. For instance, a crowded electoral arena suited the BJP in the 2014 general elections and 2017 state assembly polls in Uttar Pradesh. This is true for states where there are multiparty contests.

Ahead of the 2019 general elections, nothing would disturb the BJP leadership more than the coming together of the two regional parties—the Samajwadi Party and the BSP in Uttar Pradesh or similar alliances in Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Jharkhand, and Chattisgarh, in which the politics has been polarised.Already efforts are on to throw a spanner in their unity moves.

Similarly in Maharashtra, neither of the two mainline parties would want the Shiv Sena and its splinter group, MNS, to unite.And it was not without a reason that in Bihar, the BJP had agreed to play second fiddle to the ambitious Nitish Kumar despite his recalcitrant behaviour.Their aim was to split the JD(U) and RJD alliance before the 2019 general elections.The main focus is to break up formidable social alliances built around compatible partners and upset the rival’s applecart.

And when parties brazenly merge and remerge in no-holds barred elections, their members too, in their hunt for greener pastures, shamelessly desert their own parties in their quest for power or for full five-year tenures.

The malaise, started after the 1967 elections, continues till date. The government had then set up a Committee on Defections, which submitted its report in January 1969 in which it highlighted the alarming rise in the cases of defections.

‘Out of 210 defecting legislators of the States of Bihar, Haryana, Madhya Pradesh, Punjab, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal, 116 were included in the Council of Ministers which they helped to bring into being by defections. The Committee noted multiple acts of defections by the same person or set of persons and the belief was that corruption and bribery were the reasons behind most of these defections. In between the fourth and the fifth general elections in 1967 and 1972, from among the 4,000 members of the Lok Sabha and the Legislative Assemblies in the States and the Union Territories, there were nearly 2,000 cases of defection and counter-defection, amounting to nearly half of them. By the end of March 1971 approximately 50 per cent of the legislators had changed their party affiliations and several of them did it many times- some even as many as five times!’12

All was not well within the Congress too. The enmity between Indira Gandhi and Morarji Desai was creating fissures in the party. Efforts to oust Indira intensified. Finally, the great split in the Congress in 1969 clearly transformed the Congress party as well as Indira’s personality. She ruthlessly took control of the states, ejecting leaders who stood against her or did not support her against the Syndicate.The regional satraps were removed as Indira evolved into India. Congress promptly coined the slogan,‘Indira is India and India is Indira.’ In her quest to have control across the country, she nominated her trusted men as chief ministers whose elections were duly ratified by the Congress Legislature Party. It paved the way for her proxy rule in the states.

In most of the states, the party observers boarded chartered flights, landed in the state to facilitate smooth conduct of the elections and quell rebellions on the spot. More often than not, the proposer used to be the main claimant for the post but somehow could not muster Indira’s approval.

Gradually, the loyalty of the party leaders shifted from the Congress to Indira—a practice which is still prevalent today in the party.

As Indira found the climate conducive for the elections, she forwarded them by a year. A public broadcast on 27 December 1970 announced that elections were scheduled for February 1971.

‘The opposition to Indira—the Grand Alliance consisting of the Congress(O), the Jan Sangh, Swatantra and Socialist parties—all knew that she was the issue in 1971, and they made the mistake of choosing a personalized campaign slogan to reflect this “Indira Hatao”. Indira retaliated with the simplistic but effective battle cry of “Garibi hatao”. The result was a Congress landslide.’13

Congress(I) swept the 1971 general elections winning 350 out of 518 seats, polling 43.64 per cent, while the Desai faction suffered a humiliating defeat with barely 16 seats in the kitty.

Indira Gandhi became the most powerful prime minister in her third uninterrupted term, even as opposition leaders sulked, waiting in the wings to strike again.

In 1974, Jay Prakash Narayan took the lead and launched a mass movement against Indira’s government. He ignited the youth to combat corruption. Major universities and colleges turned into the stage for his satyagraha.

By then, Indira’s younger son Sanjay Gandhi had also entered politics and started to have tremendous sway over government decisions. Indira gave the opposition an opportunity by imposing internal emergency and enforcing sterilisation in 1975. The masses finally turned against her.The Opposition saw a golden opportunity in the anti-Congress mood that had gripped the nation.

Paras Diwan observed,‘In the midterm of 1971, the grand alliance did come into existence but people were not convinced. In the 1977, four parties combined into one—Janata Party and it paid dividends. The Congress party was routed.Till the midterm poll of 1971, there were two unique features—a large number of political parties fielded their candidates and a large number of Independents jumped into the arena. Election offer an outlet for human energies, people get an opportunity to vent their spleen, release their pent up feelings and probably relieve themselves of some of their frustration.’14

Ironically, the opposition camp had several stalwarts but no one was big enough to defeat the behemoth of the Congress.They came under the banner of Janata Party but the fact is that even in 1977, the real reason behind the opposition’s victory was the massive anger among the public against forcible sterilisation and Emergency, more than their popularity. Such was the voter’s fury that even Indira and her son Sanjay Gandhi lost from their pocket boroughs of Amethi and Rae Bareli.

In the first few months of the Emergency, 3.7 million Indians were sterilised. By the time it ended, the target of sterlising 23 million people in three years was well on its way to being fulfilled.The sterilisation programme turned out to be harmful not only to its victims but to Indira as well. Indira had to vacate 1 Safdarjung Road, where she had lived for 13 years, after she lost.15

Morarji Desai had been waiting in the wings to strike at the first opportune time as he had twice missed the bus in 1964 and 1967.After taking the oath of office and secrecy, Prime Minister Desai wanted to avenge his humiliation and moved to 1 Safdarjung Road.

The message was clear.The government would not spare Indira and her sons, Sanjay and Rajiv Gandhi. But the Janata Party also promised to repair the damages done to the country and its polity by the Congress during the Emergency. The people had huge expectations from the government as it was led by stalwarts like Charan Singh, Jagjivan Ram, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, Lal Krishna Advani, George Fernandes, Prakash Singh Badal, et al. It was also the first government headed by a non-Congress Prime Minister.

‘The new government did, in fact repeal a number of the amendments and ordinances enacted during the previous two years. But it had too many partisan factions and would be prime ministers jockeying for power to function properly. Ideology and ambition kept Janata fractured. The new foreign minister AB Vajpayee, said Janata would “consign Indira Gandhi to the dustbin of history” but far from forgetting her, she was their only consensus issue. Instead of tackling what to do about India, Janata focused on what to do about Indira.’16

Finally, after three decades of Congress rule at the Centre, the opposition had come to power. The only unifying factor was Indira hatao. Over four decades later, history is repeating itself in 2018. In sheer desperation to remove Modi, the opposition has started ganging up against him ahead of the 2019 general elections. Here is how the Congress lost the elections to the Janata Party.

The BLD, formed towards the end of 1974, was a combination of seven anti-Congress parties, which included BKD, Socialist Party, Swatantra Party and others. It was in 1977 that the Janata Party was formed after Jan Sangh and Indian National Congress(O) also joined the anti-Congress front.The Janata Party,which contested the elections on the BLD symbol, won 295 of the 542 seats while the Congress had to remain satisfied with only 154. This election became the turning point in national politics. India got its first non-Congress and first coalition government at the Centre since Independence.

But it proved far more difficult for the disparate parties led by egoist leaders to continue together in power after they had achieved success in their single-point mission of removing Indira Gandhi from power.

Their anti-Congress campaign also failed to keep them united for long. Matters came to a head in June 1978 when Charan Singh, who was a vociferous critic of Indira, called Desai and his other cabinet colleagues a ‘collection of impotent men’.17 Desai dropped him from the cabinet but soon succumbed to internal pressures and rehabilitated him in the government as the deputy prime minister. As the two veterans failed to iron out their differences, Indira felt the time had come for her to strike, widen the cracks by fanning Charan Singh’s ambitions to become the prime minister. Desai resigned.The Congress propped up Charan Singh as the PM. However, he resigned without facing the trust vote in the parliament as Indira’s condition to withdraw the special courts, set up for her trial, was unacceptable to him.

The parliament was dissolved and fresh elections held in 1980.

Patrick French writes, ‘Nehru’s old colleague, Morarji Desai, a rigid personality with a devotion to auto-urine therapy and cow protection, became PM. He tried to chart a new political course, cancelling the decrees of the emergency and improving relations with the US and China. Owing to squabbling of the Opposition parties in the governing coalition, Mrs Gandhi was voted back into office in 1980, and her son looked set to return to power. Almost thirty years after India’s first general election, the Congress party, though weakened remained the eclectic and dominating force in electoral politics. As Karnataka chief minister, Gundu Rao said in self-abasement:“We are the actors of Indira Sanjay drama troupe. She lost Sanjay within five months of victory.”’18

The Congress won a whopping 353 of the 529 seats on offer. There was no leader of opposition as the Janata Party by then had fallen into factions.

Thereafter, emotional politics took centre stage and it continues till date—quota, Ram Temple, Babri Masjid, cow slaughter, triple talaq and love jihad have eclipsed basic issues like power, electricity and roads. Indira Gandhi had first raised the slogan of roti, kapda aur makan (the three basic needs—food, cloth and house), which still remains a dream of many countrymen even after over seven decades of Independence.

Indira fell to bullets on 31 October 1984.

