
Economic and Political Weekly June 11, 2005 2407

Managing the United Progressive Alliance
The Challenges Ahead

The United Progressive Alliance has completed one year. Although all the
UPA’s constituents share political responsibility for its performance the Congress’ balance

of power within the coalition justifies its greater burden. However, over the past one
year, its attempts to turn the terms of power to its advantage have produced many

damaging results. This article is an analytical review of the UPA’s electoral strategies
and economic policies of the past 12 months which reveals the risks that lie ahead

if the Congress and its allies do not change course.

SANJAY RUPARELIA

Coalition Politics

To be fair, the omission extends more widely. Indeed, the existing
scholarly literature on coalition politics evades such questions.2 In
general, its leading exponents give primary importance to the
constellation of interests within a coalition and the formal political
structures in which they seek to realise their respective goals.
Standard coalition theories define the main political actors as
disciplined party organisations. Parties enter coalitions to satisfy
three principle interests: to win office for their members, influ-
ence policy agendas that serve their constituencies or secure votes
in order to achieve the preceding two objectives.3 Most conven-
tional accounts cast these purposes in mutually exclusive terms,
and see them as the clearly defined, fixed and exogenous goals
of fully rational agents.4 In other words, parties are completely
aware of what they want to achieve before entering coalition
negotiations. What determine the actions of parties beyond these
interests and their relative strength in the legislature are formal
political institutions, which generate particular incentives. To
attract considerable scholarly attention: the rules of the electoral
regime, which affect the degree of polarisation and number of
parties in this system, and constitutional provisions regulating
the investiture and termination of governments.5 The rules,
procedures and structures that comprise these institutions set the
terms for what kinds of coalitions are likely to form, how much
difficulty they are expected to meet and whether they can last. Two
findings emerge: parties that share convergent policy goals are most
likely to form coalitions;6 and large diverse coalitions that fail
to devise explicit pacts to accommodate their differences are
most vulnerable to the impact of sudden critical events that
trigger their demise.7 Hence, the greater the number of parties
within a coalition or in parliament, and the wider the degree of
polarisation between their interests, the greater the probability
that parties encounter difficulties in forming and sustaining
coalitions.

These conventional accounts suggest interesting perspectives
and raise important concerns. The desire for office, control over
policy and search for votes capture the interests of most parties

It has been one year since the formation of the 14-party
United Progressive Alliance (UPA). Stitched together by the
Congress after the stunning political verdict of the 14th

general election, the UPA represented a significant moment in
contemporary Indian politics, and generated many expectations.
The appointment of Manmohan Singh as India’s 14th prime
minister received strong endorsement within the coalition.
The relatively smooth induction of the UPA’s council of min-
isters with many experienced policy hands, inspired
political confidence. The National Common Minimum
Programme (NCMP) pledged, amongst other things, to repair
the fabric of secularism, continue bilateral negotiations with
Pakistan and achieve ‘growth with a human face’. Although a
minority coalition government, the Congress’ disproportionate
weight within the UPA provided an anchor that eluded
previous non-BJP coalitions at the centre. Perhaps most
importantly, the Left Front’s decision to extend outside
support to the government over a full parliamentary term
furnished the stability that would be necessary to meet these
historic imperatives.

Nevertheless, most commentators agreed that it faced steep
political challenges. The first was the enormity and complexity
of the NCMP’s agenda: reaching a settlement with Pakistan, and
expanding the gains of liberalisation to many disadvantaged
sections, would depend on many factors beyond the intentions
and control of ministers in New Delhi. The second challenge
was that conflicts of interest within the newly formed coalition,
cutting across many issues and multiple cleavages,
threatened to undermine or derail its plans. Both factors were
clearly important. Precisely for these reasons, however, it was
striking that relatively few observers asked the question: could
the Congress run an effective multiparty government?1 For the
capacity of the UPA to maintain political unity and further its
agenda depended, from the start, on how well its leaders managed
the coalition amidst the various conflicting interests that could
jeopardise its functioning – a crucial factor highlighted by the
history of India’s coalition politics yet underestimated in media
commentary one year ago.
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and comprise significant incentives in actual coalition bargaining.
In addition, particular institutional arrangements shape collective
outcomes and influence political agents’ strategies in critical ways.
Standard coalition theories primarily analyse western coalition
experience. Yet they reflect many concerns that inform the debate
in India. For these reasons, considerable recent scholarship on
India’s coalition politics critically engages with the existing
scholarly genre.8

