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Dateline Washington
US cool to change of guard in Delhi
New initiatives unlikely before presidential poll 
by Ashish Kumar Sen
	


Wrapped up in a rapidly deteriorating occupation of Iraq and equally pressing domestic concerns, the Bush administration has responded cautiously to the tumultuous political developments in India.
While administration spokesmen proffer carefully worded comments, political analysts are more willing to read the political tea leaves. Though divided on the fallout a change of guard in New Delhi will have on future US-India relations, they are unanimous in agreement that the BJP-led coalition lacked political prescience in its policies toward minorities and the economically disadvantaged.
The issues favoured the Opposition and not the National Democratic Alliance, says Dr Francine Frankel, Director of the Centre for the Advanced Study of India at the University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia. 
Pointing out that the sectarian strife in Gujarat was a key factor that sealed the fate of the fallen government, she says: “The Vajpayee government’s disregard for the Constitution and the rule of law in failing to dismiss Chief Minister [Narendra] Modi or invoke Articles 355/356, revealed the extent to which the party would go in using violence to polarise religious communities for electoral gains.” 
“It made credible the Congress claim that the election was about competing values and diametrically opposed ideologies, and required consolidation of all forces committed to the fundamental values of the Constitution.” 
As the election progressed there was a growing recognition among secular groups that at the national level the Congress still represented the strongest bulwark against communal forces. 
Philip Oldenburg, a senior lecturer in the government department at the University of Texas, Austin, says the BJP’s decision to identify its strength “purely with Hindu nationalism is a mistake.” 
“The BJP has depended on two things — Hindu nationalism to energise its core supporters and a reputation for a disciplined and honest government. But any party that is in power will, inevitably, be blamed for whatever failures exist,” he explains. 
Ordinary citizens, Prof. Oldenburg points out, “do not like the kind of violent and antagonistic relationship with the Muslims or anyone else which the BJP championed in Gujarat. The notion that India is being swept in a tide of Hindu nationalism is way overdrawn... the strength of this has been overestimated and this election proves that.” 
Sumit Ganguly, professor of political science at the Indiana University, agrees the carnage in Gujarat hurt the BJP. People were “appalled by the savagery of Gujarat and Narendra Modi’s complacency in the aftermath.” 
While it is impossible at this stage to gauge how a Congress-led government will approach foreign policy, in Washington, US-India relations are not a top priority for the Bush administration. 
“The US is not going to pay any attention to things that are not a problem,” says Prof Oldenburg. “India has always been cursed with being ho-hum. There are no vital US interests at stake. It’s then a question of letting sleeping dogs lie.” 
Apart from the on-going cooperation on counter-terrorism and military exchanges, any new initiatives are not likely to move decisively until after the US elections, predicts Anupam Srivastava.
“But for a range of reasons, unrelated to the Indian election outcome and some relating to US-Pakistan relations, all those are moving at a slower pace,” Dr Srivastava says. 
Putting forth a pessimistic point of view, Prof. Ganguly worries that US-India relations “could be adversely affected... There are some Congress party stalwarts who still hold a candle for the detritus of the Soviet Union and dream of a multipolar world with India being one the key poles.” 
But it is too early to say how this change in government will affect US-India relations, Dr Frankel reminds. “In principle, if both sides work hard to maintain/establish good personal relations, without reverting to old stereotypes, there should be no significant change. The relationship is now more institutionalized, and based on mutual interests, regardless of which party is in power in either country.” 
The BJP’s “India Shining” campaign, analysts say, cost the NDA just as decades earlier Indira Gandhi’s “Garibi Hatao” campaign put her out of the nation’s top job.
Adds Dr Frankel: “Virtually nothing was done to help the approximately 69 percent of the population who depend on income from agriculture, with virtually no new investments in infrastructure, irrigation, power, and with casualization of labor rapidly rising, and no new public expenditure on schools, health, etc.” 
To make matters worse for the NDA, says Dr Srivastava, “the middle class in India, that benefited directly from the NDA’s acceleration of economic reforms, appears to have not voted in high numbers, making the overall verdict appear even more skewed against the NDA.” 
Prof Oldenburg, however, has another theory. “The idea that the poor have gotten nothing out of this is a bit overdrawn,” he says. Instead, “people who got something know that there is a lot more to be had. So when you raise people’s expectations higher than what they receive they are upset that they haven’t gotten as much as they wanted.” 
He adds that as far as India-Pakistan relations go, the realisation that improved ties are in the better interest of both sides has finally penetrated the foreign services of both countries. Prof Ganguly agrees the India-Pakistan dialogue would proceed apace. “If an individual like J.N. Dixit gets Brajesh Mishra’s position the same form of pragmatism will prevail.” 
Jolted to attention by the political upheavals in India, analysts in the United States are now watching closely as Mrs Gandhi plots her next move. They agree she has a lot riding on the wisdom of future decisions and Cabinet selections. 
What is likely to happen, Prof Oldenburg predicts, “is a return to Indira Gandhi’s policy of making India as [Continental] European as possible. This goes back to Nehru, and has nothing to do with Sonia’s Italian background.” 
“It means being more like the French,” he elaborates. “Being distant from the US, being outspoken about US policies, being jealous about one’s perceived prerogatives. So, you’ve got another France. probably.” 