Suvendu Kumar Pati wrote in his research paper titled, ‘Factors Responsible for the Growth of Defection Politics and Efforts to Prevent It’, ‘When the country went to polls in December 1984, it did not worry too much about which party would provide a more effective Government. Hence contrary to the popular view that this was a vote of sympathy for the bereaved son of an assassinated mother, it was a vote for stability which the Congress perceives of. It was also a vote for Rajiv as a person and not as a leader who had very quickly emerged as the undisputed leader of the Congress, and who had also emerged from the three days of Continuous exposure on television as a stable looking and clean looking individual’.19

Rajiv Gandhi swept the polls, riding on an unprecedented sympathy wave.The Congress won 404 of the 514 seats, while the BJP barely garnered two seats.

Patrick French said,‘For forty years, Hindu organisations rested on the fringes of the political mainstream. Advani and Vajpayee worked and plotted, hoped and waited, alert for the moment when Congress could be displaced as the natural party of the government. In 1984, in the election that brought Rajiv Gandhi to power, the BJP returned only two MP’s out of 542 in the Lok Sabha.’20

An absolute majority government ruled the country under the country’s youngest prime minister, Rajiv Gandhi, till his Defence Minister Vishwanath Pratap Singh rebelled. He blew the whistle on the Bofors scandal, putting Gandhi, known as Mr Clean, in the dock, while himself emerging as the face of probity in politics.The gullible masses trusted ‘Raja’ who presented himself as ‘a fakir’ often wearing spotless white kurta. He spoke dramatically yet convincingly, captivating the crowds with his conviction. He often took out a chit from his pocket and waived it before the people. As curiosity used to go up, he would then fire the crowds with his promise,‘Here I have the names of the corrupt. All of them will be behind bars after we come to power.’The ecstatic crowds shouted slogans,‘Gali gali mein shor hai, Rajiv Gandhi chor hai (there is a talk everywhere that Rajiv Gandhi is a thief) and ‘Raja nahin fakir hai, desh ki taqdir hai (he is not a king but a poor holy man, the future of the country).

Raja played his cards well. He emerged as an aam admi hero who sacrificed power for probity. It’s another matter that the Bofors political scandal which maligned the Gandhis could not finally nail them.

Singh’s principle secretary of information wrote in an article, ‘He was shifted to the Defence Ministry.When I met him in South Block, he said his heart was not in the job. The Bofors controversy had emerged. Soon, VP Singh initiated action to investigate the HDW submarine deal. Following the controversy, he resigned as the Defence Minister in 1987, and also from the Congress, and formed the Janata Dal.’21

After his exit from the Congress, Singh formed Jan Morcha and later Janata Dal, to contest the 1989 polls.

 However, it was not the Bofors scandal alone that damaged the prospects of the Congress.A pilot by profession, Rajiv was a political novice who had by then committed massive political blunders: The first was reopening the locks of Babri Masjid/Ram Temple in February 1986, which triggered a mass temple movement in the country. Second, on the eve of general elections, his government allowed the controversial foundation laying of the Ram Temple, close to the disputed complex, on 10 November 1989. Third, Gandhi launched his election campaign, for the first time, from Ayodhya, promising Ram Rajya in the country. The Muslims, the core support base of the grand old party, were furious and decided to punish the Congress in the elections. They en-bloc moved to the Janata Dal, an unstable conglomeration of several non-Congress and non-BJP parties.

However,Vishwanath Pratap Singh, while succeeding in turning public anger against Rajiv Gandhi, failed miserably in presenting a unified picture of his own creation—the Janata Dal. Singh often tried to play down the internal squabbles over tickets and posts with his much famous comment that politics was nothing but a management of contradictions; however, people remained sceptic about its survival. Trouble also started in key states like Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar,West Bengal and Punjab.

Singh failed to get a clear mandate despite overwhelming popular support.

The 1989 elections threw a hung house for the first time in the country.The Congress won 197 seats, the Janata Dal 143, the BJP 85 and Left parties 45 out of a total of 529 seats.

Driven by the anti-Congress mood in the country, both the BJP and the Left, despite their acute ideological differences, decided to prop up a multiparty National Front government with 143 seats.

AG Noorani wrote, ‘President R Venkataraman, nonetheless, invited Rajiv Gandhi to form a government. He had sense enough to decline. Had he accepted Venkataraman’s rule of largest single party—all else regardless—he would have exposed the President and himself to ridicule. On 1 December 1989, the President announced:‘I have invited Shri VP Singh… to form a government and take a vote of confidence in the Lok Sabha within 30 days of assuming office.’ The President had received declarations of support in writing to the National Front from the BJP and the Left.’22

However for VP Singh, it was easier to oust the Congress from power than becoming the prime minister. Initially, the National Front, failing to arrive at a consensus on the leader’s name kept deferring the meeting of the parliamentary party for three days to elect one out of the many claimants. Suspense prevailed. People watched with consternation as the prime movers and shakers silently worked behind the scene to ensure Singh wore the crown. For this, they had to remove two strong contenders—Devi Lal and Chandra Shekhar—from the race.

Inderjit Bhadwar wrote a detailed daily account of what had transpired during the crucial three days. I present here some details for the readers to understand backroom manipulations and machinations that went on to elect the country’s prime minister.

Here is the gist of what Inderjit wrote: On the first day Devi Lal met LK Advani to lobby for himself but the very next day he joined Atal Bihari Vajpayee and NT Rama Rao to convince an ailing Chandra Shekhar to support VP Singh. The wily leader from Ballia remained non-committal but started approaching Singh’s opponents, including Devi Lal’s son Om Prakash Chautala, to revive the senior Jat leaders opposition to VP Singh. Anti VP Singh industrialists, Chandraswamy and Chautala get active, hatch a plan to bring back Devi Lal to the fray. They try and sell Vajpayee the line that the BJP should join the new government and support Devi Lal because only he, and not VP Singh, would openly support the militant Hindu demand for a ‘Hindu Rashtra’.Vajpayee listens patiently, but makes no commitment.They conferred with Chandra Shekhar and met Vajpayee. Later that night, Singh camp comprising of Arun Nehru, Arif Mohammed Khan and VC Shukla launch a counter campaign.

Now starts the behind-the-scene activity in the Singh camp by his three master strategists.

‘This apparent division between Devi Lal and VP Singh is part of a strategy masterminded by Arun Nehru along with Arif Mohamnied Khan, Satya Pal Malik, and a senior official from the Intelligence Bureau. The plan: to make an assessment of whether Chandra Shekhar is indeed a contestant, and how much support he enjoys. In doing so, Nehru also seeks to convey the impression to Chandra Shekhar that there is a real falling-out between Devi Lal and VP Singh. Nehru advises VP Singh camp to break all contact with Devi Lal.’23

The drama continued with Nehru taking the help of Jyoti Basu, former President Gyani Zail Singh and actor Shatrughan Sinha to convince Chandra Shekhar to support a consensus candidate, which the latter believed was Devi Lal.Thereafter, some journalists pitched in,suggesting to Devi Lal that he should talk to VP Singh and Nehru to clear the confusion.

After Devi Lal raised the issue of ‘personal honour’ at his meeting with pro-Singh leaders, Singh again played his famous withdrawal card,  and as reported by Inderjit Bhadwar, tells Devi Lal that if that is the case then he would himself propose his name for prime minister. Nehru and Patnaik interject.They argue that since VP Singh had made the offer to nominate Devi Lal, and since it was a matter of general agreement that Devi Lal’s heart really lay in running Haryana and that VP Singh was the only man experienced in running the Central Government, Devi Lal should reciprocate in equal measure.

‘A deal is struck which would guarantee Devi Lal’s honour, yet tilt the scales in favour of VP Singh. Immediately thereafter, Devi Lal, now part of the Nehru strategy, invites Chandra Shekhar to Orissa Bhawan. The Rajput leader from Ballia is informed that Devi Lal is the consensus candidate whose name would be proposed by VP Singh. Chandra Shekhar is asked if he will second the nomination.A beaming Chandra Shekhar agrees, and he and Devi Lal arrive at Parliament House where a throng of supporters scream: “Chandra Shekhar zindabad! Devi Lal zindabad!’’’24

After this, the country bore witness to the drama that was enacted according to Arun Nehru’s script—VP Singh proposed Devi Lal’s name, which was promptly seconded by a beaming Chandra Shekhar, an astute politician who till then had not imagined the trick being played on him.

The air was full of suspense when the meeting started in the afternoon. The supporters of Devi Lal, VP Singh and Chandra Shekhar waited with bated breath for the final decision. Nehru’s strategy was rolled out. A calmer VP Singh got up and proposed the name of Devi Lal, a beaming Chandra Shekhar promptly seconded it. Madhu Dandavate declared Devi Lal as their leader. Celebrations erupted as the news spread like wildfire. A few minutes later, Devi Lal stood up. After a customary speech, he proposed VP Singh’s name. Chandra Shekhar was crestfallen. He grumbled even as Madhu Dandavate announced the election of V P Singh, in place of Devi Lal, who emerged as the kingmaker with his ‘personal honour’ maintained.

While writing the book, I had asked Arif Mohammad Khan  about the drama that had preceded the election of VP Singh as country’s prime minister,his cryptic reply was,‘Chandra Shekhar had withdrawn his nomination.’

One can imagine that a government formed by such manipulations will never be stable as the swords would always remain out of the scabbard to attack at the first opportune moment.

Prime Minister VP Singh’s task was herculean as he was heading a disparate group of strong-headed leaders of the left, right and centre. He had to contain the ambitions of Devi Lal and Chandra Shekhar, control the BJP whose ‘Jai Sri Ram’ slogan was getting shriller and louder, and simultaneously neutralise the political contradictions. In his bid to maintain the balance, he hammered out a Common Minimum Programme but soon deviated from it and announced the implementation of the Mandal Commission report. What followed was mayhem—a self-immolation bid by students in the country’s capital.The caste divide sharpened.

