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INDIA'S 7TH GENERAL ELECTIONS:
THE FORGIVING ELECTORATE

Degmar Bernstorff

Democracy and authoritarianism are but two aspects of Indian political
culture. Both have their roots in Indien society and history, and many
Indians probably would like to have a government which combines both,
The majority of the Indian electorate voted Mrs. Gandhi out of power in
1977, because her authoritarian leadership lacked respect for democratic
values. The same electorate voted her back to power, because the govern-
ment of the Janata Party had restored democracy, but showed weak lead-

ership.

Once agein in January 1980 the Indian -electorate astounded politicians,
political observers and even the winners, as they did in 1871 and in
1977. The results of the 1971[1] General Elections reflected hope, the
outcome of the 1977 Elections expressed courage, the results of the 1980
Flections showed fear of the unknown: coalition government at the centre.
This fear is but a symptom of & deep-seated crisis in the Indian pdlitical
system, an ongoing crisis since the early 1970's. It is mainly a crisis of
the Congress Party, whose failure to evolve an ideology and party dis-
cipline prevented the development of an alternative to personsl power
politics. The domination of the party by one family has denied politicians
of Nehru's and Indira Gandhi's generation the chance to become Prime
Minister and exchided younger politiclans from gaining experience as lead-
ers. As the Janata Party consisted to a large extent of former Congress-
men, these rivalries and frustrations were carried over into the new par-

ty.

The Dissolution of Parliement

The immediate erisis, which led to the dissolution of Parliament on August
22nd, 1979, followed the break-up of the Janata Party, which, though it
had been formed out of four opposition parties[2] during the Emergency
(1975-1977), miraculously won a landslide viectory in 1977. When Mr. Cha-
ran Singh, the leader of the erstwhile Bharatiya Lok Dal, a party of small
and medium farmers in Uttar Pradesh, threatened to leave the Janata Par-
ty on 15th July, 1975, thus forcing the resignation of Morarji Desai just a
day before a vote of no-confidence, he blamed the "communalism™ of the
former Jan Sanghis for the Janata Party's lasck of cohesion. However, id-
eology only served as an excuse, the real conflict was between three aged
men, eager to fulfill their life-long ambition to be Prime Minister: Morarji
Desai, Charan Singh and Jagjivan Ram, the Harijan politician. Morarji
Desai, Prime Minster since 1977, had failed to get his prioritles right.
Instead of working for the integration of his party, developing consensus
on ideology and leadership, he concentrated his energies on minor prob-
lems like prohibition of liquor, and he proved to be teo stubborn to re-
gign in time, even though it was obvious that he had lost hold over the
Janata Parlismentary Party. Even Charan Singh with the help of Raj Na-
rain had not hesitated to conspire with Mrs. Gandhi against Morarji Desai,
only to be grossly disappointed by her: After Morarii Desai's resignation
the President asked Mr. Charan Singh to form the government, But on
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the day he tried to test hig strength in Parliament, Mrs. Gandhi withdrew
her promised support[3]. On the advice of Mr. Charan Singh, then lead-
ing & caretaker government, the President dissolved the Lok Sabha on
August 22nd, 1980, and called for new elections. This decision caused an
intensive debate among constitutionsl experts. Meanwhile Jagjivan Ram,
freshly elected as leader of the Janata Party in Parliament, claimed that
he had the necessary majority to form a government. Was the advice of a
caretaker Prime Minister binding on the President? The Indian Constitu-
tion is wunusually brief on the appointment of Prime Ministers(4]. Most
obgervers thought that the President was not inclined to invite a Harijan
to head the government, ‘

Mr. Cheran Singh not only forgot the simple truth that one needs a major-
ity to form a government, he slsc grossly underestimated Mrs. Gandhi's
resilience, an astonishing mistake for a politician of his experiénce and
standing. By sllowing the Janata Party to break up, Mr. Charan Singh
and his friends undid what opposition leaders had. been trying to build up
for the last 15 years: a viable clternative to the Congress Party.

The split in the Janatz Party was only possible because the Congress had
gone through another division., Mrs. Gandhi had succeeded in splitting
her party in January 1978 in order to get herself elected as Congress
President with the help of Mr. Devraj Urs, then Chief Minister of Kar-
nataka, and Dr. M. Chenna Reddy of Andhra Pradesh, who had their own
reasons for supporting Mrs. Gandhi[5]. The two South Indian states were
to have elections to the Legislative Assembly, and Mrs. Gandhi's charisma
was still intact there, as the policies of the Emergency had not been so
drasticelly implemented in the South. The Congress led by Mrs. Gandhi
did win the Assembly elections in Andhra Pradesh and Karnstaka in the
spring of 1978. However, relations between Mrs. Gandhi and Mr. Devraj
Urs deteriorated when the latter refused to accept her interference in
state politics and criticized the continuing influence of her son Sanjay[6].
Mr. Urs was expelled from the Congress-I, but retained his hold over the
Legislature Party of Karnataka. Subsequently he joined the official Con-
gress Party and was elected Congress President (hence the party was
called Congress-U)[7]. However, more and more Congressmen sensed the
changing mood of the electorate and switched over to Mrs. Gandhi, eager
to contest as Congress-I candidates,

Pre-Electoral Crisis

In the months following the dissolution of Parlisment Indian politics were
seen at its worst: defections, buying of support and the forging of un-
holy alliances - triumphs of wholly unprincipled politics and a complete
ercsion of political morale. Politicians proved to have only one alm: to
preserve their own personal power. Corruption had reached its pinnacle.
An atmosphere of gloom beset the country and even devout democrats
were questioning the validity of their values.

With the desintegration of the parties in the middle of the political spec~
trum, Congress and Janata Party, only the forces at the extreme right
and at the extreme left, that is, the Jan Sangh element in the Janata Par-
ty and the Communist Parties respectively, had their organizations intact.
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At this juncture a realignment of forces would have been necessary, with
new end more meaningful parties emerging, based on genuine social and
economic interests. But such a process was not to be expected in the
heat of an election campaign([8].

