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H D Deve Gowda:

" by Jved M Ansari and Stephen Davd

A

classic irony: most politicians, by default or premonition of destiny,
spend their lives travelling on one journey to one destination, no matter
how wunreachable -- to be Prime Minister, the Prince of Power. All

their energies are directed to that end. Which is why Deve Gowda, as he
himself says, never painted, never wrote poetry, never played golf. How could
he? Politics consumed him. Yet, during the fateful days before he was to
become prime minister, he had not an inkling.

As he boarded the Indian
Airlines flight to New Delhi on
May 13. Deve Gowda's brain
was working as it usually does:
relentlessly. Churning out
ideas. combinations. permuta-
tions, all the thinking that a
man who makes kings must
do. For as chief of the
Karnataka Janata Dal he had
emerged as one of the key re
ﬁmna chieftains who would

elp broker the next power
configuration in New Delhi. Yet
never once -- except in per-
haps a less humble moment --
{ﬁﬁlf see himsell as the King
- "l left Bangalore determined
to make V P Singh the leader.”
he says. 'l didn't even dream
this would happen.”

Yet it happened. Singh
played the reluctant warhorse,
Jyoti Basu the restrained one;
and the 64-year-old Haradan-
ahalli Doddegowda Deve
Gowda. despite the pleas of his
wife Channama not fo accept a
job that guaranteed headaches
and little else, stepped
forward. For a man who during
cam ing had vowed “hever
to cross the borders of
Kamataka”, this was a big step.
But two weeks is a lifetime in
politics and he now said the
‘responsibility” had been
“thrust” upon him and “there
was no question of ducking it”,

Deve Gowda is a Vokkaliga,
member of a community which
makes up 16 per cent of
Karnataka's population. and he
came to be known as
Manninna Maga, son of the
soil. After all. he was the son of
a farmer, working in the paddy
fields with his [ather Dodde
Gowda through the morning,
then cycling to the Lakshmma
Venkataswamy Polytechnic
from where he would earn a
di 2 a in civil engineering in
1952.

At 19 years of age, he exhib-
iled a keen interest in the wel-
fare of farmers, something that
would perhaps later influence
his ordering the release of
6.000 million cubic metres of
water-to Tamil Nadu -- a con-
troversial decision he took last
year. Deve Gowda's justifica-
tion: "The decision may be a
harsh one but it was done to
protect the interests of the ry-
ots (farmers) on the other sjde
ol the border. So what if they
are not our farmers?’ Empathy
aside, it was a display of politi-
cal adroitness too = a similar
demand for water im 1991 dur-
ing S. B rappa s chief min-
istership had led to Kannada-
Tamil clashes in Bangalore that
left nearly 40 people dead.

Yet the farmer in him. they
will tell you, is the cause of
Deve Gowda's lacking the spit
and . polish of Ramakrishna

or the smooth oratory
of Atal Bihari Vajpayee. No
matter. His gifts are earthiness
and a native common sense
and the political asset of being
able to eommune with the
common man. As chief minis-
ter, he ran virtually an open
house, where securitymen
stood back to let commoners
step lorward. I was not
unusual to see crowds milling
around his official residence
Anugraha in Bangalore till late
at night. Says Deve Gowda. "]

made it a paint to listen to ev-

erybody who came to meet
me." And this is not mere talk.

Says A. Krishna, a long-ltinie

friend; "As someone who has
seen him grow from the early
1950s. 1 can tell you that what
marks him out from others is
the rapport he is able to strike
with the people he meets.”
Bemg accessible also meant

Deve Gowda would be forced to

work long hours, sleeping at

best no more than four or five

hours a night. This did not
worry him; as life for him be-
gan. and ended with politics.
According to B.L. Shankar, a
Janata Dal MP [rom
Chikmagalur: "He is an over-
time politiclan. He is either
discussing politics with people
around him or over the tele-
phone.”

