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Recent Elections-How Punjab went the Congress Way

Punjab was the only bright spot for the Congress which failed to form Governments in four of the five 

States that voted for a new Assembly recently. The party not only won the state but secured an impres-

sive majority in the 117-member House, and a Government led by Captain Amarinder Singh was in-

stalled in Chandigarh. While the victory could not wipe out the Congress’s humiliation of massive de-

feats in Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand, it at least ensured that the party had a regime in one import-

ant State at a time when region after region is slipping out of its control. Besides, Punjab, Karnataka is 

the only other political heavyweight State where the Congress has a Government.

How is it that the Congress bucked the trend in Punjab? One key reason is Captain Amarinder Singh’s 

leadership. He was in complete control of the party in the State and took the major decisions regarding 

both candidate selection and campaign strategy. The Congress’s ‘strategist’, Prashant Kishor, had a 

minimal role to play — unlike in Uttar Pradesh where he was everywhere, rubbed senior leaders the 

wrong way and caused a sense of general confusion, he was put in place in Punjab. Kishor had been 

inducted by Congress vice president Rahul Gandhi in the hope that the former would repeat his Bihar 

magic where he strategised the victory of Nitish Kumar’s Mahagathbandhan in the Assembly election. 

Captain Amarinder Singh put his foot down and refused Kishor the space the latter demanded, and the 

Congress high command demurred. The party leadership knew better than to defy him. It could not 

afford to lose someone of his stature.

In the months leading to the election, Captain Singh had threatened to quit the Congress and float his 

own outfit if he did not have his way in running the State party unit. In the recently released autho-

rised biography, Captain Amarinder Singh: The People’s Maharaja, author Khushwant Singh (not to be 

confused with the legendary commentator and author of the same name, and who is now dead) writes 

that in late 2015, the Captain wanted Pratap Singh Bajwa out as the State party chief, and to take over 

in his place. Party president Sonia Gandhi was open to the idea, but Rahul Gandhi was unwilling. Bajwa 

was the Congress vice president’s choice. When all of the Captain’s efforts failed, and worse, Bajwa 

continued to publicly feud with him, he decided to snap links with the party. Rahul Gandhi then had a 

meeting with him, when, according to the biography, the Congress vice president demanded to know if 

the Captain was contemplating a departure from the party. The Captain said, “What you have heard is 

absolutely correct.” 

He then went on to elaborate that he was not being allowed to push ahead with his agenda of boxing 

the ruling Shiromani Akali Dal into a corner, and added that the Akali Dal leaders had been ruining the 
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State. He said, according to the book, “If I do not fit in your scheme of things, I will need to find an al-

ternative. I live in Punjab… and I have to look for my own path if you don’t have a plan for me.” When 

Rahul Gandhi told him that such a decision would be bad not just for the party, but also for them, the 

Captain pithily responded, “So be it.” Captain Amarinder Singh had his way; a month after this en-

counter, Bajwa quit, on Sonia Gandhi’s intervention.

It is possible that after Captain Singh successfully contested the Lok Sabha election against the BJP’s 

Arun Jaitley from Amritsar, Congress leaders led by Rahul Gandhi believed they had got him out of 

Punjab politics. If so, they were wrong, because the Captain continued to be fixated on the State. His 

equation with Sonia Gandhi was excellent but tepid with Rahul Gandhi. According to the book, he “sud-

denly felt cold-shouldered by the Gandhi family”. The book mentions one closed door meeting at 10, 

Janpath, “when the Congress vice president did not bestow the respect a senior leader like Amarinder 

Singh deserved”. At one point, his supporters even toyed with the idea of aligning with the BJP, but the 

proposal did not work out. It was then that Captain Amarinder Singh decided to create his own party to 

take on both the Congress and the BJP. 

While the biography has been released recently, almost a year ago Captain Amarinder Singh had told a 

television journalist in an interview that he had been on the verge of quitting the Congress and starting 

an independent outfit. He had conveyed to both Sonia Gandhi and Rahul Gandhi that it would be the 

last Assembly election he would contest and that he wanted to ‘save’ Punjab from the Badal rule.