This political and moral erisis’ coincided with an economic crigis following
the failure of the monsoon in several parts of India. Prices for basic food-
gtuffs like oil, sugar and onions shot up - inflation stood at 20%. As food
grains had to be carried to drought-hit areas, transport capacity proved
insufficient, coal did not reach the power stations, diesel-oil did not get
to the water pumps, kerosene for cooking and lighting was lacking. At
the same time the law and order situation deteriorated, the crime rate
rose. In such conditions, the cry for a strong leader comes easily.

" The Campaign

Meanwhile the parties - or what was left of them - got ready to- fight the
General Elections. Ad hoc alliarices were formed:

1. The revived Lok Dal Party of Charan Singh entered into an allisnce
with the Congress-U and with the two Communist Partles, which for
the first time since the CPI split did not contest against each other.
This alliance was not consistently implemented, Congress-U and Lok
pal candidates clashed in 88 constituencies[9] and at the local level
cadres of both Communist parties did not always support the common
candidate.

%z. The Janata Party égreed on seat adjustment with the ruling All India
Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (ATADMK) in Tamilnadu.

3. The Congress-I allied with the opposition Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam

" (DMK), one of Mrs. Gandhi's most astonishing reconciliations, as. the

DMK leader, Mr. Karunanidhi, had been deposed by her as Chief Min-
ister of Tamilnadu in January 1976 on charges of corruption.

Mr. Karunenidhi wes not the only opponent Mrs. Gandhi succeeded in
drewing into her camp: not only did she make:her peace with H. Bahu-
guna, the former Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh, who has a considerable
following in his home state, particularly among Muslims. She also won
over Syed Abdullah Bukhari, the Imem .Shahi of the Jamma Masjid in Delhi,
one of the most influential leaders among Muslims, who had been one of
her strongest critics -during the Emergency. At election meetings he was
seen waving a piece of paper, which he claimed eontained written prom-
ises by Mrs. Gandhi to the Muslim Community in return for electoral sup-
port[10]. - B 3

The -clection campaign was the least animated. this author. has g¢bserved.
The gerieral gloom and.disgust with politics translated itself Into apathy
on the part of voters. Mass-meetings were rare, processions and street-
corner-meetings thinly attended. There were few visible signs of an elec-
tion campaign. The  scribblings on the walls - the cheapest and most
popular form of publicity - looked faded and left-over from previous
polls, There were few posters and fewer flags. Only one party flooded
the whole of India with posters: the Congress-1. They carried the same
slogans in different languages, but the pictures of Mrs. Gandhi were
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adapted to regional ideals of beauty[11]: The 'slogans read: "Indira lao,
desh bachao" (bring back Indira and save the country) - "Vote for those
who can govern" and "Vote for performance".

During the campaign the chance was lost to debate alternative develop-
ment strategies. A careful look at the manifestos reveals that the Janata,
Lok Dal and the two Congress Parties did propose different approaches to
economic and social problems, The Congress-I and to a lesser degree also
the Congress-U[12] reiterated their faith in planning and in the applice-
tion of science and technology to agricultural development. To some ex-
tent the Congress-I has taken a few cues from the Janata Party, i.e. now
also the Congress-1 manifesto talked of the maximum utilization of man-
power, of the modernization of bullock-carts and of the improvement in
the design of both motorized and non-motorized rikshaws! The Janata Par-
ty manifesto{13] stressed once again the primacy of agriculture and
"sntyodaya", the uplift of the poorest of the poor. It promised "Democ-
racy at all levels in totsl opposition to authoritarianism, dynastic rule and
the cult in personality ..."[14], secularism and decentralisation. The Lok
Dal manifesto is even more explicit on a Gandhian approach to economies,
highlighting - self-employment, austerity and gimplicity. Until the basie
necessities will be available to everybody, the Lok Dal Party proposed to
ban the manufacture of non-essential items such as refrigerators and TV
sets for personal consumption, of costly passenger cars and the construc-
tion of skyscrapers ...[15].

But the aectual campaign was not about the primacy of agriculture over
industries, about austerity versus modernity, nor about applied technol-
ogy. The campsaign was mainly about persons, their deeds and misdeeds.
The non-Congress Parties tried to make the Emergency an issue, but did
not redally succeed. The Janata Party, the Lok Dal and the Communist
Parties warned against the dangers to freedom and democracy, should
Mrs. QGandhi ecome to power again. Congress-1 speakers dramatized the
chaos that would follow, unless they were voted back to power. They
promised firm - government, performance and gtability. Thus the issue
which eventuslly emerged was

"Stability versus Anti~authoritarianism”.

But what did the Congress-I really mean by "stability™? If one gives this
-party the benefit of the doubt that they did not mean the "stability" of
the Emergency, how stable was Indira Gandhi's government before 19757
Inspite of the massive mandate the Congress Party received at the nation-
al elections in 1971 and at the state elections in 1972, a erisis set in soon
afterwards. True, there was inflation following the Bangladesh War. The
oil~crisis and three successive droughts weakened the Indian economy .
The promise of "garibi hatao” (abolish poverty, the election slogan of
1971) could not be fulfilled, But these economic difficulties were not the
only reasons for the crisis of the early 1970ies. Political decay staried
from the top, and political processes at the base were stifled. Local polit-
ical bodies were suspended, and in the Congress Party innerparty .elec-
tion rarely happened and were replaced by cooptions. Only paliticians
handpicked by Mrs. Gandhi were given responsible positions. Corruption
grew, not only because political control was weakened, but as Indian
politicians increasingly fell for the temptations of modern living. Jaya-
prakash Narayan's movement for "total peaceful revolution" was an effort
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to stem decay, a movement for the purification ot: the political system -
but en effort that failed. In July 1975 Mrs. Gandhi saw no other way out
than to impose the state Emergency! Ne:vertheless, she built her election
campaign of 1980 on the theme of "stability".