Frivolity of any sort does not
seem to have a place in Deve
Gowda's scheme of things..He
apgears to be a man of simple
habits, of consistency, who vis-
its Tirupati frequently, who
doesn’'t touch alcohol or meat,
whose last excursion to a
movie theatre was 16 years
ago. Indeed, so caught up is
Deve Gowda in politics that he
no longer finds the time to lis-
ten to music, once a source of
great relaxation for him.

Perhaps it follows that Deve

| he HH“-HlHi’r\t']I Deve
(;owda has been branded
the “*Devi Lal of Kar-
nataka’ bv his critics.
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nurturing the political

careers ol two of his sons.,

Gowda’'s manner, is uncompli-
cated. He is a soft-spoken man

who Qpas abandoned aggres-

siveness for a more polite and

humble * demeanour. Some

speak of a short fuse but it is a
temper that dies down as fast -
as il rises up, In short, he is a

straightforward man, and this
proHably accounts for his im-

pressive rapport with leaders

cutting across ideological lines

- Jdrom. V.P. Singh o P.,V.

Narasimha Rao. lrom Mulayam

Singh Yadav (o Laloo Prasad

Yadav.

But none of this means that
hé lacks peolitical acumen. For
instance, in a display of his
savvy as chiel minjster in
1994, he pricked the B.JP's
balloon by jz:fuulng the contro-
versy over flag-hoisting at the
idgah Maidan in Hubl by
making a shrewd gesture.
Along with C M.Ibrahim: hr.
state unit president, he per-
suaded Muslims to hoist the
national flag at the maidan.
This In effect denied the BJP
arr issue with which it could
rouse passfons.

But then, he has had his
share of acrimony. Deve Gowda
was branded the | Lal of
Karmataka' by his Tritics, whe
accused him ol “political
nepptism”. After all, two of his
four sons gre in politics: H.D
Revanna, an MLA from Holena-
reipur and H.D. Kumgraswamy,

| women

the newly-elected MP f{rom
Kanakapura. Deve Gowda
replied that he had never
masterminded the entry of his
children into politicse. For

ars Gowda was also criticised
or being ‘casteist’, unable Lo
look beyond the narrow
concerns of his own
commmunity. Also, when he was
a minister in Hedge's cabinet,
he held what were considered
lucrative' portfolios: public-

works department and then.

irrigation invitin
corruption thoug
ever proved.
Meanwhile, Deve Gowda
was busy revealing a certain

charges of
none were

sophistication that those who -

EartOisticate,

A

.........

By

dwelt too long on his earthi-
ness may have missed. As chief
minister, he was able to bal-
ance his self-confessed sup-
port for agricultural subsidies -

- under attack. b the
- International Monetary =
with support for economic lib-

eralisation. In the second
month after he took over in
December 1994, he was the

~only chief minister to attend

the World Economic Forum at

- Davos in Switzerland, which

ave him a high profile abroad.
et another sojourn tb
Singapore resulted in the first
ever hi-tech Information
Technology Park in Bangalore.

- And notwithstanding his_own

and his party's idcnlc:Flcal op-
position to Cargill and the ad-
vent of Kentucky Fried
Chicken, Deve Gowda pro-
tected these multinational ven-
tures to boost his state's image
and economy.

Although he had been a
meinber of the state assembly
since 1962, and also leader of
the opposition for years, he-
matured as a politician only in
the late '80s. After a bitter bat-
tle with Hedge, he pulled out
of the JD government in 1989
and joined the Janata party.
His party was trounced in the
elections and so was the JD. In

1991, Gowda stood for the Lok

Sabha elections as SJpP
candidate and won & nar-
row margin. It was his three-
year stint in Parliament that
saw him broaden his vision and
shed his parochial

He patched up with H and“
returned to head the n
1993. His organisational skills

were instrumental in helping
the JD come back to power in’

» Karnataka.

