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The Opposition: Problems and Prospects
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the only aliernative to the continued dominance of the Congr?ss
ss dominance may be interrupted by an interregnum of decline
ed by the restoration of Congress dominance. Such a

ern, throwing the system into

ffective and meaningful opposition is, therefore, the critical need of zh:e
of the need for it does not by itself create a viable opposi-
any factors, such as awareness of the

systent’s needs, proper role-perception, current assessment of tke’. nature of the Cor?g_ress regime, wark-mg
out of a sound programmatic and organisational strategy,‘euo{unqn of a proper political styf.e, and projec=
tion of a suitable image. All these require [arsighted and imaginative leadership as well as rigorous eﬂ{:ﬂs
at political analysis and conceptualisation. The present paper attempls (o lay down some major guide-

lines for such conceptualisation.

THE political system in India is facing
a serious crisis, In spite of massive
victories in the 1971 parliamentary and
the 1972 state assembly elections, the
Congress has failed to show the requi-
site will and capacity to alter the para-
meters of political and economic con-
straints and to pursue effectively the
policies and programmes promised to
the people, As a result, the economy is
stagnant, bardships are mounting and
large areas in the country are in the
throes of political uncertainty due,
largely, to in-lighting among Congress-
men. The euphoria produced by the
re-emergence of one-party dominance
hag almost withered away. Popular re-
sentment has grown and people’s con-
fidence in the system is getting croded.
Is the punitive mood of 1967 return-
ing? In the absence of any worthwhile
opposition, what uselul purpose can it
serve?

The present erisis  highlights the
importance of opposition in the balanc-
ing dynamics of the political system.
It also highlights the crucial weakness
of the system of one-party dominance
in not providing for orderly successi-q.
The fourth general elections had open-
ed up a fine opportunity for the esta-
blishment of a more or less halaneed
government-opposition equilibriom, How-
ever, the mistakes of the non-Congress
partics and events in the Congress leud
ing to the spilt and thereafter gave a
shattering blow to the opposition. The
1971 and 1972
the opposition parties to ineffective enti-
tiex In the 1971 parliamentary ejeo
Hons, the strength of Congress (0) (e
clined from 65 to 16, that of Swatan
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elections reduced ajl

tra from 42 to 8, the Jan Sangh from
85 to 22, the SSP from 23 to 3 and
the PSP from 13 to 2. Only the CPI
and CPM more or less retained their
strength but the CPI had an electoral
alliance with the Congress in many
states, The same story is repeated in the
state assembly elections of 1971 and
1972, For example, the strength of the
Swatantra party declined from 259 to
63, that of the Jan Sangh from 263 to
148, the SSP from 178 to 86, the PSP
from 103 to 6, the CPM from 126 to
60. The Congress (O) got only 88 seats.
Only the CFPl increased its seats [rom
123 to 139. In the aggregate, the op-
position seats in parliament were reloc-
ed from 237 to 165, and in the otate
assemblies from 1751 to 1181 Mlzany
opposition stalwarts were® routed at the
polls. The opposition groups stood daz-
ed and demoralised with their sense of
efficacy badly shattered.

Such a collapse of the opposition
poses many problems for the system.
Major among them are problems con-
cerning alternation and legitimacy, Due
to the fragmented opposition, the only
alternative to the continued dominance
of the Congress party has heen palitical
instability. Thus Congress dommancs
may be interrupted by an interregnum
of its decline and resultant instability-
this in turn may be followed by the
restoration of Congress dominance.,
Such a scenario of dominance-decline-
chaos-restoration may become a re~ur-
rent pattern, throwing the system into
periodic throes of uncertainty. Furtler,
such a situation may also accenluats the
legitimacy problem. Under the present
system, opposition parties, enjoying the

support of almost half the electorate,
have to be satisfied with a margina
and peripheral role. Denial of a share
in governance to such a large section
of the body politic may create wide
spread alienation and frustration on the
part of non-Congress voters and parties.
These problems do not merely concern
the fate of individual opposition parties;
they have wider systemic implications.

The development of an effective and
meaningful  opposition is the critical
need of the post-1971 political system.
For restoring competitivenesg to the
polity as well as for providing a reason-
able alternative in the event of Cong-
ress decline, the importance ot opposi
tion can hardly be exaggerated.

