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NATURE OF CONGRESS (I) PARTY AS AN OPPOSITION IN WEST 
BENGAL DURING THE LEFT FRONT RULE IN LATE NINETEEN 

SEVENTIES AND EIGHTIES 
 

MD. AYUB MALLICK* 
*Faculty, Department of Political Science, University of Kalyani, Nadia, West Bengal, India 

 
ABSTRACT 

The Congress party did not play the effective role as an opposition party. The 

leaders’ attempt and inability to unnerve the perceptible wind of Left Front’s victory 

were limited by the constraints of party ideology displaying intellectual and political 

bankruptcy, stigma associated with the excess of Congress rule, mutual hostilities 

among the factions of the Congress and absence of the possibility of even official 

patronage in contrast with the Front’s or CPI (M)’s growing mass contact programme 

and strong organizational support bases. The principles of consociational democracy 

are suited to satisfy the diverse interests in our society.  

 
OPPOSITION IN PARLIAMENTARY DEMOCRACY 

Government and opposition are integral and important parties in the process of 

democratic progress and stability. All the members in parliament must strive for 

constitutional rules and remember that there is yet a supreme party, namely, the 

people. (Kaul and Shakdher, 1979) Opposition must be tolerant and responsive to 

public demands, an adherent of peaceful play of power when acting as the brake on a 

car going up-hill. In fact, opposition must be no less legitimate than power (Pickles, 

1970). Government and opposition parties have to hold power in order to maintain a 

good standard of debates and discussions. Opposition may also take part in agitation 

politics, if necessary within the framework of democratic legitimacy depending on the 

political context and on the mood surrounding event or events. It is ‘a legitimate 

opposition  recognized opposition, organized and free enough in its activities to be 

able to displace an existing government by peaceful means’ (Hofstadter, 1969) bears a 

corollary to constitutional politics. Opposition party or parties should abide by the 

rules of the parliamentary game followed by constitutional principles, their policies, 

programmes and organizations. The party or parties should have a distinct ideology 

and programmes of their own capable of producing a well-knit organization to oppose 

and criticize the policies and performances of the ruling party and enough potentiality 

to increase their seats in parliament or assembly from time to time and finally to form 
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government. Secondly, a party should have a party organization both inside and 

outside the legislature in order to make a constant rapport with the public and 

conscious about the major issues and trends of politics, national and international. 

A.R. Mukherjee (1983) remarks that three things are necessary before a party can be 

recognized as legislative party and given the privileges of an official opposition  it 

must be an organized opposition in the House, a largest party in numerical strength, 

and prepared to assume office.  

 The competitive character of democracy makes democracy meaningful 

(Schumpeter, 1976). Political campaign is the mechanism or process of using political 

resources, such as power and of securing of votes. Campaigning has always had a 

marketing character (Sarwate, 1990). But I do not agree with Dilip Sarwate when he 

says that effective marketing is always ‘user-oriented’ and not even ‘seller-oriented’. I 

should say that political marketing in a democracy may produce good results if 

democratic values and principles are accepted in proper balancing with the users’ 

orientations. Political marketing is a process of management involving analysis of 

marketing chances and opportunities (political and economic), planning of political or 

marketing resources, implementation of decisions or marketing policies, identifying 

and converting the people’s needs and desires, i.e. target markets and control over 

marketing or political performance by securing highest votes against competitors. 

Therefore, the success or failure of a candidate depends upon the ability of the parties 

to mobilize the voters, who prefer one issue or other within the n-dimensional policy 

boundary, where n  2.  

1967 ELECTIONS AND AFTER 

The Congress party had over a period of just under two decades and through 

three general elections enjoyed unshared governmental power at the Centre and in 

most of the States of the country. The Congress monolith broke down after the fourth 

general elections (1967) owing to certain unfavourable socio-political conditions born 

and brought up in the political society of post-independence West Bengal: fissions 

and fissures leading to defections in the Congress organization, large-scale refugee 

influx ever since independence, inadequate rehabilitation facilities to the refugees, 

Central Government’s discriminatory policies towards the problems of West Bengal, 

spontaneous mass upsurge coupled with the radicalized character of West Bengal 

politics and mobilization mood of the left parties capitalizing the anti-Congress mass 
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sentiments. But growing political instabilities in the United Front Government, 

inability of the left parties to politicize the masses and grasp the growing political 

apathy germinated in the womb of the United Front, and rift in the left parties  all of 

these provided an opportunity to the Congress to come into power in the State in 1972 

with new enthusiasm unleashing a reign of terror. However, after prolonged economic 

crisis and unemployment problem, eruption of violence and disorder necessitating a 

new and fresh thinking and thorough heart-searching among the masses, the 1977 

elections took a deep turn to an alternative government under the Left Front rule, from 

a ‘breakdown’ to an ‘order’. The Left Front, however, made this ameliorating trend 
towards the crisis of governability in West Bengal during the decade of chaos, 1976-77: 

The emergence of cohesive party rule has led to the development of a more 

consolidated state and has focused the attention of the ruling elite on long-term 
developmental goals, thus ameliorating West Bengal’s crisis of governability. (Kohli, 1992: 285).   

Critiques towards Left  Ideological and Socio-Economic 

However, toeing the line of electoral strategy the Left Front in West Bengal 

has over the years become reformist excluding the commitments to class struggle, 

elimination of class enemies and the establishment of dictatorship of the proletariat, 

and has laced revolutionary upsurge exploiting CITU leadership and party 

organizations only ‘to “preserve democratic institutions” and to use state power to 

facilitate “development with redistribution”’. (Kohli, 1990: 371). 

 Conditioned by the structure and institutions of bourgeois regime, or, to use 

Nicos Poulantzas’s (1978) expression, ‘the organizing matrix behind institutions’, the 

Left Front has not been able to fight for the displacement of bourgeois domination 

rather than electoral victory and mere reformism. To include the masses in the 

struggle against bourgeois domination the party prescribes at least four ways: one, a 

tacit agreement with secular bourgeois opposition parties against waywardness; two, 

‘formation of a left and democratic front for a left and democratic unity struggle with 

the help of all left forces’ (CPI (M), 1986: 11); three, a magnificent increase in the 

activities of the party and its mass organizations; four, application of Marxism-

Leninism to actual Indian conditions, of mass democratic front and mass democratic 

revolution that correspond to a parliamentary government (CPI (M), 1988), capable of 

leading Indian revolution and transforming an embryo consciousness into a ‘political 

and socialist consciousness’ (CPI (M), n.f.). The left forces regard to strengthen the 

parliamentary democratic system and to improve the functioning of the Ministry 
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through a constant hard labour (CPI (M), 1986). It is nothing but replacing the reality 

of class struggle by class collaboration and secondly, the task of replacing proletarian 

socialism by bourgeois socialism. It is betrayal of Marxism-Leninism (Retzlaff, 

1965). The workability of the Left Front government is totally deviated from 

Marxism-Leninism, from the task of weakening bourgeois rule and thereby it weakens 

the autonomous political space (Dattagupta, n.f.). Left parties’ participation in 

parliamentary politics will continue to increase ‘in near future unless the political 

situation is dramatically transformed by way of revolution or counter-revolution.’ 

(Mukhopadhyay, 1985: 105). Therefore, left politics is parliamentary politics minus 

revolution, minus Marxism-Leninism. CPI (M) takes mass mobilization into account, 

unites the broadest sections of the people against authoritarianism in all electoral 

battles (Ranadive, 1983) in order to safeguard democracy and their parliamentary 

gains and to ‘keep the CPM and other left parties in the groove of parliamentary 
politics as well as the extra-parliamentary politics of exclusive class struggle’ (Patil, 1980: 11). 

 The line of the CPI (M) has been turned from a movement to a government 

manned by bureaucrats and gradually absorbed the masses, their simmering 

discontent into a semi-capitalist and semi-feudal system with a sequential necessary 

correlations of forces: a bourgeois-landlord social structure, promotion of economic 

development, image of a party that can ‘deliver the goods’, winning ‘elections in 

other states’, gaining a ‘majority of seats in parliament’, and bringing about socialism 

in the country by Parliament through legislations (Rudra, 1980: 4). The left parties 

repudiate two Marxist theses  firstly; ‘the workers are victorious, but only for a 

time. The real fruit of their battle lies, not in the immediate, but in the ever-expanding 

union of the workers’ (Marx and Engels, n.f.: 55), and secondly; radical 

transformation of agricultural relations and distribution before growth (Surjeet, 1986). 