This little bit of history is essential to better appreciate that the development was a turning point in 

Captain Amarinder Singh’s hold over the Congress in the State. From thereon, he not only became the 

party’s undisputed leader but also bore the responsibility for its future. He could not thereafter, and 

especially in the run-up to the election, pass the buck to the high command in case of failure. On the 

flip side, he felt no obligation to credit the party’s central leadership for success — because it would be 

his own. After the win, Captain Amarinder Singh made the usual complimentary references to the high 

command, but everyone knew the courtesy was a mere formality, especially when it came to praising 

Rahul Gandhi. Perhaps the desire to not rub it in further, led him to even acknowledge Prashant Kishor, 

who, he claimed in a fit of magnanimity, had done a good job!

While the Amarinder Singh factor played a critical role in the Congress victory, the anti-incumbency 

sentiment against the Akali Dal-BJP Government too was a major contributor. The partnership had been 

in power for two consecutive terms and the fatigue factor had truly set in. Few experts had expected 

the coalition to retain hold in 2012, and they had all but assumed that the Congress would snatch vic-

tory then. When, beating all odds, the Akali Dal-BJP won for the second time in running in 2012, senior 
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Congress leader Abhishek Manu Singhvi could only term the result as “extremely baffling”. The combine had won 58 

of the 117 seats, with the Congress securing 46. While the result was seen as a vindication of veteran Akali leader 

Parkash Singh Badal’s leadership, it was his son Sukhbir Badal who was seen as the driving force behind the win. There 

were many reasons for the surprise triumph in 2012, and most then were contributed, ironically, by the Congress: 

Rebel contestants; poor choice of candidates; sectarian divide (while the Congress concentrated on getting the Dera 

Sachha Sauda’s support, it could not win over the Dera Ballan which the Ravidasia sect patronises); failure to address 

the concerns of the Scheduled Caste community (the Badals’ atta-dal scheme clicked). The Congress’s woes were 

complete when the Bahujan Samaj Party fielded candidates in all the constituencies, thus effectively splitting the 

Scheduled Castes votes against the Congress.

However, these factors became irrelevant in 2017. For one, Captain Amarinder Singh managed the internal dissent 

issue effectively. Not only were there few rebel Congress candidates but also many of those who had left, were brought 

back. Besides, powerful and one-time Akali leaders, such as Manpreet Singh Badal, were assimilated into the Congress. 

He was a member of the State Assembly from 1995-2012 and had served as Finance Minister in the Akali Dal-BJP 

Government. Following differences with the Badals, he was expelled from Akali Dal, after which he formed his own 

outfit and contested the 2012 election. He lost both the seats he stood from. Over a year ago, he merged his People’s 

Party of Punjab with the Congress. 

Not only did he manage dissent, Captain Amarinder Singh was also instrumental in getting former cricketer Navjot 

Singh Siddhu to the Congress side. Siddhu had played his own game before finally embracing the Congress, first flirting 

with the Aam Aadmi Party for months before getting disillusioned. Nobody knows what led Siddhu to opt for the 

Congress, but there had been reports that he had been promised the deputy chief ministership. That he hasn’t got — 

not yet at least — though he has become a Minister. This is again reflective of the Captain’s clout.

The second factor which worked in the Congress’s favour, and which Captain Amarinder Singh deftly exploited, was 

the perception that powerful elements in the Akali Dal were allegedly involved in the drug trade. The drug menace had 

become a major poll issue for the non-Akali parties. Captain Amarinder Singh had pointed out that there senior leaders, 

including then Revenue Minister Bikram Majithia, had been questioned by the Enforcement Directorate for their 

alleged links with the drug trade. Akali leader Sarwan Singh Phillaur had to step down as Minister after his son was 

interrogated. While Rahul Gandhi’s remark that the Badals had converted Punjab into a drug haven, with “over 70 per 

cent of the State’s youth affected by drugs”, may have been rhetorical, it’s a fact that the drug menace is real and has 

extensively eaten into Punjab’s vitals. The allegation of the Akali complicity in the trade, resonated in the voters’ mind. 

According to The Punjab Opioid Dependency Survey (PODS), until the start of 2002, the addiction in Punjab was 

largely restricted to opium. By 2007, 90 per cent of the addicts were using pharmaceutical drugs and 50 per cent, 

heroin. By 2015, the heroin addiction had gone up to a dangerously high 90 per cent. This trend must be set in the 

context of the opinion of experts, who say that more than 90 of opium users do not suffer from addiction issues — 
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something that cannot be said of heroin-hooked ones. In other words, with the rising use of heroin, the addiction 

problem had worsened to alarming levels in Punjab. There is a stream of thought that Government policies over the 

years to curb the cultivation of opium gave an opportunity for heroin to occupy the drug market space. Besides, of 

course, Pakistan remains the conduit from where much of the illicit drug flows into Punjab. 