Many of the inferences drawn by these formal theoretical
models are mundane, however. Claiming that large diverse
coalitions are harder to govern than small coherent alliances, and
saying that the former are prone to collapse, does not require
much theoretical reflection. Indeed, these ‘findings’ have a
tautological quality. Moreover, by overdetermining outcomes,
standard theoretical models fail to explain why apparently unwieldy
coalitions survive. The second term of the National Democratic
Alliance (NDA: 1999-2004), which saw the BJP-led coalition
survive in office after the anti-Muslim pogrom in Gujarat, despite
the presence of secular regional parties in the coalition, is a case
in point.9 The reason for these commissions and omissions is
relatively straightforward. Guided by the belief that valid political
explanations are general in principle, the majority of scholars
in the existing political theories employ concepts, theories and
methods that are applicable to, and account for, the largest
possible number of cases. But their desire for conceptual par-
simony, theoretical consistency and empirical range is not with-
out significant intellectual cost. It tends to produce wooden
analytical tools that fail to illuminate the puzzle that stands in
need of explanation.10 Consequently, it is unsurprising that these
scholars admit that what goes on inside coalition governments
remains a mystery in standard theoretical accounts.11 They either
fail to tackle the question or address it in an exceedingly abstract way.

In fact, these conventional accounts belie our practical every-
day intuitions. In reality, parties consist of factions within and
between their parliamentary and organisational wings. These
political divisions, not to mention party leaders, deserve analy-
tical primacy in our enquiries.12 Furthermore, making heroic
assumptions about human rationality impedes political under-
standing. Human agents’ interests are frequently indeterminate,
fluid and shaped by the struggles, negotiations and exigencies
of politics itself. These general considerations are exceptionally
significant in any domain, such as politics, where intersubjective
human goals are not always known in advance.13 The goals of
parties, factions and their respective leaders may switch between
office, policy and votes over time – during coalition formation,
after government inauguration and between elections.14 By
overstating the polarity between these goals, formal theories
disregard real-world politics. Lastly, formal political institutions
certainly shape collective outcomes. They also constitute the
domain in which political agents define, articulate and pursue
their interests, and provide incentives for action. Yet it is im-
portant not to endow these structures with deterministic prop-
erties. Pre-existing institutional configurations do not formulate,
negotiate and enforce formal coalition pacts or run coalition
governments – political agents do. Put more generally, how
political agents’ react to incentives generated by formal political
institutions is frequently underdetermined.

Consequently, the impact of conflicts of interest within any
coalition partly depends on how they unfold over time. In addition
to analysing possible shifts in the constellation of interests and the
effects of particular institutional arrangements at different junc-
tures, we need to examine several other factors to determine the
dynamics of particular coalition governments: whether sufficient

political trust exists or can be created amongst key coalition partners
to share power genuinely; whether mechanisms are designed and
utilised to facilitate collective decision-making; and whether its
leaders possess or can develop the necessary political judgment
to broker practical compromises amongst divergent interests. In
short, we must examine how political leaders exercise power, the
purposes of such power serves and the coherence of their decisions.

How well has the Congress, the fulcrum of the UPA, fared
on these counts? Has the party, whose conduct vis-à-vis previous
coalition experiments at the centre attracted much criticism and
which resisted the necessity of federal coalition politics until very
recently, changed its outlook? Does its first year at the helm
provide insights into possible futures? Although all the UPA’s
constituents share political responsibility for its performance, the
Congress’ balance of power within the coalition justifies its
greater burden. Moreover, over the last year its attempts to turn
the terms of power to its advantage have produced many dam-
aging results. An analytical review of the UPA’s electoral strategies
and economic policies of the past 12 months reveals the risks
that lie ahead if the Congress and its allies do not change course.