Besides, ‘the (communist) parties gradually succumbed to the values and forms of 

bourgeois Parliament … Even though there were definite efforts to carry on class-

based struggles outside the legislatures, the party, and not class, became the unit of 

“revolutionary” action.’ (John, 1986: 29). It seems to appear that the CPI (M) is 

substituting reforms for revolution in an absent minded drift (Roy, 1977). 

 The Left Front had failed to make development meaningful, create suitable 

productive organization based on increasing opportunities for productive work and 

organized industry with a local character for carrying on an economic programme, 

from the food-for-programme to the unemployment assistance scheme. These 
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schemes are merely relief-oriented (Chowdhury, 1978). Under utilization of funds and 

poor monitoring of the schemes had reduced the possibility of employment 

potentialities and employment generation in rural West Bengal. The poor amount of 

resource utilization and size of man days created through National Rural Employment 

Programme (NREP) and Rural Landless Employment Guarantee Programme 

(RLEGP) in West Bengal during the period of 1984-85 to 1986-87 were as follows: 

Heads 1984-85 (Rs. in 
lakhs) 

1985-86 (Rs. in 
lakhs) 

1986-87 (Rs. in 
lakhs) 

Resource utilization 
NREP 
RLEGP 

 
2,285.61 
944.97 

 
2,839.42 
3,204.03 

 
1,947.68 
1,905.89 

Employment generation 
NREP 
 
RLEGP 

 
211.87 
(9.26%) 
72.84 
(7.70%) 

 
130.95 
(4.61%) 
107.77 
(3.36%) 

 
101.78 
(5.22%) 
131.10 
(6.87%) 

Source: Calculated and compiled from the Economic Review, 1986-87, Government 
of West Bengal, pp. 18-19. 
 
From this it seems very clear that the Left Front Government’s performance in 

RLEGP was more successful than NREP with regard to the percentage of 

employment generated to the resource utilized, but not more hopeful to alleviate 

poverty and reduced rural employment and restrict it under control. The Youth 

Congress (I) leader, Mr. Prodyut Guha said that the Left Front Government had failed 

to keep the promise that it would provide employment to the huge unemployed youth. 

The employment generation programme under the Integrated Rural Development 

Programme (IRDP) and the NREP had not been carried out properly. Funds and food 

grains were not properly utilized (Report, 1987). In West Bengal, the percentage of 

family members employed for the period of 1987-88 under NREP and RLEGP was 

31.7%, which was highest in comparison with other States’ performances. In the 

primary sector, West Bengal lagged behind many other States securing only 28.6%, 

but in the secondary and tertiary sectors it secured 1st and 4th position, respectively. 

The scheduled castes and scheduled tribes population were least benefited, badly 

placed economically and socially, and would in future fall further behind the general 

population of West Bengal (See table no. 1). 
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Table 1: Position of SCs and STs under DICP, IRDP, TRYSEM, NREP, RLEGP 
and 20-point Programme, 1987-88 

 
Heads SC (%) ST (%) Co-efficient of 

Equality 
 
1. Share of progress through DICP 

  SC ST 
7.02 1.63 31.92 28.95 

2. Share of employment generation 
through DICP 

3.97 2.02 18.05 35.88 

3. Share of beneficiaries through 
IRDP 

2.84 0.73 12.91 12.96 

4. Share of beneficiaries through 
TRYSEM 

1.44 0.73 6.54 6.57 

5. Share of mandays created through 
NREP 

3.27 0.84 14.87 14.92 

6. Share of mandays created through 
RLEGP 

3.92 1.01 17.82 17.94 

7. Share of assistance under 20-point 
Programme 

6.99 5.05 31.78 89.69 

8. Share of housing facilities 5.14 1.32 23.37 23.44 
Source: Calculated and compiled from NIRD. 1988. Rural Development Statistics 
(Hyderabad), pp. 155-60. Note: Percentage of Scheduled Caste population to total 
population = 21.99 Percentage of Scheduled Tribe population to total population = 5.63 
 

The meaningful way the bulk of the poor can be provided greater income to 

enable them to rise above poverty is greater opportunity of employment at least at the 

basic subsistence wage rate … Once large-scale opportunity for greater earning 

through wage employment is created for the poor, this will create greater purchasing 

power for them and larger market for the commodities produced in rural areas … A 

large-scale programme of assured wage employment for the rural poor will make the 

relevant part of what is IRDP today productive and worthwhile.’ (Rath, 1985: 245). 

Marcus Franda points out: 

When the CPI (M) came to power in 1977, West Bengal Panchayats were estimated to 

be spending approximately 8 paisa per capita on development projects; current plans 

are gradually to raise this amount to about 10 rupees. Initially, each village Panchayat 

will be given a grant of Rs. 50,000 for development projects, with half of the grant 

being provided in cash and half in food-for-work and project materials … In Mitra’s 

estimation the major difficulties confronting the Panchayats have to do with attitudes 

and organization rather than money. (Franda, 1978: 140-41).  

The main points of attack of the Congress leader against the Left Front were: wages 

were not adequate, and unemployment and under employment deeply reduced the 
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poor below poverty line. The cluster co-operatives could not improve the workers’ 

conditions, organize themselves in a constructive way and provide them employment 

constantly. West Bengal had the third highest amount of allocated, but unutilized food 

grains and funds of Rs. 182,622,000 in April, 1981 and Rs. 258,738,000 by April, 

1982 as the second highest. Besides, the employment generation was only 40% to 

60% during the period of 1981-82. The Left Front Government with the aim of 

neutralizing bureaucracy provided wide powers to the Panchayats for implementing 

the IRDP. But the village Panchayats lacked administrative expertise and did not take 

decision with regard to policy implementation, and hence, Food-for-Work 

Programme, IRDP and other schemes remained unimplemented. Though the poor 

were benefited, the CPI (M)-controlled Panchayats provided benefits to consolidate 

their political and economic control over the villages (Mallick, 1993: 147-48). 

 The leftist leaders, in fact, were connected with the Rural Power Structure, 

where the jotedars, the affluent farmers, had to give economic assistance to the poor 

in terms of loan for consumption; the ‘power structure’ tended to maintain status quo 

through the conditions of scarcity, rich-poor disparity and indebtedness without 

making an agricultural breakthrough; there was no free competition among the 

labourers for work and employers for cheapest labour and profit (Gupta, 1977). Ranjit 

Gupta (1977) finds that the high status of headman in the village is the question of 

social prestige gained by means of political power. The headman also uses economic 

influence to achieve power and makes successful alliances with few rich persons for 

wielding authority. With the support of poor peasants who are not satisfied with the 

present headman, a local well-to-do Brahmin or Sodegop try to become headman with 

the help of local political power. In rural West Bengal the lower and middle classes 

has formed dominant alliance in terms of ‘mutual understanding and accommodation 

of interests’ (Dasgupta, 1984: A-146). The leftist leaders have used ‘class’ as a 

currency to buy Panchayat votes, which has nothing to do with the lower-class 

emancipation. This Power Structure had negated the modernization of the rural 
economy and the prospects of socialist revolution. Most consistently Ranjit Gupta shows: 

The problem is that most plans for agricultural productivity have suffered from some 

cardinal sins … Among a few others are the errors of economism and adventurism … 

Rural power structure politically negates all attempts to modernize agriculture, not to 

talk about socializing it. (Gupta, 1977: 31-32). 
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The rural productive system is dominated by the Rural Power Structure. The Left 

Front instead of capturing power for changing the Rural Power Structure has 

produced Panchayat as a mechanism of electoral victory. But capturing political 

power without preparing the social base may produce and promote economism and 

delusions of progress (Gupta, 1979). With regard to reforms in rural areas, the CPI 

(M)-led Left Front was then playing the rules of liberal democratic politics and 

playing the best in the form of relief to the people. 