The Voters' Councils Movement

Let it go on record that at the heights of general disgust and disillusion-
ment with politics there were men and women, who tried not to give in
the gloom, nor to be overwhelmed with despair, If the rgpresentatives
elected in 1977 "... Instead of restoring principles in public life ... re-
gorted to an unprinecipled scramble for powerr[18] it is not adequate just
to complain, they argued, but necessary to educa_te the voters, in orc_ler
to get better parliaments. A "Coordination Committee for Strengthening
Democracy"” was formed on 30 August 1979, consisting of five organiza-—
tions concerned with civie rights and moral standards in pdlities: the
nCitizens for Democracy", the "Sarva Seva Sangh", the "National People's
Committee", the "Lok Sevak Sangh", and the "Gandhi Peace Founda-
tion"[17]. They issued an appesal to form "Voters' Cou_nclls" at constitu-
ency level, councils consisting of "persons of democrqt{c convictions, wl}o
do not belong (to) or owe any allegiance to any politicel party and will
not run for office”. The Voters' Councils should urge voters[18] .

1. to shed thelr apathy and use their right of vote; ) .

2. cast their vote in such a way that persons of moral integrity, who
would place public interest above private advantage, get elected;

3. to defeat defectors; o

4, not to vote for parties or candidates, which "represent authoritarian
forces" and are "unrepentant about the Emergency™;

5. reject candidates known for their communal and caste attitudes;

6. and to beware of corruption in whatever disguise.

Members of the Voters' Councils should explain to the voters the essen-
tials of democracy, such es government through participation and con-
sent, right of dissent, freedom of religion, of speech, of asgociation -
equality, social justice and the minimum decencies of.lii'e. Parthularly,
they should fight the "pernicious view that Indian pqhty and indian na-
tion cannot survive without a strong and authoritarian leader and that
our basic problems of poverty, social justice and lack of discipline cannot
be solved without breeding a vast and all pervasive fear"[19].

Several conecepis propagated by the Voters' Councils Movement were taken
from Jayaprakash Narayan, e.g. the "right of recall” (of elected rep-
regsentatives by the voters) and the "people's candidates‘_‘. In the earlier
stages of the election campaign - in October 1979 - the aim was to set up
"people's candidates™ in about 100 constituencies, candidates, proposed by
the citizens themselves, not sponsored by a party. These should be per-
sons of high reputation, expected to be genuinely concerned about. their
constituents, This plan did not materialize, nor could the target to form
Voters' Councils in all the 542 Lok Sabha constituencies be reached. As
however Voters' Councils and similar organizations sprang up in all parts
of India, also independent of the Coordination Committee's efforts, it is
difficult to ascertain the exact number. Probably there were between 30
and 50. Several such Voter's Councils were based on centres of the Sar-
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vodaya Movement, on branches of the Radical Humanist Association and in
projects of the Gandhi Peace Foundation. Hence the activities were most
lively in Rajasthan (where they were organized through adult education
centres) and in Madhya Pradesh, in Delhi and in Bombay. In the South
there were activities in Bangalore, in Hyderabad, and in Madras (sponsor-
ed by the Council on Public Affairs, an orgenization founded in 1952).
For the Atheist Centre at Vijayawada the idea was not new: Its founder,
Gora, had started voters' education already mahy years ago, and today it
is an integrsel part of the Atheist Centre's projects and programmes.

In Bihar the Gandhi Peace Foundation commissioned a2 study of violence
during elections. The results of this study, it was thought, will be more
instructive even than the Voters' Councils!

The Voters' Councils tried to spread their message by various methods:
distribution of leaflets with a Voters' Charter, spelling out what the coun-
cils stood for and what they opposed, chainletters, door-to-door can-
vassing. They used an emblem, which anybody could easily draw: a sun
with seven rays representing the seven principles listed in the Indian
Constitution: democracy, secularism, socialism, justice, liberty, equality
and fraternity. In some constituencies, notably in Delhi and Hyderabad,
panel discussions with all candidates were arranged. A very systematic
effort was made in Bombay, where regular plans of action, talking points
and a list of slogans were made available to volunteers. Among the slo-
gans were: "The traine may run on time, but will you live to catch
them?" Or: "Do you want law and order or order without law?"[20] Stu-
dents, boys and girls, could be seen engaged in heated debates with com-
muting labourers at Bombay's suburban reilway-stations. These activities
must have had some impact, as the Congress-I candidate for the Bombay
South Constituency claimed to be backed by the Voters' Councils Move-
ment. Needless to say, he wasn't!

The councils worked on the principle to urge voters to choose democratic
candidates, they did not suggest names, But. the Coordination Committee
for Strengthening Democracy published a black-list of candidates, who
had at any time been indicted by & Couri or a Commission of Inquiry[21].

Among them were Indira Gandhi, her son, Sanjay, Messrs. Bansilal, V.C. -

Shukla, and Zail S8ingh: (all were elected, nevertheless). The list also con-
tained names of Janata - Party and Lok Dal candidates, such as Biju
Patnaik. Volunteers were hoping for a "white list" of recommended candi-
dates, but it was not forthcoming. However, in the heat of an election
campaign, neutrality is difficult to maintain. In practice the Voters' Coun-
cils support went mostly to candidates of the Janata Party.

The "National Panel to guide Voters", consisting of seven well-known cit-
izens, among them Mrs. Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit and General Cariappa, did
publish & list of 40 candidates, whom they recommended. The list contain-
ed names of candidates of all parties, including the CPI-M, but excluding
the two Congress Parties[22],

In two constituencies of Andhra Pradesh there were Voters' Councils' can-
didates: In Hyderabad and in Secunderabad, Mr. V.M. Ramamurthi, a
retired advocate and A,P, Secretary General of the "Citizens for Democra-
c¢y", convened a meeting in October 1979. Different opinions were voiced
whether, as a form of protest, to boycott the elections or invalidate the
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votes, or to form Voters' Councils. Apparently there was not enough
response for constituency-wide Voters' Councils. But Mr. Ramamurthi and
his friends decided that a campaign for the boycott of elections would
take as much time as to work for a candidate. Hence they formed a "Com-
mittee for Voters' Councils Movement" and set up two candidates: Mrs.
Malladi Venkata Subbama (Mr. Ramamurthi's wife), a journalist and social
worker and managing editor of "Vikasem", a Telugu monthly, contested
the Hyderabad constituency.

