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Capital View 

Leaders, Prices, Perks and Perspectives 
Romesh Thapar 

STRANGE times, these! President 
Johnson, reacting to a minor at

tack on an the US destroyer in the Gulf 
of Tonkin, off the coast, of North Viet 
Nam, orders an intensification of offen
sive patrolling in that area because it 
will sound good to those US voters 
who are beginning to succumb to that 
'damn fool' Goldwater. Foreign Minis
ter Bhutto of Pakistan speaks his psy
chopathic mind on Swaran Singh, In
dira Gandhi, and, inevitably, Kashmir, 
knowing that by so doing he is just 
about blowing up the possibility of 
fruitful talks between 'we neighbours'. 
Sukarno of Indonesia, presiding over a 
bankrupt economy, invites Khrushchev 
to take over although aware that ii 
will not be possible to double-cross 
him as he has done so many others who 
came to his aid. And Prime Minister 
Shastri has made clear that he will not 
use an electric lift to mount the ram
parts of the Red Fort although doctors 
have warned against physical exertion 
after his recent heart attack. 

No Positive Leadership 

Strange, would you say? We are real
ly rather hardened characters. We do 
not show surprise over S K Paul's 
attempt to usurp the functions of 
Foreign Minister Swaran Singh and 
Food Minister Subramaniam during his 
visit to the USA. We arc unperturbed 
by Biju Patnaik's efforts in Delhi to 
mobilise the disgruntled politicians 
against the alleged interference of 
Kamaraj's High Command in the affairs 
of the Prime Minister. We watch with 
much amusement the carefully arrang
ed 'unity talks' between those two op-
posites, Lohia and J P Narayan. And 
with amusement, too, we note that 
Shastri's friend, Raj Bahadur, is taking 
a swipe at Chief Minister Sukhadia of 
Rajasthan, that the old warhorse Dash-
lehra is again stirring against Chief 
Minister Misra of Madhya Pradesh, 
that Mitra in Orissa has had it and 
so, too, C B Gupta in Uttar Pradesh. 

Political developments are strange 
only to the extent that they are not 
understood. The fact that we take these 
swings of the political pendulum in out-
stride indicates that we now know what 
is in the offing. This is all to the good, 
But the attempt by certain sections to 
philosophise these developments, to 
equate the consensus with stability, to 
suggest that there is a general accept

ance of 'socialist democracy', only goes 
to show that forces are at work to 
cover up our major headache—the lack 
of positive leadership. 

This lack is felt at every level, and 
no amount of mumbo-jumbo about 
humble, honest men can hide the fact, 
that in the kind of under developed 
conditions which prevail here govern
ment is a matter of leadership. Medio
crity can pass in developed societies 
because it is soon enveloped, as it were, 
in expertise--but in India, there is 
danger that unless consciously directed 
mediocre leadership will trigger that 
other larger, relentless crisis, the eco
nomic. This is the fear that gnaws. 

Does High Command Lead? 

It is argued, and with a certain jus
tification, that a westernised elite, ac
customed to the style of a Nehru, 
should realise that wide sections are 
no longer fascinated by the sponsor
ing of a Kairon-type image, dynamic 
but corrupt, that they look forward 
to an era in which clean, ordinary men 
will rule, less ambitiously, honestly. It 
is debatable whether these 'wide sec
tions' embrace rural communities or 
the urban poor, but, even if the argu-
ment is accepted, the direction of this 
new grassroots leadership in the States 
must come from somewhere. Will the 
men of money rule? Or the bureaucrats 
who now imagine that they combine 
within themselves the function of tech
nocrats? Or the High Command of the 
ruling party, whatever that might 
mean? 

And here's the rub. The element 
which provides the direction must be 
clear as to perspectives. The men of 
money know what: they want. So do 
the bureaucrats. But few would relish 
the idea of surrendering political and 
economic initiatives to such groups, 
We arc, therefore, compelled to turn 
our attention to the High Command of 
the Congress Party, composed of its 
ministerial wing led by Shastri and its' 
organisational wing controlled by Ka-
maraj. 

Docs the High Command lead? In a 
policy-making sense, it has yet to ap
ply its mind to the problems spawned 
by the spreading economic stagnation. 
It is generally admitted that the High 
Command is only obsessed with faction

al issues, how to consolidate this or 
that region for this or that person. ,This 
is a process which can go on for years, 
but can we afford to be so played with 
by cynical men? 

