The Crisis in Indian Polity: A Conceptual Overview of some Current Ideologies


�PRIVATE ��


     The spectre of a grave crisis in our polity and its key institutions has been generally evident in writings on India over the past two decades. Indeed, a cursory glance at various ‘letters to the editor’, published in leading dailies and periodicals in our country, also reveals the depth of concern shared by scholars and concerned citizens alike for problems accumulating on a number of fronts. Some of the challenges often mentioned in this  context have been: growing ‘corruption’ and ‘criminalisation’ in our public life; an oppressive and callous state machinery lording over a largely illiterate, poor and debilitated populace; alarm�ing growth of revivalist and communal forces and corresponding attacks on minorities under the present dispensation and a deepening sense of alienation amongst the marginalised groups in our inequitous and increasingly violent social  (dis)order. 


     While the recognition of such obvious tensions and problems in our polity has been similar yet, the analysis of the underlying causes or processes leading to their persistence have been the subject of considerable differences. Amongst the principal causes of current difficulties, highlighted in leading newspapers and weeklies, have been: declining moral values; the alarming growth of population and its high incidence of poverty and illiteracy; and, above all, various errors of omission and com�mission of different political leaders��in government or in the opposition.�  


      However, in academic and more scholarly writings on Indian politics generally, the emphasis has been on understanding social and political tensions not only with reference to the apparent problems of  corruption and alleged ‘moral decline’ or poverty and illiteracy in isolation but in the light of more fundamental issues  such as the nature of the Indian state, growing economic disparities, the failings of our ‘party�system’ and aspects of prevailing ‘popular culture’ and ideolo�gical environment as well. 


     And, though views may vary on how exactly these wider processes relate with the present crisis in our polity yet, the stress on viewing the latter in such broad theoretical terms has  been remarkably common in essays on contemporary India. For example, Prof. Randheer Singh has stressed that  “A concrete analysis of a concrete situation is necessary,  as always. But a dialectical as against a ‘metaphysical’ orientation in such analysis will give us a more adequate understanding of the specifici�ties involved and make for a more effective  struggle.���Any adequate response to the problem of spreading  violence in our society demands, at the very least, the recogni�tion that while any form of violence in due course acquires a certain autonomous dimension, it always arises on and is sustained by a given social�material basis.” �   


     In the following note, we shall consider a number of Left observations emphasising significant links between the obvious problems of violence, corruption and poverty and the  more basic issues of inequality and its ‘material basis’.� Here, it may be relevant to take note of two other broader influences namely, our ‘political culture’ and the nature of our ‘nation�state’, as highlighted in discussions on current political difficulties, by liberal and ‘radical’ scholars respectively. 


   Thus, Prof. Satish Sabharwal, while commenting from a ‘liberal’ standpoint on the ‘Roots of Crisis’ in India today, has observed that increasingly, in recent  years, there has been “a  sense of crisis in and about Indian society---any answer which blames  this or that person or group cannot be adequate for so complex and persistent a situation. (In fact,) we carry the legacy of an extremely segmented society���(and) have known little wider,  overarching  agencies  anxious  and   able to press general   norms on local and segmented practices.” � Similar emphasis on underlying problems in our ‘political culture’ as a whole can be noted in writings of a number of other liberal scholars.� 


     A contrasting view on the underlying  factors of political and social tensions today has been offered by those critics of modernity who have taken a much more favourable view of our ‘tradition’ and popular culture and its acclaimed pluralism, assimilation and religious tolerance etc. At  the same time, such analysts have looked upon the contempo�rary ‘nation�state’ and its project of ‘modernisation’ as the  more significant source of our present difficulties. 


