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CHAPTER EIGHT

Iron Man 2

‘With Modi,’ according to one of his aides, ‘everything has to be the biggest, the boldest or the best.’ Another said simply, ‘He’s about big. That’s how he made his cult image.’ The media love superlatives and breaking records is always a good way to get yourself noticed, a point never lost on the young whizz-kids of Team Modi, who were encouraged by him always to think outside the box. In most cases he likes those superlatives to be all about himself, but occasionally he is willing to take second billing alongside one of his heroes. At first sight, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel is an unlikely hero for a BJP leader whose avowed ambition is to create a ‘Congress-free India’. Patel was home minister and deputy prime minister in the first Congress government of Jawaharlal Nehru, Rahul Gandhi’s great-grandfather, and it was Patel who banned the RSS after the assassination of Mahatma Gandhi. But Modi didn’t admire him for the party he belonged to or the company he kept. Patel was known as India’s ‘Iron Man’, and he was a Gujarati. He is credited with the extraordinary feat of persuading the princes, maharajas and other hereditary leaders of over five hundred different territories to throw in their lot with the newly independent India. It wasn’t an entirely peaceful process, but it was a success, and India’s territorial integrity today is largely down to the Herculean efforts of Sardar Patel. On a personal level, Patel was an orthodox Hindu and proud of it. This, among other things, led to some lively confrontations with Nehru, who had a vision of a secular nation in which religion would not be allowed to define identity. Thus, by honouring a Hindu, nationalist Gujarati whose mantra was unity, Modi was scarcely going off-message.

On the last day of October, Modi and L. K. Advani came together on the river island of Sadhu Bet near Vadodara in Gujarat to lay the foundation stone to a statue of Patel on the 138th anniversary of his birth. Inevitably this would be no ordinary monument, but the largest statue in the world at 182 metres, or 597 feet. Designed by the American digital artist Joe Menna, when completed it will contain the world’s fastest elevators to take visitors to the top. When he first unveiled the idea back in 2010, Modi boasted that it would be almost twice as high as the Statue of Liberty and five times taller than Christ the Redeemer in Rio de Janeiro. ‘It will be a unique memorial which will also have a museum depicting the life of Sardar Patel, research centre for subjects like good governance and agriculture technology, which were close to Sardar’s heart.’ By the time the foundation stone was being laid, a memorial garden and an underground aquarium had been added to the plans. Prime Minister Manmohan Singh tried to sprinkle just a few drops of rain on Modi’s parade by saying he was proud Patel had been a Congress man, but Modi slapped him down, saying the statue was for everyone and ‘we should not divide our legacy.’

The timing of the inauguration was, of course, highly political, and unity across the political divide had nothing to do with it. Modi wanted the whole country talking about him, so he ordered a national appeal for iron to go towards the project. Every village would be asked to contribute old farming implements, tools or other waste metal for shipment to Gujarat. A coordination committee was set up by Rajnath Singh to oversee the collection of all this iron– although whether all, or indeed much, of it would actually become part of the statue was questionable. For such a huge edifice, only the strongest and most durable materials would be usable, but the rest could be melted down and used in related construction work. And, in any case, according to the committee chairman, Om Prakash Dhankar, the nationwide collection wasn’t just about any old iron. District-level committees would be established in every part of the country charged with raising awareness of the project. This would be done ‘through pamphlets in regional languages. They will also conduct essay and painting competitions around the theme. There will be folk song programmes to involve the youth.’ The real purpose of it all, conceded Dhankar, ‘is not so much to collect iron, but create that emotional unity among the villages for a national cause.’ A cause associated in everybody’s minds with none other than Narendra Modi.

People were invited to sign a petition calling for good governance and to contribute ideas for how this could be achieved. It was intended to be, naturally, the largest petition ever signed in the world. To be sure that the project achieved the maximum possible impact, the back-room boys of the Citizens for Accountable Governance were called in to assist. The CAG was officially announced as a National Movement Partner for the project, and quickly set about recruiting ten thousand volunteers to push it forward. They organised seminars and public discussions about how best to use Patel’s memory to promote unity, but their boldest idea was a ‘Run for Unity’, which duly took place on 15 December, the 63rd anniversary of Patel’s death. At nearly eleven hundred different locations, runners came together to cover distances of five, fifteen or twenty-one kilometres simultaneously. It was, according to the organisers, far and away ‘the largest mass run of its kind in the world.’ As he prepared to drop the flag to set off the run, Modi said, ‘Sardar Patel devoted his life to unify the nation. He integrated the common people in the freedom struggle and made efforts to rid the nation of the colonial mind-set. He undid the mind-set of divisiveness and united the nation.’ Heaven forbid that anybody should wonder who might do the same in 2014. ‘Please do not view it from the prism of politics,’ pleaded candidate Modi.

There was no other prism through which to view the other big news that same week, the fall-out from the state assembly election results. The BJP had good reason to be pleased. In four out of five of the elections they had emerged as the largest party and in three, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh, they had comfortable majorities. Only in Mizoram, India’s second least populous state in the far northeast, where the BJP was traditionally weak, did Congress secure a substantial victory. The main attention, however, was on the Delhi Legislative Assembly. Congress, which had been defending forty-three seats, were reduced to a miserable eight; their chief minister, Sheila Dikshit, duly resigned, telling reporters, ‘We are idiots, right?’ The BJP were the largest party by a whisker, in terms of seats won, with thirty-one, but the big news was that the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), of the anti-corruption campaigner Arvind Kejriwal, had won twenty-eight seats in the first election they had ever contested. Kejriwal had beaten Mrs Dikshit in her own constituency in New Delhi.