But recognition of the need for it does
not by itself create an opposition. The
growth of opposition would seem to
depend  critically upon many factor~
such as awareness of the system's needs,
proper role-perception, correct ass2ss.
ment of the mature of the Congress r=-
gime, the working out of a sound pro-
grammatic und organisational strategy.
evolution of a proper political style, and
the projection of a suitable image. All
these require far-sighted and imagina-
tive leadership as well as ngorous
efforts at political analysis .nd cun-
ceptualisation. Opposition parties n
India have long suffered from lack of
proper attention to wund emphasie on
theoretical analysis and  conceptual
framework.

The present paper attempts lo lay
down some major rubrics of such
conceptualisation that may provide
points for a much needed debate and
3, October 20, 1973,
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_ The role and scope of the oppositiou
have thus to be conceived within tre
parameters of strength and strains in tne
Congress system. In  the one-party
dominance system, ~ the process ol
opposition is not restricted only to the
opposition  parties. Various  pressure
groups, the press and intra-party com-
petition within the dominant party ulso
contribute to the process of oppositiou,
But intra-party competition as a sub-
stitute  for  inter-party  competition
suffers from some drawbacks. Such
intra-party  factional competition 1s
unstuble, unpredictable und autonomons
from electoral processes, It is also weak
in representational functioning; factions
fight or compromise at will without any
reference to voters and their differences
are not openly debated or settled.
Hence, the need for a strong opposi-
tion party cannot be exaggerated,

The present time seems opportune
for the opposition forces in many ways.
The unprecedented price rise and stag-
nant production have created a serions
economic crisis. Failure on the economic
front has affected the charisma and the
popular confidence in the capability of
the leadeship of Indira Gandhi.? This
has led to accentuation of factionalism
in the Congress, creating political in-
stability in many parts of the country
and widespread disenchantment with
the ruling party.®? A situation of this
kind is favourable for the growth of
the opposition. in fact, the opposition
has mever heen insignificant at the
electoral level even in the heydays of
the Congress. Its poll percentages in
the successive elections were, 550 in
1952, 52.3 in 1957, 55.3 in 1962, 59.1
in 1967, 56.4 in 1971 and 55.3 in 1972,
However, in terms of seats, the oppo-
sition share was only 25.8 per cent in
1952, 249 in 1957, 27.0 in 1982, 43.8
in 1987, 321 in 1971 and 29.0 in
1972. Thus the opposition failure has
not been at the level of vote aporega-
tion, but in regard to converting its
vote into seats, One sometimes hears
peaple blaming the ‘illiterate and poor’
electorate for the poor performance of
the apposition. But the real failure
seems to be at the intermediate level
of leadership and institution-building,

The failure of the opposition to
capitalise on its significant electoral
support is due to three main factors :
(i) excessive plurality and fragmentation
of opposition parties, (ii) obsession with
ideological purity and dogma-fixation,
inhibiting the evolution of a hroad-

based programme to aggregate scattered
political groups and (iii) weak institu-
tionalisation and lack of stable support-
base.

The fragmentation of opposition forces
lLias been dysfunctional o their effecti-
veness. A glance at the vote-seat
multiplier (see Table) of the Congress
and the opposition will bear this out,
A fragmented opposition means a
lack of credible alternative to the Con-
gress. The consolidation of opposition
forces is, therefore, necessary to escape
the dominance-decline-chaos-restoration
scenario, indicated earlier. ~

However, such a consolidation ought
not to oceur without reference to ideo-
logical affinity or programmatic coher-
ence, although these may be conceived
of in breader terms, so as to permit opti-
mum aggregation without doing violence
to essential jdeological cohesion. This
requires a judicious mixture of firmness
on basic principles and fexibility over
details. Looking to the nature and com-
plexion of the Congress it is likely that
such opposition consolidation may erys-
tallise into two groups — one representing
the leftist opposition around the two
Communist parties and the other the
rightist or non-Communist opposition.
Perhaps the various Socialist parties
may desire to form a third group. It
these groupings are devised in a broad
and cathelic way, they can provide the
necessary nuelei for opposition consoli-
dation,