 The land reforms implementation programme was minimum, which was more 

attuned to a policy of redistributive reform, in spite of the Front’s adhered aim of 

building socialist society and the immediate objective of establishing people’s 

democracy. However, compared with the past performance of the Congress, the Left 

Front made a spectacular success with regard to the recording of the share-croppers, 

but the programme had virtually come to a halt experiencing an average landholding 

of .97 acres with a total state wide area of 2.5 million acres under barga cultivation 

(Mallick, 1993). Mr. Abedin criticized the Left Front’s agrarian programme, when 

better co-ordination should be established with minor irrigation, loan utilization, and 

social forestry etc. Intermediary classes and political parasites, and party opportunists 

should be abolished to end the feudal structure in the rural economy, bracing with 

land reforms in the towns and cities (Abedin, 1980). Low levels of agricultural 

expenditure and agricultural production had become very meagre to meet economic 

self-sufficiency and industrial development, soft-pedalling redistributive reforms 

greater to maintain multi-class alliance dominated by the rural elite. The Front 

Government had provided some relief to the down-trodden sections of the society 

without changing its balance of power, and blocked the avenues to implement radical 

reforms pursuing the policies designed to remain in power and to win next elections. 

The land reforms implementation programme was minimum, which was more attuned 

to a policy of redistributive reform, in spite of the Front Government and their 

partners’ adhered aim of building a socialist society and the immediate objective of 

establishing people’s democracy. Only 76.46 per cent of land under Estate 

Acquisition Act and 23.54 per cent under land Reforms Act were available for 

distribution, when each beneficiary received only 0.57 acres of land under the former 

and only 0.35 acres under the latter, respectively. In total it was only 0.54 acres up to 

June 30, 1981 (Bergmann, 1984). The leadership of the CPI (M) had to compromise 

with class divided and conflict ridden state structure, and sacrificed revolutionary 
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steps to reformist ones (Khasnabis, 1981). Asim Mukhopadhyaya most precisely 

points out organizational dislocations and low level impact of land reform measures in 

following words: 

A member of jotedars, mainly from Burdwan, still holds important positions in the 

party hierarchy. 2. Dozens of leaders including MLAs own lands well above the 

ceiling … 3. … Sharecroppers of a Minister in Bankura were all edgedly evicted 

shortly before the commencement of the operation. 4. The Pradhans of the panchayats 

have introduced a parallel administration in the rural areas. Some of them have 

allegedly misappropriated public funds and not yet submitted accounts. Even the 

Panchayat Minister himself has expressed deep concern over the role of the Pradhans 

and warned that if these elements are not restrained, the entire panchayat system will 

go to its grave (Mukhopadhyaya, 1979: 6).  

Furthermore, the Congress (I) leader, Mr. Abdus Sattar said that though 

agricultural production had increased, we had not yet achieved self-sufficiency in 

production to provide ‘marketed surpluses’ of food grains and industrial raw materials 

for welfare of agricultural production and rapid industrialization. He drew the 

attention to the speech of Kanailal Bhattacharya, the then Minister of Industry as 

supporting evidence: ‘The Command Area Development Authority responsible for 

laying of field canals in West Bengal has performed poorly in the first two years of 

the Sixth Plan Period. It was to have brought 50 thousand hectares under irrigation but 

had achieved only 1 thousand hectares between 1980 and 82 … Between 1980 and 

82, Rs. 2.72 crores had been allotted to the CADA. The authority had failed to spend 

all the funds.’ (Sattar, 1982: 655). Industrial production in West Bengal had fallen far 

behind the all India development with the process of de-industrialization, when the 

percentage of industrial production had shrunk from 22.9% in 1960 to 14.4% in 1970 

and 9.2% in 1980, and domestic product and per capita income of the people gone 

down. The percentage increase of real wages and money wages declined, especially in 

industries like jute, cotton and engineering (Government of West Bengal, 1977, 1980 

and 1984). Compared to other States, the per capita state domestic product of West 

Bengal stood at only 0.61% average annual increase in 1970-71 to 1976-77 and 

0.90% in 1977-78 to 1985-86 with 2.45% and 5.88% co-efficient of variation. During 

1977-78 to 1985-86 West Bengal recorded 0.29% average annual growth, when the 

all India pattern was only 0.92%. Though Maharashtra and Punjab recorded the 
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highest, West Bengal was not the least one with regard to all India pattern, but the 

registered annual growth rate had become either negative or nominali.  

AN EVALUATIVE DISCOURSE  

However, as an opposition the Congress (I) did not make a much headway 

with the people’s antipathy and apathy, could not even scratch on the back of a 

genuine democracy marked by an organized political opposition as a normal and 

beneficial component of a polity. In the midst of debate and discussion emerging from 

diverse approaches to the problems facing the Government, the existence of diverse 

and conflicting opinions in deliberations, a distinctive set of principles and policies 

forming the basis of a fixed and permanent divisions in the politics of both the Centre 

and the State, and a rigid ideological or bureaucratic monoliths, etc., the Congress (I0 

had to succumb to the disaggregating variations and to abscond from managing the 

major political conflicts of the society. 

IDEOLOGICAL 

The Congress (I) leaders had made an initial choice of ideology, collectivist 

and socialist in tone in order to manipulate public opinion through ideological 

inducements and peripheral adjustments. To facilitate and effectuate capitalist 

production relations, the Party had sunk into the conflict between labour and capital 

on a larger scale and between interests on a shorter extent while legitimizing or 

institutionalizing political participation, generating conflicts and new types of 

antagonisms, and protecting bourgeois parliamentary democracy from external 

threats. The leaders’ attempt and inability to unnerve the Left front and swerve the 

perceptible wind of Left’s victory were limited by the constraints of party ideology 

displaying intellectual and political bankruptcy, stigma associated with the excesses 

of Congress rule, mutual hostilities among the factions of the Congress and absence of 

the possibility of even official patronage in contrast with the Left parties’ or 

especially the CPI (M)’s growing mass contact programme and strong organizational 

support bases among the down-trodden, landless agricultural labourers, poor and 

small farmers. ‘Individual, social and cultural groups, classes, strata, etc. fight one 

another in order to get the largest share of economic and political power.’ 

(Namboodiripad, 1966: 379). Consequently, the Congress had made it uneasy to able 

to provide its ideology as an alternative solution to political and socio-economic 

problems. 
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 Parliament is the representative of the common interests of consumers in 

society, guardian of social order and peace, where social revolution or social and 

political emancipation of the masses will be achieved by the gradual acquisition of 

political power by democracy and gradual transformation of society by parliamentary 

socialism (Miliband, 1961). Congress ideology is the tidy tying-up of dominant 

interests of industrial bourgeoisie and rich peasantry and administrative and 

professional elites operated through one-party dominance system to impose structural 

constraints on policy making and policy implementation. Congress ideology is 

determined by factors generated from the depths of society, i.e., society with gradual 

enrichment of the capitalist class at the cost of public sector, aggravating inequities in 

distributing wealth and income, increasing proletarianization of the masses within the 

‘matrix of the exploitative-capitalist system’ (Desai, 1984: 149). Though the Congress 

emphasized the equitable wage and income policy based on need-based wages and 

reduction of monstrous disparity in incomes of big capitalists, landlords and masses 

(Mehrotra, 1980), there was really a political ploy to deprive the disadvantaged poor 

for the benefit of the advantaged haves. In India’s multi-structured pluralist society 

‘gaps’ are created between promises and performances by powerful forces of change 

in society. Marc Galanter finds that politicians make the promises of socialism, and 

then give or provide less change by maintaining proper distance. Legal measures are 

inadequate to cross or comprehend this distance (Galantar, 1992). Unsurprisingly, 

Congress ideology and ideologues have created an illusion, an appearance of 

socialism, and not a reality of anti-monopoly and anti-landlord measures in the minds 

of the ‘very classes and strata against whom they were opposed to be directed’ 

(Namboodiripad, 1974: 39). They have not yet pointed to the concept of ‘socialism’ 

particularly, but merely reflected an image of a ‘socialist’ society without any 

particular specification of the idea of social justice, except the assurance of ‘no 

intention of abolishing the institution of private property’ (Ghurye, 1978: 12), and 

capitalist development of Indian society (Bharater Chhatra Federation, 1986: 40). By 

and large, from its very inception Congress had been a magnificent umbrella 

organization with so many groups and opinions as to produce it a convenient problem 

shooter to all sections and shades of people, from one extreme to another. Burdened 

with no ‘isms’, except ‘self-ism’, Mrs. Gandhi’s leadership was immensely suited and 

conveniently manifested to cut much ice from the slogans of socialism or capitalism 
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or others. Therefore, Congress ideology is democracy and socialism in the wind and 

power in the mind. It was less specific in character.  

