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A Word of Explanation,
and Caution
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THIS BOOK IS A very personal enterprise.

The 2014 Lok Sabha polls were the first general election in over two decades during which I was no longer associated with a news organization, and, therefore, was under no obligation to report on a day-to-day basis or to supervise its coverage.

However, some time in the last week of March 2014, I decided to start writing an ‘election diary’ – what I saw, felt, read and heard from professional journalists and other individuals in public life as to what was going on under the grand rubric of the general election.

This book makes no claim to being an objective account, or to giving a complete view of what went into the making of the 2014 vote. It is an individualistic, partisan and necessarily subjective account, written down as it was happening. It is mostly based on knowledge available in the public domain. There is no inside information; no scoop; no breaking news.

There is a bit of political science, a bit of history, and chunks of old-fashioned journalistic analysis. And a bit of common sense too.

It is a peculiar Indian weakness – especially among the so-called intelligentsia – to ascribe great virtue and outstanding qualities to the ‘winner’ after an event. Yet, we owe it to history to put winners and losers in the context of the day – as well as to locate them amid the larger historical forces at play. This is a modest effort in that direction.


Why Vote?
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A GENERAL ELECTION IS the biggest mass ceremony we perform in India. It is bigger than the ritual holy bath by millions during the mammoth Kumbh Mela, bigger than any Haj congregation, bigger than Diwali, Dussehra, Holi, Eid or Christmas. Every Indian, irrespective of his or her religion or residential address in India, gets to take part in this larger-than-life civic ceremony and to soak in its democratic spirituality. And a general election has meaning and relevance – and consequences – for everyone in whichever corner of India one happens to live. A Lok Sabha poll is the only truly national religious festival. It is perhaps the only rite – whether it is performed in Jorhat, Jaipur or Jammu – that gives every Indian an equal voice in shaping the country’s collective destiny. It is an experience that invariably touches each one of us in some way or the other. None of us can hope to remain unaffected by its drama or by its outcome.

Today, we Indians regard democracy and elections as a natural phenomenon, a defining part of our collective DNA. But it was only 60 years ago that India began its great adventure in democracy, based on the principle of adult franchise, in this vast, bewildering land of mass poverty, backwardness, ignorance and superstitions. It was a huge leap of civilizational faith when on 22 November 1951, on the eve of the first general election, India’s greatest democrat, Jawaharlal Nehru, went on air to address the nation. The man who was fondly called ‘Panditji’ tried to tell the people of this ancient land, who for centuries had been accustomed only to the repressive autocracy of rajas and maharajas or to the ruthlessness of a colonial order, that they were now masters of their own destiny. Nehru exhorted the people to perform the first obligation of citizenship: take part in the democratic exercise of electing your own ‘rulers’. In his inimitable manner of communicating with the Indian masses, he formulated: ‘It is right that each one of you should take interest in this great democratic process on a scale unknown in history. It is also important that you take interest as a citizen of the Republic of India whose future will no doubt be affected to some extent by these elections. Democracy is based on active and intelligent interest of the people in national problems, and affairs in the elections that result in the formation of governments.’

The first democratic elections were deemed successful in so far as they were seen as a fair and just exercise, with no group or political party or leader unjustly denying others a reasonable chance to have his or her voice heard. Nehru saw to it that the electoral process was as uncontaminated as possible. He decreed, with all the moral force at his command, that ‘the fact that one party [the Congress] happens to be in charge of government does not entitle it to any special privilege during the elections.’ This was a transformational commitment in the context of the time.

That very first – honest and fair – tryst with electoral politics irrevocably put India on the road to democracy, no doubt with all its noisy reverberations, contentious distractions and frustrating moments. Yet, Nehru’s faith in the idea of democracy and his even greater faith in the native wisdom of our masses ensured that India would not take the dark road Pakistan has traversed in its short, tortured history. Nehru’s romantic infatuation with the Indian masses also ensured that we were never – seriously – tempted to imitate China’s authoritarian model.

Democracy has now become the great unifying force in this land of enormous and intriguing diversities. Now, every five years or so the voter in the world’s largest democracy is asked to step up and pronounce the verdict, to make a democratic choice.

What does making a choice mean? What emotions, calculations, memories, passions and sentiments are spawned in a general election in a genuine democracy?

