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Post – Independence Politics in Odisha : The Role and Contribution of J.B. Patnaik 

Gopinath Das 

 

Abstract :- This paper is modest and unique most 

attempts to study and understand political process 

of the state odisha least mentioned and hardly 

focused in mainstream political process of the 

country. Odisha politics is characterized by 

political instability. The politics of Odisha has 

traversed through a dynamic and tortuous path. It 

has vacillated from phases of extreme uncertainty 

and instability to long periods political stability and 

good governance. In Odisha personality plays an 

important role in deciding the outcome of 

election. Political stability in the state particularly 

since 1980, coupled with investor friendly policies, 

has been a major contributing factor for the 

acceleration of industrialization. Here more 

emphasis has been given to highlight the 

contribution of J.B. Patnaik and it is an 

interference of this reality and the struggle of man 

who has loved his land its people so intensity. 

Introduction :- The first phase of Post – 

Independence Politics in Odisha was marred by 

turbulence, instability and uncertainties. Unlike 

other state, it was not all smooth sailing for the 

Congress-I Odisha as it had to face formidable 

challenges from other political parties and groups. 

The fight for power and political supremacy was 

often bitter and prolonged. However, the struggle 

for power was not only among the parties or 

between the parties fought within and with each 

other, rather all the political battles were mostly 

driven by personal interests of the leaders and 

were manifestations of ego tussle. 

Background :- Contrary to the national trend of 

Congress dominance to which celebrated political 

scientist Rajani Kothari described as one party 

dominant system, Odisha remained completely 

out of box this construct neatly. The first 10 years 

of governance in Odisha has witnessed a paradigm 

shift from the national politics as Congress 

couldn’t able to secure absolute majority. It was 

only in 1961 mid-term election for the first time 

Congress secured absolute majority in Odisha 

under the leadership of Mr. Biju Patnaik. But again 

Congress got decimated in the next election that 

held in 1967. The breakway goup of Congress led 

by Dr. Mahatab (Jana Congress) formed a coalition 

government wih the same Ganatantra Parishad a 

new incarnation, the Swatantra Party. By the time 

mid-term election took place in 1971, Biju Patnaik 

had formed a breakaway Congress group called 

Utkal Congress and Dr. Mahatab had returned to 

the fold of Congress, dissociating with the Jana 

Congress. This time it was the turn of the Utkal 

Congress to join a coalition with the Swatantra 

Party to form the government under the 

leadership of R N Sing Deo. But much before the 

end of the tenure of this government, Biju Patnaik 

decided to return to the Congress fold paving the 

way for the formation of a Congress Government. 

But when his hope for assuming the leadership 

position was foiled by a scheming Nandini 

Satpathy, Biju Patnaik revived the Utkal Congress 

and the Congress government fell. In the 

subsequent assembly election, in 1974, the 

Congress manged to become the single largest 

party, but three short for majority. It formed the 

government with the help of communist. 

               In 1977, the Congress was routed in 

Odisha. The 1980 election saw the resurgence of 

the Congress, as the Janata experiment went 

disarray. The 19+85 election, a few month after 

assassination of Indira Gandhi, reinforced the 

Congress position. 

               The elections since 1990 have returned 

three Patnaiks to the position to the political 

hegemony, In 1990, Biju Patnaik, the vetran leader 

of Janata Dal, up the mantle of Janata dal again, 

after a gap of almost  three decades. In 1995, the 
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lever of power returns to the Congressman, J B 

Patnaik, who was also the Congress Chief Minster 

for two terms in the 1980s. Since 2000, Naveen 

Patnaik, the son of Biju Patnaik and leader of Biju 

Janata Dal, has been in power, in a coalition with 

BJP which lasted till March 2009 when both the 

parties decided to go separately. 

                 With Dr. Mahatab practically out, the 

State Congress became full in grip of Biju Patnaik. 

Dr. Mahtab, who had so long dominated the 

organization, did not even contest for the State 

legislature as he was sure that the Congress would 

be beaten hallow in the polls. He told newsmen 

that “for another ten years the Congress cannot 

get without a coalition.” 

                 Many of those in sympathy with Dr. 