Facing the Food Crisis 

Were it only in the wide field of 
economic planning and foreign policy 
that the reluctance to take final and 
irrevocable decisions prevailed, many 
an independent observer would be pre
pared to wait and see. After all, it has 
not been easy to adjust to the passing 
of Jawaharlal Nehru. Time is needed 
to reassess the internal situation and 
to agree on what role India wil l have 
to play in a fast-changing world. But 
the demoralisation stems from the ex
traordinary reluctance of the present 
leadership to address itself to the food 
crisis and the sharp rise in the price 
levels of essentials. 

Those who are agitated, who point 
to the organised looting of goods trains, 
of trucks carrying foodgrains and 
godowns holding vital stocks, who 
warn that the sporadic demonstrations 
before collect orates, minister's houses 
and government buildings could easily 
escalate and become uncontrollable, 
and who claim that too much reliance 
is being placed on free food from ab
road under PL-480, arc told that the 
GO I is moving to cope with the situ
ation'. Perhaps, this is a reference to 
Subramaniam's plan to take-over the 
wholesale trade in foodgrains by Janu
ary 1965. But will things wait for 
this complex machinery to take shape? 

Why is the central leadership refus
ing to adopt some of the measures 
which proved effective during the 
war: the banning of rice marketing in 
wheat-eating areas and vice versa; the 
marketing of only one type of wheat 
mixture: the barter of limited high 
quality rice for larger quantities of in
ferior varieties; the banning of food-
grains in restaurants and hotels; and 
the conscious popularisation of a 
movement to encourage alternative 
foods among those who can afford 
them. If the British raj could think 
of these measures for the towns, it 
cannot be that our humble, honest 
dudas are unaware of the need for 
some such thinking. 

We seem to be waiting for January 
1965 — that is. if you rule out some 
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of the official attempts to get at hoard
ed food, attempts which in Delhi ap
pear to have worried the powerful so 
much that all police 'raiding' has been 
pended. It this is not a crisis of 
leadership, then I am afraid we shall 
never admit that a crisis exists. Pro
bably, the powers that be are hoping 
that PL-480 shipments and a good 
monsoon will change the outlook. 
Then, when January comes, we can 
again start debating the merits and 
demerits of State trading in food grains 
—old mutton for most of us. 

Deliberate Drift 

Obviously, some such confidence 
prevails. The first full Cabinet met 
ing held since Shastri's recent heart 
attack apparently did not have the 
food situation on the agenda, although 
top priority was given to a proposal 
to enable ministers to spend on their 
home a consolidated sum of Rs 38,000 
(formerly divided into Rs 32,000 for 
furniture and Rs 6,000 for electrical 
fittings) in whatever way they think 
fit. Strange— but, really, one will 
have to find stronger words to describe 
this deliberate drift in the hope that 
something will turn up. 

The disease is infectious, terribly in
fectious. If the Centre has no desire 
to act, then, why should the States. 
If the States are free of the crisis 
mood, then why complain about the 
apathy at district, taluka, and village 
level? There is no leadership any
where. Perhaps, the opposition parti 
es will create the sanctions for action. 
Perhaps. So far, the stress has been 
on individual heroies—hunger-strik
ers, believe it or not! Now, Dange's 
communists are threatening satya-
graha by a 100,000. 

Until confidence is created that 
government is going to act, individuals 
and households in town and village 
will assume that they have to act on 
their own. Petty hoarding is taking 
place at a variety of levels, more 
particularly among the producers in 
the village. Spread over the country, 
it embraces vast stocks and can easily 
defeat all the schemes that Subramani-
am might attempt to implement. In 
other words, we can no longer be 
satisfied with an active ministry in an 
inactive . government. The whole 
machinery of government will have to 
be set in motion to restore public con
fidence. 

It is in this context that the lack 
of perspective, so characteristic of the 
present leadership, holds many dang-

1334 

ers. The present food crisis under
lines the need for well thought out 
long-term plans even as immediate 
problems are tackled. The ambivalent 
Congress Centrists have no alterna
tive but to commit themselves to these 
long-term plans during the next few 
months. Indeed, they must be com

pelled to in the interest of national 
security. 

A perspective in food production 
will dictate a perspective in other 
fields also. The logic inherent in our 
situation might yet force our leaders 
to lead. We await the signs — 
patiently! 