His principle information officer wrote, ‘I was travelling with V.P. Singh to Kerala. Late Prabash Joshi was also with us. I pointed out to V.P. Singh that the constituency that supported him during the election—the intellectuals and the middle class—was unhappy. They elected him with the expectation that he would provide a clean government to the country. He agreed and said that he was looking for a new constituency. The Mandal Commission recommendations were designed to be his new platform for popular support. But he had to resign as the Prime Minister when the BJP withdrew support in the Parliament.’25

On the BJP’s decision to withdraw support, Arif Mohammad Khan said,‘Instead of following the Common Minimum Programme, Singh implemented the Mandal Commission recommendations, that too without taking the BJP and the Left into confidence. Obviously they were incensed.The BJP MPs could not move out of their homes. Such was the anger that LK Advani could not visit AIIMS where students, after their immolation bid, were admitted with serious burn injuries. Madan Lal Khurana was literally attacked.The BJP withdrew support and Ayodhya became an easy alibi.’

A week before the 30 October 1990 kar sewa, Advani’s rath yatra was stopped at Bihar. The same day, the BJP withdrew support to the National Front government and also conveyed their decision to the Rashtrapati Bhawan. With one major partner gone, the PM was obviously asked to prove his majority on the floor of the house.

After Singh lost the trust vote the President again asked Congress(I) to form the government. Rajiv declined but instead offered support to Janata Dal minus VP Singh.

It was a tactical move.The Congress had no love lost for VP Singh who had spearheaded the Bofors scam against their leader.

The Congress leadership, privy to the humiliation suffered by Chandra Shekhar and Devi Lal knew the former would and could break the Janata Dal to fulfill his long cherished dream. He needed support of 60 MPs, which when added to 211 of the Congress and its allies would comfortably reach the magic figure.

Chandra Shekhar split Janata Dal and managed the requisite numbers along with the unconditional support of the Congress. However, the BJP and the Left Front refused to extend any support to him to form the government.

Three leaders who played a crucial role in forging the alliance between him and the Congress were Mulayam Singh Yadav, whose government in Uttar Pradesh was precariously hanging for support after the split in the Janata Dal, and Chimanbhai Patel, a Congress leader from Gujarat and Sharad Pawar.The Mulayam government also survived in office with Congress support.

AG Noorani wrote in his article, ‘Appointing a PM’, ‘Chandra Shekhar “produced evidence of support to his group” of 50-odd defectors from the Janata Dal and from other parties.“The President is satisfied prima facie that the group…has the strength to form a viable government.” Chandra Shekhar was invited to form the government ‘and prove his majority in the House…on or before 30 November 1990.’26

On 30 November 1990, the Vishva Hindu Parishad and the BJP had organised a mammoth congregation at Ayodhya, sounding the clarion call for kar sewa.The nation was perched on a communal tinderbox, but Chandra Shekhar had achieved his life’s dream. Perhaps every politician dreams to become the PM even while knowing that he will not have the numbers until he has cobbled them together by any means.

Chandra Shekhar wanted his swearing-in ceremony to be a grand affair even though he only had the strength of about 60 members. Nonetheless, he was the seventh PM from UP and the second Rajput PM. Expecting huge crowds, he requested the Rashtrapati Bhawan to move the ceremony outside from the traditional venue of the Ashoka Hall to the Forecourt. The Congress went into a celebration mode. They had avenged their leader’s humiliation and returned to power by default.

On media queries if he would be able to provide a stable government, he had answered a shaky ‘Yes’. However, he did emphasise that his immediate focus would be on ending communal and social strife and finding an amicable solution to the vexed Ram Temple/ Babri Masjid tangle.

But he could last barely four months.Although when the president had asked Rajiv Gandhi whether his support would continue at least for one year, the latter had replied that it would extend to the life of the parliament. But it was not to be.

The Congress had stoked the political ambitions of Chandra Shekhar primarily to destabilise the National Front government at a time when the country, literally on the boil due to the twin issues of Mandir and Mandal, was in need of a stable political arrangement.

Harinder Baweja and Prabhu Chawla wrote,‘For the second time in the independent nation’s history, a non-Congress experiment at the Centre had collapsed, imploding with terrible and all-consuming conspiratorial intensity. Sabotage, backstabbing, horse-trading reminiscent of the fall of the Janata government in 1979 were once again on vulgar display.The new ruling party—a ragtag rump of 60 breakaway Janata Dal MPs that promptly christened itself Janata Dal(S) (for socialist after the self-styled ideology of its leader)—emerged as India’s first living example of the proverbial tail wagging the dog. Supported as it is from outside by a combined 211 MPs of the Congress(I) camp, it is an incongruous illustration of the depths of instability into which opportunistic politicking can plunge a nation. But then, no one was really thinking about the nation’s long-term political health, not Chandra Shekhar’s group, and certainly not the Congress(I) whose leaders spent the fortnight exulting in self-congratulatory rhetoric.’27

Chandra Shekhar’s tenure came to a sudden end after two Haryana constables were arrested for ‘snooping’ outside Rajiv Gandhi’s home at 10 Janpath, New Delhi. It triggered a storm with Gandhi refusing to meet Chandra Shekhar’s emissary or take calls for him.Though the government claimed that it was a routine activity, the Congress turned down the PM’s offer for a probe.The Congress withdrew support and Chandra Shekhar tendered his resignation in March 1991. Elections were declared for June 1991 and during campaigning the same year Rajiv was assassinated by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in Sriperumbudur,Tamil Nadu.The first phase polling was over, while the remaining two phases were deferred by the Election Commission.

The Congress and the country lost two family members of the Gandhis in quick succession—Indira and Rajiv. Sonia went into a shock and did not recover from it for years, leaving the Congress rudderless.This was the first time when a Gandhi was not heading the party.The Congress without Gandhis is by and large incomprehensible for party workers.

The 1991 polls were dubbed as a referendum on the Mandal/ Mandir issue that was dominating the political discourse. Both were divisive issues. Mandal had granted 27 per cent reservation to OBCs in the government and had created social tensions across the country, whereas the Mandir issue had divided the nation along communal lines.The voters were polarised along both caste and religious lines. In a fragmented polity, no party could get a majority but the Congress once again emerged as the single largest party with 232 seats, while the BJP ended with 120 seats.

Sonia was in mourning. For the first time, a prime minister from the South, PV Narasimha Rao, headed a minority government. He had three competitors—Narain Dutt Tiwari, Arjun Singh and Sharad Pawar. Sonia was not in active politics but her advice was needed. And eventually, PV Narasimha Rao, who by then was contemplating retirement, was chosen to be the country’s next prime minister.

I remember Tiwari hinting at a sabotage by his own party leaders, as polling in his constituency was held after Rajiv Gandhi’s assassination. He was one of the contenders for the top post.

Inder Malhotra however says that Rao was not Sonia’s first choice. ‘On the advice of P.N. Haksar, the highly respected mandarin who was once the most powerful principal secretary to Indira Gandhi but had later fallen from grace, Sonia first offered the post to the then vice president (later president), Shankar Dayal Sharma. The message was carried to him by Aruna Asaf Ali, a leftist leader and close friend of the Nehru family, and Natwar Singh. Sharma’s response was that he was “touched and honoured”, but his age and health would not allow him to “do justice to the most important office in the country”.The way for Rao was now clear.’28

Tiwari lost the polls. I remember meeting him, while he was sitting and sulking at his Mall Avenue bungalow here in Lucknow the day the elections were announced.The crowds had dispersed after the news of his defeat had come in. He had then mentioned the sabotage by senior Congress leaders who wanted to scuttle his PM prospects as polling in his constituency was held after Rajiv Gandhi’s assassination. Tiwari had not explained how, but he had mentioned a few names of Congress leaders who had camped in his constituency to ensure his defeat.

Rao had many challenges. First, he was heading a minority government, and second, the demolition of the Ayodhya shrine during his tenure in December 1992 had shaken the nation. Eventually, his government survived. Despite the internal tensions, he ushered in economic reforms and positioned Manmohan Singh as his finance minister.

Pranab Mukherjee writes, ‘PV Narasimha Rao provided stellar leadership to India at a critical juncture. Not only did he stabilise and turn around the nose-diving economy, he also revitalized India’s foreign policy.The fact that he led a minority government did not stop him from putting in place the necessary correctives.’29

Despite completing the full term of his government and ushering in reforms, Rao could not lead the Congress to victory in the next election. Instead, in the 1996 polls, the party faced a major defeat with its strength plummeting to 140 from 232. By then, Sonia had become active in the Congress politics.

‘This electoral loss was inexplicable, given that it came after PV’s exemplary steering of the economy through the balance of payments crisis and the introduction of major economic reforms. PV was however not surprised. In fact he had shared with me his fears of Congress defeat ahead of the elections.The fact was that in the initial phase, economic reforms largely affected the elite, and the potential benefits were yet to percolate to the masses. Elections are essentially a function of the politics of the masses and the performance of the Rao government had little to show in terms of its populist appeal.’30

The fact is that the masses were up against the Congress. First, the Muslims across the country held the Congress equally responsible for the demolition of the Babri Masjid by irate Hindu fanatics as the BJP. They saw Rao’s tacit support to the Hindu brigade as he had swung into action only after the idol of Lord Ram had been installed in a makeshift temple, built on the debris of the demolished mosque.