Legacies of Distrust and Future
Political Ambitions

As is now widely known, national electoral verdicts in recent
years have reflected an aggregation of state-based outcomes in
which the two main parties or blocs contesting for power vary
across different regions. The amalgamation of these multiple
state-level bipolarities results in what party system analysts call
‘parliamentary fragmentation’.15 The presumed negative conse-
quences of this state of affairs, in which the proliferation of
smaller regional parties with narrow sectional interests damages
wider political ends, predominates metropolitan discourse. Yet
these criticisms, while sometimes true, neglect the historic failure
of parties acting in the ostensible national good to represent the
interests of various subaltern classes. They also obscure trans-
formative democratic processes – such as the greater electoral
participation and increasingly direct self-representation of his-
torically subordinate groups – that underlie ‘fragementation’.16

However, we assess the latter, the unpredictability and intensity
of competition witnessed in India’s party system since 1989 has
compelled parties to broker pre- and post-electoral alliances with
their erstwhile political adversaries. Apart from their partisan
differences, the disproportionate swings caused by India’s plu-
rality rule – or first-past-the-post (FPTP) – electoral regime,
combined with the sequestering logic of federalism, which makes
it difficult for parties facing disparate rivals in different regions
to build durable national fronts, means few governing coalitions
remain intact.17 Short-term advantages trump long-term perspec-
tives. As a result, the level of trust between parties in federal
coalition governments is often tenuous.

In this regard, the UPA confronted a legacy of distrust be-
queathed by the failure of previous multiparty administrations
at the centre – the Janata Party (1977-79), National Front (NF:
1989-91) and United Front (UF: 1996-98). All three coalitions
encompassed a range of parties, some of whose successors are
in the UPA, that suffered from conflicts of interest, personality
clashes and political inexperience. In particular, rival personal
ambitions within the core Janata alignment over high political
office, and struggles between distinct social interests, destabilised
the first two experiments. The clashes between Moraji Desai and
Charan Singh in the Janata Party, and V P Singh, Devi Lal and
Chandrasekhar in the then Janata Dal, are well known.
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However, the Congress also played a role in deposing the
minority breakaway factions that temporarily assumed office
during both interludes. Indira Gandhi unseated Charan Singh
after helping to engineer the Janata’s downfall. Rajiv Gandhi
undermined the brief prime ministership of Chandrasekhar
following the BJP’s withdrawal of support to the NF after the
implementation of the Mandal Commission recommendations.
The Congress brought down the UF too, on the pretext of the
interim Jain Commission Report, whose dubious findings im-
plicated the Dravida Munnetra Kazagham (DMK) in the assas-
sination of former prime minister Rajiv Gandhi. Some might
contend that Congress had no option in these instances. The
antagonism between the party and its rivals was genuine and
mutual; it was unrealistic to expect any party in such circum-
stances to remain passive. There is some truth to this claim. Yet
the decision to topple these three administrations also exposed
the Congress’ desire to reclaim union power for its own sake.
Perhaps as importantly, it demonstrated the party’s belief that
it should govern India alone.

Signs of change eventually occurred. The BJP’s success in
forging ruling coalitions after 1998 forced the Congress to emulate
its main electoral competitor at the centre. This was partly due
to India’s FPTP electoral regime. By disproportionately magni-
fying and reducing vote-seat ratios, a FPTP electoral system
create strong incentives for parties in a fragmented party system
to strike coalition pacts.18 The dramatic political transformations
in India’s democracy in the 1990s, which saw the rise of regional,
Communist and lower caste-based parties in relation to national
political formations, created a new strategic configuration at the
centre. The BJP responded to these incentives in the run-up to
the twelfth general election in March 1998, following its 13-day
fiasco in May 1996, by moderating its official political agenda
to lure necessary regional allies. The Congress Party declined
to adopt a similar course of action. But its eight years in opposition
finally convinced the party to change tack in the run-up to the
2004 general election. Its willingness to enter varying political
alliances – deferring to the People’s Democratic Party (PDP) in
Jammu and Kashmir, Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) in Bihar and
DMK in Tamil Nadu, while leading the Nationalist Congress
Party (NCP) in Maharashtra and Telengana Rashtra Samiti (TRS)
in Andhra Pradesh – indicated political learning.19

