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Shastri and 'The Syndicate' 
Romesh Thapar 

W H A T an extraordinarily mercurial 
l o t we are. When Jawaharlal 

Nehru was alive, we used to criticise 
h im mercilessly for heading a govern
ment which seemed to be pulling in 
a l l directions. Now, Lai Bahadur Shas
t r i performs in similar fashion and we 
praise h im for his 'consensus-like' ap
proach. Yet, Nehru could lead. Shastri 
has to prove that he can. Whether we 
are mercurial or politically shallow, it 
is difficult to decide. 

Take the national press. Apart from 
a voice here or there, the pattern is 
identical. We are told, editorially and 
otherwise, that Shastri has 'weathered' 
the storm, has 'organised' a like-mind
ed team and has 'come through' the 
trials of Cabinet-making wi th reputa
t ion untarnished. This is true only in 
a l imited sense. 

Shastri, in fact, sought the entry of 
the openly antagonistic Morarji Desai 
and the opportunist Jagjivan Ram who 
would have made a shambles of any
thing like a consensus. This manoeuvre 
was thought necessary in order to ac
commodate the 'Kamarajed' S K Patil. 
Circumstances offered h im the oppor
tunity to marshall a real team, but the 
Prime Minister designate preferred to 
hold on to what his predecessor had 
left behind, dead wood included. 

'The Syndicate' for Ministry Making 

Then again, there has been some 
dismay over the fact that throughout 
the process of Cabinet-making, Shastri 
relied heavily on the advice of what 
has been described as 'The Syndicate/ 
a group which is seeking to direct 
Indian politics—Kamaraj who mobi l i 
ses the South wi th Sanjeeva Reddy, 
and Atulya Ghosh who is working 
closely wi th S K P a t i l These four 
organisation men have fiddled wi th the 
portfolios to such an extent that even 
members of the Cabinet do not quite 
understand the rationale behind the 
reorganisation. 

No one can understand why Subra-
maniam, who was beginning to grapple 
wi th the many problems of the public 
sector, has been sent off to Food and 
Agriculture. Sanjeeva Reddy is pedes
tr ian in comparison and we cannot af
ford at this juncture to take risks wi th 
untried men in so crucial a ministry. 

A pattern of confusion emerges when 
we view the decision to separate heavy 
engineering, to l ink up steel wi th 
mines. Any mixture of private and 
public enterprise deadens ministerial 
responsibility. This has been proved in 
the past. At best, one could argue that 
Shastri is putt ing one of his most 
dynamic men in charge of Food and 
Agriculture, but surely not at the ex
pense of public sector industry! 

It appears as if certain regional pres
sures and controversies about, indus
t r ia l policy and related matters forced 
Shasta's hand. However, it could be 
argued that we are witnessing the first 
organised attempt to disorganise the 
public sector and put a brake on its 
growth. This may well be the 'pers
pective plan' of the so-called Syndi
cate, for, after al l , Atulya Ghosh and 
Patil are no friends of the public sec
tor. Indeed, there is even a question-
mark over Sanjeeva Reddy. 

Next Phase 

The pattern of confusion persists as 

we try to comprehend combinations 
like Parliamentary Affairs and Civi l 
Aviat ion, Law and Communications, 
Social Security and Cottage Industries, 
etc. There also seems to be no reason 
to elevate Irr igation and Power to 
Cabinet rank and to demote the tech
nocrat in-charge of i t ; Similarly, what 
prompted the removal of Cultural Af
fairs from Education? Indeed, the only 
rational decision taken was to return 
Textiles and Jute to Manubhai Shah 
who had mysteriously lost control over 
them some months ago. 

While on the surface it certainly 
looks very much as if 'The Syndicate' 
is having its way. Shastri may weil 
have decided to play along wi th the 
organisation men so long as the pro
jected division of power prevents the 
likelihood of a combination working 
against him. A visible atomisation of 
factions has taken place wi thin the 
Cabinet. This could strengthen Shas-
tri 's capacity to take initiatives among 
colleagues who consider themselves his 
equal. 

In other words, it is stil l not possi
ble to pass judgement. T T Krishna-

, machari's power has to be estimated in 
the new set-up. Asoka Mehta's future 

remains uncertain, for he has as yet 
to join the Congress Party. Indira 
Gandhi, too, prepares to meet the chal
lenges of a long-neglected ministry. 
And S K Padi, now happy wi th the 
charge he refused not so long ago, has 
to reveal his plans wi th a watchful 
Chavan nearby. 