Second, Hindus largely supported the BJP. And third, the emergence of backward castes leadership in states like UP and Bihar damaged the Congress’ prospects with triangular or multi-cornered contest on several seat.

While the public at large remained ignorant about economic reforms, Pranab Mukherjee writes, ‘PV’s inability to prevent the demolition of the Masjid was one of his biggest failures—and that had a catastrophic impact on the fortunes of the party. Two it was the inability to structure effective alliances.The prime example of this was Tamil Nadu, and Congress electoral alliance with AIADMK.As a result of this alliance, G K Moopanar and P Chidambaram formed the Tamil Maanila Congress and aligned with Karunanidhi’s DMK. The results were disastrous for the Congress in Tamil Nadu.’31

The BJP, on the other hand, had started building its Hindu constituency. It emerged as the single largest party, winning 161 seats in the 1996 polls.The Congress ended with 140 and the Janata Dal 46. The regional parties also registered growth, winning 129 seats.

The President invited the BJP to form the government which lasted 13 days. The Congress declined to form the government and returned to its original plan of supporting a non-BJP government from outside.

In early June, the National Front government headed by HD Deve Gowda was propped up by the Congress and CPM, while CPI joined the government.

In the meantime, drastic changes took place in the Congress leadership. Sitaram Kesri, who had been the party treasurer for long, replaced Narasimha Rao as the Congress President. The Gowda government lasted 324 days. In his last speech in the Lok Sabha, he asserted that he would be back. But his election to the prime position was either a fluke or his destiny. His contribution to the kitty of 46 Janata Dal MPs was 16.

Pranab Mukherjee further reveals,‘Sitaram Kesri played a crucial role in destabilizing the United Front government, first led by Deve Gowda in 1996-97 and then by IK Gujral in 1997-98. The Deve Gowda government had been deliberately targeting the Congress. Members of the Congress, including former Prime Minister PV Narsimha Rao were being prosecuted by the police on the charges of corruption.The Bofors issue too was once again resurrected by the Gowda government. Events took a dramatic turn when CBI Director Joginder Singh came back from Geneva on 22 Januaray 1997 with a box which allegedly contained vital documents related to the payoffs in the Bofors deal.’32

Obviously, the Congress, suspecting their intent, decided to withdraw support while conveying them to explore a government led by someone else. IK Gujral fitted the bill. His government lasted barely 332 days.

Meanwhile, Sonia Gandhi was upset with the tardy progress in Rajiv Gandhi’s assassination probe. She had conveyed her anger at a public meeting in Amethi. After the Jain Commission’s report was filed, indicting the DMK, the Congress stepped up pressure on Prime Minister Gujral to drop the southern party from the coalition. Gujral refused to oblige the supporting partner’s emotional demand. There was no way he could have lasted even though he was publicly acclaimed for his performance.

Elections were again held in 1998.

An era of pre-electoral alliances started with the formation of the NDA and subsequently the UPA.

Undoubtedly, the Congress has played havoc with the stability of the governments by whimsically extending outside support to opportunistic alliances that were formed with a clear intent to grab power. Neither the Congress nor the government it was installing had any governance agenda in sight.

These opportunistic coalitions of different parties—Janata Party, Janata Dal and United Front—disappeared into thin air once thrown out of power.

VP Singh, who became the country’s national hero after having effectively raised the Bofors issue, could not rejuvenate the Jan Morcha, which had then become the rallying point for all anti-Congress forces.

The Jan Morcha,which was formed by him in October 1987 after he left the Congress, had spearheaded the anti-Congress campaign in the country ahead of the 1989 general elections. Singh merged Jan Morcha with the Janata Dal at the time of its birth in 1988, became its president and then the prime minister of the United Front government.

The Jan Morcha remained in political hibernation for almost a decade till he revived it in 2006, before the 2007 assembly elections in Uttar Pradesh. He drew a blank. Raj Babbar, who had taken over as the president, later joined the Congress, following which Singh’s elder son,Ajeya Pratap Singh,took over the party.Before the 2009 elections, he merged it with the LJP of Ram Vilas Paswan.

VP Singh always said that politics is nothing but an art of managing contradictions. Perhaps he was right as far as elections and subsequent formation of the government was concerned. But this art did not help him in running the fragile governments and retaining the position of the prime minister that he had occupied after much manipulation, thus compromising his fakir image.

The takeaway from all these is that governments formed by manipulations or with external support will remain unstable. One wonders what the way out then is.


EPILOGUE

COALITIONS TO RULE THE FUTURE 

The voters ask: What’s the problem with coalition governments when bipolar states have also failed to deliver? Others opine that coalitions give governments, not governance. Consensus: Coalitions are a reality today; let there be guidelines to deal with a hung house. 

Vinay Sahasrabuddhe, a Mumbai-based activist-researcher, conducted an extensive research to find an answer to the question,‘How serious are people in India about the quality and result-orientation of democracy in the country?’ He then went on to do his PhD, which was completed in 2008, and later on, he converted his research into a book, Beyond a Billion Ballots. 

In his book, Sahasrabuddhe writes, ‘Increasingly people under many democratic regimes, including India, are getting more and more frustrated with democratic governance in general and political parties in particular.They believe that no party can really solve their problems and make their lives more comfortable. In response to this observation, political parties say that they cannot help the situation because they are the victims of the present day system. Their political behavior is conditioned by the system in which they are operating.’1

The casualty, if any, is governance.The reasons are two: electoral compulsions and populism, which eventually culminates in people starting to lose their faith in electoral processes. What is required, therefore, is that some systematic solutions are explored to help the political parties perform well and therefore become worthy of positive popular support. He refers to political parties as ‘empty vessels’, further pointing out, ‘It is not only voters who are turned off. Party membership is falling too and even the most strenuous attempts to reverse the decline have faltered.’2

Public apathy towards the political system is growing though vote percentage may have shown an upward trend, mainly due to the efforts made by the Election Commission.

The voting, more often than not, is negative.Voters elected the Janata Party in 1977 as they wanted to defeat the ‘dictatorial’ Indira Gandhi, and 37 years later, they embraced Modi to again keep the Gandhis out of power.

In between, voters were driven by their emotions.Voter sympathy landed a landslide win for Rajiv Gandhi after his mother’s assassination in 1984.The early 1990s saw voters riding on their religious sentiments. Thus,the electorates may complain and crib about their pathetic living conditions, but they rarely vote on the issues of development.

According to research done by Milan Vaishnav on ‘Understanding the Indian Voter’, there is a perceptible change in the behavior of the Indian voter who has neither ‘fully entered a new era,nor stayed firmly in line with the past behavior. For instance, while the aspirations of Indian voters may have changed insofar as they are placing greater emphasis on macroeconomic outcomes when deciding whom to vote for, there seem to be few changes in the personal characteristics of individual candidates on offer. At the same time, social biases built around caste or ethnic identities remain deeply entrenched in politics, even as the way they are expressed might be changing. Cross-caste coalitions, and appeals to identity politics are increasingly married with promises of economic development.’3

But the public narrative ahead of the 2019 elections has once again taken a communal turn with BJP leaders ticking Rahul Gandhi on his reported comment, ‘Congress is a Muslim party’, which his party vociferously denied.There was little discourse on development works that the Narendra Modi government may have done during the four years.

Ironically, Modi supporters are also confident about his return in 2019, not because of his government’s performance but due to the much-talked about TINA (there is no alternative) factor.There are some who insist that the BJP will win the election hands down as the majority will not allow the ‘Muslim party’ to rule the country.Thus, there has been little change in voters’ behaviour.

In early 2000, when UP was going through a turbulent phase of political instability, senior BJP leader Rajnath Singh had quipped during an informal chat with me, ‘I am worried. Political parties are losing their credibility. Something must be done to improve their credibility.’ Today, he is the country’s home minister who can play a crucial role in correcting the systems that had worried him then.

There are multiple reasons for the declining credibility of politicians.Their slogans are hollow, laced with empty emotions; their party structures inhibit newcomers; the phenomena of hung houses, giving birth to footloose coalition governments; lack of commitment to ideology and poll promises; criminalisation of politics; and the role of money power, et al.

‘Most of the parties in India, are, indeed entangled in the web of populist politics. Party leaders are aware that populism is running party politics and thereby the democratic process and yet, no serious attempts have been made to come out of this trap. Mentioning little or no focus on party building, Electoral success has replaced the ideological objective of sustained party activity. Besides, with winning elections overriding all other aspects of the party life, there is hardly any “felt need” for genuine measures to strengthen internal democracy.’4

As for winning elections, the candidates and their parties often break all the rules of the game as every vote has a value.The MLAs are the new Robin Hoods, who resolve family disputes, finance mundan ceremonies to marriages, and distribute sarees, liquor pouches and cash at the time of the elections.

Former Chief Election Commissioner SY Quraishi admitted in his book the wrong practices that candidates adopted to win elections. ‘Legal election expenditures cover posters, banners, rallies, meetings and advertisements in the media.For all these expenses there is a ceiling of 16 lakh for assembly elections and 40 lakh for Lok Sabha elections.

Illegal election expenses cover a range of malpractices, from bribing voters with cash, gifts or tokens with promises to any expenditure that exceeds the legal limit.’5

This malpractice does not end with elections. Instead, it travels up from the voters to the newly elected MLAs in case of a fractured verdict. Unscrupulous moves are made to break parties or lure MLAs to increase the tally to the majority mark. Often, mobilising the requisite numbers to attain power can be a really nerve-wracking, undemocratic and unethical process.