The third reason for the Congress’s comprehensive win is to do with the dismal show of the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP). 

Its leader and Delhi Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal had invested a great deal of his political goodwill in the run-up to 

the Punjab election. He had entertained high hopes, riding on three factors: One, Punjab had given it all the four MPs 

it has in the Lok Sabha; two, the unpopularity of the Shiromani Akali Dal; and three, he was offering a ‘new’ alternative 

to the tried, trusted and ‘failed’ Congress and Akali Dal. The AAP failed miserably, getting only a few seats more than 

the beaten Akali Dal, leaving the field open for the Congress to conquer. Why did the AAP fail — it got 20 seats instead 

of the 100 it had boasted of? One, it could not project an effective local leadership. At one point, some AAP leaders had 

even floated Kejriwal’s name for Punjab’s chief ministership, which confused the voters. They considered not just him 

but also his party as ‘outsiders’. The later projection of controversial Member of Parliament Bhagwant Singh Mann, 

did little to dilute the negativity. Neither Kejriwal nor Mann was anywhere close to the Captain in stature or experience. 

Two, a few of its leaders had got involved in certain unsavoury incidents in the run-up to the election which had hurt 

Sikh sentiments. The superimposition of the AAP symbol, Broom, on a sacred image, angered the local populace. While 

the party profusely apologised for the faux pas, the damage had been done. Three, the Aam Aadmi Party’s strategy 

depended on a top-down approach (which works for the BJP at the national as well as State levels because of the 

powerful persona of Narendra Modi, but could hardly be replicated by the AAP). The projection of Kejriwal as Punjab’s 

saviour, simply failed to click because, unlike Modi, he does not have the administrative track record to display with 

any level of pride.

The fourth reason was that the AAP could not match the Congress’s organisational muscle power to sustain its 

campaign to the very end. Indeed, the AAP’s campaign had peaked early on. Its door-to-door outreach, its aggressive 

posture on the drug menace etc. had created a buzz in the early months leading to the election. But then the party ran 

out of both money and ideas and began to rely on rhetoric and personalised attacks. This was the crucial time when 

the Congress campaign gathered steam and forged ahead of its rivals. The fifth was the dent in the AAP’s self-claimed 

image of being clean. One of its leaders, Sucha Singh Chhotepur, who had been sacked from the party on corruption 

charges, exposed the Delhi-Punjab AAP link of alleged ticket-selling. The truth behind the claim apart, the issue bruised 

the AAP’s image of being a crusader against corruption.

And, finally, the fifth reason for the Congress’s victory was the AAP’s failure to win over Navjot Singh Siddhu. His 

arrival into the Aam Aadmi Party was all but done; only the formality remained. But then things turned sour because 

the AAP refused to trust him with the powers that Sidhu sought in Punjab. It is of course possible that both sides played 

hard ball and both went back on at least some of their commitments. But public perception matters, and Sidhu made 

it worse for the AAP when he lashed out at the party and accused its leaders of being unreliable and wanting to control 
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Punjab’s affairs from Delhi. In Sidhu, the AAP would have got not just a known face, but also a leader who belongs to 

the powerful Jat community in Punjab.

The next Assembly election in Punjab is five years away — in 2022. But there is another battle before, and that is the 

2019 Lok Sabha election. Punjab accounts for 13 Lok Sabha seats. In 2014, the AAP had four, the Congress won three 

and the Akali Dal-BJP got the rest of the six. Can the Akali Dal-BJP coalition bounce back? Will the Aam Aadmi Party 

be able to build on its four seats it holds? Or will the Congress use the 2017 Assembly win momentum to outclass its 

two rivals? A great deal, as in the case of UP led by Yogi, will depend on the performance of the Captain’s government 

in the two years’ time available from now till the 2019 Lok Sabha election. Emphasis has to be on delivery and 

development since these have become the new templets in Indian democracy. That the Captain is fully cognizant of 

this, is likely to make the challenge for the Akali-BJP coalition and AAP, if it manages to retain its relevance till then, 

so much more difficult. 

        (The writer is Opinion Editor of the The Pioneer, senior political commentator and public affairs analyst)
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