ELECTORAL 

The Congress never enjoyed durable prominence in Bengal politics which 

faced enough radicalizing tendencies and regional intellectualism, which further 

provided to lower class and lower caste ample radicalizing inputs of social and 

political character contributing Congress’s weaknesses and limiting its political reach. 

The CPI lost its popularity as an ally of the Congress, when the CPI (M) increased its 

strength since 1967 with its long tradition of disciplined organization and mass 

political mobilization embracing communism and spreading anti-Congress venom. 

Atul Kohli’s observation is worth mentioning in this respect: 

Unlike the situation in other parts of India, the emergence of jotedars as local 

influentials did not always bode well for Congress. Although those groups had 

benefited from Congress’s actions, and thus quite a few were attracted to the national 

party, there were many such village-level influentials who had opposed Congress in 

the pre-independence period. Thus, their loyalty to Congress was tenuous. Bengali 

Jotedars were also heterogeneous in terms of their caste composition. They could not 

easily be assembled to form a cohesive caste base for the Congress party … (Kohli, 

1992: 273).  

The West Bengal politics during 1952-87 is experienced with both the radicalizing 

tendencies of the communist parties and strong support base of the Congress. The 

communist parties in West Bengal have succeeded in identifying themselves with the 

resentment of the Bengalees for chronic Central neglect, when the Congress has 

become unable to meet this challenge due to unremitting factionalism. In West 

Bengal, the communist parties, especially the CPI (M) has crept into rural strongholds 

with a mission to cultivate a solid base among the rural majorities, disciplined 

organization and efficient leadership ‘without ceasing to be a hard party, without 

losing or gaining people through defections, and without suffering too much erosion 

of discipline or ideology.’ (Manor, 1991: 78) 

 Myron Weiner points out that the communist parties from 1952 to 1957 won a 

larger proportion of India’s urban vote than those of rural areas. But in recent years a 

reverse trend is found and the CPI (M) has substantially begun to grow in countryside 

while losing in Calcutta. The Left Front also has experienced good results in urban 

areas other than metropolitan and industrial areas, despite the on-going industrial 
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disputes and factory closures, trade union stagnation, bungling in health 

administration, transport facilities and power supply, and ‘municipal developmental 

works took their toll’ (Nossiter, 1988: 196).  
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peasants against the Congress and the Central Government’s threat to impose ceilings 

on landholdings, conditioned by and revitalized with rural and urban unemployment, 

loss in the production of food grains, growing prices of essential commodities and 

recession in industrial conditions. Except the elections of 1982, Congress (I)’s 

percentage of votes decreased in rural areas (Ghosh, 1981: 28, 57; Chatterjee, 1985: 

13; Govt. of West Bengal, 1991: 209). The calculated support tendency () of the 

votes polled by the Congress (I) in rural districts during 1982-87 was very low, and 

almost in negative. It did recuperate its position in 1982 elections than those in 1977. 

Except 1982 elections, the loss (-) percentage of votes polled by the Congress (I) 

could be found in all rural districts and gain (+) percentage was in few pockets, like 

Coochbihar (+ 2.86), 24-Parganas (+ 2.85), Jalpaiguri (+ 0.81), Midnapore (+ 2.79), 

and Howrah (+3.0). Congress was stronger in urban areas during 1977-87 than that of 

the period of 1952-62. The left forces had consolidated their position in rural areas 

during 1977-87 (Ghosh, 1981: 28, 57; Chatterjee, 1985: 13; Govt. of West Bengal, 

1991: 209). The calculated support tendency () of the votes polled by the Congress 

and the Left parties in all rural and urban districts during 1952-57, 1957-62, 1977-82, 

and 1982-87 confirm that the Left parties have improved their electoral performances 

both in rural and urban constituencies with the waxes and wanes of Congress (I)’s 

urban-rural support bases, the loss of the efficacy of the Party’s middle-of-the-road 

political platform and multi-class and multi-ethnic manufactured images confounded 

by the growing class differentiation and conflict and the hardening of ethnic and 

linguistic regional identities. Ross Mallick correctly points out: 

… the very fact that the lower classes are mobilized for the first time against their 

landlords, will politicize the lower classes and eventually enable the creation of their 

own leadership from among their own class … the Bengali elite landed class-castes 

have organized the lower classes in Communist-influenced struggles against the 

dominant elite factions. It is clear that the Bengali village leadership is prepared to go 

further in mobilizing the lower classes against the dominant landed elite than 

elsewhere in India, … This is justified as part of their multi-class alliance aimed at 

breaking the hegemony of the traditional elites, to enable the middle and lower classes 

to form a dominant alliance at the local level (Mallick, 1993: 132-33). 

In contrast with Congress’s policy of growth before redistribution and strategy of 

‘direct mobilization’, the CPI (M) adopted the policy of redistribution before growth 
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and the strategy of ‘mediated mobilization’ conveniently coupled with two-pronged 

tactics, to prevent and to encourage, i.e., (a) preventing industrial stagnation through 

improvement of industrial relations and discouragement to labour unrest, etc.; and (b) 

encouraging rural unemployment, Operation Barga and Food-for-Work Programme 

(Chatterjee, 1985: 19-21).  

 In spite of overall swing of 5.39% to the Congress (I0 between 1982 and 1984 

elections, average swing in 11 pre-dominantly urban parliamentary constituencies was 

5.4%. The ‘sympathy wave’ and other related causes which influenced 

disproportionately the urban electorate, were insufficient to destroy Left Front’s 

majority. It has taken a middle-of-the-road tactics and ‘undergone a radical change. At 

the district level, men with little background of the movement and more petit-

bourgeois orientation are picked up and old committed comrades are sidetracked … 

only to minimize the possibility of another Naxalbari or rebel CPI (M)’ (Basu, 1978: 

7) to draw the support of the large followings behind these petit-bourgeois elements. 

In fact, the long tradition of disciplined organization based on Leninist theory of 

democratic centralism has provided the CPI (M) the more cohesive political 

instruments in contesting the battle of election and canalizing the lower class 

discontent and radicalism along moderate lines by evolving a policy of carrot-and-

stick. It has been able to mobilize these groups who were dissatisfied with the 

activities of the Congress Government in solving some pressing problems, like food 

shortages, price rise, population increase, tax increase, sights and sounds of corruption 

and nepotism in our rusted steel frame organization, and the self-aggrandized and 

emulative modes and attitudes of Congress leaders. By mobilizing the unsatisfied 

beneficiaries along electoralist path it has compromised the imperatives of democracy 

and capitalism and consolidated its position in running the government while 

sacrificing the revolutionary élan. Therefore, John R. Wood remarks:… it promotes 

policies which are mildly progressive rather than radical. In some ways it has become 

the sort of party which Indira Gandhi said she wanted to build. The difference is that 

the CPI (M) has a strong party apparatus with collective leadership and a disciplined 

cadre. This makes it much more cohesive and much less subject to capture by 
conservative forces than by Congress (I) organization can hope to be (Wood, 1984: 248).   
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ORGANIZATIONAL 

What went wrong with the Congress (I)? The Congress (I) could not meet the 

growing and new challenges in line of desires and expectations, and its perceptions 

and priorities were not in tune with its tradition. The party units at all levels, 

especially at the lower ones, were not able to organize the workers and peasants, 

which as to its internal bickering had ruined the Party’s prospects and prestige. The 

lost ideological moorings and organizational disarray have alienated the bare bodied 

and bare footed people (Ganguly, 1984: 8). Concentration of power both at the 

Central and State levels among the urban biased and urban based ‘neo-haves’ 

(Bhattacharya, 1983: 6) has reduced the image of the Congress (I) to a legend added 

with the rift over powers and patronage rather than on principles. Therefore, by fits 

and starts The Congress (I) has been involved in actions and controversies which can 

only help its political opponents, the Left Front partners. But the Party is surely 

handicapped in its ability to build up a mass base. It has inherited the traditional 

support base, a substantial popular support of about 40%, which may collapse like a 

pricked balloon, if and only if ‘the impression of being a floundering headless giant’ 

(Ganguly, 1984: 8) continues to rule over even in almost salubrious weather. 

Theoretically, in the absence of a cohesive and unified policy of socio-economic 

interests embracing the interests of the toiling masses the personal rivalries of the 

leaders have become widespread, when organization has become a major political 

factor determining the growth of mass movement. ‘Therefore, the organization 

problem has to be tackled as the biggest political problem before the Party.’ (Roy, 

1979: 91). 