   Thus, according to Prof. Ashis Nandy, “The most prominent feature of the Indian political sysytem in recent years has been the emergence of the nation�state as the hegemonic actor in the  public realm.���From arbitration in matters of art and literature to the correction of Indian shortcomings in sports, virtually every sphere of life is now under the jurisdiction of the Indian state.���(Yet,) one hears little applause (for it). The problem with the Indian nation�state is not its failure but its success.”�


     Indeed, a radical critique of western science, technology and statist models of ‘planned development’ has been a remarkable feature today, of a number of writings (including recent contributions to the Subaltern Studies too).� In the same context, Prof. Rajni Kothari has also stressed that “it is the ready  acceptance by the elites of the Third World of the conception of  the state as not just an organ of civil society but as a centralised authority lording over the civil society that has ill�suited the highly diversified societies of the third world.���The truly paradoxical logic of this scenario of the centralised nation�state (is) that it has become at once highly repressive and highly fragile” � 


      On the other hand, a rightist perspective on processes leading to persistent troubles in our polity can be seen in late Girilal Jain’s assertion that “Socialism, a euphemism for an economy dominated by bureaucrats and politicians was the central pillar of the Nehruvian system.���One of the most regulated economies outside the commu�nist world and thereby one of the most corrupt polity and  bureaucracy.” � 


      It is, thus, evident that while contemporary scholars view the crisis in Indian politics as grave and related to some deeper social processes, their interpretations of the latter also show sharp variations. What are the methodological implications of such marked differences in the  perceptions and explanations of the same set of social and polit�ical processes amongst different social scientists and intellectuals ? To what extent are underlying ideological differences sufficient to explain the remarkable variations in the conceptu�alisation and evaluations of categories like class, culture,  state, ethnicity, secularism, nationality and so on, which inform  the scholarly discussions on Indian polity today ? Are intellectuals sharing the same broad perspective or ideology such as ‘Marxism’, likely to offer similar explanations  of political trends ? What are the various types of agreements and disagreemnts among scholars of such a broadly similar social  and ideological background likely to be ? It is in order to  understand some of these issues more clearly that we shall now turn to a detailed examination of the writings of different Left  intellectuals appearing in major English language periodicals of the last two decades and the nature of differences in their percep�tions of the bases of crisis in our polity today.� 


A Left Paradigm


     To begin with, it is noteworthy that at the level of fundamental concepts as well as basic values and  concerns, there is indeed a substantial consensus amongst Left scholars probing the nature of contemporary crisis in Indian  politics.  Some of the principal categories and processes often emphasised in Left writings on politics have, for example, been:  the nature of class contradictions in our society,  the  pressures of imperialism in its changing forms and the obvious  limitations imposed by these on the functioning of the Indian state; along with some diverse characterisations of our ‘social formation’; the peculiar problems of ‘late’ or ‘retarded’ capitalist development and the heterogeneous and compromising character of our ruling class. And though the analy�sis and conceptualisation of issues such as gender, caste, ethnicity and ‘culture’ etc. have varied between different Left statements even more yet, a broad consensus on the implications of at least the former concerns has been  clearly evident amongst them. 


Stress on Inequality 


    Within this broader set of shared concerns also, one issue, which has, perhaps, figured most prominently in all Left essays on politics is that of social disparities and the alarming gap between the dominant and the oppressed classes. Thus, in the words of Prof. Randheer Singh, “Ours is a society in deep social and moral crisis. We are indeed paying the ‘terrible costs of not changing the existing order’ characterised by unequal and uneven development, with its ‘two nations’ and an ‘internal colonialism’���which together are turning all the  divides and fissures of our society explosive and giving rise to strong disintegrative tendencies everywhere.” � Indeed at a philosophical level, Dr. Rajeev Bhargava has noted that the most “distinctive and individuating socialist principle” is that of a ‘theodicy’ according to which evil in this world is primarily “an outcome of the special circumstances from which some groups derive more benefits than others.” � 


      Here, it may be noted that most Left statements not only empha�sise the centrality of the link between social inequality and political crisis but its serious bearings on more specific problems such as poverty, ‘underdevelopment’ communal tensions, separatism and terrorism too. The most persistent of these problems in the Indian economy has, of course, been that of poverty and underdevelopment. While analysing this major issue, thus, Prof.Prabhat Patnaik has observed that  “The pitfalls  of development which squeezes the working people in the rural  areas in order to create room for the growth in consumption and  production of sophisticated goods for a small elite are obvious. It is politically costly���but even the possibility of maintain�ing the meagre agricultural growth that we have been experiencing  hitherto is open to doubt���(and, in the context of growing  disparities) this may have serious repercussions for the entire economy.” �


      In recent years significant linkages have been highlighted by Left scholars between the upsurge of revivalist politics in the country today and its relationship with increasing disparities between different social groups.� However, at this point, it may be noted that uptil a few years ago, the analysis of the ‘Punjab  Problem’ also offered a significant illustration of the general Left approach to the understanding of political difficulties, as outlined above. Thus, Dr. Satya Deva, in this context, had stated that “while struggles in the name of Sikhs have been going on for six decades, extremism and terrorism arose only about a decade ago. An important socio�economic change preceding extrem�ism was the rise of capitalist farming, caused mainly by the  failure of land reforms and the success of the Green  Revolution.���The real conflict is not between Sikhs and Hindus but between the land owning and capital owning sections of the  bourgeoisie.” � 


     A number of questions can be raised against such judgements, specially, the apparent conflation of ‘is’ and ‘ought’ in the pursuit of equality. Indeed, recent developments within India as well as the apparent revival of major capitalist economies and the fall of ‘Communism’ in Europe also throw critical light on discursive tendencies inevitably linking inequity with economic or political crises (the value placed on ‘equality’ on grounds of justice being a different issue altogether). 


    To analyse certain other dilemmas in Left writings on Indian politics, however, we shall now focus on representations of categories like ‘the state’ and ‘the ruling class’ in our sources.�


The Relative Autonomy of State                                                                     


     A close look at Indian journals such as EPW and Social Scientist clearly shows that Left essays on the Indian state have been concerned at a conceptual level with a number of issues such as the nature of relationship between the state and the ruling classes; the composition of the ruling class(es) in India; different opinions regarding the soveriegnty and the transformative potential of the Indian state since Independence and diverse assessments of our Constitution and its stated ideals and principles such as secularism and democracy. 


   Amongst these salient points of debate too, one which has been most fundamental, in recent years, has been that of  the state’s relationship with the ruling class in our complex social formation. At a general level, most Marxist scholars have concurred in this context on two assertions: 1) that there exists a close relation between the state  and the ruling class and 2) that the state enjoys, at the same time, a ‘relative autonomy’ from the more immediate interests of  the latter and its individual members.


   Indeed, the prominence of the concept of ‘relative autonomy’ in different Left conceptions of the relation between  the state and the ruling class is well indicated by a  number of essays which have taken  critical note of some earlier “mechanical” interpretations offered by “mainstream” communist writings in this regard. For example, A.R. Desai has criticised  “The instrumentalist approach wherein the state is viewed as a crude instrument of (the) bourgeois or bourgeois�landlord or compradore bourgeoisie or a passive  instrument in  the hands of neo�imperialist countries.”� Similarly, Prof. Bipan Chandra has stated that  the Indian Left has “tried to answer the highly complex question as to how  do parties and individuals represent class interests or socio�political forces through simplistic ‘vulgar’ formulae or dictates of party programmes instead of making a detailed, empirically  sound and complex theoretical and analytical effort.” �


     Despite such common departures from ‘simplistic’ Marxism,  however, different Left essays in our sources still offer little  unanimity in presenting an alternative perspective on the the exact interpretation of the relationship between the state and  the dominant classes in our sources. While, on the one hand, ‘instrumentalist’ assumptions  regarding the relationship between state and the dominant classes  have often continued in practice, on the other hand, diverse  opinions have been expressed on such issues as: the exact meaning of the term ‘relative autonomy’; what is it relative to ? Do we  need other terms to specify the relationship between state and  society such as ‘relative anarchy’ in our social formation today ? What is the position and strength of the bourgeoisie in India ?  How does it relate to other significant constituents of our  ‘ruling coalition’ ? To what extent is it important to focus on practices and forms of state power such as dictatorship, democracy etc. apart from the reation between the state and the ruling class in order to understand the ‘nature’ of a particular state ? 