As the largest party, the BJP were invited to form a government, but declined on the grounds that they could not command a majority. It proved to be a very shrewd move. Delhi’s lieutenant governor, Najeeb Jung, then turned to Arvind Kejriwal. Although Kejriwal had said he would not work with either of the other parties, the AAP couldn’t govern if the BJP and Congress united against them. So he wrote to both parties asking them to clarify their stand on a variety of issues. The BJP response was to accuse Kejriwal of trying to find excuses to run away from the responsibilities of government, but the Congress party was more positive. Kejriwal carried out a widespread consultation exercise across the city before agreeing to form an administration with outside support from Congress. On 28 December he was duly sworn in as chief minister. He called it a ‘tryst with destiny’ and quickly announced a hotline for people to report accusations of bribery or corruption, instructing his ministers ‘to never be conceited or arrogant.’

As 2013 drew to a close, Kejriwal was both the flavour of the month and the media’s darling, two attributes that seasoned politicians know can have a very short shelf-life. The Times of India commented with commendable prescience, ‘For Kejriwal, the real challenge– of governance– begins now. He has changed the rules of the game, playing the role of an outsider with consummate political savvy. Whether his “movement” can go national will depend on how wisely he runs Delhi.’ Within a very short space of time the media were talking not about the wisdom of Kejriwal’s governance but of the ‘anarchy’ that had infected the city’s administration. He seemed to want to be in power and opposition at the same time. Never before, for example, had the country seen a chief minister and his cabinet colleagues taking to the streets to demand the suspension of police officers who had allegedly failed in their duties.

Then, just forty-nine days after he had been sworn into office, Arvind Kejriwal resigned. The Times of India’s question mark over his leadership qualities had proved to be well positioned and the paper noted that the ‘AAP’s dream run from being a rank outsider to forming the Delhi government in a little over a year came to an end on a rainy, cold Friday evening with Kejriwal announcing that he would rather sacrifice the CM’s chair a thousand times than compromise on fighting graft.’ The party had been defeated in a vote on its anti-corruption bill by the combined votes of Congress and the BJP. It looked to outside observers very much as if he had engineered his own defeat in order to launch his general election campaign with a strong ‘plague on both your houses’ message. But the media darling was now damaged goods. ‘Wracked by several controversies, the short-lived AAP government never settled down’, wrote the Times of India, ‘and while populist decisions to slash power tariffs and deliver free water are seen to have consolidated its support, AAP’s commitment to governance has also been questioned.’ The following month, Kejriwal announced his intention to take on Narendra Modi head-to-head in the constituency of Varanasi and promised a ‘political earthquake’.

Modi was unmoved. He decided never to mention Arvind Kejriwal by name between then and polling day. He certainly wasn’t willing to cede to the AAP leader the mantle of the anti-corruption candidate, but he also showed himself to be much the superior political tactician. ‘My silence is my strength,’ he told me. ‘Narendra Modi knows the strength of silence. You should know that in the grand scheme of things, Kejriwal was nothing but a small single city leader. He was getting far more coverage than he deserved as compared to other more established opposition party leaders. So why spend time even ignoring someone? It was therefore not even worth my time to ignore Kejriwal. Kejriwal was elevated by a select group of vested media interests fuelled by the Congress to target Narendra Modi and try and save the Congress. Keep in mind he was not even a member of parliament; had lasted only forty-nine days as CM, and had won less than 1% of the national vote.’

Kejriwal was losing not only friends in the media, but also influential allies. The yoga guru Baba Ramdev, who had shared platforms with the AAP leader, now came out for Modi instead. He accused his former associate of losing control and said, ‘I feel that people had a lot of expectations that he will do something good and reform politics, but people are now calling the AAP the Arajak Aadmi Party.’ No longer the ‘Common Man’s Party’, then, but the ‘Anarchist Man’s Party’. Modi, on the other hand, ‘agrees with us on the issues of black money, corruption and change in the prevailing system. Hence, we are supporting him.’ Ramdev proved a very on-message convert. He accused Rahul Gandhi of being ‘confused from head to toe’, and asked, ‘How can you expect vision from a man who is confusion personified?’

In March, Modi shared a platform in Delhi with Ramdev at a yoga festival that the organisers said was being broadcast live to 600 locations across the country. The televangelist guru might not have had a following to match that of the RSS, but his Bharat Swabhiman Trust claimed to have followers in 638,765 villages. The Election Commission would later order an investigation into whether money owned by this and other trusts controlled by Ramdev had been improperly used to fund political campaigning, but it was Ramdev’s endorsement rather than his money that meant most to Modi. There is no way of knowing how many voters decided to follow his advice and back Modi on polling day, but the BJP was fulsome in its praise for him once the results were in. The new party president, Amit Shah, said Ramdev ‘contributed significantly to the formation of the Narendra Modi government at the centre.’