Mahatab or resentful of the new leadership of Biju 

Patnaik offered themselves as independent 

candidate. The poll outcome was full of surprise. 

The Congress was flushed with a magnificent 

victory. Biju patnaik took over as the Chief 

Minister in 1961. Dr Mahatab and Janaki Ballav 

Patnaik were glanced as the anti-Biju Patnaik 

group. Menawhile, the Kamraj Plan was 

implemented in the All India Congress organization 

with many senior leaders resigning office 

ostensibly to strengthen the party. Biju Patnaik 

who had taken keen interest in the position and 

implementation of the Kamaraj Plan was also 

stepped down from the office in August 1963. But, 

he continued as the Chairman of Orissa planning 

Board and was reputed to be the super Chief 

Minister. Biju Patnaik was succeeded by Biren 

Mitra, the redoubtable ‘Dada’ of Cuttack. 

                 With a few days, disturbances broke out 

all over the State over a student’s agitation of a 

serious nature. The immediate cause was very 

flimsy. In the last week of September 1964 Sasnkar 

Das, a student of Cuttack engineering School, went 

to a shop to take delivery of his radio ser which he 

had given for repair. There was an exchange of 

words between the shop owner and the student 

over non-payment of some dues. In the course of 

the quarrel the shop-owner assaulted the student. 

Next day the Police took action as a batch of 

students stormed the shop in retaliation and the 

movement started.  The houses of Biju Patnaik and 

of Himanshu Ghosh, finance Secretary, were 

ransacked by the mob. At every street crossing 

effigies of the Chief Minister were burnt. 

J.B. in Politics :- Janaki Ballav Patnaik took up the 

leadership. Other prominent instigating student 

leaders were Ramachandra Rath, Surendra Singh 

Bhanja, Santosh Mahapatra, Bipin Das, Gopal 

Satpathy and Bhabanath Mishra. 

              Opposed Janaki Ballav Patanik ignited the 

students by writing several editorials and in news 

items in ‘Prajatantra’, supporting the student’s 

agitation. The student agitation thoroughly shook 

the foundation of the government so much so that 

on February 1, 1965, the popular ‘Dada’ of Cuttack 

had to bow out of office. Mr. Sadasiv Tripathy, 

sworen in as the Chief Minister, on February 21, 

1965. 

               The next general election in 1967 was 

preceded by one of the most virulent propaganda 

ever unleashed against just two men-Biju Patnaik 

and Biren Mitra. The Congress was weakened first 

by defections policy of Dr. Mahatab and his 

followers and secondly, by internal dissension over 

distribution of party ticket. 

                Similarly on ground of two reasons Janaki 

Ballav Patnaik was denied the Congress ticket. 

First, he was Mahatab’s Man. Secondly, he was 

expostulating the government faults during the 

student movement. The first election he fought 

was as an independent candidate from 

Dharmasala Assembly Constituency at the age of 

just 39. 

 As an independent candidate Janaki 

Ballav Patnaik contested the Assembly election in 

1967 against the Congress nominee. He believed 

that, to win the election, personality charisma is 
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more determinate factor than party affiliation of 

pecuniary influence. 

                It was indeed a Herculean task for Janaki 

Ballav Patnaik to win election without party 

affiliation and support. Therefore he was defeated. 

This defeat of Janaki Ballav Patnaik was a pillar of 

success as many believed that it was a projection 

of his feature leadership in Orissa. There are 

various factors responsible for his defeat in 

Dharmasala constituency, because Dharmasala 

was far away from his political operating centre 

that is Cuttack. Secondly the voters of Dhrmasala 

were not very much aquatinted or confident of 

Janaki Ballav patnaik’s leadership except his 

rapport with Dr. H.K. Mahatab. 

              During 1969 a major split took place in 

Congress party over the issue of presidential 

election. This discord of Congress brought in its 

wake further divisions and subdivisions in Orissa. 

The Congress party led by Biju Patnaik and his 

followers voted for the official candidate Mr. 

Sanjeeva Reddy. The jana Congress leader Mr. 

Mahatab could perhaps visualize the shape of 

things to come. Mahatab and his party men voted 

infavour of V.V. Giri. On the other hand the 

Swatantra Party in Orissa supported the 

independent candidate Sri C.D. Deshmekh. V.V. 