    At a theoretical level, as noted above, most scholars have acknowledged the complexity and ‘relative autonomy’ of the state from the immediate interests of the ruling classes. Yet, in practice, several Left essays have still continued to depict the  state as, more or less, ‘a tool of the ruling class(es)’, (identified variously as the monopoly bourgeoisie, the compradore bourgeoisie or, an alliance of the big bourgeoisie and semi�feudal landlords etc.). If anything, the hold of this ruling class(es) is  supposed to have actually tightened over the Indian state in recent years. � Further, some Left essays have also emphasised  the existence of a very close and direct relationship between particular segments of the ruling class and specific polit�ical parties and formations as well.� 


   On the other hand, amongst those thinkers who have systematically ques�tioned the assertion of such a staightforward relationship between ruling class and the state and emphasised instead a more indirect and relatively ‘autonomous’ relationship between class and capitalism as a whole, some subtle differences can again be discerned. While some scholars have interpreted the notion of ‘relative autonomy’ of the state in terms of a temporal gap in the the interests of the ruling classes and the former, others have seen it more as a difference of individuals’ interests as opposed to systemic interests, while still others have viewed a liberal democratic state as a much more responsive state��implementing policies in the interests of the oppressed classes too��for its  own stability today. 


       Thus, Prof. Randheer Singh has stated that the state is “the organiser of  society in the interests of the class exploitative structure as a whole, a function which decisively conditions its own structure and organisation.”� In the same context, K. Balagopal, however, has argued that from 1980 onwards there has been “transference of a  privilegded role in accumulation from the bureaucracy to private hands, but given the context of a dependent and underdeveloped capital, that is not a simple matter of ‘going over to the market’���what is most likely to emerge at the end is some kind of a  warlord market economy (if that expression makes any sense) rather than anything imagined even by the most cynical text book model of a capitalist economy.”� 


    In a sharp departure from such critical views, however, some Left scholars have portrayed the Indian state as, potentially, a much more positive instrument of development for our society as a whole (including the oppressed classes). Thus, according to Prof. P.C. Joshi, after independence, India’s nation state was led by a national leadership commanding “the support and allegiance of all sections of the national community���(and) pledged to carry on the freedom struggle on the economic and the social planes���(in) India’s bold experiment  attempting to combine the egalitarian ideals of the socialist  world and the democratic ideals of the western world.”� Similarly, Prof. Bipan Chandra has stated that “the communists and socialists have failed to make a concrete analysis of the capitalist development taking place in India and, therefore, failed to distinguish between democratic and reformist capitalism, and reactionary and authoritarian capitalism.” � 


     In a similar vein, several other analysts have simultaneously emphasised the class biases of the Indian state and also its alleged mass base as inferred from the working of its ‘democ�racy’. Thus, according to Prof. C.P. Bhambri “universal adult  franchise and mass participation (in India have) assured that state power and state apparatus would not be used in a naked  manner for the interests of ‘dominant classes’���but also to  ‘regulate’ the capitalist class and its individual members.” � Similarly, Prof. Manoranjan Mohanty has observed that the  “situation of a ruling class combination operating in a multitude social network of domination makes the state in a developing  country more autonomous���this autonomy is sometimes indicative  in developmental and responsive measures that the state takes. But the state’s ability to exercise it is limited by the ruling class parameters���thus the question of relative autonomy should  neither be ignored nor be exaggerated.” �


The Character of the Indian Ruling Class(es) 


        Closely linked to the question of the relationship between the state and the classes in a given social formation is the more specific question of the identification of the various dominant classes and their interrelations in different political conjunc�tures. At one level, the characterisation of the ruling  classes in India has run into a significant controversy in  relation to its rural segments and the significance of semi�feudal lords, rich peasents and capitalist farmers and their respective places in the ruling coalition today and on the exact weightage of the ‘feudal’ versus ‘capitalist’ modes of surplus appropriation in the Indian economy, in general.� At another level, Sudipta Kaviraj has argued that “Formerly, communist party literature asserted that power in  India was exercised by an alliance of two dominant classes, the  bourgeoisie (in some cases the monopoly stratum of the bourgeoisie, in others, all fractions of the bourgeoisie as a whole)  and the landlords who still enjoyed precapitalist privileges and control. This picture did not standardly include the bureaucrat�ic�managerial intellectual elite as a distinct and seperate  element of the ruling coalition��this was a flaw in the original  model.” �


      Apart from varying interpretations of the exact weightage of different urban and rural segments of the ruling classes in  the Indian economy today, it may also be noted that, in recent years, several Left scholars have increasingly focussed on issues such as ethnicity, caste  and gender too in the study and understanding of the Indian state. Thus, according to Prof. Manoranjan Mohanty, in exposing the class character of the state and its policies, Indian Marxists have made a significant contribution but, “the specificity of Indian social institutions like  tribal social formations, caste, religious practices, gender  relations, remain unexplored.” � In the same context, Ghanshyam Shah has stated that “The  bourgeois parties cannot capture or preserve power in parliamen�tary democracy merely with the support of the proprietory class�es.���The Congress evolved a strategy of reservation policy and political co�option primarily for political exigency to win elections.�


                                       Relative Autnomy : Some Critiques 


       In an evident departure from the very conception of ‘relative autonomy’, however, some scholars have, of late, described the  Indian state as “a principal actor in its own right” and more or less “autonomous” rather than a tool of any class or class forma�tion directly or indirectly. Thus, according to Anupam Sen “the state in India, conditioned by the nature of its social formation was and still is autonomous���(Indeed,) poilitical economy is not just an append�age to economic power���And “in certain social  formations the autonomy of the state does not result in the  hegemony of the dominant class.”� In a further radical critique of the very conception of ‘relative autonomy’, Sudipta Kaviraj has even argued that “If a Marxist does try to establish the relative autonomy of the political level---eigther he is reduced to vague question begging statements about reciprocal causations---Alternatively, he would have been led so far away from his a priori preferred model that he would turn into a pluralist with a bad conscience.”� 





    Uptil now we have focussed on the various Left interpretations of the relationship between the state and the dominant  classes in India and different conceptions of ‘relative autonomy’ as applied in our sources. In the same context, it is significant to also remember that several analysts, in recent years, have qualified the understanding of the relationship between the state and the dominant classes by emphasising more particularly the ‘non�economic’ context of state power including forms of political institutions and policies developed by different governments as  well as the dominant features of the ‘political culture’ at both  elite and popular levels. 


    Thus, Sumit Sarkar, Tapan Basu et.al. have recently stressed that “A communalism that claims to represent the majority community has the tremendous advantage of being able to masquerade as democratic and national.---The conjuncture of the 1980s crystallised into today’s powerful wave because---along with politico-economic changes, the contours of Hinduism--have also been rapidly and visibly changing over the past two or three decades”� Similarly, according to S. Kaviraj, the Indian state is facing  a complex crisis which “is not a simple crisis of the economy translated deterministically into a political disorder. Some of  the cultural processes of this crisis have hardly anything to do, directly at least, with the logic of economic development--- A process characterised by “violent  normalcy of this late, backward and increasingly unreformist order (which) is different from even a standard Gramscian case; because here even a passive revolution has not succeded, but is  lapsing into failure.” �


Conclusion


      It is apparent that writings on India in recent decades have probed a range of issues to unravel the causes of growing tensions in the polity. Apart from the gravity of the current crisis, however, all other issues raised in this discourse have remained deeply contro- versial. Not only have lay opinions, as expressed in newspapers and popular magazines, been demarcated from academic writings in this regard but sharp differences have also been evident amongst the latter often centring on ideological preferences of scholars.  


    While most Right wing ideologues have thus stressed on weaknesses in the assertion of the will of the Indian state against ‘divisive forces’, the subaltern and alternative theorists, in contrast, have viewed the state itself as the major source of tensions tearing our pluralist tradition while most Liberal scholars have linked the present difficulties in the polity to dominant tendencies in our popular tradition. Left analysts of the polity, however, have consistently traced the roots of most of our problems to growing economic disparities or class contradictions sharpened by the Indian state today.


     Despite a broad consensus within each ‘school’ of thought, however, disagreements also persist on a range of other issues. To understand the extent and nature of such intra-ideological differences on Indian polity we focussed here specifically on Left analysis of the nature of the Indian ‘state’. 


     Our brief survey further shows that differences within Left scholarship today centre not only on descriptive issues such as different perceptions of the nature and constituents of the ruling class(es) in India but also on diverse conceptualisations of the nature of relationship between the Indian state and the ruling classes and on the meaning or import of categories such as ‘state’, ‘ruling class’ and  former’s ‘relative autonomy’ too.


   This calls, however, for further reflection on conceptual frames and methodological assumptions undergirding scholarly discourses on politics in India today. The foregoing analysis of recent Left essays will serve, hopefully, as a small input in the challenging task.
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