Perhaps the pgreatest single failure
of the opposition has been its weak
institutionalisation. Much of opposition
m the country has been a ome-issue
affair, This is not to s# that it was
not effective in its immediate purpose,
but it did not develop stable and ser-
manent institutional structures permeat-
ing various groups and areas. Lack of
institution-huilding hag led to 2 weak
and shifting electoral base. From the
point of party-identification, 42.6 jer
cent of voters in 1967 felt a close affi-
nity to the Congress, the corresponding
figures for warious opposition parties
being 5.1 for the Swatantra, 7.0 for the
Jan Sangh, 4.1 for the Communist
parties, 4.8 for the Socialist parties, and
A5 for other parties.® Thirty per cent
of voters had mno party-identificaticn,
Such a low degree of party-identification
shows that the opposition has not been
able to build up stable institutional
loyalty. This is also reflected in the low
retention capacity of opposition parties
in regard to votes as well as seats,
Perhaps, the opposition has been con-

centrating too much on evolving  an

ideological altermative to the Congress,
but this task is elusive and slippery
because of the ambiguous and eclectic
nature of ‘the Congress ideclogy’. What
is needed instead is an institutional
alternative to the Congress. Such an

.institutional alternative can be created

only by giving high priority to orguni-
sational tasks and to interest-aggregu-
tion on a vast scale.

SysTEMICc CONSTRAINTS

Over and above these failures of the
opposition parties, there are also systemic
constraints on the growth of opposition.
In the one-party dominance system, the
dominant party has remarkable capa-
city to articulate oppositional inputs.i®
The intra-party factions of the domi-
nant party also contribute to the pro-
cess of opposition. Instead of a stable,
structured and continuous functioning
of opposition parties and a predictable
interaction between them and govern-
ment, there is the transient, dilluse and
intermittent set of responses to specilic
government policies and ad hoc sup-
portive actions. A further problem arises
from the fact that conflicts between gov-
ernment and opposition are usually re-
solved by the abandonment or revision
of the policy which occasions such
conflicts; they are seldom resolved by
a change of rulers. When some groups
in government are under great oppo-
sition pressure, other groups in the
ruling party come forward to wrest the
initiative by aggregating oppositional
inputs into alternative courses of action,
The ruling party’s open character and
its adaptive mechanism make such a
strategy of undercutting the opposition
parties’ support base possible. The next
difficulty in the way of the opposition’s
growth is that the very social groups
which the opposition mobilises for paliti-
cal action through peaceful or violent
activity, shift their allegiance to the
dominant party either in an effort to
negotiate a settlement of their demands
or soon thereafter in order to remain
entrenched in the new advantaged posi-
tion. Thus groups, politivised and mabi-
lised by the opposition parties, may
switch their ln_valtjf, join the Congress,
and leave the opposition high and dev,
This need not be attributed solely to
political opportunism. As democratic
politics begins to penetrate a segmented
society and politicises new  groups,
traditional relationships break down and
new linkages must be forged quickly
with the political centre to strengthen
one's position relative to other com-
peting gronps. Where politics is  the
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~ mist elements;
tional in making a dent in the dominant
- position of the centrist forces.

ting national issues and contesting
liamentary elections, '

(v) A useful plank of the opposition
rategy can be to split the centre (that
5, the centrist forces in“the Congress
ideological spectrum), There are orga-

links between the continued domi-
nance of the centre and the one-party
dominance system. One cannot exist
without the other. Hence the success

of the opposition will depend on its

capacity to attract centrist elements
into its fold, So far the opposition has
paid more attention to attracting sup-

port at the ideological extremities rather
than at the

ideologicAlly ambiguous
centrist sector,
purism may get the support of extre-

but they are dysfunc-

(vi) It is observed that the opposition
parties play a ‘reactive’ rather thap a
“directing’ rols,  The result has been
that not only poliev initiatives but also
political offensives have generally rested
with the ruling party. This has greatly
affected the legitimacy of the opposi-
tion as a credible altemative to the
Congress and has hampered its develop-
ment.

1V

Besides a proper role-perception and
a sound strategy, the opposition re-
quires (2) proper leadership (h) pro-
gramme (c) organisation and (d) proper
political stvle and a favourable image.

(a) Leadership is a critical factor in
party-building  but opposition parties
have not paid due attention to it. Most
of them suffer from a vacuum of leader-
ship  at the intermediate and lower
levels of  organisation. Even  at
the national level the leaders of most
opposition parties are old and tired.
They have heen in those top positions
for so long that no new persons have
been able to coms up. There has been
practieally no circulation of elites in
several of the opposition parties, the
leftist parties being more guilty in this
regard. They have thus come to pro-
ject an image of an aged party and do
not inspire voung people to join their
Organisations, They need to refurbish
their image if they hope to attract new
pecple.  Projecting a youthful leader-
ship is indispensable, Recruitment and
Promotion  of elites within the party
trganisation has so far been a neglect-
#d aspect of party-building which must
feeofve attention if a party does not
intend fading out of public imagimation,

Ideological rigidity and.