Moreover, the party deftly refused to name Sonia Gandhi as
its prime ministerial candidate during the campaign and sug-
gested – whilst retaining final political authority over the decision
– that it was willing to discuss the issues with its allies after
the verdict. The subsequent appointment of Manmohan Singh,
following Sonia Gandhi’s decision to use the post in the face
of the BJP’s xenophobic attacks against her, not only robbed
the latter of its immediate rallying cry. It also allowed the
NCP, and to a lesser extent the DMK, to join the government
– both handsomely rewarded in terms of cabinet posts – without
losing political face over past imbroglios. Sonia Gandhi’s
decision made it easier for the NCP to overlook its earlier
opposition to her prime ministerial candidacy. The NCP’s poor
showing in the 1999 general election, acquisition of the agri-
cultural portfolio in the new UPA ministry and anxiety over
the upcoming October 2004 state assembly polls in Maharashtra
no doubt helped, too. Promising the DMK that it would repeal
the Prevention of Terrorism Act (POTA) and grant Tamil the status
of a classical language, and awarding the party seven cabinet
berths, helped  mend inter-party relations after the debacle over
the Jain Commission Report in 1998. These decisions improved
political confidence.

Has the Congress developed further trust amongst its allies
since then, however? Has it viewed the UPA as a durable coalition
strategy to challenge a BJP-led alliance into the future? Or does
it appear to be a makeshift electoral arrangement subject to
expediency? The Congress’ manoeuvres over the last year in-
dicate the latter and demonstrate its aspirations of regaining
political ascendancy. These manoeuvres began in June 2004 after
it charged the Samajwadi Party (SP) for allowing disorder to
spread in Uttar Pradesh. Granted, the hostility between the two
parties was mutual. Mulayam Singh Yadav, who scuttled Sonia
Gandhi’s bid for power in April 1999 following the collapse of
the first NDA administration, expressed his ire at being neglected
during the formation of the UPA and the drafting of the NCMP.
Neither party sought to cooperate during the 2004 campaign or
after the verdict was declared. Yet seeking to dislodge the SP
from its bastion, by trying to cut a deal with the Bahujan Samaj
Party (BSP) and luring away the Rashtriya Lok Dal (RLD), was
an ill-conceived mission. The Congress’ own lack of strength
in the state made it daunting political task. Moreover, it created
friction within the UPA by antagonising the Communist Party
of India (Marxist) (CPM). In the event, the SP’s decisive victory
in October 13, 2004 by-elections spoiled the plot.20 The Congress
was unable to break the SP-RLD pact, which Mulayam Yadav
skilfully consolidated. Moreover, its overtures to the BSPgenerated
a backlash in Maharashtra, where the NCP’s tie-up with the
Republican Party of India (RPI) against the BSP militated against
an alliance with the latter in UP. In short, the Congress was unable
to devise a wider coalition strategy that encompassed both states.

To some extent, the Congress’ actions in the Maharashtra
assembly polls in October 2004 asserted its interests while
accommodating others.21 Its claim on the chief ministership,
despite capturing fewer seats than the NCP, betrayed its ambi-
tions. Appointing Vilasrao Deshmukh as chief minister, whose
rivalry with Sharad Pawar would counter the latter’s authority
in the state, further confirmed them. True, the Congress placated
Pawar by granting the NCP various ministerial posts, including
the deputy chief ministership. The NCP leader was also keen
on this occasion to avoid factional tussles within his party over
the chief minister’s post. Thus the Congress handled these rival
political claims rather well. The negotiations in Maharashtra also
signalled, however, that its new power-sharing disposition was
dictated by immediate political exigencies rather than longer-
term commitments.

The Congress’ stratagems in the subsequent assembly elections
in Bihar and Jharkhand illustrated this dramatically. The party
eventually supported Ram Vilas Paswan’s Lok Janshakti Party
(LJP) in Bihar against Lalu Prasad Yadav’s RJD after negotia-
tions with the latter broke down. Yet the decision also found
support amongst state-level Congress functionaries keen to
overturn the Rabri Devi administration.22 The plan backfired.
The Congress’ ability to wean away upper caste votes from the
BJP required a direct political attack on Lalu Yadav – a stance that
was impossible to take given his presence in the union cabinet and
effective parliamentary veto over the UPA. The party high
command, which issued an appeal before the last electoral round for
a mid-course tactical adjustment, so as not to split the vote in the
remaining assembly seats, realised its mistake too late. The
imposition of president’s rule in Bihar in March 2005 suited the
interests of Ram Vilas Paswan, whose LJP successfully attracted a
segment of disillusioned Muslim voters from the RJD, denting its
traditional yadav-Muslim vote base. Yet the outcome also allowed
the Janata Dal (United)-BJP alliance to make political gains, fomen-
ted greater discord in the UPA and damaged the credibility of
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the Congress leadership. Whether the latter can now craft a wider
coalition strategy for the UPA, in the wake of the government’s
recent decision to hold new assembly polls within the next six months,
and Lalu Yadav’s readiness to cooperate, remains to be seen.