The other high-profile yogi, the leader of Art of Living, Sri Sri Ravi Shankar, had come to much the same conclusion. Although he had been part of the anti-corruption movement with Kejriwal, in January 2014 he declared that the AAP wasn’t ready for power. ‘It’s like giving keys to a driver with a learner’s licence to drive the vehicle in difficult terrain. Hence it is better to wait some more time to analyse its performance. Time is not ripe yet for AAP to form a government at the centre.’ Shankar said he had ‘no opinion’ of Rahul Gandhi, as he’d never met him, while Modi, who he’d met a couple of times, ‘appears to be a good man’. Helpfully he also said that coalition governments had proved a failure and ‘a single party with a majority’ was needed this time. And at this time, of course, there was only one party with any chance of achieving that. A couple of months later he would make his endorsement of the BJP clearer still. Referring to the Hindu goddess of wealth, love and prosperity, he said, ‘Lakshmi always rides on the lotus.’ By now few people in India could fail to be aware that the lotus flower was the symbol of the BJP.

While Shankar’s praise for the ‘good man’ Modi was welcome, far more valuable was his announcement of a new mission, which he called ‘Vote for Better India’. Its aim was to enlist 120 million young people and ensure that they registered to vote. Art of Living’s volunteers were to spread out across three hundred or more constituencies, giving talks, holding meetings and distributing a ‘happiness survey’. This was a clever form of indirect marketing, designed to lead people towards a vote for the BJP. With questions like number 7, ‘Have you been seriously affected by a) Corruption, b) Price Rises?’ it steered respondents in the right direction while asking them to volunteer ‘for a better India’ and to pledge to vote ‘for the right candidate for a strong and stable government’. Those conducting the survey were told to introduce themselves along the lines of, ‘Hi! I am Janil. I am a student volunteering some time for the country and conducting a happiness survey to understand the happiness quotient of our country.’ They were told that while they shouldn’t tell people how to vote, they should ‘kindle the feeling that a stable, experienced government is required in today’s situation and that it is good practice to rotate power to prevent corruption and increase responsibility.’ Question 7 could, according to the instructions, be introduced by saying, ‘You are probably aware of the significant number of corruption issues that have arisen over the last few years and the significant increase in the price of basic goods...’ With the backing of Art of Living, the Modi ecosystem had just absorbed a powerful new ally.

Modi was well aware of the enormous ‘added value’ that support from outside the conventional political arena could bring to his campaign. ‘A key feature of the election,’ he told me, ‘was indeed the many independent institutions that backed us all across the nation. There were a lot of people and groups who would not want to come into politics or elections, but all wanted to participate in a mass movement either individually or through various organisations and make a difference.’ Along with Baba Ramdev and Art of Living, he singled out the veteran singer Lata Mangeshkar, who has lent her voice to over a thousand Hindi films in a career spanning seven decades, and who now said she ‘prayed to God’ that Modi would become prime minister. It wasn’t just the rich and famous, he said, but ‘such was the enthusiasm all across the nation that folk artists were composing local songs and many artists were painting their vision of India, all related to the elections and the Modi effect.’

One Congress party leader unwisely demanded that Lata Mangeshkar should be stripped of her ‘Bharat Ratna’, India’s highest civilian honour, for having the temerity to support Modi. But it often seemed that people within Congress’s own ranks were acting as recruiting sergeants for the BJP leader. At different times all three members of the parties’ uncomfortable triumvirate of leaders found themselves helping to promote his interests when their intentions had been exactly the reverse. The outgoing prime minister, Manmohan Singh, made few memorable interventions in the campaign. He did, however, inadvertently provide the BJP with perhaps its most successful slogan. Known as the silent prime minister, he almost never held news conferences. But to mark the start of the new year in 2014, he called only the third in his decade in the job. He probably wished afterwards that he’d stuck to his preference for keeping his own counsel. He told the assembled journalists that he wouldn’t serve a third term as PM, whatever the result of the elections, instantly consigning himself to ‘lame duck’ status in the their eyes. He said he believed history would be kinder to him than the contemporary media and he might well have been right, although that was of little use to his party in the middle of a battle that had to be fought in the here and now. There was a bit of fighting talk when he said it would be disastrous for the country to have Narendra Modi as prime minister and spoke of Rahul Gandhi’s ‘outstanding credentials’. But what he wanted most was to defend his government’s efforts to safeguard the Indian economy, the issue closest to his heart.

Under his watch, India had seen several years with some of the highest growth figures in the nation’s history. During his second term the economy was growing at around 9% a year until the impact of the global financial crisis hit. And even in his last two years, despite dropping below 5%, it continued to outstrip most western nations. Singh predicted that growth would soon revive once more and that ‘yes, we are facing bad days now but the good days will be coming soon.’

That phrase alone gave Modi his cue. Six days later he appeared to strike a conciliatory note, saying, ‘I agree with the prime minister. Good days are ahead for India.’ But the sting was in the tail. The better days would arrive only when he took over. ‘We should wait for four to six months, but good days are coming.’ The BJP had its slogan to match Tony Blair’s, ‘Things can only get better’ or Bill Clinton’s, ‘Don’t stop thinking about tomorrow.’ The refrain ‘Acche Din Aane Waley Hain’, or ‘Good days are coming’, would be heard all across India over the next few months. It became the title of the BJP campaign song, written by the Bollywood lyricist Prasoon Joshi, and led to the unusual sight of Modi at least swaying to, if not exactly dancing to, the music in the online video.