(b) It is difficult to overstate the im-
portance of having a proper programme.
Such a programme ought to be flexible
and broad-based so as not to becone
dogmatic or restrictive. It must be
pragmatic rather than ideology-inspired,
although it must be anchored to a defi-
mite political outlock, Further, the
‘ideological distance’ between the Cong-
ress and the opposition should not be too
much or too little. Extremist positions
would push the opposition into futile
polemics and a peripheral wilderness;
while an identical ideclogy or ‘me-too-
ism’ would hluc the alternative image
of the opposition and undercut its sup-
port. Therefore, there should be a
clearcut and easily perceivable program-
matic difference with the ruling party.
Again, the programmatic alternatives
have to be related to the ‘basic
features and policies of the poli-
tical system and government. Pick-
ing up stray issues may help momen-
tarily but continuous and stable oppo-
sition cannot be built on such issues.
From this point of view, certain issues
can be identified over which program-
mratic  debate can be raised, - On the
economic front, price rise and deficit
financing, stagnant industrial produc-
tion, the size of the Fifth Plan and its
relationship to our resource-mohilisation
capacity, the return to the economic
model with more emphasis on heavy
industry as  against agriculture  and
consumer goods, the introduction of a
publie distribution svstem in foodgrains,
— all these are live issues. The oppo-
sition will have to formulate a clear
stand and educate the people 'on the
relative merits and demerits of various
policy alternatives on these issues, Si-
milarly, on the political plane also, there
are issues like the need for cleaner
elections and reforms in the electoral
system, and the need to check the in-
creasing role of money in politics and
how to do it, establishing healthy tra-
ditions regarding many aspects of de-
mocratic  politics, and the need for
greater autonomy for state governments,

One may go on making a list of issues
on which public debats is called for.'s
In short, there is no dearth of issues.
What it needed is an imaginative and
judicious approach to select the most
salient and fundamental -issues and to
work  out therefrom a coherent pro-
gramme, capable of purposive political
debate  as well ag optimum  interest
aggregation,

{e) Organisation or institutionalisation
is the third critical variable. Party-
building has not been g strong point of

the opposition in India. Institutionali-

sation in this context has four major
aspects, First, it relates to inter-party
co-ordination, involving alliances, fronts
or mergers. The need for such inter-
party  co-ordination arises from the
failure of the opposition parties in inte-
rest-aggregation beyond a certain point.
Party alliances are but an extension of
the process of interest-aggregation to
the inter-party level, Thus, the retar-
dation of interest-aggregation within a
party makes inter-party  co-ordination
imperative. In respect of the processes
of politicisation, mobilisation, aggrega-
tion and institutionalisation the two are
similar. Secondly, at the level of party-
structure, there has been overemphasis
on centralisation, Traditions of @ party
high command, developed during the
indepandence struggle and fortified
thereafter have created tensions in almost
every opposition party. In a country
as vast and complex as India, there has
to be greater scope for regional auto-
nomy and variation. A federal party
structure is more suited to Indian  con-
ditions. Autonomy of local units should
therefore be encouraged and respected.
Dzficiency in this regard has led to the
break-up of quite a few opposition
parties. Thirdly, the major problem. in
organisation is mobilisation and exoan-
sion  of support, In this case, the
Congress has a broader socio-economic
support base than the opposition.'® The
aopposition will have to breaden its
support base, to spread its mohilisation
efforts to wider areas. and to develop
a strong sense of party-identification
and  institutional = loyalty.  Fourthly,
organisation nezds an infrastructure of
diverse institutions working among dif-

+ ferent segments of society like the, youth,

organised labour, women, etc. It must
also create institutions in the co-ope-
rative, municipal and panchayat raj
areas. Without such an associational
infrastructure, it is not possible to gain
and sustain support which will remain
with the opposition through all wvicis-
situcles.

