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It is difficult for those born in the 1960’s and later to understand or believe the influence that Jawaharlal Nehru exerted on the minds and imaginations of his countrymen. His leadership was supreme and people would follow his lead on any issue. Anyone who disagreed with him, and what was worse, opposed his ideas, was marginalized. The best example was that of Rajaji, whose self-less ness had been proven over the many years of the independence struggle. He had held some of the highest positions in the land, as Chief Minister of Madras Presidency, Governor-General, and Home Minister of India and again as Chief Minister. When he publicly cautioned the country and Nehru against the imposition of Hindi as national language, or the newly-emerging “license and permit raj”, he was dismissed as a frustrated old man jealous of Nehru’s stature and sour at not holding high office any more. When along with other eminent people he founded the Swatantra Party, it was Nehru who labeled it as the party of the rich. The label stuck, though it was the Congress as the party  that received most money, from traders and industrialists, contractors and others.

The war with China marked the change in attitudes to Nehru. For long, the facts about what really precipitated it and the rout of the Indian armed forces were hidden from the Indian public. Indeed, the Henderson Brooks Report that investigated the events is still secret. But much is known.  Neville Maxwell in a recent article in the Economic & Political Weekly, shows up  the  poor political judgment that caused the expectation that the Chinese would not retaliate even when provoked by India. The very personalized basis for picking commanders ensured that there were few experienced commanders. India crossed the border many times, roads were built, and strong statements made against the Chinese. The Chinese retaliated in strength, and destroyed Indian defenses. Despite the almost forty years that have passed, the border with China remains a festering sore. It has also further encouraged China to fight a surrogate war with India by arming Pakistan.  

It took many years before informed opinion in India found other holes in Nehru’s Teflon Armour. He is regarded as having deliberately founded a dynasty. Many and especially among the young, had welcomed the ascent of the youthful Indira Gandhi in place of the tired old faces . The Emergency caused soul-searching and the realization that India had been short-changed by Nehru in building his daughter over other s.

But general criticism of Nehru’s economic policies took much longer to become widespread and develop cohesiveness. This was despite Rajaji, as well as the powerful economic arguments of BR Shenoy, a solitary and much derided voice among mainstream Indian economists of his day. Younger economists, who thought similarly, gave up the effort and left India to achieve fame and fortune in other countries. However, there is as yet no party that has recanted the Nehru economic ideology which was about equality, not efficiency; the state over individual enterprise; subsidy programmes and affirmative action, not building capability; dependence on the bureaucracy and not on the participative efforts of the people.

Even today, no political party is passionately committed to an efficient and competitive Indian economy, in all sectors. There is no commitment that government is an incapable owner, controller and manager of business. Jobs are to be preserved at any cost to the country.  Prices are not seen as signals that encourage or discourage production and consumption. Government interference with the price mechanism through administered prices, price controls, movement restrictions on goods, changing tax rates, subsidies and cross-subsidies is easily condoned. Support to vested interests, among rich farmers, the creamy layer of small-scale units, or urban workers, is unquestioned. Government is still regarded as most competent to decide what is right—for farmers, investors, pensioners, stock markets, the sick, or those seeking education. All positions with authority, however specialized, are filled   from among administrators. Nehru’s economic legacy is alive and well, among all political parties, to the detriment of the country’s future.  

We now need to forget Jawaharlal Nehru’s economic ideas. Most of them lost validity a long time ago. Instead we must think afresh about the economic future of India. This future must emphasize the individual, enterprise, building capability and providing opportunity. It must de-emphasize government especially in the economy. Political parties must vocally abandon Nehru, develop a new ideology, and become committed to the policies to implement it. If they do not, we will continue on our drunkard’s walk to growth, stumbling, going sideways and at times backward, and inching   slowly forward over time. (769)