In May 2018, the country saw the volatile drama that was played out after the Karnataka elections. The Congress-JD(S) formed a coalition government to keep the BJP at bay, albeit without settling critical issues. On the day of the oath-taking ceremony, the focus shifted from the wrangling over the share of cabinet berths to the opposition’s show of strength, which was obviously connected to the 2019 Lok Sabha polls.The talk of the country was Mayawati and Sonia Gandhi’s special hug that reminded many of the adage,‘Kiss and make up’.

However, former Prime Minister Deve Gowda, in a more pragmatic approach, later said that the bonhomie of the opposition leaders at the swearing-in ceremony should not be read as their alliance for the 2019 polls. He is spot on as there is many a slip between the cup and the lip, especially when the affected party is both vigilant and vicious in the electoral arena. Perhaps he can’t be sure about the alliance his son is heading. He has publicly wept over his discomfort in running the coalition government.

Social media went into an overdrive, ridiculing the emerging unity in the opposition ranks.

It all started with a clip about four students confronting their teacher’s adulation of the topper who had secured 95+ marks.Their argument was lifted from the Karnataka saga: ‘When political parties can add their numbers in the Vidhan Sabha to form the government, why can’t we add our scores to stand first?’

Then we heard Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s blistering attack on the opposition, ‘They are not coming together for the sake of the country. They are coming together to save themselves, for selfish reasons... their families...They are coming together to create instability,’ the media reported him saying.

Home Minister Rajnath Singh, who had been the man worried about the credibility of politicians across the board some years back, had remarked that the Opposition parties need each other’s support, and that they were not scared of welcoming new friends in the NDA.

The BJP’s diatribe on the opposition was followed by parodies like ‘Yeh bandhan toh naash ka bandhan hai, choron ka sangam hai’ (this alliance of thieves is destructive).

The BJP leadership was dubbing the emerging opposition unity as a fight between lions and jackals, ignoring the fact that even his party was heading and had headed a coalition of about 26 parties at the time of the 2014 General Elections. Some were small parties with little presence in their respective states. For instance, the Kurmi-based Apna Dal, plagued by family infighting over its ownership, struck a deal with the BJP in spite of its limited presence in the Varanasi region of Uttar Pradesh.

The Apna Dal’s young party president Anupriya Patel, while exploring the political options before her fledgling party, had allied with the BJP in 2014 and was candid in admitting to me that her fight started with less than 3 per cent of votes [the population of her caste vote Kurmi in the state].

An alumni of Lady Shri Ram College for Women,Anupriya, who inherited the party from her father and founder president of Apna Dal, Sone Lal Patel, played her cards well and became a minister in the Modi government.Thus, even the tiniest of the political parties can get representation in power in a coalition arrangement.

The BJP, with its base restricted in the North and some areas of western India, wanted to spread its network across the length and breadth of the state, which it did by riding on the allies, both before and after the 2014 general elections.

‘It shows the depth and expanse of hard work and homework that Modi’s team has tried to create a buzz all over India. Except for a few like the Shiv Sena, the Akali Dal and the Telugu Desam Party, these parties are not really well-established and powerful regional ones, but the long list shows the Modi’s “acceptability” factor away from New Delhi.The NDA has with them Bolsheviks, farmers and caste-based parties to regional leaders’ small outfits, and even parties that dominate in just a couple of constituencies.’6

The number of allies since then has risen to around 40; a majority of coalesce partners are Lilliputians in the galaxy of political parties. The net gainer has been the BJP, which has expanded its footprints across India and by 2018, a year before the next general elections, it was ruling 21 states, either by itself or in alliance with small or regional parties.

‘The last time a political party or group had this big a footprint across India was a quarter century ago. In end-1993, after a round of state elections, the Congress held 16 of India’s then 26 states—15 on its own; one in alliance. In 2014, when the Narendra Modi government came to power in Delhi, the BJP ruled just seven states. Over 67 per cent of MPs who entered Lok Sabha that year belong to the 21 states where the BJP now holds or shares power. In 2014, the Congress was in power in 13 states. It is now down to four—Punjab, Karnataka, Mizoram, and Puducherry.’7

Indeed, hung houses have become a reality in a fragmented society in which identity politics has overtaken personal aspirations and ambitions. An ideological battle, blurring a thin line between performance and pitfall, has overpowered the country’s psyche as disparate political parties and a divided polity revolve around two national pivots—the BJP and the Congress.

Since 2014, this ideological divide has become more pronounced even among the intelligentsia. However, while at the Centre, the UPA and the NDA formations have saved the country from dramatic, fragile formations and premature collapses of the governments since 1999, at the state level, the coalition drama continues unabated.

Praveen Rai is a political analyst at the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies in New Delhi. As his areas of interest include politics and electoral competitions, I asked him about his opinion on coalition politics as a result of his research.In an elaborate reply he said, ‘The historical gleaning of politics and governance in Centre and states in the last two decades reveals that Indian democracy is at a perilous stage, as the welfare of citizens have been completely obliterated by crony capitalism.The overall performance of a coalition government in the Centre has been a mixed bag of sorts with NDA and UPA-1 being commendable, while the minority government of Narasimha Rao (1991–96) and UPA-2 deplorable.’

Commenting on the Modi-led NDA, he said the single-party dominance of the BJP-led government may be performing better on governance indicators than the earlier coalition governments, but its centralised and authoritarian economic policy engagements may prove detrimental to the common man who is besieged by high price rise and full monetisation of public services.

According to Praveen Rai, the coalition government at the Centre is best suited for India as the chances of people’s voices being heard in power corridors populated with multiple leaders is much higher when compared to a single leader with authoritarian tendencies in one-party regimes. However, for states, a single party rule with continuation has always been better, as evidenced by states like Odisha and Madhya Pradesh made rapid strides during the last decade, eliminating hunger deaths, which blotted India’s international image, once and for all.

Vinay Sahasrabuddhe also defined the pros and cons of the coalition politics in his book, mentioning that it has helped in the dilution of ideological stubbornness. Referring to former Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee, he said that national politics has matured with its willingness to accommodate divergent views.

He added,‘With mutually agreeable give and take on ideological issues for the sake of continuing a coalition, certain examples of brazen craving for power also need to be noted. Besides, alliance politics, more often than not, also exerts limitless pressure on the process of governance.The ruling combine—as seen in the recent past in India-invariably includes parties with not just varying, but at times even conflicting, ideologies. As a consequence, political parties in the country are becoming coalitional rather than consensual, segmental rather than holistic, pragmatic rather than ideological.’8

Quoting Pratap Bhanu Mehta, Vinay said regional parties and leaders also acquire more powers and voice at the Centre.

Undoubtedly, it is amazing to note the say enjoyed by Mulayam Singh Yadav, Mayawati, Chandrababu Naidu, Prakash Singh Badal, Jayalalithaa and Karunanidhi on national issues, but then they also used the same puissance to arm twist the prime ministers. They however did bail them out when in trouble. As mentioned earlier, Mulayam bailed out the Congress regime on the controversial nuclear issue, irrespective of the strains that it caused between him and his old pals in the Left.

Manmohan Singh, who is often hailed as a leader of exemplary integrity, has also been battered for keeping his eyes shut while scams and scandals marred his second term in office.

Many were either amused or had misunderstood his famous comment,‘My silence is better than a thousand words’ when cornered on illegal allotment of licenses in the coal sector in August 2012.Thus, compromises also become the order of the day to survive in office even though regional satraps were represented.

Another interesting point is that though allies in states received their due diligence, the party’s own regional satraps often lost their voice in the garb of party discipline. Today, when the BJP and allies rule majority of the states, would it be right to say that all of them have a voice on national issues?

After suffering from chaotic phases of political instability until the NDA and UPA were formed at the Centre, the people are now confident that the two national poles will help in continuing stable regimes in a vertically divided polity.Today, there is no central line— one is either with Modi or Rahul. However, Mayawati’s ambitions have soared after her party in alliance with the Samajwadi Party won the bypolls in Uttar Pradesh. As her demand in the political market grows, so does her ambitions to rule the country.

However, the spectre of political instability continues to haunt the states which are in control of regional parties, with mainline parties willingly playing second fiddle to them.The latest example is that of Karnataka, where the Congress compromised on the chief minister’s position with the JD(S). Troubles started in the first month of their much-touted bonhomie.

Undoubtedly, the growth of regional parties has drastically changed the electoral politics of the country. They are here to stay and dominate national politics even though the BJP and the Congress would want to grab their political spaces so that the two-party system prevails in the country.

In an interview with Aditi Phadnis, Milan Vaishnav, Director and Senior Fellow, Carnegie South Asia Program, had observed, ‘For a quarter century, Indians have been living under what has come to be known as the country’s “third electoral system”, which began in 1989 with the dawn of coalition politics and has persisted over the past two and a half decades.The 2014 election represents a surprising reversal of these trends. Fragmentation has diminished considerably, while the rise of regional parties has been arrested; elections actually were less competitive than in recent years. Furthermore, turnout hit a record high, while a coalition arrangement in Delhi proved to be not so inevitable after all.Although the 2014 election repudiated many of the tenets of the post-1989 system, it’s too soon to proclaim the death of coalition politics. The nature of the polity remains federalised on several counts. The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is governing with a coalition—not out of necessity, but out of choice. It recognises that in several states such as Bihar, Maharashtra and Seemandhra, regional allies serve as crucial linchpins.’9

In fact, the 2014 Lok Sabha election was one of the landmark elections in which a pro-Modi wave swept larger parts of the country. Besides Modi’s personal image, the twin issues of development and Hindutva had taken the country and its youth by a storm—a rare phenomenon.

