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From the South 

Travancore - Cochin Prepares for Elections 
(By our Special Election Correspondent) 

The elections will test me ability of the Congress to recuperate from defeats and provide an indication 
of the extent to which Government efforts at economic development have succeeded in capturing the imagina-
tion of the people. 

Leftist front has somewhat weakened it a position by forming an electoral -alliance without agreeing on 
a common economic programme. This has made its stand rather negative. 

Trivandrum, January 17 

PO L L I N G wi l l begin i n I r a -
vancore-Cochin State on Febru

ary 15 for 117 scats in the State 
legislature. This election is import 
ant, for it is the first major contest 
since the general elections of 1951 
and it is being held in a Slate 
where Congress Party popularity has 
been at a low ebb. It wi l l test the 
ability of the Congress to recuperate 
from defeats and provide an indica
tion of the extent to which govern
ment efforts at economic develop
ment have succeeded in capturing 
the imagination of the people. The 
inaugural campaign speech by the 
Chief Minister of Madras, in which 
he intimated that a vote cast against 
Congress was a vote cast against 
India's prestige in world circles, 
indicates that the campaign wi l l not 
be confined to local issues, and that 
it wi l l be hard fought and bitter. 

There are six major parties eon 
testing the elections. These are 
listed below, with the number of 
seats contested given against each : 

Congress Parly ... ... 115 
Travancore T a m i l n a d 

Congress . . ... 16 

United Front of Leftists 
Revolutionary Socia l is t 

Party ... 12 
Kerala Socialist Party ... 8 
Communist Party of India 46 
Praja Socialist Party ... 40 

The latter four together with some 
independents have formed an elec
toral alliance, the United Front of 
Leftists, the object of which is to 
form a solid left-wing opposition to 
the Congress. The terms of this 
alliance provide for allocation of 
constituencies among the different 
parties in such a way as to avoid 
splitting the potential left-wing vote, 
and at" the same time to maximize 
this vote. 'Thus, in a constituency 
where, say, the Praja Socialist Party 
is deemed to be strong, adherents of 
other parties in the bloc arc instruct 
ed to support the candidates select 
ed by the Praja Socialist Party. The 
Travancore Tamiland Congress re

presents a group of Congress dissi
dents among the Tamil population 
in the extreme southern portion of 
the State whose chief demand is 
union of predominantly Tamil-
speaking areas with Madras State. 
They are not associated with the-
United Front of Leftists. A rappro
chement with the Congress Parts 
before elections take place, however, 
is considered out of the question. 
It was this group which, by joining 
a parliamentary coalition with the 
Congress, enabled the Congress to 
obtain a working majority in the 
State Assembly after the last elec
tions. Their refusal to endorse a 
government motion of confidence 
brought: about the collapse of the 
present ministry and the calling of 
new elections. 

The political environment at the 
present differs considerably from 
that prevailing before the 1951-52 
elections. At that time there was 
no co-ordinated left-wing opposition 
to Congress, for the United Front of 
Leftists was formed only after the 
elections. The merger of the 
Socialist and Praja parties had yet 
to occur. A ban placed on the Com 
munist Party in the State in 1948 
was lifted only a few days before 
polling began, so that Communists 
were obliged to contest the election 
as independents, and in most cases 
to carry on their election campaign 
surreptitiously. As a result, leftist 
candidates were arrayed against one 
another in many constituencies. 
There was dissension also in the 
ranks of Congress supporters. Senti
ment among influential Hindus that 
the Congress Party showed unduc 
favouritism to Christians was crystal
lized in the active opposition of the 
leading Hindu cultural organization 
in the State—the Hindu M a n d a l 
to the Congress Party. Differences 
with this group were patched up 
only at the last moment and with 
doubtful success, since the effects of 
weeks of active campaigning by 
Hindu Mandal leaders had to be 
eradicated in a matter of days. Even 
among the Christians, the Congress 
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could because of the undividend sup-
port of the Catholics, who make up 
about half of the total Christian 
population. This time, in an effort 
to avoid occurrences of this sort, 
the Congress Party changed its 
method of selecting candidates 
Formerly, applications for nomina
tion were invited from the various 
constituencies. 'This time, the selec
tion of candidates was made on the 
recommendation of a Contact Com 
mittee which toured the the individual 
constituencies to obtain the opinions 
of local party units as to suitable 
candidates. Tin's is expected to 
ensure the selection of candidates 
who are popular locally, and to 
avoid injury to community sensi
bilities. 