 The Congress did not come out of the ‘laborious and frustrating cycle of 

consolidation-disintegration’ (Brass, 1982: 259). With the passage of time, the realm 

of personal charisma and individual-oriented leadership have been diffused and 

replaced by institutionalism, which the Congress (I) through its factional network 

failed to satisfy, thereby lost power through dissidence, defection and unfavourable 

electoral outcomes. The Party has failed to induce the people to enter into its 

organization, remain inside it, carry out the role assignments in co-operative, 

innovative and spontaneously active fashion in ‘achieving organizational objectives’ 

that go beyond the role specifications (Katz, 1964: 131-146). Mrs. Gandhi broke the 

power of the state party leaders and pursued a policy of centralization to win the 

support of landed gentry and principal socio-economic power groups in the 
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countryside and to enter into the state legislature for its own position at the Centre, but 

‘she cannot free herself from the need for support from the regionally powerful rural 

land-owning castes.’ (Brass, 1982: 258). The Central leaders are not willing to allow 

the state and local leaders to act independently. If there is economic dislocations like 

increase in agitation politics, the state units as the larger producer of interests which 

cannot find to satisfy those demands or to manage politically those demands, erosion 

of administrative justice and fair play, growing political intervention in the police and 

administrative structures for mere personal benefits and lucrative positions within the 

government, and increase in violence, then there is authoritarian measures with a 

centralizing tendency and ‘a leadership that is preoccupied with politics and a 

bureaucracy that remains preoccupied with regulation’ (Weiner, 1982: 354) within the 

Congress party. Thus, lack of unconditional loyalty to the Party, ideological laxity, 

organizational decay, and dependence on entrenched and influential individuals 

capable of exerting influence in the decision-making process, of preventing the 

implementation of decisions, of occupying ‘formal power’ (Zaidi, 1988: 60) and 

community leadership or even on middlemen in the power structure  all of these 

have prevented the Party from institution-building and encouraged personal rule. In 

this respect Rajni Kothari remarks: 

… the greatest failure of the Congress lay in institution building, in developing a 

hierarchy of cadres committed to the Congress and its programme, and in building 

autonomous organizational structures and loyalties that cut across the particularistic 

clusters of patronage and influence. Political and institutional consensus requires most 

of all a cohesion in the elite itself, for without such a cohesion larger identities are 

difficult to develop on a long term basis. And it is here that the Congress Party’s 

reliance on both personal charisma and accommodative and consensual style 

prevented it from building more viable institutional bases of authority and consensus. 

(Kothari, 1988: 171).   

Therefore, the Congress (I) has not been able to bridge the gap between institutional 

adaptation and newly mobilized groups, growth in politicized demands and 

governmental effectiveness in our transition from ‘tradition’ to ‘modernity’ 

characterized by social disorganization, political decay and ‘crisis of authority’ in 

Gramsci’s terms: ‘ … the great masses have become detached from their traditional 

ideologies, and no longer believe what they used t believe previously, etc. The crisis 
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consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; …’ (op. 

cit., Kohli, 1992: 25). In fact, the Congress (I) has failed to take electoral and policy 

decisions in terms of group demands and aspirations, motivations and desires, shaped 

by and through national and local party organizations, local influential, caste and 

community leaders, leaders of various demand groups. Rather, it has taken electoral 

and policy-oriented decisions in terms of cross-cutting organizational and electoral 

loyalties, and personal charisma.  

 The Party has failed to meet the present-day challenges, ‘as urbanization 

spreads, … the possibility that rural-based interests will come into contact with urban-

based economic interests will increase’ (Carras, 1971: 327), to maximize the 

attainment of social goals, to legitimize these goals through the process of 

compromise or accommodation among the possibly conflicting interests, and to 

integrate these goals in order to attain a sustained equilibrium position. Therefore, 

party de-institutionalization began with plebiscitary and issue-oriented politics. The 

promulgation of Emergency and Congress (R)’s massive electoral victory in 1972 

produced another turn of events in West Bengal politics: plebiscitary politics gained 

ground and was considerably balanced by Smt. Gandhi’s charisma. Besides, the 

personality clash between Siddhartha Shankar Ray and Atulya Ghosh, Ghani Khan 

Choudhury-Siddhartha Shankar ray rivalry, Wanchoo Commission’s report on 

identification of corrupt ministers  all of these added much more fuel to the 

organization machine to produce enough mud-slinging and violent clashes. Therefore, 

Ajit Roy concludes, ‘The dimension of intra-Congress violence, which not 

infrequently led to physical liquidation of members of the rival factions was the 

inevitable nemesis of the cult of violence, initiated with the full sanction of the centre 

of political power in India.’ (Roy, 1981: 120). Factionalism was fought in the open 

daylight. Indira Gandhi’s personalized rule and centralization of authority removed 

the peaceful resolution of conflicts and intra-party clashes and shattered the 

possibility of rebuilding local authority.  

 Mr. Bhola Sen alleged that the communist loyalists were responsible for 

violent factional feuds within the Congress. Mr. Ajit Panja very clearly pointed out 

that many CPI (M) workers and anti-socials had infiltrated into the Party, who act as 

‘fifth columnists’ to destroy the unity and integrity of the Party (report, 1980: 1). The 

factional mastans had no political character, and flocked from one party to another for 
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political shelter, and fought for distribution of booty and rewards. In order to end 

factionalism within the state Congress (I), to revive the Party and to enable it to face 

the challenge of the CPI (M), Mrs. Gandhi dissolved the WBPCC (I) headed by Ajit 

Panja and formed a new one under the presidentship of Ananda Gopal Mukherjee. But 

disunity remained and hovered over the PCC (I) with its policy of futurism 

(movement in politics that abandoned tradition and sought to express the energy and 

growth of a modern mechanized life style). Therefore, Barun Sengupta remarks that 

the Congress party has a strange character, a mixture of autocracy and democracy. It 

is neither absolutely democratic nor cent per cent autocratic. No one in the party 

organization dares to criticize or whispers against the High Command, but even an 

ordinary worker can abuse the PCC President or a member of the Party’s 

Parliamentary Board without any fear of disciplinary action. Therefore, what is 

needed is political socialization, regular political education of the members, their 

personality development, tactful political ploy and judicious judgement (Sengupta, 

1980: 34). Therefore, the PCC (I) which was constituted with a handful of ‘loyalists’ 

and ‘weather cocks’ (Report, 1981: 32), became unable to function smoothly, to dwell 

on organizational matters and to restore a credible balance due to overwhelming 

contradictory pulls and pressures. In order to avoid the formation of a ‘third line’ in 

West Bengal politics consisting of the Janata Dal, BJP, Lok Dal and Congress (S), the 

PCC (I) President, Ananda Gopal Mukherjee renewed ‘the slogan of an anti-CPI (M) 

front’ (Chatterjee, 1981: 6). Due to their overwhelming factionalism the Congress (I) 

leaders did not follow up the mood and interests of the people, and trailed behind the 

workers.  

 The mass organizations like the Chhatra Parishad, Yuba Congress and Indian 

National Trade Union Congress (INTUC) also experienced intra-party quarrels 

rounded up in a factional network. Though the WBPNTUC was against the 

appendage wing approach (Report, 1979: 3), gradually the state wing of the INTUC 

came under the control of the Congress (I) party, in spite of Mr. Sisir Ganguly’s 

autonomy theory in contrast with controlled and committed organization theory: ‘the 

organization had never hesitated to take an anti-Government stand when the 

Government was “of our own party” … the WBPNTUC had participated in 

demonstrations along with the CPI (M) dominated Centre of Indian Trade Unions 

against Mr. Siddhartha Ray Ministry.’ (Report, 1980: 3). On the contrary, Mr. Subrata 

Mukherjee propounded that the WBPNTUC to be affiliated to the Congress (I) party 
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to implement the Congress (I) policies above everything else. Therefore, Subrata 

Mukherjee supported the ‘party-sponsored unions’ theory: ‘The leadership thus 

established and the habits of association with a party, as well as the success of the 

party in building a “political base” in the union through indoctrination and 

identification of the party with the aspirations of the members, may create partisan 

ties that continue in existence even though the need for direct party support declines 

… many of the party-sponsored unions continue to lack organizational capability 

from their internal sources and to require the talent and energy provided by the party.’ 