The simple textbook answer is that people exercise their periodic right to decide whether they are happy with the incumbent government and whether they want to continue with the current set of rulers; or, whether they, or at least a majority of them, find themselves sufficiently unhappy with the party or coalition in power and are inclined to see them out of office, and are therefore fairly well-disposed towards the available alternative set of rulers.

That begs the next question: Why would citizens/voters become dissatisfied with a set of rulers to such an extent that they are willing to bring in another bunch of political actors? The answer can be two-fold. Voters may not be very happy with the government of the day, but they may not be all that excited about the challengers either. The prospect of change can be considerably disorienting, even intimidating. In that case, voters may decide to persist with the in-crowd. Status quo carries with it a comforting familiarity. On the other hand, if the alternative presents itself forcefully and attractively enough, then the voter’s choice becomes easier. But what does it take for the challengers to make themselves look attractive to such an extent that the voters may be persuaded to overlook their flaws and handicaps as well as overlook the incumbent’s redeeming record?

This is the crux of that inexact science and the elusive art called campaigning.

Campaigning involves – by words, images, ideas, arguments, gestures and manufactured events – having to convince a large enough number of voters to give this party or that leader a chance. Usually a campaign comes alive around a leader. In a way, Nehru wrote the template way back in 1936–37 when he reached out to the masses. As his biographer, S. Gopal, wrote:

‘Jawaharlal now threw all his energies into winning the elections. This was the first of his national campaigns, covering Indian village networks by trains, planes, cars, bicycles, carts and steamers, on horses, elephants and camels, and on foot. Once he even ran for half a mile to reach a meeting place, the crowd following him.’1

India has known a number of charismatic and indefatigable campaigners since the days of Nehru. In the first general election, Jayaprakash Narayan gave Nehru a run for his money; in 1971, Indira Gandhi single-handedly won the day for her party; in West Bengal, Jyoti Basu was the charismatic voice for three long decades. In the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) corner were two energetic communicators – Atal Bihari Vajpayee and L.K. Advani.

The presumed task of the leader is to help the voter make up his mind. But that is not so easily done; not all voters are equally equipped – in terms of information, experience and intellect – to make what social scientists like to call an intelligent decision; some voters allow themselves to get influenced by their ties of tribal solidarities – caste, jaati or religion – while others rise above these sectarian calculations to make a ‘rational’ choice.

Individual decisions all flow into one big stream, and there is a certain mythical quality to this big outcome. No doubt the big outcome is the sum total of millions of individual choices, yet the choice is never made in a vacuum. A choice made today is inevitably a product of the experience of yesterday and a hope for the future. It all boils down to how citizens make judgments about the virtues and flaws of the existing political order. And there is no final word about what the ideal political order is like.

All political philosophers, from Plato and Aristotle to Hobbes and John Rawls, have addressed the elusive quest for an order that is felt to be morally and ethically justifiable. Our own religious texts like the Gita and the Mahabharata, too, have quite a bit to teach about the ideal king and his kingly duties. Mahatma Gandhi often invoked the concept of ‘Ram Rajya’, a utopian ethical ruling arrangement. Whenever and wherever an ‘order’ or a ruling arrangement is deemed to have lost its moral justification, a part of society seeks to challenge the existing order, by force if necessary.

In the course of their evolution, political societies have discovered a useful device called a constitution. Among other things, a constitution lays down the basic principles of lawful authority, how it will be exercised or not exercised, and the restraints on those who get empowered to exercise that authority. It is the stuff of ‘politics’ to ensure that ‘bad’ rulers are punished and ‘good’ rulers are rewarded with the mandate to govern.

Thanks to Mahatma Gandhi who led us onto a non-violent path of national liberation, and thanks to the collective sagacity and wisdom of our founding fathers – Nehru, Patel, Ambedkar, Azad and Rajendra Prasad – we have a fairly elaborate Constitution, creating the Indian state and its various institutions – the judiciary, the legislature, the Election Commission, etc. We have evolved our own rules of the game in due course, except that these rules are differently observed and often questioned. The Indian state and its best interests become the raison d’être for political development and democratic exchange. As consumers and beneficiaries of the Indian state-decreed order, citizens have certain expectations – an assurance of safety of jorru, zameen and zameer. Roughly translated, as a member of a political order, a citizen feels entitled to respect and safety of his jorru (honour of his wife and other womenfolk in his family); zameen (safety of land and property); and zameer (freedom and integrity of his conscience, particularly of his religious beliefs and practices). A citizen expects the state not to encroach nor allow other groups to encroach upon these three sacred boundaries. In other words, a citizen expects a firm and fair state order. In turn, the state’s chosen functionaries have an obligation to perform their duties in the right manner so as to ensure the happiness, satisfaction and safety of the maximum number of its citizens.