Nonetheless, a coalition government may not remain a matter of choice for the BJP after the 2019 elections, unless the country is swept away by yet another wave in a short span of five years. Much would depend on the BJP’s poll stratagy. The inside story is that the country’s political narrative will be dominated by three emotive issues—Ayodhya, Quota within Quota and Kashmir.The opposition is already rattled by the BJP’s scheme of things and feels nothing but a grand alliance would be able to save them if they joined hands with the Congress. Ironically, the Congress has not initiated any moves to seal alliances, while the BJP is already out in the field, grabbing the viable partners and setting the political discourse.

Many political pundits also insist that in the foreseeable future, regional parties will continue to dominate the political landscape of the country.The Shiv Sena is here to stay in Maharashtra; so is Akali Dal in Punjab; the Samajwadi Party and BSP in Uttar Pradesh; the DMK and AIADMK in Tamil Nadu; the TDP in Andhra Pradesh; the TRS in Telangana; the TMC in West Bengal; the BJD in Odisha; the PDP and NC in Jammu and Kashmir; and the RJD and JD(U) in Bihar.

In the 2019 general elections, a majority of them may choose to align with their political pole in Delhi. However, some like Mamata Bannerjee of the TMC and K Chandrashekhar Rao of Telangana Rashtriya Samiti may still strive for yet another coalition of non-Congress and non-BJP government. That would depend on their ability to come together, suppressing their giant egos as well as the contentious leadership issue that has plagued the Third Front leaders. This they will have to do fast and much before the 2019 general elections as the onus lies on them to convince the voters about their sincerity.A Third Front has often been a subject of ridicule rather than a contender for the top post.

Bonding for a bypoll is different from uniting for a general election.

Indeed there are states where regional parties could not find space to grow, for instance, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh.

In Madhya Pradesh, barring the 1967 storm when a 19-month long ‘Samvid Sarkar’ was formed under the leadership of Govind Narayan Singh who quit the Congress to form a coalition government, the state has hardly seen coalition governments since its inception in 1956. The voter’s penchant for delivering a clear verdict instead of electing a hung house is writ in the successive results of the state assembly. Is this why the voters have delivered majority governments?

I asked Ranjan Srivastava, political analyst and senior journalist with The Hindustan Times in Madhya Pradesh. This is what he had to say, ‘The politics in the state is not caste driven. Regional parties like the SP, BSP, CPI and CPM did try to cultivate a caste-based vote bank in the state but failed. The SP and BSP could not go beyond picking up few seats in areas bordering UP. Former MP Chief Minister Uma Bharti, after her expulsion from the BJP, did float a political outfit called Bharatiya Jan Shakti in 2004.The people believed Uma Bharti will emerge as a viable Third Force in the state with the support of her caste vote of Lodhi. But her fledgling party could barely win five seats in 2008. Later she rejoined the BJP and moved her political constituency to the state of Uttar Pradesh.’

Ranjan said Gondwana Gantantra Party, at one point of time, appeared all geared up to challenge the two mainline parties, but the BJP did not allow it to flourish. The party, which was expected to become the voice of the tribals, disintegrated and has no representation in the Vidhan Sabha today.

As BJP Chief Minister Shivraj Singh Chauhan geared up for his fourth term, Congress initiated a dialogue with the BSP leader Mayawati, who has a party infrastructure besides a support base. She had contested 230 seats and polled 6.42 per cent votes in the 2013 polls. A beleaguered Congress, struggling to snatch the state from the BJP’s stranglehold of 15 years, is confident of winning a couple of seats in alliance with the BSP that they had lost by a narrow margin. But the seat-sharing talks talks failed as Congress could not meet the unreasonable demands of an overbearing Mayawati.

Even Samajwadi Party has decided to contest election in Madhya Pradesh where they have been picking one or two seats since its inception in 1992. Its highest 3.75 poll percentage was in 2003 when it had won seven seats. Is it a pressure tactic to keep the over-demanding Congress in check in UP?

They succeeded in upstaging the ruling BJP in the state facing farmers’ distress and demonstrations and anti-incumbency. Madhya Pradesh would have got a coalition government after decades of one-party rule had the Congress rewarded SP and BSP with ministerial berths in lieu of support.The BSP today has a minister in Karnataka, a first outside UP.The failure of alliance talks in Madhya Pradesh had a rippling effect on Karnataka where BSP’s first minister outside UP quit the coalition government.

Technically speaking, the second term of the Digvijaya Singh government from 1998 to 2003 was a coalition government. But it was not formed because of any coalition compulsions. It’s just that Singh chose to concede the demand of the Republican Party of India to accommodate its lone MLA, Doman Singh Nagpure, in his cabinet.

Take for instance the state of Rajasthan, where two national parties have by and large ruled by rotation and where, defections have been common. All the six BSP MLAs had joined the Congress in 2008, upgrading Congress Chief Minister Ashok Gehlot’s strength from a thin majority to a comfortable one in the Vidhan Sabha.

Ahead of the 2018 assembly polls, the Congress was keen to strike an alliance with the BSP despite the latter’s bitter experience of 2008. Mayawati was demanding a respectable share in seats and later in the government. She is quite experienced when it comes to the negotiating table.

The Congress, keen to win some states before the 2019 general elections was willing to concede her demands if they were reasonable. After all, win would have rushed adrenaline in the otherwise demoralized party workers to face the major battle few months later. But the talks came to naught with both the Congress and BSP sticking to their guns. Congress won the state and formed the government under Chief Minister Ashok Gehlot.

In fact, a wafer-thin majority has often troubled the two national parties that have ruled Rajasthan by turn. Senior journalist Arvind Singh said that though hung houses are not in vogue in the desert state, the fact is that it was in Rajasthan that the first non-Congress pact was inked in 1952 between the Ram Rajya Parishad and Swatantra Party. However, the state, hit by the Johri Bazar communal riots, could not get its first non-Congress government in 1967 as people preferred a stable arrangement. The Congress formed the government. Barring 1977, the Congress ruled the state till March 1990- the time when BJP formed its first government. It was dismissed in December 1992 after the demolition of the disputed shrine in Ayodhya.The BJP came back to power in 1993 and since then it has been rotating government with the Congress every five years.

Senior journalist Narayan Bareth said caste-based politics had a limited impact on the state’s electoral politics.Till date, Dalits remain a divided lot in Rajasthan.Though the BSP is trying hard to make some inroads, they have not achieved runaway success.

In fact, Rajasthan-based Dalit activist Satish Kumar had predicted a coalition government after the 2018 polls with the two parties coming together to remove the BJP from power.

According to him, ‘Dalits influence about 55 assembly seats, but Rajasthan has not witnessed any Dalit movement or consolidation as BR Ambedkar never visited the state. He had come up to Agra on the borders. Now, Mayawati can cultivate and consolidate the fragmented Dalit votes, as the community is anguished and angry with the politics of BJP.’

Narayan Bareth has a different explanation. He says Rajasthan remains a bipolar state primarily because people, rooted in their traditions, follow these in every sphere of their life, including politics. One of the traditions is to elect the party that rules Delhi. When Mughals were on the seat of power in Delhi, most of the princely states forged an alliance and supported them. Subsequently, when the British captured power, the princely states broke an accord with the Mughals and accepted them as rulers. After Independence, the Congress came to power and Rajasthan supported Delhi. Gradually, people developed a taste for supporting institutions rather than individuals.Thus, whenever any politician tried to form a party or an alliance, people refused to support it.

According to him, politically powerful Rajputs and Jats failed to generate waves that were created by Lalu Yadav or Mulayam Singh Yadav by giving an ideological tag to their caste-oriented moves.

Comparatively, the chief ministers of West Bengal have had a longer and a more stable tenure compared to many other states. Since 1947, there have been eight chief ministers in Bengal. Senior journalist Debjyoti Chakraborty, when I contacted while writing this book, says, ‘Bengal has successfully experimented with coalition politics. From 1967 till 2011—minus the 1972–77 period—the state has been ruled first by the United Front and then by the Left Front. The second coalition of 13 parties was in power for 34 years.The coalition of Left parties still exists as an opposition.’

The first Left front government was formed in 1977 under the leadership of Jyoti Basu. He was the uninterrupted chief minister for 23 years, later relinquishing his position to Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee.

The Left Front mustered massive mandates for six successive terms. People voted for governance, decentralisation of the power structure and political stability.The coalition of nine parties remained stable.

In June 2002, when the Left Front celebrated 25 years of its rule in West Bengal, the leaders said with pride, ‘West Bengal has created a history in coalition politics.’They further said,‘It is the unity forged by a shared ideology that has been the strength of the Left Front.This unity is now unbreakable.’10

The Left Front had evolved a unique seat-sharing formula way back in 1977. The party with the highest share of votes in a constituency would continue to field candidates there, under its own election symbol and manifesto.The Front was bound by a common ideology. It was the might of Mamata Bannerjee that broke the Left citadel in 2011.

Many do not foresee the return of coalition rule in the state.

Debjyoti further adds,‘Whatever the middle class and the media think about Chief Minister Mamata Bannerjee’s brand of politics— completely dictatorial and an uninformed way of functioning—the lower strata of Bengali society, which has always been ignored and sidelined socially and economically, considers her to be the messiah. The reason is Bengal lost its feudal culture in one swift stroke after Independence and the middle and upper classes lost their bridge with the people and vice versa. There was practically no communication between the two worlds even during the CPM rule which, to my mind, was mainly responsible for the Singur and Nandigram fiasco. Mamata is functioning as the bridge between the people and the so-called bhadrolok in power.’

