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vote 2004*



General elections to the Lok Sabha is a routine exercise undertaken every five years to elect new MPs and a new government at the Centre in India. That way, the vote 2004 was no different from earlier elections. But its result has a significance which must be grasped. The NDA government was a conglomeration of about two dozen parties with diverse and even conflicting ideologies. Bajpai had succeeded in keeping them together ostensibly on a common minimum programme. But the real force that bound them was the lust for power and lucre that go with it. So the constituents took scrupulous care that matters do not precipitate. 

The alliance was sure of completing its full term of five years in office. It was equally confident of winning the next term also, so much so that they even advanced the poll normally scheduled for September 2004.

The BJP leading the alliance started its campaign far ahead of any other party. Apart from the now familiar rath yatra, they raised new slogans of ‘India Shining’ and ‘Feel Good’ to create an atmosphere of victory and optimism favourable for the party. Hundreds of crores were spent from public funds to overwhelm the people in India as well as abroad. Narendra Modi was flaunted as a hero, and Gujarat model was projected to dazzle the unwary. Bajpai as an incomparable leader was the trump card. The other parties in the alliance had little choice and toed the BJP line, afraid that BJP alone might get majority in the Parliament. Congress was the only party that could offer some resistance. That too was a divided house, and could not decide until very late who would be their leader. Sonia Gandhi should have been the obvious choice, but her non-Indian origin was played against her and blown out of proportion by the BJP, to make sure that she was written off.

This was the scenario when India went to polls on the 10th May, 2004. BJP had hoped to come out as the majority party alone. The other alliance partners also believed that BJP would be atleast the single largest party in the Parliament, and hoped to join as partners in an NDA government. As far as Sikhs are concerned, thanks to S Parkash Singh Badal, the SAD had committed unconditional support to BJP for all times. He is credited with the view that BJP and Akalis are not partners in alliance, but that they are one, in spite of the fact that this friendship or union has not solved any of the long standing issues like Chandigarh, Punjabi-speaking areas left out of Punjab, release of Sikh prisoners held in jail for almost 20 years without trial, status of Punjabi language in Punjab and the neighbouring states, etc. Protests and remonstrations of other Sikh parties or groups against the policy of putting all the eggs in the BJP basket were of no avail.

Then look at the result! The Indian voter vindicated the faith in its traditional wisdom, and belied all opinion polls and speculations of political pundits. The BJP was virtually routed and lost its status even as the single largest party, to the Congress in the Parliament, with only 139 seats in a house of 544. In the state assembly elections too, its supporter TDP was ousted in Andhra Pradesh. Even in Gujarat under its hero Narendra Modi, it suffered serious setback.

The electorate has rejected the BJP fascist agenda. It has castigated the party for the massacre of Muslims in Gujarat and suppression of minorities elsewhere. It has not approved of its saffronisation programme under Murli Manohar Joshi. And remember, majority of voters are Hindus. So the vote against BJP is from Hindu majority as well as non-Hindu minorities.

From the election results marked by BJP setback and Congress resurgence, several clear lessons emerge. Some of these are:


1.
Indian voter judges a party/govt on its performance, not pious platitudes or vacuous propaganda.


2.
India is a multi-cultural, multi-religious and multi-ethnic society. Only a secular agenda can appeal to the general mass of voters. Communal politics, and mad acts like Operation Blue Star or demolition of Babri Masjid are bound to boomerang on the perpetrators in the long run.


3.
The days of a single party rule at the Centre are gone. Coalition culture has replaced it. This should be welcome, since despicable acts like army attack on Darbar Sahib and demolition of Babri Masjid are possible in a single party rule only, which often tends to fall in the hands of a dictator. While these two shameful events occurred during Congress rule, Congress alone is not in the dock. BJP leaders openly endorsed Indira Gandhi’s action. In fact, Bajpai is on record having said that Operation Blue Star should have been done much earlier. In the case of Babri Masjid also, the actual demolition work was done by volunteers of the Sangh Parivar, while the Congress Government connived, or looked the other way.


4.
In a coalition, regional parties have a greater role to play. This should be welcomed, since in a single all India party rule, regional interests are the first casualty.


5.
Minorities should forge a united front and support only such coalition partners, as are genuinely secular, in the interest of the nation as well as their own survival and security.


6.
Congress was declared by Sikhs as Enemy No 1 after the Operation Blue Star. And rightly so, since what Indira Gandhi, its then President and Prime Minister did to Sikhs, is unforgivable. She suffered for it also. At the same time we should remember that not all Congress men were happy over what she had done. There were many in the party even at that time who expressed their disgust. Sardar Swaran Singh who had been negotiating a settlement between the Akalis and the Government, was one of them. Today most of the Congressmen are apologetic and regret the horrendous happenings. Even Sonia Gandhi, the current President of the Congress Party openly said about the Blue Star, that it should not have happened. It is a pity that she stopped at that. She should have tendered an unqualified apology, which would have enhanced her stature. Anyway, that is for her to decide. The point is that no party could be branded an enemy for all times to come. If it changes its stand, and makes an approach for reconciliation and making amends, it should not be spurned, because in politics there are no perennial friends or foes. By selecting Dr Manmohan Singh for the Prime Minister’s office, the Congress President has demonstrated that she is not against Sikhs as such. Her gesture should not be derided. Rather it should be appraised in proper perspective. This is a situation which should not be frittered away. Dr Manmohan Singh is a practising Sikh with sound administrative credentials, and with him at the helm, the country is in competent hands. So are the minorities. It has happened only because he was in the Congress. Had he been in any other party, his nomination to this position would be unthinkable. We should avail of this opportunity to solve our lingering problems. Staying in the BJP bandwagon and opposing Dr Manmohan Singh will not lead us anywhere, except towards wilderness. 


7.
The most important lesson of the 2004 poll is that if the Akalis are united, they can win all seats in the Punjab. The example of Ropar Parliamentary constituency is very typical. The Akalis won with 3,47,361 votes in 2004. In 1999 the Akali votes were higher – 3,67,623. But still they lost, because they were divided. It is necessary, therefore, to keep the Akali flock together. This responsibility squarely rests on the leader of the major Akali Dal. So far, however, the policy has been to bank on outside support, ignoring tried hands faithful to the Panth.


8.
It is necessary to have right alliance partners. Although the Akalis won in Punjab, in spite of the wave against BJP in other states, we are forced to sit with the opposition. We lost the war although we won the battle. Such a victory is of no avail. Somehow, we have been repeatedly selecting wrong partners, and consistently missing all opportunities that came our way to settle our problems. While masses have always been faithful to the Panth, leadership has failed them most of the times.


9.
Time has come when Sikh intellectuals should shed their indifference and do some serious thinking about the future of our community, its survival and an honourable place for it, nationally and internationally. The Institute of Sikh Studies is spearheading a campaign to set up an apex body of the Sikhs to make major decisions about the future role of Sikhs. The move deserves full support, and every Sikh, particularly the intellectuals, should lend their full weight to it.
