SAVE THE FEDERATION

The last twenty-five years has exposed the weaknesses of our Constitution, which anyway is an amalgam of Western idealisms. In the next decade, any crop of MPs thrown up by the citizenry influenced by caste polarisation and filmdom wand, will be incapable of redrafting a new one without myopic narrow mindedness. 

The frequent splintering for partisan gains will continue to return fractured mandates, and coalition experiences of the past do not augur well too. A developing country like ours cannot afford to bear the burden of frequent elections. The developmental gains harnessed after independence need to be spread wider among the masses and accelerated through liberalisation, if democracy is to survive without social upheavals.

The resilience of Indian democracy is the success of federalism. The two century old American power sharing between States and their Union, and the European moves towards economic and political integration, highlight the need to preserve our federal structure. Hence consensus rather than competitive democracy should be the goal.

Post War India is a shining example of democracy, especially when compared with countries in South America, Africa and South East Asia, where dictatorships, military rules and crony capitalism have buried democracy. Unfortunately, familial and dynastic nepotism is diluting our democratic traditions. And in the name of liberalisation, politics has become an enterprise, developing an unholy nexus with business communities.

There is a grave risk that the federal structure itself may be endangered by continued disintegration of political parties. The fragmentation is perhaps the built up ire against power concentration within too few hands and its closed circuit sharing, immune to law. The failure to prosecute political heavyweights and the impotence of Judicial Commissions and JPCs are the indelible black marks of our system.

Compulsory franchising has its own pitfalls. The questionable wisdom of majority is often not the best suited for fair governance. The middle class intelligentsia moans about the malaise and prefers not to participate. The committed of them channel efforts through volunteerism of the noble kind, but they should be attracted to mainstream politics.

Given the sentimental streak of the populace, it is highly likely that a popular but unsuitable person could be elected as a President or Prime Minister under a direct electoral system. Even a charismatic person will not be able to coalesce our political diversity. However there is danger that a rabble-rouser or a nincompoop might corner the strength of sheer numbers. Therefore broad-basing indirect electoral system seems to be the desirable alternative.

Thus, the bicameral system with the President and Judiciary ensuring the governance of democracy can be continued only by reinventing their sanctity. Only competent persons of integrity with leadership qualities should be chosen for such responsibilities. They should be free of political breeding and leaning, with secular convictions but without affinity to fundamentalism, in other words worthy of being the people’s ambassadors.

Minimum qualification, banning those with convicted records –criminal or otherwise, retirement age, limiting terms, partial reimbursement of election expenses are welcome changes, but to preserve federalism, wider devolution of powers is essential.

The election of Prime Minister and his Deputy by the Members of Parliament and State legislatures, will broad base the process with participation of larger number of elected representatives. Thus, national as well as regional parties would be able to contribute towards a consensus through a common minimum program, without sacrificing their cherished manifestos. Whilst moving away from Party based politics, a quality candidate of wider acceptability will stand a better chance of getting inducted. 

The Prime Minister should enjoy the confidence of his Cabinet, which in turn should carry majority support of both Houses put together. The term of Prime Minister and all elected representatives should remain fixed, but the Cabinets may be shuffled for adaptability. The Prime Minister should select the Council of Ministers, equally from the Lok and Rajya Sabhas with representation for every sector above a threshold -thereby discouraging small parties. This method paves the way for natural progression from stalemate of multi-parties that are willing to muster under three umbrellas.

Under such a system, it will be impossible for a single party to hijack the coveted posts or for money power to buy out large number of MLAs of varying affiliations. States and Chief Ministers, which have become vociferous, and threats to federalism will be bridled too. In due course, the selection of Prime Ministers by Chief Ministers should be good enough, but at current juncture, he will be a victim of parochialism. 

In order to ensure continuity but restrain cornering of power, as well as to attract talent into the political arena, only three terms should be allowed at every elected stage. So as to retain and build on experience, in due course, only MLAs should qualify for election as MPs. Thus a thirty-year span will suffice for those who choose politics as a career and should enable attract Youth and Union activists as well.

Since forcible integration of States regardless of linguistic barriers will never succeed, and cross country cultural assimilation since independence has been fairly successful, strengthening federalism will only cement our exemplary unity in diversity. Given the right direction, India with its critical landmass, population base and talents has ample challenges and opportunities for transforming itself into an economic superpower.

Equitable development with scarce resources can be prioritised only through devolution of power throughout the Federation. The recent competition amongst States in promoting Power Projects, Software centers and Mega Ports, for example, need to be co-ordinated. Till our kind of democracy matures to a 2 or 3 party system attracting youthful visionaries, federalism must be strengthened and broad based so as to avoid regional or social backlashes.