(Kearney, 1971: 171). Therefore, WBPNTUC became defunct because of 

factionalism. In another sense, the Youth Congress (I) has reached a climatic point of 

factionalization, when politics has become the prerogatives of the powerful muscle 

power, stiff-lipped Bruce Lees with limited vocabularies. The impatient and 

unprincipled manoeuvring of power by faction leaders has caused detriment to the 

Party’s interests as a whole, and personal and cross-cutting group interests caused 

another divisions or defalcations within each faction. Not only verbal transfers or 

exchanges of speeches, but violent and open physical contacts have occurred several 

times, chanting slogans against individual leaders without any commitment to 

principled politics and ‘routine calls for the removal of the Left Front Government’ 

(Editorial, 1980: 6), but only to cut the ground from under the feet of the party 

(Editorial, 1980: 6) and showing the signs of a creeping death. Ram Chandra Rath, the 

President of the Indian National Youth Congress (I), presents the non-functioning 

character of the YC (I) composed of self-seekers and power-brokers as under: 

People without any status in the organization and without any power-base among the 

people were bidding for power only because of their special relationship with 

Sanjayji. He gave them no place then, nor will they get any place now (Mitra and 

Dubashi, 1980: 28). 

 The germs of factionalism prostrated the organization which jaundiced and 

returned back to the sick bed from the bed of consolidation or unity move. This is 

further proved from the AICC (I) observers’ report which stated that there was no co-

ordination between party’s frontal organizations, the PCC (I) and the DCC (I) units, 

funds were not distributed to party units and selection of candidates were made to 

satisfy the interests of the factional leaders rather than election requirements (Report, 

1982: 1). Therefore, the Party lacked ‘leadership’ and ‘statesmanship’: ‘To spot talent 

and arm it with authority would be leadership. To foster democratic processes in the 
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Congress (I) and let others in the party have slices of real power would be 

statesmanship.’ (Gandhi, 1982: 6). The unity move and reorganization of the party 

must not be possible without the total democratization process. The Central practice 

of imposing rules and regulations on the state units should not revive the Party 

organization.  

 Therefore, the culture of factionalism and violence disillusioned the Congress 

(I) which was a pluralist, flexible and open system, a movement and a bargaining 

counter at once. Secondly, deviated from strong ideological commitments, the 

Congress (I) leaders became much more satisfied with free individual-oriented 

attitudes and aims vis-à-vis democratic centralism and collective orientations of left 

parties. Thirdly, direct central intervention in local affairs did not produce any fruitful 

result to party organization without adapting local problems with local cultural pattern 

and orientation and bridging the gaps between local party structure and community 

power structure. Fourthly, nomination and not election in the organization gave no 

answer to peaceful resolution of conflicts and provided no ground work for mass 

mobilization. Therefore, the General Secretary of the Congress (I) at the Central level 

emphasized the need for well informed and committed cadres without changing its 

character (Report, 1984: 1). Rajib Gandhi stated, ‘We are a party of social 

transformation, but in our occupation with governance we are drifting away from the 

people. Thereby, we have weakened ourselves and fallen prey to the ills that the loss 

of invigorating mass contract brings.’ (Gandhi, 1987: 85). He intended to reconstitute 

the YC (I) and the CP thoroughly to ‘substantially regain’ (Report, 1984: 1) the 

position in West Bengal that they had lost.  

 This leadership crisis  mass-elite gap within the Congress (I) party 

organization  was due to in-fighting feuds (Report, 1981: 1) and lack of 

organizational election. Chidden with individualism in the days of ‘possessive 

individualism’ the congress (I) suffered from the status of a real official opposition 

and gained the status of ‘Title without Substance’ (Editorial, 1987: 8). The official 

status to the Congress (I) had produced the most unlikely situation both inside and 

outside the House without a kind of soothing and adaptive style to an organization and 

presenting the PCC (I) as a unified body. As a protean notion, the organization has to 

be consensual, adaptive and disciplined. But the leadership was rarely able to muster 

enough courage to take a disciplinary course of action to draw a sizeable consensus 
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and to adapt itself with the environs, thereby brought about ‘a near irreversible decline 

in the Congress (I)’s prestige’ (Report, 1987: 8) and made the party ‘a rudderless boat 

with too many holes’ii (Thakurta, 1987: 1). Therefore, the Congress (I)’s attack on the 

Left Front Government’s mismanagement of the state’s economy, law and order 

problem, etc., and glib talk of ‘nutan Bangla’ by them sounded out hollow and 

produced diminutive impact on the state’s overall problem, the electoral turnouts and 

the task of sweeping the Left front out of office. The one-man politics in one-man 

gunmanship produced enough ills in the party organization. Essentially, ‘Congress (I) 

candidates had barely got their wits together after the long haggling over nomination 

tickets  when enter Rajiv Gandhi or his helicopter. And the air suddenly became 

electric. The rest of the Congress, the party and its candidates, paled into 

insignificance: Rajiv became the focus of all attention, the Congress (I)’s only ace.’ 

(Chatterjee, 1987: 28). Rajiv Gandhi chose Das Munshi as the final authority in 

selecting candidates for West Bengal constituencies and sabotaged the credibility of 

the West Bengal Congress (I) party, while ignoring dissidence within the Congress 

(I): the one consisted of those persons who were uneased by the Party’s ‘perceived 

policy shift … from a pro-poor, pro-public stand to a pro-rich, pro-multinational and 

private sector position … motivated by both ideological uneasiness and by a sense of 

survival’ (Correspondent, 1987: 37) and the other dissident element ‘motivated by 

ambition or personal consideration’ (Correspondent, 1987: 37). So, the Congress (I) 

lost the 1987 elections in West Bengal and consumed the illusion of victory. The 

Indian Market Research Bureau (IMRB) conducted a post-election opinion poll on the 

performance of West Bengal Congress (I) and pointed out that 53.8 per cent of the 

respondents in Calcutta held that the West Bengal Congress (I) party unit was 

responsible for poll reverses in West Bengal. In Madras, Bombay and Delhi, 9.9 per 

cent, 15.2 per cent and 15.6 per cent respectively felt that Rajiv Gandhi was to be 

blamed for the West Bengal poll reverses the Congress (I) faced (IMRB, 1987: 38).iii   

 Whatever may be the reasons for the defeat of the Congress (I) in West 

Bengal, organizational disarray is the mother problem. And it still continues today, 

even after 1987. With the advent of Mamata Banerjee, her high-pitched Ganasanjog 

Yatra West Bengal Congress (I) entered into a new horizon of acute groupism, rivalry 

and squabbles, intensified ‘no-win situation’ later on. Somen Mitra’s Sadbhavana 

Yatra from Barakar to North Calcutta and Das Munshi’s Pada Yatra in the rural areas 
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of Bengal were in pugnacious mood, but against individual party leaders of their own. 

Das Munshi joined hands with Mamata Banerjee only to propagandize himself at the 

cost of Mamata’s popularity and sap the vitality of Somen Mitra, i.e., to set an enemy 

to catch an enemy. It seems to me that Congress (I) party has failed as a real 

opposition in spite of its professed goals: refurbishing the party’s lost image, grass 

with roots and highlighting Left Front’s ‘misrule’. And from Somen Mitra’s point of 

view, these goals are apparent rather than real because he has the only goal: squeezing 

hard Mamata’s personality in Bengal politics and reducing her group representation in 

the PCC (I) into a minimum vis-à-vis her decision of refusing to have any relation 

with the PCC (I) and taking an independent movement strategy.  

 In the conclusion it can be said that factionalism has created intense problems 

of governability, low degree party identification among the party members and the 

electorate, and the ‘absence of a sense of state-wide identification’ which might serve 

‘to bind men together’ (Weiner, 1968: 11). Therefore, politics of non-performance 

was fossilized. Hence, Myron Weiner opines that factionalism in the Congress (I) has 

become so intense that governmental policy is uncoordinated and made increasingly 

difficult for the Party to provide a stable and effective government (Weiner, 1968: 

10). The growing levels of factionalism, ‘bomb throwing, armed assaults and stabbing 

among the ruling party cadres’ (Palit, 1983: 93)  all of these have produced ill 

effects and set the Party in a lame duck condition unable to make a breakthrough. 