The public-gpirited couple ran an imaginative and economical campaign.
They recorded their own speeches and hired an eleetrieian, whe went
around in an sutorikshaw, played back the tapes at street-corners, while
volunteers distributed leaflets. They mobilized well-known Hyderabad in-
tellectuals for panel discussions and expected to spend only Rs. 14,000,-,
raised through donations. Mrs, Subbama received 6,129 votes[23], a fair
result in this constituency which comprises the old town of Hyderabad
and the neighbouring rural area. The contest was. particularly bitter and
even sparked off communal riots, as the main contenders for this seat
were the candidates of the Congress-I, the Majlis-Ittehad-ul-Muslimin (a
local Muslim party) and the Janata Party (whose nominee was considered
pro-RSS). Polling participation was high: 70.8%.

Mr. Chundi Jagannatham, the Voters' Council candidate for Secunderabad,
is a Sarvodaya worker, who as a student took part in the Satyagraha of
1932 and had been actively involved in the Bhoodan Movement. He con-
sidered himself a. close associate of Jayaprakash Narayan. Both candidates
used the same leaflets, propagating the "right of recall", decentralization
and anticorruption., Mr. Chundi Jagannatham received 1,226 votes.

The BSecunderabad constituency was contested by 17 candidates, but the
contest was much less keen, owing to the absence of communal polsrisa-
tion. Curiously the three main rivals in this constituency - the candidates
of the Janata Party, the Congress~I and the Lok Dal - were all consider-
ed to be men of good personal reputation, thus sympathizers of the Vot-
ers' Council Movement were in two minds whom to give their vote to.

The promoters of the Voters' Council Movement saw their efforts during
the campaign of 1980 as a modest beginning, realizing that voters' educa-
tion has to take place between elections to be effective. Their credibility
may have suffered, as they claimed to be above party politics, but backed
mostly Janata Party candidates. By and large the Voters' Councils remain-
ed confined to cities and middle-class voters, without reaching the rural
voters, who are politically conscious, but who don't necessarily perceive
democracy in terms of Western-type liberalism.

Polling Arrangements

It is pertinent to ask: Were the elections conducted in a correct and fair
manner? The Election Commission made intensive efforts to reduce wviolence
and guarantee protection to the voters. By and large they succeeded.
Previously Indian elections were conducted during several days. Now vot-
ing took plece only on two days (January 3rd and 6th, 1980). This was
meant to prevent "goondas" (hired gangsters) from travelling round and
shifting their activities from one area to another! On January 6th, a Sun-
day, private motor-vehicles were not sllowed on the roads, again to re-
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striet the movements of misereants. Many more polling stations were set
up so that voters had shorter distances to walk. Whereas the number of
voters had increased by 10.26% since 1977, the number of polling stations
was increased by 17.17% on average (in Tamilnadu by 9%, in Rajasthan by
13% and in Bihar by 33%!)[24]. Hence the number of voters per polling
station was reduced to about 800 (formerly about 900-1,000). Particularly
in Harijan or minority areas more polling stations were made available (in
some cases one station for 250 voters) to ensure that they were not pre-
vented from voting by members of higher castes. But a one day poll also
meant that more polling staff had to be trained and that fewer police were
available.

As in Bihar there were not encugh policemen to guard all polling stations,
the trouble-prone places were identified and given palice protection while
less dangerous localities were looked after by home-guards. Central Re-
serve Police was kept on duty, and even the Army was alerted.

As 1 could observe while accompanying the Returning Officer of the Patna
and Barh constituencles (in Patna Distriet), the ban on private motor-
vehicles was very strictly enforced[25]. A hierarchy of patrolling parties
inspected the polling booths, with the District Magistrate and the Super-
intendent of Police themselves doing surprise checks.

We arrived in a village, just as two rival groups of men - each several
hundred strong - were about to engage in a battle. The District Magis-
trate and the Superintendent of Police swiftly got out of their cars -
armed only with sticks - walked resolutely towards the battle-line. Within
minutes the crowd dispersed, before even six policemen, travelling in the
DM's convoy, had alighted from their jeeps. They assisted in closing two
polling stations, where ballot boxes had been snatched by supporters of
the Congress-1. Half-an-hour later two busses with Bihar Military-Police,
armed with rifles, arrived - all that was left to do was to guard a third
polling station 200 yards away, where voting continued. "Rioters know
their limits here", remarked one of the IAS officers coolly,

According to the Chief Secretary, polling was much more peaceful in
Bihar than in 1977, when 13 people died and 181 were injured. Violence
erupted on polling day for several reasons, which are not peculiar to
Bihar, the pattern seems to be similar all over India:

1. The most common form of violence is: Supporters of one candidate try
to scare away the voters of othiers[26]. '

2. One party tries to capture one or two polling stations in order to
stamp the ballot papers for their candidate only: .
"Five bombs were exploded end six gunshots were fired in a bid to
grab the booths"[27].

3. "Goondas™ snatch ballot boxes or ballot papers and destroy them -
thus making voting impossible for their opponents:
"In Viramparasa village a mob attacked the polling station, snatched
away the ballot papers and threw them into a river ..."[28].

4, Clashes between workers of different candidates:
"A woman was shot dead and two boys were injured in a clash be-
tween two rival groups at village Saidapur in Fatwah block"[29].
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5. Clashes between party workers and police or polling staff:
"The Election Commission's Observer ... and five other officials ...
were injured, when an armed gang attdcked their vehicle near village
Barghi ... of the Sitamarhi Lok Sabha constituency ... the attackers
were identified as the supporters of former Lok Sabha Speaker, Mr.
Baliram Bhagat, who is a Congress (U) candidate here"{30].