The outcome in Jharkhand was worse. The Congress’ unilateral
decision to enter an electoral alliance with the JMM, without
consulting the RJD or LF, was a political blunder foretold. Even
here, the Congress was reluctant to contest fewer seats than the
JMM and only later acquiesced after intervention from the party
high command. The ensuing ‘friendly contests’ between the
UPA’s constituent parties, in approximately 90 per cent of the
state, split their votes and allowed a deeply unpopular and
factionally divided BJP administration to remain competitive.23

Whether the Congress high command pressured the controversial
political decision by governor Syed Sibtey Rizvi to invite the
JMM to form the government, even though its command of a
legislative majority was questionable, still generates debate. Yet
the manner in which the BJP outflanked the UPA in securing
the support – albeit through suggestions of bribery and coercion
– of various independent MLAs in the crucial intervening
period, enabling it to form the government, revealed the UPA’s
flat-footedness.

In sum, the Congress’ strategy in these assembly elections –
in contrast to Haryana where it swept to office in February 2004
– illustrated its traditional reflexes and poor strategic judgment.
As one senior party functionary reportedly said, “It should be
made known to these regional parties that they need us more
than we need them”.24 Yet the opposite proved to be true. The
Congress’ appetite for reclaiming a foothold in important north-
ern states where it is weak is understandable. Yet it is one thing
for the Congress to secure greater representation in various states
and another to assume its right to dominate. Moreover, seeking
to recover its position by playing off its formal allies has proven
disastrous. State-based parties increasingly wish to exercise power
at the centre as well as in the regions. The old formula of ‘you
can run the centre, let us control the state’ is no longer possible
in an era of ascendant regional power.25 Yet a new principle still
needs to be found. Hence, the imperative that faces the UPA
– to devise a durable coalition strategy based on genuine power-
sharing between the Congress and its state-based partners, and
amongst them in turn. Without such a plan, relations between
the main constituent parties will remain precarious, with self-
destructive consequences.

Mechanisms of Collective Decision-Making

Running a coalition requires party leaders to adjudicate com-
peting demands and make binding decisions. It presumes mecha-
nisms that channel decision-making and delineate where power
and accountability lie. In theory, the council of ministers is the
formal political locus of these functions in a parliamentary demo-
cracy. Its decisions represent collective responsibility. Effective
cabinet functioning also requires the full participation of its
constituents, the building of consensus over difficult policy issues
and self-imposed discipline to stand by collective decisions. Dis-
ciplined single-party cabinets, capable of exercising the party whip
to enforce norms of loyalty, are more likely to demonstrate such
unity. Forging political agreement in large multiparty govern-
ments is more difficult – the problems of enforcement are multiplied
while the loyalties of ministers are diverse.26 What ameliorates
these difficulties is that multiparty cabinet governments also
induce power-sharing by compelling the largest party to distribute
cabinet posts amongst its allies, and to formulate official policy

consensus, in order to retain their confidence in parliament.27 What
complicates them, as the Indian experience illustrates, is the
presence of external power centres: either individuals that wield
political authority in a party or parties that provide critical outside
support to the government yet refuse to join the cabinet.