Towards the end of June 2018, the BJP launched its election campaign in two states. The prime minister took on the Samajwadi Party and the BSP from Maghhar, the village of fifteenth-century mystic poet and saint Kabir in Gorakhpur. Invoking Kabir who was against the caste system, Narendra Modi said that the greed for power is such that those who imposed Emergency and those who opposed it are joining hands to grab it. He was referring to the opposition’s move to construct a grand alliance in Uttar Pradesh.

On the same day, BJP National President Amit Shah took to task West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, advising her, ‘Grand Alliance is fine but first take care of Bengal.’ Banerjee has been at the forefront of building an anti-BJP alliance in the country.

The BJP has been making desperate efforts to spread its network in West Bengal after settling down in the North-East. However, it is still far off from the win that they are dreaming of for the 2021 state assembly. In 2016, the BJP had won three seats and polled 10.16 per cent votes against 211 seats and 44.91 per cent votes of the TMC and 44 seats and 12.25 per cent votes of the Congress.The CPM had finished fourth with 26 seats and 19.75 per cent votes.

Although the BJP is hopeful of doing better in the Lok Sabha elections of 2019, the BJP’s 2014 tally was two seats and about 17 per cent of the votes as opposed to the 34 seats and 39.79 per cent votes of Mamata Banerjee’s TMC.

Debjyoti said,‘The BJP though is an emerging force in Bengal as a reaction to Mamata’s close links with Muslim fundamentalists and Bangladeshi infiltrators. It does not have a strong enough organisation and leaders in different tiers of politics in the state to take on the TMC’s might, not at least for the next five-six years.’ He is also sceptical about the Congress-TMC alliance for the next polls.

However, Mamata faces a challenge from her other formidable rival, the Communists, who have opened up their doors for alliances, shedding much of their rigidity. Can Congress be their partners? One doubts.When Mamata Banerjee and Sitaram Yechury could share the Karnataka oath-taking dais, it is hard to read into the showbiz acts of politicians.

Right now, all three parties—the TMC, Congress and the communists—will have to watch out for the BJP, which is trying to strike at their very roots in West Bengal by its policy of polarisation.

Let’s move to the country’s green state of Punjab.When the BJP and the Shiromani Akali Dal cut a pre-electoral alliance in 1997, it was seen as an alliance between Hindus and Sikhs against the politics of communalism and terrorism which had rocked the state politics for about a decade.Yet the Congress returned to power in 2002, and in 2007 the BJP-Shiromani Akali Dal alliance returned.

Executive editor of the Hindustan Times, Ramesh Vinayak, knows Punjab and its politics like the back of his hand and recalls the state’s history of alliances. ‘The first major coalition in Punjab came up in 1969 when Shiromani Akali Dal and Jana Sangh [forerunner of BJP] forged a post-election alliance but it was short-lived lasting barely two years. Post the turbulent 1980s marked by religious extremism and communal fault-lines between the two principal communities of the Sikhs and the Hindus, the coalition politics took a new turn in 1997 and ushered an era of pre-poll pact between Shiromani Akali Dal and BJP.This alliance has since remained steadfast and contested all assembly and parliamentary elections in accordance with a well-entrenched seat-sharing formula. In last two decades, the Shiromani Akali Dal and BJP coalition has ruled the state for three terms, all lasting five years.’

Taking into account the demographic profile of the state with the population of Hindus and Sikhs at 43 and 53 per cent respectively, the Akalis and the Congress have dominated the state’s politics for the last six decades.They alternately ruled Punjab.They drew their strengths from the state’s demography with the Congress, banking on Hindus and Dalits, while the Akalis drew their powerbase from the Sikhs.

After Operation Blue Star, carried out by the Army  in 1984 on the orders of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi to flush out Sikh militants hiding in the Golden Temple, the Congress lost much of its support base, while a fledgling BJP gained ground among the urban Hindus.

Ramesh Vinayak says, ‘The new political chemistry dictated the forging of Akali-BJP alliance which represent the interests of two principal communities and also compliment each other electorally. In that sense, it is seen as a social coalition that has established a sort of communal equilibrium in the state’s power politics.’

However, the BJP has been a junior partner in what has come to be known as a ‘made for each other’ stable alliance.

Many in Punjab feel that the coalition rule has proved a shade better than the single-party rule from the standpoint of governance. It is primarily because power-sharing rules are well-defined and both tend to take care of their constituencies.

According to Ramesh Vinayak, ‘The coalition governments have proved to be a better and more vigilant guarantor of communal amity in the border state singed by the Sikh extremism of the 1980s. The coalitions have steadfastly held on to the hard-earned peace and also kept a check on the radical fringe.’

It seems the Akali-BJP alliance will stay. They, in fact, are in a swim-or-sink-together situation.The reason could be Punjab’s evenly-split demographic profile. They need each other’s props to come up trumps in power games.They do not have any option, at least for now, to align with someone.

Coalition in Punjab thus brought peace, though Badal’s last regime that ended in March 2017 was plagued by family feuds, nepotism and corruption. However, now much would depend on the Congress regime and its ability to govern the state and extricate it from the morass of corruption and burning social issues, especially drug addiction and a rampant gender bias.

Thus a majority of the coalition governments in the states have been formed primarily to grab power.And for this politicians adopted all tactics-engineering defections, breaking parties. Initially, the coalitions came to break the Congress hegemony, later from the 1990s began the chapter of assertion by castes and communities.West Bengal and Kerala could be an exception as coalition governments have rarely completed their full terms.

Going by the fate of coalition governments in various states, the fact is that hung houses and such rules have ended in chaos and confrontations, leading to the premature termination of their arrangement. Ironically, partners in power overnight turn into foes. One does not see any immediate respite from the prevailing dance of democracy.

A friend once quipped, ‘One gets a government, but not governance.’While the other friend said the oft-heard phrase,‘Politics makes strange bedfellows as proven by the bonhomie displayed by Sonia Gandhi and Mayawati at the swearing-in ceremony of Karanataka chief minister in May 2018.’ But beneath all the public drama is nothing but self-aggrandisement.

However, the general perception of the central government is at variance with states where the formation of UPA and NDA brought in political stability. As for their performance, UPA-1 delivered, UPA-2 failed. Prime Minister Manmohan Singh’s integrity remained impeccable, but his authority or control slackened primarily because of a power centre controlled by party high command Sonia Gandhi. Thereafter, endless skeletons tumbled out of governments cupboards, involving the allies. Manmohan Singh failed to address the issues as it involved risking his government.

So, what is better for the country which has seen both one-party rule and coalition governments?

I have closely interacted with people in the rural areas on various political issues confronting the country.What I have concluded from my discussions at dhabas and villages during elections is that somehow a majority of people in the rural areas have less or no preference for a coalition or one-party rule. They watch with interest the intense drama that unfolds in the making of the coalition government. But once the government is in place, they lose interest. Some still do not understand the machinations that go into the formation of a coalition.

But why is that? Have they lost confidence in the political system, reconciling with the poverty they are in?

Or is the palpable apathy due to the failure of successive governments to deliver on their first poll promise of roti, kapda aur makaan?

Intense discussions and debates are mainstays in urban areas.The majority has an opinion on everything but they play a passive role in the elections. Of late, more voices have been heard supporting coalition rule as they think checks and balances are needed on the party in power. Here are what some political analysts had to say.

Academician and columnist Zoya Hasan said, ‘One-party governments are not necessarily better in governance or development. The Modi government, which is a form of one-party government, is rather incompetent in matters of governance.This is reflected in the arbitrary decision on demonetisation and the shoddy implementation of Goods and Services Tax (GST).There are numerous other instances of governance failure under the highly centralised Modi government worsened by the absence of checks and balances and institutionalised pluralism in the party or government. In fact, Indian democracy has not fared well under powerful majorities led by strong leaders, unchecked by coalition dynamics.’ Many quote Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s rule, especially between 1975 and 1977 when Emergency was imposed and any form of dissent suppressed.

On coalition government in the states, Hasan said, ‘The same is true of states. Coalition governments have dominated Kerala and Tamil Nadu which are among the better governed and more developed states in India, whereas one-party rule in Odisha, Rajasthan or Madhya Pradesh has not even helped in improving social indicators of development, leave alone providing substantive economic development. Likewise, the BJP won a massive majority in UP in the 2017 assembly elections but an absolute majority cannot ensure good governance which is obvious as there is neither development nor governance under the BJP government in the state.’

Senior journalist and political analyst Neeraja Choudhury opined, ‘Alliances will continue and have a future in a country as diverse as ours. However, while for political stability, a majority government is better but for democracy—for example, media freedom—coalitions are better. Less concentration of power in a few hands is better, so are checks and balances.’

Prominent author and journalist Saeed Naqvi’s take is the following:‘The national party, the Indian National Congress, from the very outset in 1947, was actually a gift of the national movement. The states have not given us the Congress party, it is the Congress party that has spread itself out across the states with varying degrees of acceptance.That the states would resist this imposition should have been anticipated.The first eruption of resistance took place in the form of the anti -Hindi agitation in Tamil Nadu which brought the Dravida parties to power.This was the beginning of federal India asserting itself, gradually leading to a succession of coalitions beginning with the post emergency Janata Party coalition of 1977.’

Naqvi, who has authored several books, is also of the view that the coalition governments are now inevitable for the foreseeable future. However, if coalitions are here to stay, the rules ensuring their stability must be strengthened. A balance will have to be struck between conscientious objectors and opportunists changing parties for personal gain.This must be at the centre of an extended national debate.

