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Capital View 

Politics of the Transition 
Romesh Thapar 

ITH T T Krishnamachari and In
dira Gandhi in London to repre

sent India at the Commonwealth talks, 
and observers wondering how they 
wi l l divide their responsibilities, com
ments have been heard at the highest 
levels about the many voices with 
which the GOI now speaks. This is 
not a new feature of the working of 
the Government, but of late it has 
become all too noticeable, 

The careful noting of opinions in 
high places has become an important 
pastime because nobody really knows 
what the policy of the Shastri Govern
ment amounts to. Of course, almost 
daily there is someone pontificating 
about the new Government's determi
nation to live up to the credo of 
Jawaharlal Nehru. This is a necessary 
public relations boost for the succes
sor Government, even though the im
petuous Manubhai Shah, despite his 
belated denials, almost punctured the 
image in the course of convincing US 
business circles of the new opportu
nities in India. 

T T Krishnamachari in London 
has also stressed the theme of con
tinuity although he too has seen fit to 
make special mention of his desire to 
treat foreign capital 'differently' from 
Indian capital. May be this approach 
is also part of the 'continuum', for 
after all he did say something to this 
effect in his last budget speech. What 
does it matter if certain facets of an 
over-all, balanced policy are more 
deeply etched now that the 'old man' 
isn't there to question the emphasis! 

There is no denying that from 
among this whole bunch of politicians 
Shastri is without a doubt the most 
determined about evolving a new 
policy. And it is necessary, even as 
contradictory voices are heard, to note 
the beginnings of this attempt irres
pective of whether we believe he has 
the clarity and dynamism to carry an 
amorphous party with him. 

Shastri takes pains to pro
ject himself as a 'centrist'. In 
fact, he uses the word him
self to describe his political-economic 
concepts. Several commentators, mean
while, are making a great play with 
this notion of centrism. Only a few 
have thought fit to warn that a policy 
anchored to the dead centre can in 
our conditions prove dead, sterile, 

static. In other words, a centrist, to 
be relevant, must inevitably move to 
the left of centre or to the right of 
centre. 

New Policies 

This rather obvious truth is begin
ning to dawn on policy-makers in the 
capital. And in the debate which has 
been joined, the consensus (what an 
appropriately amorphous, centrist 
word!) is that Prime Minister Shastri 
is moving to the right of centre, Much 
evidence is advanced to support this 
thesis. 

Shastri's comments to journalists of 
various descriptions are being resear
ched. Vagueness in attitude to foreign 
and domestic issues is now seen as the 
calculated and skilful preparation 
of a man who wishes to change Neh-
ruist policies, evolved and consoli
dated over some sixteen years, with
out arousing undue alarm and suspi
cion. The reluctance to talk in terms 
of massive five-year plans, and the 
desire to stress the obvious but ne
glected minor facts of failure and 
achievement, are interpreted as mark
ing the end of 'economic dogmatism' 
and its replacement by 'realistic prag
matism' based on private initiative 
and enterprise. The quiet, efficient 
operation against the strong men in 
the States, launched in the Punjab 
and now spreading to Orissa and Ut-
tar Pradesh, is viewed as reflecting a 
determination to place honest, medio
cre men in the saddle, men who will 
do as the High Command directs. 

The easy description of non-align
ment as 'friendship for all nations', 
the imperceptible shift in emphasis 
from 'democratic socialism' to 'socia
list democracy', from 'planning' to 
'implementation', are straws in the 
wind of change. But there is more to 
it than just this. The address to Asoka 
Mehta's Planning Commission, pitched 
to the objectives of minor irrigation 
and cottage industries, the failure to 
back the bold initiatives of Food and 
Agriculture Minister Subramaniam at 
the Chief Ministers' Conference, and 
the behind-the-scenes moves to set up 
'brains-trusts' of so-called pragmatic 
men are part of the pattern which is 
now unfolding. 

Of course, even among those who 
would foster this movement to the 

right of centre, there is an uncomfort
able feeling that events might con
spire to push Shastri to the left of 
centre. For example, all the careful 
preparation to introduce India's new 
image to the world at the London con
ference was nullified by illness. Now, 
Shastri wil l probably take his first 
trip abroad to the Non-Aligned Confe
rence in Cairo—an experience which 
could have a deep impact. A visit to 
Moscow might follow soon after—dic
tated by the needs of Chavan's De
fence Ministry which has been denied 
super-sonic aircraft and submarines by 
the West or by requirements of the 
steel and heavy engineering industries. 

At home, too, the pressures might 
increase for action which only a 
streamlined and powerful Planning 
Commission could coordinate. Shastri 
might yet be convinced that the pro
jected 7 per cent rate of growth 
cannot be drastically revised without 
endangering the democratic structure 
which alone can ensure the so-called 
centrism to which he is wedded. 

Politically, the ruling party appears 
as if it 18 firmly in the hands of the 
'bosses', but we have as yet to witness 
an all-India gathering of the machine-
men and field-workers with Jawaharlal 
Nehru no longer present to bring 
'wings' and 'factions' and 'trends' to
gether on an agreed platform. Wil l the 
technique of the consensus be effec
tive when the hosts gather at Durga-
pur next January? By then, Shastri 
and his men will have to be ready to 
lead. 

Against this kind of background, the 
re-emergence of Jayaprakash Narayan 
on the political chessboard is not to 
be dismissed lightly. His statement in 
Madras, a carefully phrased self-
criticism about lost opportunities to 
serve the Congress Party and to work 
for its socialist objectives, together 
with his later plea for a national gov
ernment embracing even 'dedicated' 
non-Congressmen, clearly prepares the 
way for his return to the leading eche
lons of the party and the State. A close 
confidant of the Prime Minister, Jaya
prakash Narayan could be headed for 
the Foreign Ministry, a first step to
wards deputy leadership. 

There is no denying that the transi
tion we are witnessing could develop 
dimensions not indicated earlier. 
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