How has the UPA functioned in this regard? Several issues
arise. The first concerns Manmohan Singh’s authority as prime
minister and his relationship with Sonia Gandhi as Congress Party
leader. The earlier concern that prime minister Singh would lack
sufficient political autonomy looks misplaced. A respected
economist with unsurpassed technocratic experience and a repu-
tation for probity, he enjoys growing respect in his party and
amongst most allies. True, his lack of an independent power base
makes him acceptable to the regional party bosses and other
Congress aspirants. Yet the prime minister’s control over the
array of powers at his disposal has bolstered his standing as many
expected.28 More importantly, his political relationship with Sonia
Gandhi, who retains ultimate authority over the Congress, re-
sembles a division of labour. Her appointment as chairperson
of the National Advisory Council (NAC) and UPA Coordination
Committee, the bodies in charge of overseeing the NCMP and
relations between allies, granted her official cabinet status but
formalised a subsidiary role. Indeed, the advisory function of the
NAC, whose recommendations influence but do not determine
official government policy, causes dismay to its proponents and
attests to this political reality. The separation of her sphere of
influence to directly party-related matters has allowed the govern-
ment to contain the BJP’s line of attack against her influence.
Rumours of strains between the prime minster and Congress
Party leader, instigated by courtiers of the Nehru-Gandhi
dynasty, reveal the aspirations of the latter more than anything
else. But as long as Sonia Gandhi maintains good relations with
Manmohan Singh, and continues to host party-government meet-
ings of the ‘Friday core group’,29 such intrigues will be immaterial.

In contrast, the far more important site of political commu-
nication and collective decision-making for the UPA has always
concerned Congress-LF relations. Afraid that it would be unable
to exercise sufficient control over economic policy, the CPM
central committee voted against government participation; other
Left allies followed suit. In the beginning their external parlia-
mentary support to the government appeared to be solid. The
party had supported the Congress through indirect electoral
alliances in Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, despite contesting
them directly in West Bengal and Kerala, in order to vanquish
the NDA in the 2004 general campaign. The CPM furthered its
commitment to the UPA by allowing Somnath Chatterjee to
assume the post of speaker in parliament. In return for this
support, the Congress agreed to protect existing labour regula-
tions, review the 2003 Electricity Act, which separated the
generation and transmission functions of state electricity boards,
and generally to desist from privatising profit-making public
sector enterprises (PSEs) by enshrining these commitments in
the NCMP. The willingness of both sides to compromise on these
issues augured well in May 2004.

Nonetheless, difficulties were foreseeable even one year ago.
It was telling that the first basic principle of the NCMP was a
“strong and stable government dedicated to promoting social
harmony and peace”.30 The NCMP announced grand pledges of
rapid pro-poor development: higher public investment in edu-
cation, health and infrastructure, and employment for the urban
and rural poor. Yet, agreement on the ends of policy does not
eliminate disagreements over the means – the hard choices over
fiscal policy and the details of policy implementation. If the
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NCMP’s silence on these questions allowed room for flexibility,
it also foreshadowed a potential backlash by the LF against the
strategies and tactics formulated by the Congress-dominated
economic ministries in pursuing their respective concerns.

The government’s introduction of various economic measures
has created mounting dissatisfaction in the Left.31 The Planning
Commission chairman’s decision to invite World Bank repre-
sentatives to participate in consultative review committees of the
Tenth Plan earned the ire of various Left economists and forced
their dissolution. The interest rate cut to the Employees Provident
Fund, rather than the requested increase, generated Left protest.
The decision to raise the foreign direct investment (FDI) cap in
the insurance, telecommunications and civil aviation sectors
rankled its leaders as well. What is common to all these decisions,
notwithstanding the particularities of each, is the lack of con-
sultation between the government and the LF. To be sure, finance
minister Chidambaram increased social development outlays in
the 2005 union budget. Yet the overconfident fiscal estimates
it relies upon does not bode well.32 Added to this has been the
dilution to programmes dear to the Left – such as the National
Rural Employment Guarantee Bill and the Right to Information
Bill – which has exacerbated their frustration. According to a
senior LF leader, the Congress

believe[s] that this is not a coalition government but a government
run by the Congress Party alone. They will have to come out of
this mindset and internalise the coalition dharma, otherwise they
will invite trouble for themselves.33

Nobody believes the Left will topple the UPA. The first
imperative is to keep the BJP out of power. The LF’s own pursuit
of liberalisation in the states, compelled by the logic of economic
competition in a federal political system, also makes its decla-
rations at the centre more problematic.34 In fact, its current
predicament forces a re-examination of whether its consistent
long-standing policy to support from outside enhances its inter-
ests or leaves it stranded between government and opposition.
Arguably, the Congress’ steady advance of its preferred economic
reforms has altered the terms of power vis-à-vis the Left and
shown the importance of formal ministerial participation. The
coherence of the LF’s strategy, and the conception of politics
underlying it, requires serious re-evaluation.35