Community identification fre
quently plays an important role in 
the political life of the State. If. 
for example, influential sections of 
the Christian community feel that 
the Congress Party has failed to 
nominate a number of Christian 
candidates roughly proportional to 
their percentage of the total popula
tion, they may induce an independ
ent to nut against the Congress 
candidate and instruct their electo
rate to cast their votes as Christians 
tor the independent. This may have 
the effect of splitting the erstwhile 
Congress supporters and enabling an 
opposition candidate to win. Simi-
larly, in a constituency where a 
Christian candidate is sponsored, 
Hindus, even when they are not in 
sympathy with the left, will fre
quently vote against the Confess 
and for the left-wing candidate where 
there is no suitable independent. 
'The two principal caste otganiza 
t ions in the Hindu communi ty . the 
Nair Service Society and the Shri 
Narayana Dharma Pala (better 
known as SNDP), the latter an 
organization of non-caste Hindus 
called Izhavas. have in the past fre
quently exerted influence on the 
political activities of their respective 
communities. However, recently, 
both organizations passed resolutions 
limiting their activities to cultural 
matters. As they are in addition 
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currently riven with various internal 
dissensions, it is unlikely that they 
will play an important role in the 
current elections. An indication 
that the influence of community 
identification in 'State politics is 
declining is the small number of 
independent candidates in the cur
rent electoral list. Only 10 per cent 
of the candidates are independents. 
In most constituencies there are 
straight contents between the Con 
gress and the Leftist bloc. 

A combination of two factors may 
prove of decisive importance. One 
is the existence of a State-wide eco
nomic crisis of increasingly grave 
proportions; the other is the unusual 
degree of interest taken by people 
here in political activities. 

Much of the economic trouble is 
chronic, for the economy of the 
State is seriously unbalanced—85 per 
cent of the population is rural, and 
most of the rural population are 
agriculturists or follow occupations 
closely related to agriculture. Yet 
the population density (1,015 per 
square mile)—-one of the highest in 
the world—is almost double that of 
Japan (583), and nearly one and half 
times that of England and Wales 
(754). Of the agriculturists, 37 per 
cent arc agricultural labourers—the 
highest proportion of any State in 
India—and most owner-cultivators 
hold plots of uneconomic size. A l 
though two-thirds of the cultivated 
land is devoted to food crops, the 
State is a critically food-deficit area. 
The Stale is one of the few areas in 
India still under rationing and the 
daily food grain ration, six ounces of 
rice, is the lowest in India. The 
bulk of the population subsist on a 
diet consisting chiefly of tapioca. 
Poverty in rural areas is aggravated 
by widespread and growing unem
ployment in what l i t t le industry 
there is. The cashew industry, 
which employs directly and indirectly 
200,000 people, has virtually closed 
down owing to a tall in the world 
market price of nearly 50 per cent 
since the war. The coir and hand 
loom industries are also experiencing 
a severe slump. 

An electorate which is at once 
poverty-stricken, literate, and acutely 
aware of political issues is naturally 
inclined to be sympathetic to left-
wing opposition parlies. The lite 
racy rate (54 per cent) and the per
centage of the electorate voting (71 
per cent in the 1951-52 elections) 
are the highest in India; universal 
suffrage has been in force longer 
than anywhere else in the country 
(since 1947); and more than a 
dozen colleges and the university 
turn out every year large numbers 
of young men and women for whom 

diminishing opportunities for em
ployment exist and who furnish a 
huge reservoir of opposition party 
leadership. 

In the last general elections, the 
results were as follows: 

Congress Party 44 
United Front of Leftists ... 32 
Socialists- ... ... ... 12 
Travancore-Tamilnad 

Congress ... ... 8 
Others ... 12 

Total ... 108 

Municipal and panchayat elections 
held early in 1953 indicated no 
significant change in voting trends, 
but recent consolidation in the ranks 
of the two major party blocs make 
comparison with the past difficult. 
The fact that levels of living have 
on the whole worsened since 1951, 
despite the inauguration three years 
ago of the Five-Year Plan, wi l l cause 
voters here to think carefully before 

endorsing the party which is respon-
sible for the conception and execu
tion of that Plan. 

A defeat for the Congress, how
ever, would not necessarily usher in 
a leftist government. In view of 
the opposition of the Praja Socialist 
Party National Executive to coope
ration wi th the Communists, it is 
unlikely that the Praja Socialist 
Party would be induced to partici
pate in a coalition government in 
the event of the United Front of 
Leftists winning a majority of seats. 
The relationship, too, between the 
other component members of the 
Front has been uneasy and marred 
by frequent ruptures. The " plague 
on both your houses " attitude of 
the Travancore-Tamilnad Congress is 
pledged to continue. At present it 
appears that, barring an improbable 
resurgence of Congress popularity or 
a strengthening of left-wing party 
unity, Travancore-Cochin faces conti
nued political instability in the 
future. 
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