Modi is nothing if not a serious-minded politician, although he frequently smiles in private conversation, most often when he’s pleased with his own bon mots. He resorted to a touch of sarcastic, even bitter, humour only when seeking to undermine his younger opponent. When Rahul Gandhi said on a number of occasions that the Gujarat model of development was a ‘toffee model’, because of all the land he claimed had been given away to big business for the price of a toffee, and predicted that it was a ‘balloon’ that would burst come election day, Modi again saw his chance. Without naming him, as usual, he said, ‘There is a player who doesn’t move away from childishness. Such an important election about the country’s future but for ten days the word that gripped him was “balloon”. For ten days he kept repeating it. However, children don’t stick to a toy for too long and now he has caught on to the word “toffee”.’ If the voters felt Gandhi was too inexperienced and unready for power, they now had an image of an immature schoolboy to go with it.

Modi was getting the better of the tit-for-tat exchanges, but he started to worry that they were in danger of over-shadowing his serious agenda. The one charge levelled against him by Gandhi that he felt could do some damage was that he was a showman, quick to trade barbs and deliver clever ripostes but slow to offer considered solutions to the nation’s problems. His answer was a thoughtful speech on the ‘Idea of India’, delivered in the third week of January. Modi put a lot of work into the speech, helped by his more cerebral advisers. He criticised the long-standing approach of the Congress Party, with its many subsidies and handouts to the poor and disadvantaged, usually distributed through the states. It was, he said, a ‘big brother attitude’ in which Delhi knew best. Promising to change the nation’s direction, he went on: ‘There is no younger or big brother. The attitude should be that both the brothers are together taking the country ahead with equal efforts and strength.’ He promised to extend what he called the ‘slow but steady development’ taking place in the west of the country, including Gujarat, to the centre and the east, asking, ‘Why is there such a situation, such an imbalance?’ And he identified seven key priority issues that he would address as prime minister: the family, agriculture, women, the environment, youth, democracy and knowledge. He set out some detailed proposals for all of them and declared that a vote for each was a vote for India.

The speech added weight and substance to Modi’s offer to the electorate and some clear ideological dividing lines between the statist Congress approach and the BJP’s faith in all Indians as individuals. It was the nearest he came to a classic left/right analysis that we are familiar with in the west. But it wasn’t completely devoid of the trademark Modi one-liners. None of his speeches ever is. Referring to the absence of a Congress Party candidate for PM, he had some tongue in cheek praise for Sonia Gandhi. ‘Which mother will sacrifice her son on the political path? At last a mother’s heart decided to save her son!’ And, as ever, he had a word to say about the latest brickbat to have been thrown his way. He told his audience that ‘these days the tea vendors are being treated very well. Every tea vendor in the country is walking with pride.’

Time and again Modi has proved adept at quickly turning attacks on him to his advantage. He did so when the words were brutal and direct, as when Sonia Gandhi had called him a ‘merchant of death’ (see Chapter Three). And he did it again and again whenever his opponents tried to get under his skin. He seemed to thrive on the abuse that was directed his way. As he said himself, ‘People keep throwing stones at me but I convert these stones into a ladder’. The stones didn’t have to be large or to be thrown with great force. Modi had slipped in that line about the tea vendors because just two days earlier a hapless Congress leader had unwisely accused him of being something he gladly conceded was true, a former chai wala.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

‘Superstar’

At the height of the election battle, Narendra Modi found himself standing alongside one of the professional consultants who had offered his services for the duration of the campaign. ‘So what are your English-speaking media saying about me now?’ he asked. Modi was dominating the headlines and setting the agenda, but still he felt sections of the media were out to undermine him at any opportunity. It’s a familiar trait in politicians. I found while working for Tony Blair, when he was at his most popular and most of the media were eating out of his hands, a constant feeling inside Downing Street that they were out to get him. Other prime ministers I saw at close hand, including Gordon Brown and John Major, both of whom admittedly received a far worse press, were driven literally to distraction by what was said and written about them. Modi, by contrast, was relatively sanguine. He had grown used to criticism and didn’t let it distract him for long.

Looking in from the outside, most observers came to the conclusion that Team Modi had very little to complain about in the way the campaign was being covered. Sandeep Bhushan, a fellow at the Jamia Millia Islamia university centre for culture, media and governance, observed that, ‘In the run-up to the general election, it appeared as if every TV channel was pushing Modi. The coverage was unprecedented. He was omnipresent. It was similar to an ad barrage. People were yearning for better, corruption-free governance and Modi was projected as a huge, happening symbol of change. It was certainly a watershed moment for the Indian news media.’ For his part, the BJP’s official spokesman, Prakash Javadekar, had no complaints. Had Modi been reported fairly, I asked him? ‘Absolutely,’ he replied, although he felt some of the papers were being positive almost in spite of themselves. ‘Newspapers who were opposed to what Modi was saying, still they could not shun him. Because he was speaking something new. New quotable quotes. He used to give at least twenty quotable quotes a day. As a journalist how can you stall that? So I have no complaint about the coverage given by the media.’ Rahul Kanwal, who covered the election for Headlines Today, agreed that Modi constantly gave journalists what they wanted most: stories. ‘He is brilliant copy. He’s the best copy India has ever had.’