Yet the LF’s present quandary should not blind the Congress
to larger political realities. Although many still dispute the meaning
and causes of the May 2004 verdict, the view that it represented
a protest against rising social inequalities – amongst groups,
between city and countryside, across regions – reflects the
evidence.36 Failure to address these concerns will allow the Left
to protest and undermine the credibility of the government. And
even if the Congress wins these battles, its own electoral fortunes
depend on redressing the inequities of liberalisation, which oriented
the party’s general electoral platform in 2004. For these reasons,
the Constitution, status and functioning of the Coordination
Committee is of paramount importance. How often does it meet?
Who can convene its meetings? What is its standing vis-à-vis
the council of ministers in terms of policy formulation and
decision-making? These matters are not insurmountable but they
require pressing attention. Specifying the rules of engagement
cannot dissolve ultimate differences. Yet, it can soften non-
fundamental positions and supply various accommodations.
Hence, the need to institutionalise procedures and mechanisms
of consultation and decision-making as opposed to making public
appeals to the NCMP and engaging in ad hoc discussions when
circumstances demand.37 Otherwise, we can expect a replay of

the UF, where damaging public debates over the locus of authority
slowed policy decisions, depleted political trust and sapped the
energies of government.

Skilled Political Judgment

As Manmohan Singh declared upon taking office, “life is never
free of contradictions...we will have to find a practical way”.38

By definition, politics is a field of strategic, normative and
practical action framed by conditions of uncertainty in which
different agents seek to realise various ends.39 It requires skilled
political judgment to traverse such difficult terrain. In general,
good political judgment entails foresight, a synthetic causal
understanding of how things work, and imagination. It refers to
the capacity to get things done: to realise the foreseeable political
consequences of actions; to grasp the unique texture of elements
that constitute particular situations in order to know what one
can do, and what one cannot; and to improvise when courses
of action do not go according to plan.40 As with all practical
skills, the best way to acquire good political judgment is through
politics itself.

Governing a diverse multiparty government involves numerous
challenges. The Congress’ inexperience has been a liability. But
it is not insurmountable – these are still early days. What is far
less apparent is whether it can fashion a larger political bargain
to manage or transform the array of interests within the UPA.
Its capacity to do so presumes a willingness to share power better
and govern more collectively. For this reason, the Congress must
extend its political time horizon: a considerable amount rides
on how the party imagines its future. A crucial imperative is
renewing the party’s organisational strength on the ground.41 Yet
party building – the recruitment of party workers, reform of
internal organisational procedures and development of links with
state officials and social organisations over specific geographical
domains – typically entails conflict. There are risks of the Congress
strengthening its base in regions where its allies seek to do the
same. Developing a powerful counter-bloc against the BJP requires
the Congress to develop with its allies common political strategies
that can mobilise the poor and distribute the gains of development
more widely over the long-term.42

The danger of complacency is all too real. The fortunes of the
BJP, still in disarray after its stunning electoral defeat, appear
diminished for the moment. A return to militant Hindu nation-
alism, which many in the Sangh parivar currently advocate, would
hasten its decline at the national level. Barring such self-inflicted
wounds, however, it would be a mistake to underestimate the
party’s capacity to regroup; the allure of Hindutva to sections
of the electorate should not be ignored, either. The national vote
share for the BJP in 2004, at approximately 22 per cent, provides
a base for recovery. History demonstrates the party’s capacity
to oscillate between mobilising for power along militant ethno-
religious lines and striking moderate coalitions based on populist
appeals.43 Failure to deliver on its promises, the appearance of
drift, dissension from within: all of these constitute real political
threats to the UPA.

The unexpected electoral verdict of May 14, 2004, bestowed
an historic opportunity to restore the fabric of secularism, extend
the benefits of development and secure a just peace in Kashmir
and between India and Pakistan. Realising these imperatives will
not be easy. But to have a chance the Congress must improve how
it governs the UPA and extend its vision of the future.

Email: sr2140@columbia.edu

�
�



Economic and Political Weekly June 11, 20052412

Notes
[I would like to thank Yogendra Yadav for encouraging me to write this
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generally from conversations with Philip Oldenburg, Alfred Stepan and
Tanni Mukhopadhyay. Any mistakes of fact or interpretation that remain
are entirely mine.]
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