Each faction in the Party competes for power position, when heterogeneous factional 

groups with incompatible interests satisfy the hypothesis: ‘association among peers 

(is) frustrated by the occurrence of paranoid reaction of mutual distrust.’ (Roy, 1967: 

113). Being transformed from a Movement to a Party and as a structural system to 

translate directly economics and social interests into political power, it (Party) has 

placed organization into a secondary or subservient one to governmental power, 

lacking highly diversified support structure and institutional expression of political 

loyalties, and creating ‘gaps between the ordinary leadership and the masses’ (Maru, 

1967: 241).  

FUNCTIONAL 

The non-performance, corruption and inefficiency of the Congress (I) regime 

were mainly due to the Congress (I) organization. The Congress (I) both as a political 

party and a government has not been able to overcome the level of non-performance. 
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In contrast with the ‘mobilization system’ the Party has accepted the ‘reconciliation 

system’, when ‘mobilization systems fight society, reconciliation systems are 

prisoners of society.’ (Brecher, 1969: 162). 

 The Congress has failed to provide benefits to the poor, to promote the 

economic development, to provide adequate infrastructural facilities for the economic 

improvements, to make issue-oriented programmes of development to a reality, and 

‘to implement … programmes of “left of the centre” orientation’ (Bhambhri, 1972: 

68). The Congress party and government’s non-performances have embittered the 

mass of the people, its credibility gaps between pre-election issues and poat-election 

policies and performances diverted their attention to other centres of power, in West 

Bengal to the Left Front Government and its allies, which at least have provided some 

relief to the people. Lack of credible linkages between voters, parties and leaders, and 

issues and policies has made the Congress (I) a weak opposition in West Bengal. The 

Party attempts to educate the masses about its professed goals, its glorious tradition of 

freedom movement and far-reaching consequences of its policies and programmes, 

but has failed to motivate the masses. It seems to me that adhered with the slogans of 

stability, law and order, and personalistic and opportunistic motivations of the leaders, 

the Party attempts to divert the attention of the people from Congress’s non-

performances, severe socio-economic onslaughts to political problems of stability, 

order and progress. For that, Smt. Gandhi and her Party appealed to the voters to 
strengthen the hands of Congress (I) against the forces of subversion (Rastogi, 1980: 347).  

 In fact, Congress (I) has failed to make increased industrial production, to 

maintain labour discipline, and to provide welfare facilities for the masses. To 

Bhabani Sengupta, no one in the Congress party was able to deliver goods and keep 

the promises of land reforms and full justice to the working class. In fact, it is not easy 

enough to govern a pluralist society like India without radical programmes of 

structural reforms, of which the Congress party by its very social character is quite 

incapable (Sengupta, 1988: 939-940). The social situation was not sustained by the 

twin revolutions of industrialization and democratization, which a parliamentary 

democracy needs to impart and consolidate the values and norms of democracy. 

Inequality in access to resources and social positions reinforced social and economic 

inequalities, which created tensions and gaps in the social levels. This slow economic 

growth and the appropriation of developmental benefits by the propertied classes had 

produced ‘cumulative inequalities’ and accelerated economic growth was ‘frittered 
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away in maintaining these classes and pampering them by giving them subsidies in 

one form or the other’ (Roy, n.f. : 82). Therefore, under the present socio-economic 

condition and in the faces of growing frustrations, the system lost legitimacy 

producing a wide gap between the mission of social transition of the Congress leaders 

and the demands and interests of the underprivileged sections.  

 I argue that there is the need either of communistic tradition or of liberal 

parliamentary requirements, but not of a middle-of-the-road policy. Mere reforms will 

not solve the overall problems. What are needed are the structural changes. As our 

country follows the path of parliamentary democracy in the midst of diversity, so I 

argue for the principles of consociational democracyiv to satisfy the diverse interest 

groups in the society. It is indispensable to follow this path of democracy as to the 

country’s heterogeneity. Diversified interests to be accommodated and compromised  

it is congenial for the Party. The Party has to re-examine its policies of ‘Mixed 

Economy’, making a radical structural reforms and giving priority to Public Sector; 

self-reliant economic growth’ ‘democracy and democratic rights of the people, 

specially of the working class’ (Garg, 1983: 21) and the peasantry on the basis of 

consociational democracy. In this respect, A.B. Lal finds at least three essential 

conditions for the successful functioning of India’s parliamentary democracy: (a) an 

‘agreement on fundamentals’ and a respect for the ‘rules of the game’, (b) removal of 

the ‘contrasts between irresponsible wealth and abysmal poverty’ and (c) removal of 

‘casteism and provincialism’ and ‘thousands of educated unemployed’ and ‘huge 

mass drowned in dismal ignorance’ (Lal, 1956: 240-41, 244). 

 As the government the Congress created certain socio-economic situations, 

which the Congress as a party has failed to cope with. On the other, certain socio-

economic and socio-political constraints make the Congress both as a party and as a 

government quite unresponsive to the demands of the people and unable to invoke 

warm and spontaneous response from the people. As to the crisis of bourgeois-

landlord system and transformation of the Congress from the movement to party and 

then to government, the Congress government has used repressive measures and 

manipulated all the state apparatuses to contain pressures and conflicts from below in 

order to preserve exclusive bourgeois class interests. Therefore, E.M.S. 

Namboodiripad remarks, ‘One of the consequences of the crisis of the political 

system, as is well-known, is that the increasing isolation of the rulers from the masses 

and growing conflicts among themselves are leading the ruling classes to go in for 
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increasing attacks on the democratic rights of the people.’ (Namboodiripad, 1979: 13). 

Though the bourgeois class has adopted the parliamentary mechanism, though the 

working class has intrude into the system, that class has not been able to use it for 

their demands and advantages: abolition of the bourgeois-landlord system, planned 

and independent development of national economy, promotion of civil liberties and 

need-based wages etc.  

 The governmental measures in agricultural field could not bring about 

economic growth and social justice, which were ended in all round pessimism and 

lack of enthusiasm. The tenancy reform and ceiling legislation have not been 

implemented in proper directions, leaving unavoidable and insurmountable hurdles to 

be crossed. The exploited peasants and landless labourers demand for lands, 

reasonable wages and low rental rate. To Huntington, ‘No social group is more 

conservative than a landowning peasantry, and none is more revolutionary than a 

peasantry which owns too little land or pays too high rental.’ (op. cit., Prosterman and 

Riedinger, 1987: 7). Therefore, the landowning interests always try to preserve the 

rural power structure and landless and poor peasants do the opposite. The state helps 

the landowning interests by providing concessions to the poor peasants. The state 

seeks to preserve the existing conditions of the agrarian structure: there has been a 

growing decline in rural employment; rural non-agricultural sectors have tended to 

shrink in the faces of growing competition from the urban sectors; large-scale 

inequalities in terms of landowning and distribution of surplus lands have produced 

conflicts among the rich and the poor; food production has increased not in response 

to the growing population, but to the growth of effective demands etc. The growing 

rural unemployment and underemployment, inadequate surplus land distribution, and 

increasing population have tended to increase two related effects: poverty of the 

labouring classes and the relative surplus of labour, even after the relative 

disappearance of landlords-traders-moneylenders nexus in the rural society. The 

power of the village oligarchies has remained intact and the government has become 

the instrument of the few in rejuvenating and consolidating the situational co-

existence: ‘(1) landowners are primary supervisors, doing no actual work in the fields, 

and (2) continuing inequality in the size of landholdings.’ (Mencher, 1976: 165). The 

government lacked political will and ‘a sizeable amount of land for redistribution’ 

(Bose and Bhattacharyya, 1963: 9), when the khas lands in possession of the 

intermediaries proved the redistributive programme: appropriation, management and 
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distribution of lands above the size of economic holdings or ceilings that cannot be 

directly cultivated by their family members without hired labour, or without sub-

letting, inadequate. The rural leadership was in the hands of ‘village oligarchs’ 

(Thorner, 1969: 476) who were in the power-pool. To satisfy the rural gentry and 

make intact the power position, the Congress leaders passed land reforms acts with 

too many holes to sail in the vast ocean of rising demands and conflicts.  

 The contribution of agriculture to gross national product declined from 58.9% 

by the end of the Sixth Plan, but agriculture continues 67% of the entire work force 

and 70% of the Indian population continue to live in rural areas. Industry increased its 

share of GNP during the same period from 18.8% to only 28%. The proportion of 

workers in industry, in fact, has remained almost unchanged. The contribution of 

service sector to GNP has increased from 23.3% to 34% by the end of Sixth Plan 

(Kochanek, 1987: 1279). The emerging rich peasants merely are contesting among 

themselves for ‘larger slices of the benefits and facilities so generously provided by 

the government’ (Desai, 1984: 186), and at the same time simultaneously acting to 

contain the pauperized and proletarianized demands of the rural masses and divide, 

discipline and repress them.  