(d) Political style and image-projection
are the other imperatives for the oppo
sition’s growth, The first talk is to
build up legitimacy regarding the oppo-
sition. The second task is to project
a pro-people image, In policy debates,
this aspect does not alwavs receive the
attention it merits, For this purpose,
the pro-people implications of suggest-
ed policy altematives shauld be imagi-
matively brought out and highlighted
by symbolic actions and movements,

While elections and parliamentary
politics are very important in a demo-
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eratic system, there is need for taking
up the wider tasks of political educa-
tion among the people. But many
parties go to the peaple only at election
time and do not maintain continuous
contact  with them. Only sustained
work ameng the people can give strength
and vitality to a party. The opposition
in India may do well to remember this.
We have outlined above some of the
major eritical variables for opposition
consolidation and growth as well as
various alternatives available therein.

v

The present crisis in Indian politics
demands a strong oppesition as a cor-
rective counterbalance to Congress do-
minance and as an insurance cushion
in the event of its decline, The task
is challenging but the stakes are equally
staggering,

Will  the opposition forces prove
equal to the task? So far they have
missed many  opportunities by short-
sighted policies and opportunistic po-
litics. Their record does not inspire
much hope or confidence.

Old and out-dated modes of thinking
and working will not do any longer,
The need is to think and act boldly and
bravely. A plethora of small and
stunted eppesition  parties can serve
no purpose. They should, therefore,

strive to acquire a wider political
entity that can give them a proper
role  and a sense of efficacy, It is

true that such an effort has no pre-
cedent to guide it and in that sense
R is a joumey into the unknown.
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to the dissolution of the earlier
parliament, In computing assemb-
ly seats for various parties, the
outcomes of the assembli' electiuns
in 1971 and 1972 are added up.
Ram Joshi and Kirtidev Desai,
“Dominance with a Difference:
Strains and Challenges”, Econo-
mic and Political Weekly, Annual
Number, February 1973, pp 189
96.

For further discussion see, Ram
Joshi, “Problems of Building an
Opposition in a One-Party Domi-
nance System'’ (mimeo). A paper
read at Poona University in April
1973.

Joshi and Desai, opcit, pp 180,
195,

Baldev Raj Nayar, ““The Moderni-
sation  Imperative and Indiap
Planning”, Vikas Publications, Bom-
bay, 1972, pp 11-24.

For the debate about policy-
alternatives in this regard, see ibid,
pp 38-74.

According to the Indian Institute
of Public Opinion Survey, the
popularity of Indira Gandhi dec-
lined from 260 score points in
January 1972 to 161 score points
in February 1973. This score is
equal to her pre-split score. Sue
11;’;;!;!9- Round Table, June 10,

According to Sandesh, August 7
1973, a Gujarati daily published
from Ahmedabad, the score dec.
lined to 109 in June 1973.

8

10

11

12

13

14

15

53 by-elections held aftes
:]';lc uié?l elections, the Congress
has suffered some reverses. It lost
9] per cent of its parliamentary
seats and it could win only 55 per
cent of assembly seats as against
71 per cent of seats in the 1972
elections.  Further, t_he Congress
vote in these by-elections fﬁ%ﬂiﬁ

er cent In

B See V B Singh,

7 per cent 2 )
?‘zﬁy-e ections after 19717 Hindus-
stan Times, June 10, 1973.

“The Political
Change of 19677, Econemic and
Paiiﬁ.tgwl Weekly, Annual Number.
January 1971, pp 231-50.

Robert Stern, “The Process of
Opposition  in India”, Chicago
University Press, 1970,

Rajni  Kothari,

For a more detailed discussion see
Joshi, op cit.

Stanley ] Heginbotham, “The 1971
Revolution in Indian  Voting
Behaviour”, Asian Survey, Decem-
ber 1971, pp 1146-50.

From the statistical analysis pre-
pared by the Department of Poli-
tical Science, Gujarat University,

Ahmedabad.

For a stimulating and incisive

list of tasks and issues see Kajni
Kothari, “Challenge of the Hust-
ings: From Electoral Manipula-
tion to Policy Performance”, Eco-
nowmic  dn Political Weekly,
Special Number, July 1971, pp

1549-56 and Rajni Kothari, “Politi-
cal Economy of Garibi Hatao”
gtonpf;m{\: m;)d Political Weeky,
pecial Number, A t 1972,

1541-52, = &

D L Sheth, “Profiles of Paity
Support in 1967", Economic und
Political Weekly, Annual Number
tion to Political WeeklyCcy i