Almost everything he did made news: the tea stalls, the holograms, the mammoth open-air rallies. For Kanwal, as a television journalist, Modi was a dream. ‘When he is speaking, he is the director, the producer, the editor, the copywriter, the actor, the superstar, all in the same person. Because when he is speaking you see, when he wants the crowd to respond to what he is saying, he turns the mic towards them. So he is very theatrical, very Bollywood in that sense. He has a better sense of occasion, of timing, of television, of cameras, of production than virtually anybody else. He is smarter when it comes to production than most TV producers.’ And if that includes speaking over the heads of the journalists, through social media or at public rallies, ‘It’s not something that you like, but what option do you have? He functions in the way that he does. You can’t change it. You can clamour as much as you want, you can crib as much as you want, he’s not going to change.’ Aatish Srivastava, who covered the BJP for the NewsX channel, concurred. ‘You can’t ignore it when there are seven or eight hundred thousand people coming out of their houses to listen to Narendra Modi. You can’t keep your eyes shut on that. Even suppose I am a heavy critic of Narendra Modi, that I don’t like him, but how much can I afford to dislike him? I have to go and report on him and what will I report? I have to report something positive, each and every statement of Narendra Modi has hundreds of thousands of people clapping it. You can’t keep your eyes and ears shut on it. So suddenly the media, which was dead against him, realised that he is going to be the prime minister of the country.’ And some journalists were prepared to admit that there were other constraints on what they could write. ‘We are all corporate-run media houses now. There is no one who is doing it as a social service,’ said one.

It is a view that strikes a chord with Professor Zoya Hasan from Jawaharlal Nehru University. ‘I think media and money played a very important role, an exceptionally important role in this election. It is certainly about ownership because ours is a corporate-controlled media. Some of the biggest newspapers and television channels are owned by the corporate sector. And Modi has been assiduously courting the corporate sector.’ His message wasn’t just attractive to wealthy businesspeople, in her view, but to many journalists themselves. ‘Most of the journalists are very middle class or upper caste. So, as far as the media is concerned, I think it follows a middle-class agenda, and the middle class in India has turned to the right, or at least the centre-right.’

In my experience, some of the most left-wing journalists come from middle- or upper-middle-class backgrounds but, in any event, Modi’s media strategy was not based on appealing to the self-interest of journalists as individuals. He had decided to dominate the news headlines from day one and, barring a few unhelpful controversies, that is exactly what he did. And he did it by making news. As for the charge of avoiding cross-examination by journalists and going over the heads of the media, Prakash Javadekar was unapologetic. ‘He was not speaking over their heads. Maybe some journalists wanted to ask questions just to divert the issue, but he was talking from his heart to the people. That was news in itself. And in every speech there were new ideas, new slogans, new articulations, so for the journalists it was a feast.’

Javadekar ran a relatively conventional press office operation with the help of his head of media, Shrikant Sharma. Everybody was at their desks by 6.30 in the morning to read the newspapers and monitor the main national radio and television broadcasts between 7.00 a.m. and 11.00 a.m. At nine o’clock there would be a teleconference with the main political leaders, like Arun Jaitley and Rajnath Singh. They would discuss the main issues that were running in the media and decide how the party should respond. At 11.00 somebody, usually one of the politicians, would make a statement in front of the cameras on behalf of the party and perhaps take one or two questions. The main news conference would be at 3.00 p.m., when journalists could ask whatever they liked. The team would then meet again to assess how their stories were running in the media and to answer any last-minute questions from the BJP spokespeople who would represent the party on the evening discussion shows. These programmes took up a lot of time and effort and it was part of Javadekar’s job to make sure all the spokespeople around the country knew what to say– ‘the line to take’. He would hold a teleconference call, using audio bridge technology, every afternoon. ‘There are nearly two hundred state-level spokesmen and panellists who go on the various TV shows. In every Indian language now, in each state, there are at least ten news channels, out of which at least five do live debates in the evening. So, it’s a big thing.’

It was also, in reality, a sideshow. The main event, day after day, was Modi, and it was Modi whom all the channel executives wanted to see on their screens. The Holy Grail was an exclusive interview with the man himself, and they were very few and far between.

Modi was wary of the big TV interviews because he believed, quite rightly, that he would almost certainly be asked about the riots and there was a risk that whatever he said in reply could overshadow the positive message he wanted to put across. For that reason it was decided not to do any studio interviews at all at the start of the campaign. Prakash Javadekar explained the logic. ‘If you start with interviews right from the first day then unnecessary controversies will be raised and the headlines become different.’ Better to wait a couple of months, by which time the themes that Modi wants to talk about have been widely discussed and the agenda has been set. ‘After things were established in the minds of people, then we chose to give interviews.’

Every journalist preparing for a major political interview hopes that it will make a splash. Occasionally the politician will come into the studio with a big piece of news that they have decided


























CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

India Recast

On the morning of 16 May 2014, hundreds of millions of people across India were glued to their radios, TV sets, mobile phones and computers. In the large Indian communities in Britain, North America, Australia and elsewhere, many were doing the same, even if it meant being awake in the middle of the night. After the longest and most exciting general election campaign any of them could remember, the results were finally being declared. Change was not just in the air and on the air. Out on the streets and in the fields, in the crowded market places as much as the smart office blocks of corporate India, people knew that who governed India and even how it was governed was being transfigured. Some were apprehensive. Many more dared to hope and believe that if they were lucky, and if the promises that had been made were kept, their own lives could be about to change for the better.

From eight in the morning the electronic voting machines from all those hundreds of thousands of polling stations started to give up their secrets. It was no secret to anybody that the Congress Party and its allies were on the way out. Whether the BJP had secured enough seats to form a stable new government on its own was yet to be revealed. India has over four hundred television news and current affairs channels – the statistics in this vast country never cease to boggle the mind – and they are highly excitable even on a quiet news day. This morning they were feverish.

