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Il Interview |l

Cultivating Dynastic Politics

Rhik Kundu

Historian Ramachandra Guha likes
to call himself a man of moderate
views that are sometimes expressed in
an extreme fashion. The 54-year-old
who recently released his latest work,
‘Patriots and Partisans’, a collection
of essays, tells TOI-Crest that we have

reasons to hope.

You have said that the Right has been
labelled patriotic because the Left believed its
motherland to be somewhere else but India.
Given Congress’ history of mis-governance,

is there no alternative for India?

Indian democracy is much more than party
politics. The remarkable thing about this country
though is that we are still a democracy and
have the right to choose our leaders, to express
ourselves, a free press and an independent
judiciary. More importantly, over the last 60
years, we have cultivated remarkable sense
of unity despite our pluralism. Despite all
the efforts of RSS and VHP, Muslims, Jains,
Sikhs, Buddhists and Christians still feel that
they are a part of the country. India has a
Muslim majority state, a Sikh majority state,

three Christian majority states, and Buddhist

majority districts. So while despairing of the
current political scenario, I am optimistic about
Indian democracy and pluralism. What worries
me is that some of the major institutions
of democracy are declining - the efficiency
of parliament, judiciary, legislature and the

bureaucracy’s ability to implement policy.

How important is a centrist party like
Congress for a democracy?

Congress is an important party as it’s the
only all-India party. It’s an inclusive umbrella
under which all kinds of Indians can rest. And a
country as diverse as India needs centrist party
which features dialogue accommodations unlike
extreme left or right parties. So Congress is still
needed in India but as long as it is controlled
by a single family, good leaders can’t rise. If
Rahul Gandhi does disastrously at the 2014
elections, it will be good for Congress and
India because he is clearly not as well qualified
as other leaders in the party. I believe for the
Congress to save itself, it has to get rid of the

first family.

You blame Indira Gandhi for dynastic
politics and the Congress for introducing
chamchagiri. How do these affect our

democracy?
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Indira Gandhi cultivated a culture where
she said that the bureaucrats must be loyal to
me, and this phenomenon is present in every
state now. So at a state level, this can be
interpreted in terms of a minister wishing his
top bureaucrat to be from his village or caste.
The autonomy of executive has been totally
compromised by this culture. When a new
minister comes, all the top bureaucrats lose
their jobs. The old chief minister’s favourites
are replaced by the new chief minister’s
favourites. This is not what happens in Britain.
Even in the BJP, as competent leaders who
are not on good terms with the RSS are often
not being allowed to rise to lead the party.
Is the Gandhi clan’s charisma fading?

From Indira Gandhi to Rajiv to Sonia
to Rahul, the charisma of Gandhi family is
indeed diminishing. Rahul Gandhi can’t win
an election. This is evident with his loss in the
UP elections. He should have been in Gujarat
a month back campaigning for his party but I
guess the party didn’t want to risk him.

You have often chastised Indian media for
its indifference to inequality and its worship
of wealth. Yet, you say that today’s press is

more vigorous than it was in 60s/70s.

Electronic media in this country is too
Delhicentred. You don’t have reportage from
different parts of the country. Studio journalism
with five people discussing the fate of the
country is absurd. Media is good at highlighting
issues but not at solving them. It unfortunately
polarises things. In the case of FDI in retail,
instead of having panel discussions, a reporter
could be sent to Punjab for a 20-minute story
on who benefits by FDI in retail. Today’s media

doesn’t do reflective analysis or long reports,

while some issues are taboo like environment
because corporates don’t want environment to

be discussed.

What are the
changes our democracy has seen since the
1960s?

major socio-political

There’s a much greater sense of national
unity now. In the 60s, we still worried that we
could break up as a single country as various
separationist movements were taking place
across the country. There was an emergency in
1970s when we thought India would become
authoritarian rule. In the 1980s, there were
Punjab and Assam conflicts where people
thought these states could cede. There’s greater
respect for electoral democracy today. But there
is the decline in the institutions of governance -
delivery of healthcare, education, environment

safeguards, building of infrastructure.
What has led to this decline?

The lack of attention to administrative
reforms is a concern. The IAS is a stranglehold
on all top jobs. All mature democracies need
to get in professionals. For example, the
ministry of health should have a good health
administrator who is a doctor, running it, why
should he be an IAS? A lot of professionals
in mature democracies enter the government
during mid-career. We haven’t modernised the

system of recruitment or training of judges.
Do we have reasons to hope at all?

I have seen several unfortunate events like
the Emergency and 1991 Ayodha dispute, but
none have been able to break the country. I
believe that there are reasons to be optimistic

about its future.

(Courtesy: The Crest:Times of India December 15, 2012)
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