Now as prime minister,
Deve ' Gowda's defining mo-
ment has truly arrived. That
his future-appears uncertain
would be a gross understate-
ment. For he must now try to
reconcile conflicting ambitions
of various United Front leaders
even as he tries to run an effi-
cient government. Also, he is
known to be,ideologically mal-
leable and t}:at can cut both
L\rﬂ}rsa His ﬂl:xlbﬂliMII help

ind disparate i groups
together. But itp'l.?rill also result -
in him being seen as a leader
without firm eonvictions.
Another thing: he hag to work
at improving his Hindi. "Give
me three months and 1 will
master it,” he says confidently.
Perhaps he knows that's more
or less the time his detractors
are giving his Government.

-

INTERVIEW

Q. You are heading a coali-
tion. Some df the UF con-
slituents even contested the
elections against the Janata
Dal. What is it, apart from the
antipathy towards the BJP,
that binds you togéther?

A. We may have had some
differences but we share a
common vision for the country.
What binds us together is our
commitmeént to secularisef and
the federal structure of the
polity. We share a common
view about the need to remove
poverty and unemployment
and to help the agricullure
sector. We are bound by com-
mon goals of uplifting the lot of
and making 1he
SC/SYs._ the minorities and the
Backwird Castes socially and
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Excerpts:

economically stronger.

Q. There is a big question
mark over the stability of your
Government. For how long will
you be able to carry along the
various constituents?

A. I don’'t see why people
have doubts about our survival.
We hayve the support of over
300 MPs and ?g per cent of
the votes polled were ig favour
of the parties that are in the
UF'or support us. The mandate
was in favour of a coalition agnd
we have responded to that. We
may have not succeeded en-
tirely In the past but we are all
aware of the dangerous situa-
tion the country is in and the
disastrous consequences that
await us il we fail. It's not im-
portant -hew long 1 reniain

:

form the government, H.D.
check, aware perhaps of the magnitude of the task th
after meeting the United Front (UF) leaders. he
Correspondent Javed M. Ansari cayght
plans to tackle his new responsibilities.

prime minister or how long
my Government lasts. What is
important is how we govern
and what we achieve.

Q. Won't 'the decision of the
Left and some regional parties
to stay away affect the smooth

functioning of your Govern-

ment?

A. [ don't think so. The left
parties may or may not be in
the Government but they are
an integral part of the Front.
The Left has been a iding
force and there is no ambiguity
about their support. Likewise,
the regional parties will play a
canstructive role in the func-
tioning of the Government. In
fact. this is the first govern-
menl which is truly represen-
tative .ol#lie people ol all re

""Congress will not be driving us'’

Amid the jubilation of his su

pporters at Kaﬁ;ataka Bhawan following the all-important call from the
President inviting him to

Deve Gowda managed to keep his emotigns in’
at lay ahead of him. Retiring for sleep at 3 a.m."
was up again a few hours later. Principal
up with the prime minister-and interviewed him on how he

gions of the country.

Q. But your party colleague
Ramakrishna Hegde sees the
UF as an “opportunistic® al
liance. :

A. It's his prerogative.
Hegdeji is a very seénior and
distinguished colleapue. He has
his own ideas and I'm not go-
ing to join issue with him.

Q. The Congress backing is
vital to you. Therefore, will you
allow' it to dictate terms from
the sidelines?

A. There is no question of
the Congress or anybody else
driving us. I did not aspire to
become the prime minister.
Once all secular parties re-
posed confidence in me; |
could not refuse. | have no feaf
that any of the partners in the
Front or the Congress will

create problems.
Q. But doesn't accepting the
support of the Congress

amount to making a compro-
mise?

A. The mandate favoured a
coalition of secular forces. So |
will try and make use of the
wisdom of all the supporting
parties including the Congress.

Q. In the past. the Congress
has pulled down governments
it had initially set out support-
ing. Do you have any fears that
your Government will meet the
same fate as that of Charan
Singh and Chandra Shekhar?