Giri was the candidate of Indira Gandhi and the 

outcome virtually was in favour or Mr. Giri. 

              Because of his “Pro Sanjeeva Reddy” stand 

Biju Patnaik fell out from the grace of Indira 

Gandhi. He became the first leader to signal the 

Congress leaders in Delhi the inevitability of 

regional politics. As an example he formed his own 

congress outfit that is the Utkal Congress.  

             Congress party became leaderless in Oirssa. 

Biju Patnaik formed his own party Utkal Congress. 

Dr. Mhatab was in Jana Congress. It was the right 

opportune moment for Janaki Ballav Patnaik to 

take stock of the situation. In no time he evinced 

his anxiety to join the Congress (I) as Biju, Biren 

since his arch enemies were no longer there. 

                Two years later in 1971, Cuttack became 

Janaki Ballav Patnaik’s political bastion. That year 

was the stepping stone for Janaki Ballav Patnaik’s 

bright political career, Cuttack was his home town, 

as he was residing there for the last several years. 

Janaki Ballav Patnaik considered Cuttack as the 

pivotal place for contesting an election which 

would create a history of sorts for him. He 

contests from the Cuttack Loksabha constituency 

in 1971 and he became the Member of Parliament 

for the first time. The mathematics of Janaki Ballav 

Patnaik’s electoral politics is simple. Fasten 

yourself in the right position and at the correct 

angle. That is the ample elucidator design of his 

adhesiveness as a legislator and frontal leader. 

              After Biju Patnaik left Congress, Janaki 

Ballav Patnaik found it suitable to come closer to 

the Congress and Indira. His rapport with Indira 

Gandhi strengthened his position and paved the 

way to lead the young Turks in Orissan Congress. 

Role of J.B. as Chief Minister :- The eighth State 

Assembly election was a turning point as it paved 

for stable rule and coherent administratiin. In the 

polls held on May 31, 1980, the Congress party 

bagged 117 seats, while the Janata Party (Charan 

Singh Group) could secure only 13 seats for which 

it could not qualify itself as recognized Opposition 

party. With support of Arun Dey, one of the four 

CPI Members, Sarat Kumar Deo was declared as 

Leader of Opposition. Janki Ballava Patnaik, who 

was the Cabinet Minister for Tourism and Civil 

Aviation in the Central government, was chosen 

the leader of Congress party and became the Chief 

Minister. 

                The big challenges for J.B. Patnaik were to 

strengthen the Centre-State cooperation and to 

bring stabitlty in the party set up as well as 

administration. His perseverance and cool and 

mature handling of situation made him popular 

among the masses. He became Chief Minister 

after almost 20 years of political instability with a 

comfortable legislative majority and strong 

backing from the High Command. Patnaik in 
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various sectors. He Made sincere efforts and 

achieved considerable success in this regard. 

Direct Air service of Indian Airlines from 

Bhubaneswar to Delji was established.  A new 

superfast train name (Nilachal Express) the first 

direct train from Bhubaneswar to Delhi was 

introduced. During his tenure, construction of 

major industry e.i. National Aluminium Company 

(NALCO) was undertaken, the K.B.K. (Klahandi-

Bolangir-Koraput) Development programme was 

launched. In order to attract investors to the state, 

he formulated an industrial policy and introduced 

a singlr window system for quick disposal of 

applications. A new public sector undertaking 

styled as Industrial Infrastructure Development 

Corporation (IIDCO) was set up to provide land 

and industrial sheds in the state capital and other 

areas. He announced a programme to establish 

1000 industries in 1000 days with an investment of 

Rs.1000 crores. Though this slogan could not 

achieve tangible results, it, however created 

suitable atmosphere for the rapid industrialization 

of the state. His government declared hotels and 

newspapers as ‘industries’ creating better 

opportunities for these two sectors. 

                 Janaki Ballav Patnaik has long and 

protracted experience of contesting in the 

parliamentary and Assembly elections for four 

decades. He has fought many elections and has 

lost only a few.  The first election he fought as an 

independent candidate, when he was denied of 

the Congress ticket, although he was in the 

Congress party, Dr Hare Krushna Mahatab, the 

guide of Janaki Ballav Patnaik and lost his interest 

in the coalition government of Congress and 

resigned on February 24, 1961. Biju Patnaik could 

isolate Dr Mahatab completely and compelled him 

to quit the Congress and father a new party, the 

Jana Congress. 