The country would have been more 
enthused if Shastri had at least purged 
his government of incompetents—and 
they are not a few. However, 'The 
Syndicate' demanded an immediate de
cision on the composition of the gov
ernment. Perhaps, this was wise. But 
Shastri must be made to realise that 
much remains to be done before this 
country feels that it has a purposeful 
government headed by purposeful men. 

The next phase in the reorganisa
tion at the Centre wi l l take place after 
certain changes have been made in the 
States. Priority attention wi l l naturally 
be given to Kairon's future in the 
Punjab, the role of Patnaik in Orissa, 
the mess in Uttar Pradesh and Kerala, 
and the internal situation in the Valley 
of Kashmir. These 'situations' are 
bristling with problems. Congressmen 
are hopeful that Shastri has the tact 
and good sense to tackle them, but 
he wi l l require more than just the 
capacity to patch up quarrels and to 
ease tensions. 

Right-of-Centra 

For example, there is a section of in
formed opinion which believes that 
Shastri should not have tried to bring 
the Morarji Desai faction into the 
Cabinet even on the plea that this ele
ment would be troublesome if left out. 
From the beginning the Prime Minister 
designate knew that Desai could not 
be given the seniority he demanded. 
Now Desai feels insulted and threatens 
revenge. Shastri, once elected, should 
have insisted on keeping the Kamaraj
ed men out of the Cabinet. His sur
render to T h e Syndicate' over Patil is 
likely to generate much trouble. 

Similarly, the present composition of 
the G O I is seen as reflecting a right-
of-centre orientation. Wi th in the ru l 
ing party, there is a feeling that Shastri 
w i l l more and more lean rightwards to 
consolidate his hold or else the now 
confident Syndicate wi l l embarrass him 
politically. Fortunately, Shastri is not 
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new to the game. A n d he is l ikely to 
muster considerable support and good
w i l l should he decide to puncture the 
ambitions of T h e Syndicate' which 
helped h im to win power without a 
long and bit ter battle. 

As I have said in an earlier dispatch, 
we are now entering a phase in our 
poli t ical life which w i l l see the unleash
ing of many hitherto inhibited ele
ments. We w i l l soon grow accustomed, 
as other nations have, to syndicates 
and lobbies. In the course of this ex
perience, we w i l l mature. But, some
how, our people have to be made 
aware of these new trends in our life. 
Only then w i l l they appreciate the 
urgent need to bui ld the institutions 
and movements to create sanctions for 
Vital policies and programmes—and to 
confront the syndicates and lobbies of 
vested interests. 

No Course for Despondency 
This essential activity at the grass 

foots was much neglected by all pol i t i 
cal parties during Jawaharlal Nehru's 
17-year stewardship. Nehru was able 
no t only to w i n the trust and confid
ence of his own party, but also in an 
extraordinary sort of way to reflect the 
progressive economic and social de
mands of those in opposition. His pass
ing leaves a huge void in our political 
life—and it has to be filled during the 
next two years, that is, before the next 
general election. Failure to do so would 
place us at the mercy of some cabal 
or other. 

Only the politically romantic are 
despondent, for in vain they look 
around for another leader who has the 
makings of a Nehru. They refuse to 
face the t ru th that the heroic age is 
over. We have to get down to hard, 
unyielding problems, and find new ways 
of curing the paralysis. It may well be 
a long and arduous process consider
ing the level of political talent which 
the rul ing party has been able to gene
rate. Much w i l l depend on the insti
tutions and movements we bui ld . 

Shastri himself has been more than 
surprised at the response he has al
ready received. The Congress Party 
accepts h im despite the contrast wi th 
Nehru. The political opposition, too, 
whether Communist, Socialist, Jan 
Sangh or Swatantra, is fairly well dis
posed towards h im. The reaction abroad 
is somewhat similar. Even Sheikh 
Abdul lah has given assurances that he 
is prepared to be patient. 

It is, in fact, a wait-and-see attitude 
on the part of all . There is promise in 
i t . Danger, too—that is, if Shastri 
drifts or permits the manipulative poli
tics of one or other syndicate to con
di t ion his policy and practice. 
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