Some people killed themselves in action:
"At Biharsharif three persons were killed and five others injured,
when bombs carried by them accidentally exploded®[31].

Evidently the arms used in these clashes range from iron rods and sticks
to guns, hand-made bombs and even light machine guns! In Bihar 50 out
of 54,507 polling stations had to be closed. Repolling takes place only, if
the results in the whole constitueney are narrow.

The Election Commission was heavily criticized for faulty electoral regis-
ters. It seems thousands of voters could not cast their vote as their
names were not listed, although the rolls had been brought up-to-date
immediately before the elections[32]. One assumes that this was inefficien-
cy not planned sabotage.

The most widespread method of electoral fraud in India is so-called "bo-
gus-voting™ or "impersonation™, i.e. hired "workers" pretend to be the
voter x or z, cast a vote as told, and if the genuine voters turn up,
they find that their right of vote has already been exercised by somebody
else. This is possible, because in a large country like India, where 70% of
the population is illiterate, voters normally don't possess identlty cards.
The Election Commission does not send out notices, informing the voters
of their polling station and their number on the electoral roll. Therefore
the candidates supply voters with so-called poll-chits, on which these
perticulars are mentioned, This puts a considerable strain on the cam-
paign organizers, as 5-800,000 such slips have to be filled per Lok Sabha
constituency, usually by paid helpers. It also opens up a possibility of
influencing polling participation, as cdever candidates don't send poll-chits
to the areas where they have no or little support. But without these slips
polling officers would take even longer to trace voters on the register.
Actuslly the pdling officers are supposed to ask voters for their names.
But I could observe that voters just showed their (or somebody else's?)
poll-chit, the polling officers read out the names, ticked them off on the
register and handed them their ballot paper without further checks{33].

There is & mechanism to prevent impersonation: putting an Inkmark on
the index-finger of everyone who voted, but this in ineffective, because
the ink can eagily be wiped off with the requisite chemicals.

There is consensus among observers that all parties engage in some
violence and in the organization of "bogus-voting". Hence the election
results probably don't get grossly distorted. Still, thinking goes on in
the Election Commission, how to provide voters with identity cards.

One measure reintroduced by the Election Commission is a step backwards
from the point of view of secrecy of the vote. Up to 1967 the ballot
papers were counted boothwise and the results were made available to
candidates. This was discontinued in 1971, but readopted in 1980, at the
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request of the major political parties, The parties naturally have an inter-
est to Know precisely, where their support is. But now the possibility of
harassment of voters after the poll has been reestablished.

The Election Results

The results of the elections came as a surprise even to the winners: Mrs.
Gandhi's Congress Party won 352 out of the 527 seats contested with
42.68% of the votes. The opposition parties were reduced to fragments -
the Janata Party retained 31 of the 202 seats it held at the time of the
dissolution of Parliament, the Lok Dal did only slightly better, winning 41
seats. The only other party which made any gains, was the Communist
Party Marxist (CPI-M), which succeeded in inereasing its representation
in the Lok Sabha from 22 to 36 seats, mainly in West Bengal, where the
trend towards the Congress-I was stopped in favour of a trend towards
‘the CPI-M-led Left front.

Thus as in 1971 and in 1977, the Indian voters produced a landslide vic-
tory, this time again for Mrs. Gandhi. It has to be kept in mind that the
electoral system - simple majority vote - greatly helped to produce these
results,

It is hazardous to compare eclections in India, as the parties - behaving
according to the electoral system - enter different alliances and do not
contest the same number of constituencies, not even the same constituen-
cies, each time, particularly the smaller parties, which have no all-India
base. At the constituency level the number of candidates differs from one
election to the other. The number of voters increased rapidly (see Table
I), e.g. by 81.4 millions from 1971 to 1980 and by 34.4 millions between
1977 and 1980. The generation born in the late nineteenfifties now reaches
voting-age and a continuous rejuvenation of the voting population is cer-
tain. Still, superficislly the results of the elections of 1971 and 1980 show
striking similarities.

The Congress won in 1980 the same number of seats (352) as the united
Congress won in 1971 (352 out of 520), with 42.68% of the votes (43.06%
in 1971 (see Table II)}. In 1977 there was a swing away from the Con-
gress ‘of 8.71% to 34.35%, but a swing away from the Congress of 8.71% to
34.35%, but a swing back to Congrese-I in 1980 of 8,3% to 42.68%. In 1971
the predecessor parties of the Janata Party polled 24,46% of the vote and
gained 53 seats. In 1977 there was 2 swing away from it - or rather the
two successor .parties - of 14,54% in 1980 to 28.42%. The number of seats
of the Lok Dal and the Janata Party combined is slightly higher than in
1971: 72 seats. In ecountries with proportional representation swings of
around 8% do not lead to landslides. But in the Indian system it is suf-
ficlent to produce entirely different majorities in the Lok Sabha.

Both the Congress-I in 1080 and the Janata Party in 1977 won their com-
fortable majorities with percentages of the votes below 50% — these are the
rules of the game in the system of simple majority vote[34]. This electoral
system, adopted from the British model, operates however under entirely
different conditions in India. Whereas in Great Britain there are three
national parties with minor regionsl ones, in India there is a fragmented
multiparly system, now again with one large party snd many small ones.
The parties are not only fragmented in numbers, but also unevenly
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spread regionally. Another difference ist the large number of candidates,
which has risen steadily from 1952 till 1977, but doubled between the last
two elections. In 1952 there were on average 4.2 candidates per contested
geat, in 1980 the number of contestants had increased to 8.8 per seat:
4,620 candidates contested for.527 constituencies (see Table 1)! There has
been an increase of regional parties, particularly in the states of the
Northeast, but the main factor is an increase of independent candldates.
The reasons for this development will be discussed below.