As the commentators analysed the returns, and with the stock market soaring, the networks reported that the man everybody expected to become the next prime minister was nowhere to be seen. With presidents, prime ministers, corporate leaders and Bollywood stars all queuing up to congratulate him, Modi was said to be ‘watching television for now.’

According to the man himself, this was just another example of the media claiming to know more than they did and getting it wrong. ‘In the morning when the counting was going on,’ he told me, ‘I was totally alone and had no TV on. I was finishing off my own spiritual activities and enjoying my meditation time after the gruelling elections.’ I suggested to him that many people outside India, and no doubt quite a few of his own citizens, would be amazed to hear that after having worked so hard for victory he didn’t savour every moment as seat after seat fell to the BJP. ‘Yes, I do have immense self-restraint and this was a good occasion to test it. I started taking calls only from 12 noon and the first call on the results was from the BJP president Rajnath Singh telling me that it was a foregone conclusion that we would sweep the polls.’ Three days earlier Modi’s number-crunchers had sent him a private note predicting that he would end up with somewhere around 260 seats, a figure which would have forced him to go into coalition. He hadn’t believed it. ‘I started feeling we would win well before anybody else,’ he told me.

Modi may have a gift for reading the political tea leaves, but he is not always so good at accurately remembering the past. If he suffers from an occasional tendency to overlook inconvenient facts when it comes to crafting his public image, he certainly isn’t the first prime minister to be guilty of that. It was actually at 10.26 a.m., not midday, that Rajnath Singh tweeted to his 977,000 followers, ‘Congratulated Shri @narendramodi over the phone on BJP’s superb performance in the Lok Sabha elections. Trends indicate it is a landslide.’ After such a tumultuous day, Modi might be forgiven for not remembering all the details.

And it was indeed at 12.07 that Narendra Modi tweeted to his 8.8 million followers, ‘India has won. Good times are coming.’

The BJP headquarters in central Delhi was already festooned with flowers. Sweets were being handed out in a traditional gesture of giving thanks. Eight hundred kilometres away, in Varanasi, where Modi was about to become the MP, posters had gone up overnight welcoming a victory that had yet to be officially announced but which everybody knew was coming. Congress Party leaders had thrown in the towel before the first results came in. By the end of the day they would know they hadn’t just lost, but had gone down to their worst defeat in history. They were left with just forty-four of the 543 seats in parliament. With less than 10% of the MPs they failed even to pass the threshold needed to claim the post of leader of the opposition. The BJP had 282 seats, giving it a comfortable majority. 272+ had become a reality with room to spare.

The TV channels flashed up Modi’s tweet, but they were still waiting for the day’s first glimpse of the man who had been dominating their screens for months. When he did appear it was to perform a very traditional ritual. Modi went straight to the home of his ninety-year old mother, Hiraba, to touch her feet and seek her blessing. It was more photo-opportunity than family occasion. Modi doesn’t do family. Here was the most powerful man in India showing that he still knew how a dutiful son should behave. From there he went to thank his supporters and deliver a speech that was carried live across the country. Dressed in saffron orange, he promised that ‘in letter and spirit I will take all Indians with me. This is our aim, and I will not leave any stone unturned.’

Modi had been elected in two places, Varanasi and Vadodara in Gujarat. He would promptly resign this second seat, necessitating a by-election, but he still wanted to thank the people of the state that had made him. ‘After filing my nomination from Vadodara, I was able to spend only 50 minutes here, but you gave me 570,000 votes,’ he said. The BJP had swept the board in the state, taking every one of the seats. Referring to his promise of ‘with all and development for all’, Modi said that it ‘will be my government’s motto and not an empty slogan. I hope I’ll get cooperation from all political parties and leaders in running the nation.’

Throughout the day his tone was consistently conciliatory. ‘Even if we’ve a clear majority to run the government, it’s our responsibility to take everyone along in running India. To live free to determine our future is our dream. India’s 1.25 billion people today should not be thinking about giving their lives for their country but living for it! If 1.25 billion people decide to live like this then my country will take 1.25 billion steps forward.’

Before leaving for Delhi, his pledge to the people of the whole country was to work as hard for them as he had done in Gujarat. ‘You have faith in me and I have faith in you. The people of this country have given their verdict. This verdict says we have to make the dreams of 1.25 billion people come true. I must work hard. I am a labourer, a worker. The country has never seen such a labourer as me. Is there any doubt in your mind about my capacity for hard work? I guarantee you our mission is everyone’s progress walking together, all together. There is a difference between running a state government and running a country. To run the country we are responsible for taking everyone with us together and I seek your blessings to succeed in this endeavour. We have a responsibility to take everyone with us.’

It was Modi’s day and it would have sounded like sour grapes for anybody to point out that taking everybody along with him had been his responsibility as chief minister just as much as it was now as prime minister. Even so, not all his opponents managed to be gracious in defeat. The Congress Party spokesman, Rajeev Shukla, told reporters that ‘Modi promised the moon and stars to the people. People bought that dream.’