A. You must be fair to the
Congress. So far, they have not

ut any conditions whatsoever.

e CWC on its own decided
to support the formation of a
secular government and even
wrote to the President about it.
I don't want to go into why
they made that decision. They
took the decisiop even before
we approached them. | have
absolutely no doubt about the
sincerity of the Congress

arty's support o the UF
Jovernment,
Q. It seems your personal

rapport with P.V. Narasimha
Rao helped you to get the sup-
port of the Congress.

A. The support was ex-
tended to the E}F‘- In fact, the
Congress had made it clear
that it would support the for-
mation of a secular govern-
ment. It had nothing to do
with my relationship with Mr
Rao.

Q. Will you pursue the cases
against Rao relating to St Kitts
and the hawala scandal?

A. There will be no personal

Whatis really important is
how we govern and what
we achieve while we are in

power and not how long
we stay in government

or political vendetta. 1 have
never made such deals before
and I don't plan to do so now. I
don't want to entangle my
Government in such things.

Q. But what if Rao is
chargesheeted?

A. The law always fakes its
own course and |1 cannot inter-
fere with that.

Q. You have no experience
of administration at the na-
tional level. How confident are
yout of ing a success of your
prime ministership?

A. | must admit I never ex-
pected to become the prime
minister when 1 left Bangalore.
| came to Delhi with the idea

of .helping my friends choose a

leader. But the way things
turned out, I was unable to re-
ject the proposal made by se-
nior leaders. Now that 1 have
been entrusted with this re-
sponsibility, [ will give it my
best shot. There are a lot of
senior and wise men in
Parliament and 1 will try and
make use of their wisdom and
expertise. | realise my limita-
tions. I'm not a very eloguent
speaker and |1 have a problem
with Hindi. But |1 also know
that eloquent speeches alone
cannot solve the common
man's problems.

Q. Within the UF and the
Congress there are some basic
d:‘%wnces on' the economic
policy. As chief minister, you
were closer to what
Manmohan Singh preached
than what was propagated by
the left parties. What policy
will you follow?

A. | want to make this point

, qut"sﬂnn of an

clear that almost all chief min-
isters, irrespective of their

- party ideologies, were in favour

of -reforms, be it in West
Bengal, Rajasthan or Gujarat. A
few days ago, they (the Shiv
Sena-BJP Government in
Maharashtra) approved the
Enron deal despite all the tall
claims they had made earlier.
There may be some minor ar-
eas of difference but in princi-
ple, all state goverrimfents have
welcomed investments. [ will
sit with them and try and
come to some understanding.

Q. Wil you roll back re-
forms?

A. No. The decisions that
have been taken will be
honoured. But in future when
we tackle some of the pending
issues, 1 will take everybod
into confidence. That's why we
have already set up a subcom-
mittee which will work out a
comimon approach.

Q. Has the Congress sug-
gested the economic line it
would want you to adopt?

A. 1 have not discussed
anything with an . But any
future action that my
Government takes will only be
done after due consultation
with friendly partjes. 1 will also
take the Congress into confi-
dence.

Q. As chief minister, you
were involved in the Cauvery
dispute. Now as prime minis-
ter, you will have to decide on
the issue. Won't this create a
problem with the DMK which
is heading’ the Gobernment in
Tl -Nadw.ang. is an ally
of your government '

A. The day | was elected
leader of the UF, I made it
clear that 1 will try my best to
sort out the matter in a fair
manner. [ don't think it will be
a problem.

Q. The UFs whole plank is
built around counte com-
munalism. As prime minister,
how do you propose to tackle
this problem? 5

A.,There is absolutely no
compromise
with communalism. | would
like to ensure that all con-
tentious issues are sorted out
amicably.

Q). How do you propose to
deal with the trouble in
Kashmir? *

A. My Government will do
everything it can to solve the
problem. | would like to sit
down with my calleagues and

all those who can/ come up
with a solution,
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