The results must also be seen in relation to polling participation. This
time it was comparatively low: 57.01%, This means & drop of 3.53% from
60.54% in 1877, when the elections were fought much more intensely. It
was slightly higher then in 1871 (55.29%), yet lower than in 1967
(61.33%). But & comparison with 1967 is not valid » a8 until 1967 elections
to the Lok Sabha and to the Legislative Assemblies of thg states were
held simultaneously. Voters were then mobilized by the candidates for the
smaller Assembly constituencies. In 1971 Mrs. Gandhi “delinked"_the t_wo
elections to be able to focus the Parliamentary elections on "national is-

sues”.
Polling participation differed widely from state to state (see_ Table IV).

Even though the electorate had Increased by 34.4 millions since 1977, the
number of valid votes only increased by 3.2 millions, as polling participa-
tion was much lower. Low polling participation points to apathy and
frustration of the voters, but works in favour of the party with most
regources to be able to bring their vote out. This party was undoubtedly
Congress-1.

The Congress-1 won its two thirds majority in the Lok Sabha N large
enough to change the constitution - with 42.68% of the votes. Considering
the polling participation of 57.01% the Congress vote represents only
23.7% of the total electorate (84.2 out of 355 millions). In fact it won 28.7
million votes more than in 1977. Seen in this perspective, the mandate is
not as "massive" as it seems at first sight.

The Congi'ess Vote

Voting behaviour differed widely from one region to another, both in re-
gard to participation and party support. Nevertheless, a number of fac-
tors, which influenced voters in favour of Congress-I, can be discerned:

1. The vote was a protest-vote againét non-performance of the previous
government, against high prices and non-availability of essential com-
modities, against a deterioration of law and order,

2. Possibly the traditional view that drought follows bad government play-
ed a rile.

3. Voters could not distinguish between the Janata Government gnd the
caretaker Government of the Lok-Dal/Congress-U during which the
economic situation got further out of hand.

4, Jagjivan Ram, as the Janata Party candidate for the Prime-Minister-
ship, seems to have alienated high caste voters, without mobilizing
sufficient Harijan voters for his party, particularly in the South.
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5. Congress-1 voters seem to have preferred a "stable government" as
promised by Mrs. Gandhi to the alternative: a turbulent phase of coali-
tion governments at the centre. A sizable part of the electorate chose
an authoritarian government rather than non-government. But votes
for the Congress-I should not be interpreted as a vote to reintroduce
the Emergency.

6. The attitude towards Mrs. Gandhi had considerably mellowed since
1977. Perhaps a typically Indian sympathy with the loser made itself
felt. A view often heard was: "We have punished her enough in 1977,
now she has learnt from her mistakes."

7. Voters were more aware of Mrs. Gandhi than of any other politician,
due to her vigorous cempaign., She was fighting with her back to the
wall, as the findings of inquiry commissions and the setting-up of
special courts to try her abuses of power during the Emergency would
have been embarrassing for her and members of her family and might
have resulted in a very undignified end of the Nehru family. Mrs.
Gandhi's only emotional identification is polities, and she was fighting
for high stakes. She herself travelled night and day for 62 days, visit-
ing most constituencies (except, curiously, one of her own - Medak in
Andhra Pradesh)[35]. Obviously she had no financial constraints,
using helicopters, private acroplanes and several fleets of cars.

8. While Mrs. Gandhi succeeded in presenting herself as the only all-India
leader, the opposition parties lacked a convincing alternative personali-
ty with more than regional appeal.

The Opposition Vote

The Opposition was too fragmented to compete successfully with the Con- -

gress-1. They lacked a leader and an issue like the Emergency in 1977,
which could have both united .them and aroused the voters in their fa-
vour., Still, 57.32% of the voters were obviously less concerned with
"stability” and strong government. They voted for one of four groups of
parties or candidates:

1. Liberal and/or Gandhian Democrats:
Janata Party, Lok Dal, Congress-U., They together polled 33.64% of the
votes, but won only 16.1% of the seats (85). Only the Janata Party con-
tested in a large number of constituencies (Janata Party 431, Lok Dal
203, Congress-U 212), hence these percentage figures have limited rele-
vance. The ideological foundations and the social bases of these three
parties are similar: urban and rural middle class and upper lower class,
But the leaders, engaged in personal conflicts, failed to assess their
chances correctly and allowed their parties to contest against each other.
It is not encouraging that those Congressmen ~ now in.the Congres-U -
who dissociated themselves from Mrs. Gandhi's style of leadership - albeit
only after the electoral defeat of 1977 - and stood for collective leader—
ship, innerparty democracy and the preservation of fundamental rights,
could not convince many voters.

2, The Communist Parties: The two Communist Par-
ties combined - who, for the first time since 1964, did not contest againgt
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each other - did improve their positions in the Lok Sabha (CPI-M 36, CPI
11) compared to 1877 (CPI-M 22, CPI 7), but could not regain the
strength they had in 1971 (25/24 - see Tables II, III). They contested 83
and 48 seats respectively and got together 8.75% of the vote. The CPI-M
emerged as the stronger of the two parties but it won its 36 seats from
only three states, the majority from West Bengal: 28, from Kerala: 6,
from Tripura: 2, The CPI-M lost its three seats in Mahsarashtra and one
esch in Punjab and Orissa. Unlike the Congress-I, the CPIl has not re-
covered from its disastrous defeat in 1977, which was & result of the col-
laboration with the Congress Party and the support of the Emergency. It
won its 11 geats from five states, retaining four seats in its regional base
in Eagstern Bihar., Neither of the two Communist Parties could win a single
geat in their erstwhile stronghold Andhra Pradesh.

3, The regional parties: These are parties confined
mostly to one or two states. Their strength seatwise is negligible (11 ex-
cluding DMK and AIADMK), but their role should not be underestimated.
Their support in the House can be crucial to one of the larger parties,
and they do articulate problems, which the more centralized parties tend
to ignore.