Both Rahul Gandhi in Amethi and his mother Sonia in Rae Bareli had held on to their seats, the only Congress candidates in Uttar Pradesh to do so. Both stood ready to accept their share of responsibility for the national debacle. Appearing before reporters at 4.30 p.m. Rahul said, ‘I would like to start by congratulating the new government. They have been given a mandate by the people of our country so I wish the new government all the best. For my part, the Congress Party has done pretty badly, and there is a lot for us to think about. As vice president of the party, I hold myself responsible for what has happened.’ His mother, with a touch more defiance, said, ‘We, with all humility, accept the mandate of the people and hope that the new government at the centre will uphold the unity and interests of the country. I congratulate the new government. Congress will continue to fight for its principles and will not make any compromise. As president, I take responsibility for the defeat.’

Modi’s slogan, written for him by the outgoing prime minister Dr Manmohan Singh, ‘Achche din aane wale hain’, ‘Good times are coming’, was the refrain of the day. Those days would be better for some than for others, it has to be said. As the old American political adage goes, ‘to the victor the spoils.’ The Congress Party was left licking its wounds. It quickly set up an internal inquiry into why it had done so badly, an inquiry that would eventually exonerate all the party leaders.

The upstart AAP faced the humiliation of winning just four seats in parliament. Arvind Kejriwal was down but not yet out. He would go on to stage a remarkable come back in the next Delhi legislative poll the following February. But for now the best he could muster was that the 2014 result ‘was a good start for us for our first election.’ 

Some of Modi’s own party elders, including L. K. Advani, his mentor turned tormentor, would soon discover that their fortunes had turned when they were removed from the BJP’s ruling parliamentary committee and offered positions as ‘mentors’ instead. Advani would later be quoted as saying that the victory owed more to the mistakes of Congress than the achievements of Modi. ‘The massive campaign carried out under the leadership of Narendra Modi also contributed to the victory. But the biggest contribution was from our opposition. Had they not committed so many grave errors and had people not witnessed so much corruption in the last ten years, then probably this kind of result would not have come.’

Modi had gone from ‘pariah to prime minister’, according to one of his colleagues, who added, ‘This is nothing short of a miracle.’ And this being 2014, to the victor came the tweets. Led by David Cameron, who had told him, ‘It’s great to be talking to someone who just got more votes than any other politician anywhere in the universe,’ world leaders were busy following up their phone calls by finding 140 characters in which to say congratulations. The New York Times read a political snub into the order in which he chose to acknowledge them. First came the UK, then Canada, Russia, Japan, South Africa, France and Germany. ‘As the list of nations grew throughout the India day, the leader of the biggest western power, President Obama, began to look more and more like the kid who was picked last for teams during recess.’ Modi hadn’t forgotten that the United States had been the last, and most begrudging, of the western governments to invite him back into the diplomatic fold. Eventually, after thanking New Zealand and Fiji, Modi tweeted, ‘@BarackObama & I talked about further strengthening India–USA strategic partnership that will help both nations.’

The time had come at last to assess the true scale of the Modi wave, and for the most part the statistics were extremely impressive. Until today, no party other than Congress had managed to secure an overall majority on its own. For the first time in its history, the BJP had polled more of the popular vote than its rival. In six states it had taken every one of the seats up for grabs. But it hadn’t swept the entire country. Its candidates had done much better in the north and west than in the south and east, but nevertheless the national map had been transformed. Nationwide, the younger voters that Modi had assiduously courted, those aged 18–22, had preferred the BJP to Congress by a margin of more than two to one. The BJP was ahead in every age group, although among those over fifty-five the party’s lead was much smaller at 7%. Despite all his efforts to go after the female vote, however, women had been rather less impressed by Modi’s party than men. While 33% of men had voted BJP, the figure for women was just 29%. And where it had been a straight fight between the two big parties, Muslim voters had preferred Congress candidates by almost four to one.

In Uttar Pradesh, the BJP won a staggering seventy-three of the eighty seats. In his book, How Modi Won It, the former Congress party adviser Harish Khare noted that ‘the BJP did not nominate a single Muslim candidate in UP, while one third of its candidates were OBCs. So successful was the Modi-Shah strategy of Hindu consolidation that for the first time since Independence, UP did not elect a single Muslim.’

Across the country as a whole, for the first time ever the BJP had outpolled its rivals among those at the bottom of the caste system, the Dalits, or ‘untouchables’, and among those identified as tribal voters. Until 2014 there was a lot of truth to the aphorism that, in India, ‘you don’t cast your vote, you vote your caste’. Modi had explicitly called on people to put this behind them when he urged voters to make their choice not on the basis of who they were but rather on what they thought about the issues confronting the country as a whole. Caste or ‘identity’ politics certainly didn’t disappear altogether, however, and the BJP had engaged in its fair share of it where it felt it had to. But if the substantial breakdown of traditional loyalties that was revealed once the election results were analysed in detail proves durable, then Narendra Modi will have done something of far greater significance than winning an election. He really will have recast politics in India.

Even Modi’s closest colleagues concede, however, that it is one thing to promise change and quite another to deliver it. Modi will not need to make good on all that he has said he will do in his first term to be judged a success. ‘People are patient,’ one of his loyal cabinet ministers told me. ‘They will wait. But they won’t wait for ever.’ Indira Gandhi made it her ambition to ‘abolish poverty’ in 1971. It was a pledge she could never have met and towards which she had made little progress by the time she was cut down by assassins’ bullets thirteen years later, but it has not stopped millions of people continuing to revere her memory.