 But, Indian socio-economic conditions do not conform to the principles and 

practices of parliamentary democracy. Indian capitalism is crisis-ridden, moribund, 

and incapable of carrying out industrial revolution. ‘Dualism’ (Gupta, 1979: 45), two 

sectors of agriculture and industry are underdeveloped or not well developed, is the 

feature of the Indian economy. There is the deliberate curtailing of free market and 

free enterprise. In fact, in a developing country like India the growth of agriculture 

and the development of industry should be more balanced and the rate of labour 

absorption must be higher than the rate of population growth in free market and free 

enterprise to get out of the Malthusian trap. ‘A free market exists only in a 

Marshallian society, and a Marshallian society does not exist anywhere.’ (Gupta, 

1979: 45). Indian society is not Marshallian society as such. Low salaries and wages 

for workers and labourers, the increasing burden of taxation, infiltration and price rise 

etc. have reduced the possibility of the expansion of home market (Banerjee, 1972: 

63), and too much competition in the foreign market has made the Indian bourgeoisie 

and monopolists the captives of foreign capital, low industrialization, induced change 

and borrowed technology. 
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 Low levels of industrialization and economic backwardness accompanied by 

social and cultural diversities, backwardness and fragmentation of Indian society have 

led to pernicious distribution of wealth and income among various segments of 

society, to cumulative inequality, and to serious downfall in social creation by re-

ordering and re-structuring of society on the basis of equality and fair play. The 

persistence of inequality has produced social conflicts among various interests, and 

interests of particularism, parochialism and regionalism etc. ‘And in the natural 

process of class struggle the fight against the dominance of capital inevitably gets 

merged with the struggle of the oppressed nationalities for self-expression in diverse 

spheres of national life.’ (Bandyopadhyay, n.f.: 59). The dominant nationalities and 

the majority communities always dominate the minority nationalities and minority 

communities. These pluralist and differential forms of class conflict are legitimized in 

terms of constitution and legitimate political actions. If the subject people, important 

segments of the population, accept the government’s increased use of force, then the 

system of parliamentary democracy will remain intact.  ‘If force does become 

necessary, the more widespread and deep commitment of the citizenry to the state’s 

legitimacy, the more “conditioned” they are to obedience, the more able the state will 

be to mobilize forces against that minority which has a revolutionary goals.’ (Calman, 

1985: 7). But the Congress leaders have failed to reduce the conflicts between 

majoritarian rule and minority rights, ‘tension between political democracy as a 

majoritarian technique for making public decisions, and the establishment of greater 

socio-economic equality’ (Roy and Sisson, 1990: 27). The Congress has peculiarly 

managed the growing aspirations of the depressed sections through manipulation of 

‘mobilization’ mechanism, co-option of opposition leadership and enticement of 

power and privileges offered to the opposition leaders or through the use of armed 

forces and bureaucratic strongholds. Therefore, P.K. Bose opines, ‘in a pluralist 

society politically powerful groups or parties can influence two possible outcomes for 

the ethnic minorities: that of confrontation and domination by brute force or 

harmonization by more democratic methods.’ (Bose, 1990: 79). The Congress has 

failed to compromise diverse and conflicting interests. It lacks consensus. ‘Consensus 

exists where a large proportion of the adult members of a society, more specifically a 

large proportion of those concerned with and capable of influencing decisions 

regarding the procedure and substance of allocation of authority, status, rights, wealth 



JIARM VOLUME 1           ISSUE 6             (JULY 2013)       ISSN : 2320 – 5083 
 

129 
www.jiarm.com 

and income, and other important and scarce values about which conflict might occur.’ 

(op. cit., Ionescu and Madariaga, 1968: 93). 

 Owing to many diverse ethnic and religious groups, absence of a unifying 

secular tradition, highly differentiated roles and structures of society, hierarchically 

organized frame of role structures, de-institutionalized pattern of super-ordination and 

sub-ordination, conflicting interests: ‘dissent, ambiguity, and reinterpretation’ 

(Kothari, 1973: 309), the Congress has failed to evolve a consensual style of politics, 

resolution of conflicts rather than conflict cumulating, a coherent authority structure 

rather than diverse and fragmented system of authority and rationalization of authority 

rather than abuse of power. In essence, to me, the politics of non-growth has provided 

enough fuel to the machine of politics of non-performance and vice versa. As an 

opposition party the Congress has failed to provide an alternative to the ruling Left 

Front in West Bengal. It has lost the glamour and prestige with growing non-

performance, irreparable unemployment, leaps and bounds rise of prices, and 

inflationary pressures. Fullest capitalist development is now a far dream. Perceptively, 

Indian society contains the pre-capitalist social relations. It did not able to reach the 

level of fullest capitalist development. Western capitalism grew out of the ashes of 

pre-capitalist relations unlike a society with ‘a peculiar combination of monopoly 

capitalist domination with the caste, communal and tribal institutions’ (Subramanian, 

1989: 67). The Party has failed to educate the masses, to remove the lethargy among 

the masses and to make them conscious about the matters pertaining to government. 

Frequent walk-outs and disorderly scenes in the Assembly, street hooliganism and 

violence have produced enough mud-slinging effect to parliamentary democracy. That 

is why M. Pattabhiram tries to find out a positive correlation between low level of 

economic development, politics of non-growth, ineffective opposition and erosion of 

parliamentary democracy (Pattabhiram, 1972: 38-40). Lack of requisite qualities for 

parliamentary democracy contributed to the functioning of Congress (I) as an 

ineffective opposition in the politics of West Bengal. Similarly, there was every 

possibility of avoiding the Party’s criticisms of governmental policies and opinions in 

favour of these by the Front Government representing a stable coalition pattern within 

the matrix of government vs. opposition model ever since 1977. The Front had always 

tried to avoid or sometimes to negate the views and opinions of the Congress leaders 

and the points in question raised by them in and outside the floor of the House. 

Further, the left parties as party and in forming a coalition government had yet not 
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been able to make much headway over the previous Congress rule in West Bengal or 

to change the prevalent socio-economic conditions generated from the depths of semi-

feudal and semi-capitalist society on its transition from tradition to modernity. The 

Left Front also could not satisfy the conflicting interests in society, generate political 

legitimacy and required socio-economic development. Though it is a stable coalition, 

it is dominated by a single party, the CPI (M), had subverted the conscious 

recognition of the variety of associations, the autonomy and freedom of varied groups 

and associations. John Stuart Mill says that ‘Free institutions are next to impossible in 

a country made up of different nationalities. Among a people without fellow-feeling, 

especially if they read and speak different languages, the united public opinion, 

necessary to the working of representative government cannot exist.’ (op. cit., 

Lijphart, 1989). It is essential to make plurality of society intact through democracy, 

modernization and economic development. Taking the responsibility on an increasing 

scale of the functions and accountabilities of the traditional institutions and systems of 

the civil society in the fields of resolution of conflicts and solution of local problems, 

the CPI (M) had gradually abolished all the traditional institutions and systems 

(Bandyopadhyay, 1990: 6).  

A plural society like India is a society of domination characterized by 

heterogeneity and cultural diversity deviated from national integration and nation-

building process. In a plural society representatives ought to produce all component 

parts of a country proportionately and a system of consensus-building involving a 

multiple balance of power and a tradition of elite accommodation. Consensus here 

implies a political system allowing the peaceful give and take of power and 

recognizing each other’s rights and duties in the game of politics. Besides consensus, 

self-restraint is the sine qua non of democracy. The responsibility of the government 

is to allow the opposition to function freely, to allow the freedom of speech and 

association in order to preserve democracy and democratic stability. It is equally the 

responsibility of the opposition not to take the advantage of these to destroy 

democracy and paralyze the government. It is to be noted that consociational 

democracyv does not rule out the opposition completely, but not in a government vs. 

opposition model. It is in-built opposition in character. Democracy is sure to die a 

natural death, either. Admittedly, a ‘grand coalition’ is a necessary equipment of 

political stability, and what is necessary is the willingness to co-operate and 

accommodate.   
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