4, Independent candidates . As mentioned earlier,
the number of independent candidates rose dramatically since 1977 to
2,865. Yet, their strenght in the Lok Sabha has declined since 1971. Who
are these independent candidates? Only a minority are genuine independ-
ents, motivated by ideas such as "partyless democracy". Some are politi-
cians with a strong personal fcllowing, who did not get their party's
nomination and decided to stand on their own. The majority contest for
tractical reasons: to prove how many votes they can mobilize in prepara-
tion for some later - mostly local - election, or to retire in favour of
another candidate. Apart from pditical gains, there are also economic
geins in contesting: Special permits for petrol and paper, and "black"
money (i.e. that has not been accounted for) can be declared as electric
expenses., The Election Commission is examining how to limit the large
number of independent candidates, as they are a considerable burden on
the election procedure. They increase the cost of paper and printing,
voters get confused by the large ballot-papers, counting of votes takes
longer.

Regicnal Variations

So far we have analysed the results of the General Elections on an sall-
India basis. It is however necessary to look at them in a regional per-
spective. There are three groups of states: 1. States from where Con-
gress-1 candidates were elected almost exclusively., 2. States, where the
Opposition parties could retain some support. 3. The peripheral states in
the South and the North-East, where the voting pattern differed.

1. States from where Congress-I candidates were eleeted almost exclusive-
ly: They form a belt covering the West, Central India, and parts of
the South and East: The states of Himachal Pradesh, Punjab, Gujarat,
Maharashthra, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka,
They have a low to average voting participation under 60% (see Table
IV) and a percentage of Congress-l votes of more than 50% in common
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{with one exception: Madhya Pradesh, 46.52%)[36]. The reasons for
the Congres-I victories differ from state to state, and it is beyond the
scope of this article to go into all the details, Andhra Pradesh and
Karnateka are in a category by themselves. In these two states Con-

gress was not defeated in 1977, because the repressive policies of the

Emergency were implemented softly, and the two state governments
under Vengal Rao and Devraj Urs did carry out some of the reforms
under the 20-Point Programme. Thus a ray of hope was lit amongst the
rural poor. In these two states Mrs. Gandhi seems to enjoy the image
of a kind of Mother Goddess, which has not been shaken yet., (Back-
ward classes leaders do see that during 30 years of Congress rule
very little has been done to remove rural poverty. But they support
Mrs. Gandhi because she successfully mobilizes voters.) Most observ-
ers expected Devraj Urs to retain some of his following in Karnataka.
But having attributed the successes of his own government to Mrs.
Gandhi for years, he could not all of a sudden take the credit him-
self[37]. In Andhra Pradesh and in Karnataka the Congress-I repeated
the performance of the united Congress in 1977 almost identically[38].
These two states provided the Congress~I with a solid base of 68
gseats, about one sixth of the Congress-I strength in the new Lok
Sabha[39]. The Congress-1 victory in Punjab can be clearly attributed
to the conflicts in the then ruling Akdli Dal Party. Gujarat and Maha-

rashtra did not experience the "Janata Wave" of 1977 as strongly as
fhe  Northern states., Here, too, the Emergency was implemented less
harshly (in fact Gujarat had an opposition government until 1976). As
the strong men of the Emergency period were mostly Hindi speaking
politicians, their impact was less felt in these two states. Thus Con-
gress could retain 10 seats in Gujarat and 20 in Mahareshtra in 1977.
In 1980 the swing towsrds Congress was slightly lower than the nation-
al average (7.92 and 6.92 respectively). Still, a Congress-I victory in
25 out of 26 constituencies in Gujarat with 54.84% of the vote while the
Janata Party was reduced to one single seat (36.89%), is surprising in
Morarji Desai's home state, Apparently it was his turn now to be
"taught a Iesson". In Maharashtra the voting pattern differed accord-

ing to regions within the state and consistently so in 1877 and in 1978..

Mrs. Gandhi enjoys support in the regions of Vidharba and in Ma-
radwada, the Janata Party in the Western districts and in Bombay,

States where the Opposition parties could retain some support: These
are the Northern states of Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar an Rajasthan.
In these four Hindi-speaking sfates the Congress-I won 114 6uf of 184
seats, the Opposition parties 70. Obviously leaders like Charan Singh
in Uttar Pradesh and Jagjivan Ram in Bihar did not loose their follow-
ing entirely, the organization of their parties was still functioning.
This is particularly true of the Lok Dal, which won 29 of their 41
seats in Uttar Pradesh and four in Haryana. In Bihar the Janata Par-
ty, which won 8 seats, is based on the former Socialist Party. In this
state - one of the poorest in India - a sharp polarization between the
"forward castes" and the "backward castes™ has taken place. The CPI
and the Lok Dal are identified as "backward castes" parties, the Con-
gress-1 and the Janata Party are considered to be "forward castes"
parties. In the three states of Bihar, Uttar Pradesh and Haryana,
where 29.7% of the voters live (104.6 millions), the wvotes for the Ja-
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nata Party and the Lok Dal combined outnumber those for the Con-
gress-I, in Haryana and Uttar Pradesh the two parties together polled
more than 50% (Haryana 61.66%, Uttar Pradesh 51.59%, Bihar 40.17%).
It does not follow that the Janata Party and the Lok Dal would have
won the same number of votes, had they not fought against each other
(as each candidate mobilizes his or her own following), but surely they
would have done congiderably better.

3. The peripheral states: These are Tamilnadu and Kerala, West Bengal
and Kashmir, the home of 73 million voters, and the three states and
two Union ferritories in the North-East with 1.7 million voters (without
Agsam). Here either regional parties or parties of the Left offer gen-
uine alternatives to the Congress. In Jammu and Kashmir the National
Conference could improve from 2 to 3 seats and increase its percentage
of the votes from 23.51% to 37.10%. In Tamilnadu the alliance between
the Congress-I and the DMK proved very successful, the Congress
winning 20 seats and the DMK 16 (every seat they contested!). This
result, too, can be seen as a protest vote against the ruling party in
the state: the All India Anna DMK, which won only 2 seats, but re-
ceived more votes than the DMK - another victim of the electoral sys-
tem! In the neighbouring state of Kerala two electoral fronts fought
each other, thus the splitting of anti-authoritarian votes was avoided.
The Left Democratic Front, led by the CPI-M, comprising the CPI, the
Congreas-U and regional parties, won 12 out of 20 seats and 51.6% of
the votes. The Congress-I-led United Democratic Front won 8 seats
and 48.4% of the votes. The two Communist Parties together won 8
seats and 25.65% of the votes, the CPI-M clearly proved stronger than
the CPI.