Asked to compare the performance of the very first NDA and UPA governments at the Centre, Naqvi said, ‘Of the two coalition governments, one led by Atal Behari Vajpayee and the other by Manmohan Singh,it will be difficult to identify victors and losers.They were both promising and yet inadequate experiments. Corruption is inevitable in coalitions unless funding of political parties is streamlined. In the absence of this, what we have in India as elsewhere is a corporate stranglehold on national politics.This will naturally lead to rampaging crony capitalism. Corruption in other words is inevitable. How to finance political parties must be another issue for national debate.’

Former cop and an advocate from Maharashtra, YP Singh said, ‘Of late, there is a trend emerging in certain countries, whereby a strong leader seeks to rig or even usurp the democratic institutions to perpetuate his power. In this way, sham democracies are getting created in such countries. In such a situation the best bet is a coalition government, where the head of government is just one among equals. This system does not allow accumulation of power at the hands of one man and hence ensures that the basic features of a democratic constitution are safe. In fact, what this system does is to replace a one-person rule to that of many-person rule.’ He further said at an impromptu meeting in Lucknow, ‘The redeeming feature is that with coalitions, democratic systems do not get fixed or manipulated. Since, the country is governed by strong institutions and prescribed procedures, hence, such an agglomeration of coalition parties is unable to undermine the optimality of administration.’

As the country gears up for the most exciting battle in recent times in the year 2019, both the BJP and the Congress are out cherry-picking. Old allies are going to quit, new ones may join.The compulsions would vary from seat sharing and keeping post-polls options open to the voter’s preferences. The TDP voters will not support the BJP, Chandrababu Naidu knows it pretty well. But what guarantee is there that he would not rejoin the NDA.

Besides, every election activates those who dream of a Third Front, though it has become a subject of public mockery. Already two fiery leaders—Mayawati and Mamata Bannerjee—have thrown their hat in the ring. Only a fractured verdict can heighten their prospects.They are strong contenders for the prime minister’s post in case no party garners a majority—à la Deve Gowda.

The BJP and its allies appear to be comfortable, but they will have to offset their losses which they might suffer in North, where they reached their optimum in 2014. Indian political history shows that waves cannot be recreated. Can they do it from western and southern regions of the country? At least not without allies!

The Congress is still dilly-dallying with its political alignments as it appears reluctant to accept the junior partner’s position in northern states. However, the Third Force lacks the credibility that the UPA has. It is in the interest of the Congress to bring disparate groups aiming to form the Third Front into the fold of the UPA. Nothing has worked better than simple arithmetic in sharing seats and later positions in the government.

The Congress may have to show the magnanimity which the BJP displayed in their quest to create a Congress-mukt Bharat if it really wishes to stop the Modi-Shah juggernaut.

It’s hard to say which coalition would form the government. But it can be said that it will be a coalition at the helm of affairs post 2019 polls.

The BJP came with a majority in 2014, but preferred to continue with a coalition, the NDA. But this time no party may have the comfort of a majority that Narendra Modi had.And if Narendra Modi returns to power, then running a coalition will not be a matter of choice but one of compulsion.And this would require some flexibility in running the show.

What’s the way forward if coalitions are both acceptable and inevitable and if the country does not want a repeat of Karnataka again?

Way back in 2011, while delivering a lecture organised by Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce & Industry (FICCI), Arun Jaitley, who is now the finance minister, had said, ‘While coalitions were a reality, the best under the circumstances was a two coalition system.Two political factors, he had said, would determine the course of the coalition system. One, at the core of the coalition, the main political party has to be strong.Two, the leader of the coalition has to be tall and it is the personality of the leader that must drive decision-making.Today, the core itself has become a coalition, making the implementation of any agenda difficult.The movement to issue-based politics hinged on the quest from consensus on some vital national issues.You can have issues on which you can build a consensus amongst political parties, but those issues have to be identified and presented by the government.’11

The fact is that even strong leaders like Narendra Modi with a huge majority could not decide ministers from coalition parties. That’s one compulsion as the leader of the coalesce partner decides who would or should be a minister, whether capable or not. As for governance, it sometimes gets an ideological nod.

However, while these contentious issues can still be sorted out, it is the multiple orders from Raj Bhavan, Rashtrapati Bhavan and the courts of the country that need to be studied.There is a multitude of precedents and conventions.

There is a need for some form of uniformity as these orders are selectively picked up by contenders to give logic to their claim.There are precedents in which a single largest party had been invited to form the government, and there is also a precedent in which their claim was rejected for a lack of requisite numbers, as it would trigger horse-trading.

Political analyst Praveen Rai said, ‘The best way to stop horse-trading is to take an undertaking from candidates that they would remain with the parent party for five years and any wilful abstention to vote on a whip would invite disqualification and ban to contest elections for 10 years.The voting in case of hung assembly should be done openly and telecast on Indian television channels so that voters could see the true colours of the representative elected by them.The Karnataka case has set the right precedent, and the Supreme Court should lay down guidelines for the governor in inviting the party or parties in forming the government and conduct of floor test in the house.’

Some food for thought: Did telecasting the proceedings check the public demeanour of our public representatives? No. Instead in some states like Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, the MLAs created ruckus to create their dabang image amongst their supporters.

Post-poll alliances are considered unethical while governments formed by outside support have proven extremely fragile.

Arrangements like the UPA and the NDA at the state level appear unfeasible in the near future as kaun banega mukhya mantri (who will become the chief minister) will remain a bone of contention in a coalition of all shapes and sizes.

Indeed, mainline parties want their dependence to lessen on demanding, sometimes dictatorial, regional parties. From the Shiv Sena to TDP, the BJP’s partners started publicly criticising the leadership’s arrogance and antagonism against the regional parties much before the completion of the five-year tenure.

The Congress at one point of time had felt it was a temporary phase. Referring to the Panchmarhi conclave held during 4-6 September 1998, Pranab Mukherjee writes,‘The conclave was significant for the political stand it took. In her concluding remark, Sonia Gandhi said, “The fact that we are going through a coalitional phase at national politics reflects in many ways the decline of the Congress. This is a passing phase and we will come back again with full force and on our own steam. But in the interim, coalitions may well be needed.” Thus, she asserted that in the long run, the Congress would be able to govern on its own, but at the same time anticipated what was to happen in 2004.’12

In 2018, the Congress is more dependent on allies, though it is still reluctant to come down from its high horse.

There is another issue that Prime Minister Narendra Modi has raised when he suggested simultaneous polls for elections to the Lok Sabha and the Vidhan Sabha. A committee set up in Uttar Pradesh studied the prickly issue before submitting its report to Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath in May 2018.The committee recommended that the terms of the states where assembly elections were due on or before 21 December 2021 should be curtailed and clubbed with 2019 general elections.

However, even if the recommendation is accepted and simultaneous elections held in several states along with the general elections, what if some states throw up hung houses? Once again, it would disturb the simultaneous poll calendar. After all, simultaneous polls were held till 1967—a watershed year in Indian politics.

Thus, it is time that political parties addressed the sensitive issue and laid uniform guidelines for the formation of the government in the case of a hung house.

Political parties are demanding the Supreme Court to lay down uniform guidelines for Raj Bhavan.Why can’t they sit together, discuss it in the parliament and find an amicable way forward?

After all, the Constitution can be amended, without which even the suggestion for simultaneous polls cannot be implemented.

To substantiate my argument, I would urge the reader to refer to what Patrick French points out in his book India: A Portrait where he says that as our democracy evolves with age, some constitutional amendments to retain its health have become mandatory.

‘“No constitution is perfect,” he (BR Ambedkar) told his listeners, but I feel that it is workable, it is flexible and it is strong enough to hold the country together both in peacetime and in wartime. Indeed, as I may say so, if things go wrong under the new constitution, the reason will not be that we had a bad constitution.What we will have to say is that Man was vile.’13

BR Ambedkar said this while presenting the final draft of the document to the Constituent Assembly in November 1948. We are in 2018.

Quite often, politicians take the escape route in constitutional provisions but BR Ambedkar had made an important point: ‘A constitution is a mechanism, not a solution, and it has to be operated properly if it is to work well. It was a clear, well-intentioned and cleverly thought-out document which balanced liberty and security, shared power and did not rely on the goodwill of any other leader. India was taking a gamble on democracy, on the precept that individuals would no longer rely on the whim of others to represent their interests.’14

He quoted the Australian Ambassador to India, Walter Crocker, who had written decades back in 1966 that India will be run by politicians belonging to different ideologies and that they will draw more powers from the outcastes and the low castes.

Interestingly, while the Congress post Independence was wooing the upper caste, Crocker foresaw their majority and said, ‘Thanks to the ballot box, it will be the votes of the majority which will set up and pull down governments. In abolishing the British Raj, and in propagating ideas of equality, so hastily and in the way they did, Nehru and the upper-class Indian nationalists of English education abolished themselves.’15

The words have come true.

The decline in the democratic set-up can be plugged if some cleaning up can be done through particular amendments—checking malpractices both in the elections, as well as in the formation of the government.

Several electoral reforms are pending decision. As they await discussion, can India decide to disqualify the MLA who doesn’t hesitate in dumping his party for power immediately after the elections? The disqualification has to be automatic.

Also, the preference order in case of a hung house could be— pre-electoral alliance, post-poll alliance between parties and not individuals and then the single largest party with the outside support of independents and other groups. Minority governments have been successful in some countries.

Let those who manipulate hung houses hang their heads in shame. Hail Indian democracy!
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