                During the first tenure of J.B. Patnaik, 

Prime Minister Indira Gandhi was assassinated on 

October 31, 1984 by her own bodyguards. Just one 

day before barbaric incident, she had come on her 

last visit to Bhubaneswar where she addressed a 

public meeting and said “whether Icontinue in 

office for long was not vital, but after death every 

drop of blood of mine would serve the people of 

the country for its betterment.” After couple of 

month after her tragic demise, the election for 

ninth Odisha Legislative Assembly was held. There 

was tremendous sympathy wave all over the 

country which immensely helped the Congress 

Party to repeat its performance of last elections. 

The party led by J.B. captured the same number of 

117 Assembly seats and he was unanimously 

elected as leader and formed a 16-Member 

Council of Minister March 10, 1985. 

                During his tenure many positive and 

forward looking steps were taken for the 

development of the state. Patnaik, a noted 

litterateur with strong cultural orientation, 

succeeded in establishing the Odisha Film 

Development corporation in collaboration with 

L.V. Prashad Studio Chennai; Odisha Research 

centre for propagation of Odissi ortist of dance 

and music under the supervision of Kum Kum 

Mohanty, an Odissi artist of International, 

Patnaik’s most important contribution was re-

introduction of Odia as official language in all 

governmental offices and judicial courts. Though 

Nabakrushna Coudhury has introduced Odia as the 

Official language, it was not implemented in true 

spirit due to political instability of 25 years and 

lack interest by bureaucrats. Patnaik gave strong 

direction to submit all official files in Odia 

language which was compiled with by all officials. 

Under his supervision and guidance a ‘Glossory’ 

was published wherein all English word commonly 

used in official transactions were translated into 

Odia for convenience of the officials. He also took 

initiative for establishing Xavier Institute of 

Management at Bhubaneswar with the provision 

of reservation of 2/3
rd

 of seats for students of 

Odisha. To facilitate the technological studies, four 

engineering colleges, one each at Rourkela, Burla, 

Parjang (Talcher) and Bhubaneswar were 

established. He introduced free and compulsory 

education to all students both boys and girls 

between the age group of 6-14 years and made 
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provision for free-mid day meal to minimize the 

possibilities of drop-outs. 

                  To improve the infrastructure, Patnaik 

focused on construction of roads and 

augmentation of pwer production capability. 

During his tenure, roads were laid between 

Panchayat samiti headquarters and from district 

headquarters to Bhubaneswar for which 

budgetary allocation was significantly enhanced. 

Besides, he was successful in obtaining funds from 

National Highway authority of India for improving 

conditions of National Highways passing through 

Odisha. As Odisha was a deficit state in terms of 

production of power, Patnaik took some 

reformative steps and commissioned Ib valley 

projects, upper Kolab and Rengali Power Projects. 

The N.T.P.C. at Talcher was expanded and 

modernized with a view to producing more 

quantum of electricity. To regulate the power 

sector, a new organization called ‘Odisha 

Electricity Regulatory Commission’ was created. 

Four companies named CESCO, NESCO, WESCO 

and SOUTHCO were floated as a measure to 

privatize and decentralize the power sector for 

generation, distribution and supply. Another 

Corporation named Odisha Power Generation 

Corporation. The second such establishment in the 

country was also formed. 

Conclusion :- Whatever the results, it will only help 

to reinforce and vindicate the premise that the 

politics in Odisha in the post-Mandal and post-

Mandir phase has not seen a marked departure 

from the past. The state politics has mostly been 

driven by a handful of personalities, bereft of any 

ideology or principle, across the ruling-opposition 

divide. But then individual factor has remained 

important in the political domain of all states at all 

times, but the distinguishing factor in Odisha is the 

near absence of the identity politics which political 

actors in other states have to accept as fait 

accompli. That explains the continuity – rather 

than the epistemological break in 1990s – in 

Odisha politics since Independence. 
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