All over India voting can be interpreted as registering protest, not only.
against the Government at the Centre, but alsc at the state-level. There
is one exception: West Bengal. Here the trend can even be interpreted as
a vote of confidence for the ruling party - the CPI-M. It won 28 seats
out of 42, The major contest was between the CPI-M-led Left Front (with
the CPI, the RSP and the Forward Bloc) against the Congress-I, The
Janata Party and the Congress-U/Lok Dal also contested, but did not win
a single seat. The Left Front won 38 seats and 53.97% of the votes,
whereas the Congress-I won 4 seats and 36.51% of the votes (contesting
41 seats). The success of the CPI-M iz a result of the implementation of
reform lepislation, of decentralization and increased powers to the Pan-
chayats, of registration of unemployed, payment of unemployment relief
and other policies in favour of the poor. The rural power structure
underwent a definite change,

What do these results revesal about elections as an instrument of democrat-
ic political change in India? Clearly, there is a collossal growth of the
cost of elections, both for the state machinery and for parties and candi-
dates. Also irregularities are on the increase. Nevertheless the Indian
electorate produces massive swings and radically different compositions of
the national parliament. There is a trend towards personalization of elec-
tions, yet regional variations have to be taken into account. The peri-
pheral states did produce alternatives to both the Congress and the Lib-
eral and/or Gandhian parties. Inspite of the social and economic strains
on the Indian palitical system, elections did prove, once again, to be a
meaningful instrument of peaceful change of government at the centre.
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6th and 7th General Elections

% of valid Vétes

Pérty seats

1971 1977 1980 1980 1977 1971
Indian Natiopal Congréss 352 153 - b 34.35 43.06
Indian National Congress-(I} - - 352 42.68 - -
Indian National Congress-(U} - - 13 5.29 - -
Janata Party 53 298 31 18.93 43.06 24.46°
Lok Dal - - 41 9.4¢ - -
Communist Party of India (CPI) 23 7 1 2.5 2.76 4.73
Communist Party of India
Marxist (CPI-M) 25 22 36 6,16 4.30 5.08
Shiremani Akali Dal 1 9 1 0.71 1.26 -
Drarida Munpetra Kazhagam 23 1 16 2.15  1.71  4.11
All India Anna Drarida
Munpnetra Kazhagam - 19 2 2,37 2.96 -
Muslim League 2 2 .24
Revolutionary Socialist Party 3 4 0.45
Forward Bloe 2 3 0.351
Jammu & Kashmir National
Conference - 2 3 0.24 3.92 8.85
others 22 13 & 0.39
Independents 14 9 6.42 s5.68  9.70
Total 520 542 527°
a) CangréSS-O 16, Jan Sangh 23, BLD 1, sSSP 3, PSP 2, Swantantra 8.
b) predecessor'parties combined
<) in'12 constituencies of Assam voting could not be held due to disturbances;

the 527 seats include 1 constituency each in West Bengal and in Orissa,
where a repoll had to be held. Exgluded are three constituencies, which
were snowbound, therefore voting took place in June/July 1980. The results

were:
Meghalaya:

Rashmir: 1 Independent; Himachal Pradesh: 1 Congress-=I;
1 Independent

d} Kerala Congress 1, Jharkhand Party 1, Sikkim Janata Parishad I,

Maharashtravadi Gomantak 1.

Sourcer

January 21, 1980C.

General Elections to the House of the People - 1980, op. d&it.
Figures for 1977 and 1971: India Backgrounder, Vol. IV No. 43,
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30 Dagmar Bernstorff
Table IV: Veting Participation and Invalid Votes in the
States and Union Territories
vating participation invalid votes

Py 1980 1977 1980
Manipur 81.65 60. 20 3.64
Tripura 79.97 70.07 1.79°
West Bengal 70.66 _ 59.51 2.32
Tamil Nadu 66.76 6.89 1.89
Haryana 64.76 ' 72,26 2.13
Nagaland 63.;'9‘0* S 52.83 2.66
Punjab 62.65 73.38 2.12
Kerala 62.16. 79.21 0.95
Hima_chal Pradesh 59.68 61.47 1.91
Karpataka 57.71 63.06 3.09
Andhra Pradesh 56.93 62.40 Z.63
Janohu angd Kashmir 56.58 57.61 2,91
Maharashtra 56.80 6C.38 2.78
Gujarat 55.42 59.24 3.14
Rajasthan 54.66 56.92 2.43
Bihar 51,87 §0.92 1.71
Madhya Pradesh 51.85 54,88 3.47
Meghalaya 51.23 49, 88 4.17
Uttar Pradesh 49.96 56.48 2.29
Orissa 46.31 44.32 4.03
Sikkim 44.74 .- 2.63
Union Territories

Lakshadweep £58.78 n.a. .49
Andaman and Nicobar Islands 584.45 76.34 2.77
Pondicherry ’ 80,36 73.63 3.45
Dadra and Nagar Haveli 72.76 83.19 6.69
Arunachal Pradesh 63.60 56.27 5.10
Goa, Daman and Diu 69.48 62. 80 2.81
Chandigarh 63.93 67.40 1.45
Delhi 64.89 71.38 1.328
Mizoram 56.12 49,92 0.94
TOTAL INDIA 57.01 60. 54 2.43

Source: 1980 - General Elections to the House of the People - 1980, op. cif.

1977 = Mirchandani, Pecple's Verdict, op. cit., p. 120