The first few weeks or months in office are scarcely the time for political leaders to start worrying about how they will be remembered. But nor is it a time to be squandered. I worked inside Downing Street for Tony Blair during his first term when he had the authority and the parliamentary majority to do almost anything he wanted. By the time the next election came around he regretted not having acted with greater urgency. He, and arguably he alone, was haunted by the prospect of his opponents’ fortunes reviving and his hold on power disappearing. In 2014 Modi already had his eyes on the next elections he had to win in some of the big state legislative assemblies. Victory in these could also help secure him a majority in the upper house of parliament, the Rajya Sabha, where most the members are elected by the state legislatures.

When I met the veteran BJP leader Arun Shourie, it was already two months since the results had been declared and he was a worried man. He had been passed over for the job of finance minister that he coveted, so perhaps he had reasons for being sour. But he is a Modi fan through and through and he told me, ‘People have been saying, “Let’s file a missing person’s report, where is Modi? Can’t seem to find him in the crowd”.’ He was disappointed that Modi had not hit the ground running. ‘There is no time,’ he told me, ‘Five years is not enough. It’s a short period. You need to act on what Buddha said: “Live every day like your hair is on fire”.’ Political honeymoons are getting shorter the world over. By the summer of 2014 Modi was still extraordinarily popular, but he was already the subject of intense public scrutiny, much of it trying to work out just what kind of prime minister he was turning out to be. Above all, how could he manage to satisfy all the people with so many strands of opinion, some of them contradictory, that had until now been ready to unite behind him?






Abbreviations

AAP: Aam Aadmi Party (‘Common Man’s Party’), founded in 2012 by Arvind Kejriwal. It formed a short-lived administration in Delhi after the 2013 state legislative elections but performed badly in the general election, securing just four seats. Won a sweeping victory in the Delhi Assembly elections in February 2015 winning sixty-seven out of seventy seats.

AICC: All India Congress Committee. The governing body of the All India Congress Party, or Congress for short, a left-of-centre party that dominated Indian politics under the leadership of the Nehru-Gandhi family for most of the time since Independence. The party came second in the general election but won just forty-four seats.

ASSOCHAM: The Associated Chambers of Commerce and Industry of India.

BJP: Bharatiya Janata Party (‘Indian People’s Party’), founded in 1980. Winner of the 2014 general election. Under the leadership of Narendra Modi, the party secured 282 seats, giving it an overall majority in parliament. The BJP is a right-wing party with close ideological and organisational links to the Hindu nationalist Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS).

BKS: Bharitya Kisan Sangh (‘Indian Farmers Union’).

BMS: Bharitya Mazdoor Sangh (‘Indian Labourers Union’).

BRICS: Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. An association of these five major emerging national economies.

BSP: Bahujan Samaj Party (‘Majority People’s Party’). Founded in 1984, the BSP has its main base in the state of Uttar Pradesh. Its leader, Mayawati, served four terms as the state’s chief minister. Although it came third in the share of the votes cast in the 2014 election it won no seats in parliament.

CAG: Citizens For Accountable Governance. Also Comptroller and Auditor General.    

CBI: Central Bureau Of Investigation.

CII: The Confederation of Indian Industry.

DMK: Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam, a party based in the southern states of Tamil Nadu and Puducherry. The party did well in the 2004 elections, winning 40 seats. They were awarded seven ministerial posts in the Congress-led UPA coalition government. In 2014 they failed to win any parliamentary seats. 

EC: Election Commission.

EICC: Election Information Campaign Committee. One of the main BJP committees in the run-up to the general election.

HRD: Human Resource and Development. A government department.

JDU: Janata Dal (United), founded in 2003. A centre-left political party based in Bihar and Jharkhand. Previously an important ally of the BJP, the JDU left the alliance in June 2013 to protest against the elevation of Narendra Modi. It won two seats in the general election.

NCC: National Cadet Corps. Founded in 1948, it is a state funded organisation designed to encourage young people to become able leaders and useful citizens. Membership is voluntary and while it is tied to the armed services, there is no obligation to go on active military service. 

NDA: National Democratic Alliance. The electoral alliance led by the BJP. It has twenty-nine members. Twelve of them, including the BJP, won seats at the 2014 general election, giving them a total of 336 seats.

NRI: Non-Resident Indians. Citizens of India who are living abroad.

OBC: Other Backward Classes. The Mandal Commission, set up in 1979, grouped together many lower castes as OBCs which it calculated as comprising 52% of the population, although this figure is disputed. It does not include the lowest castes, including Dalits. By virtue of his birth, Narendra Modi is an OBC.

RSS: Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (‘National Volunteer Organization’). Founded in 1925, it is a Hindu nationalist organisation whose members focus on charitable, educational and volunteer work. The RSS, often referred to as the Sangh, helped found the BJP in 1980 and many of its leaders are actively involved in BJP politics.

SIT: Special Investigation Team. A team set up by the Supreme Court to inquire into specific allegations, including those against Narendra Modi after the Gujarat riots of 2002.

SP: Samajwadi Party (‘Socialist Party’) founded in 1992. Based in the state of Uttar Pradesh where it won a landslide victory in the legislative assembly elections of 2012. The party won five seats in the general election.

UP:  Uttar Pradesh. India’s most highly populated and electorally significant state.

UPA: United Progressive Alliance. The name of the coalition of parties, led by the Congress Party, which governed India from 2004 to 2014. The alliance had ten members at the 2014 election and won a total of fifty-four seats.
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