This task is easy to define, but difficult for any modern ruler to achieve. Coercion and violence are necessary instruments for securing minimum obedience and compliance with lawful authority. Besides an ability and capacity to use or threaten the use of violence against the recalcitrant, maintenance of a political order invariably ‘rests on alliances, intrigue, cajolery and bluff’, to quote that great cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz. And, increasingly, governing in a democracy has become a hazardous proposition.

Yet, somebody has to do the job. A chosen (or elected) group of men and women may not be all that good at attending to the basic functions of the state. In India, the task is particularly thankless, notwithstanding all the elaborate prescriptions and proscriptions about exercise of authority and division of power among various institutions.

Five basic equations continue to elude definitive resolutions: the relationship between the Centre and the periphery; the equation between the Union and the states; the terms of co-existence between the majority and the minorities; the quantum of obedience and autonomy between the state and its citizens; and the relationship between the private sector and public interests. These five equations remain contested even after six decades of democratic turmoil and experimentation. Political parties and leaders insist on different, often conflicting, ideas on how these five equations should ideally be sorted out. In the process arise contention, controversy and conflict.

Every five years or so, we allow our citizens to sit in judgment on a ruling combine as to whether it has performed a reasonable job of managing the conflict arising out of these unsettled equations. In normal times, the judgment is a cumulative view, grafted over the course of the last few years. A general election becomes a provocation for cajoling and bluffing, for forming alliances among political parties and leaders, and indulging in intrigues to trick the voter into making a particular judgment, for or against this or that leader and his or her party. An election involving over 700 million adults can only be an exercise in alchemy, moulding a billion aspirations, dreams, frustrations, anxieties, anger and anguish into one coherent verdict. The art of political craftsmanship is to produce a noble and uplifting democratic synergy among the man, the message and the moment.

This difficult, mysterious and mythical task of producing this elusive synergy was undertaken by the people of India in April–May 2014.


Grand Issues
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ON 1 SEPTEMBER 2010, Gopalkrishna Gandhi, one of India’s finest and most distinguished public men, delivered a remarkable talk at India International Centre in New Delhi. The title of the talk, one in a series of lectures on governance, was ‘Hukumat-e-Hind: Reflections on the Governance of India’. With his characteristic modesty, Gandhi declared at the beginning: ‘I will not attempt to theorize on the subject nor unveil solutions, for I have none.’ Only a wise and observant student of Indian history will acknowledge the essential intractability of maintaining central authority in this ancient land of ours. Gandhi then insightfully alluded to three ‘haqiqaten’ (three layers of realities) – Awaam-e-Hind, Siyaasat-e-Hind, and Hukumat-e-Hind – adding, ‘All three – the people of India, India’s political life and the Indian state – are, like the three lions on our emblem, majestic alike. But each face a different direction.’

Let us try to break the Gopalkrishna Gandhi code of the three haqiqaten. He was referring to a sacred but mystifying, and at times mysterious, tension between the aspirations, dreams and anxieties of the people of India; the inadequacies and absurdities of political life; and the everlasting and essential conditions and requirements of the Indian state. This tension, often creative and healthy, is – and will continue to be – at the heart of the central existential problem of modern India: who will uphold the central authority, and how? And let us make no mistake about it: the New Delhi-based government that presides over the Republic wields an imperial authority, with large chunks of the population on the periphery rendering to the Caesar only sullen obedience. This authority is to be constituted and exercised as per the democratic rules of the game prescribed in the Constitution.

As per the Constitution, every five years, an autonomous Election Commission, an independent institution, oversees the election of a new set of rulers who exercise this imperial authority. At one level, a general election is a naked battle between different sets of naked ambitions. At another level, it is possible to argue that a general election brings to the fore the creative tensions of the three shers, the three lions, on our national emblem; come election time, the Awaam-e-Hind is called upon to judge as to who among the Siyaasat-e-Hind would best safeguard and promote the interests of the Hukumat-e-Hind.

In making this judgment, the awaam – the voter – is invited to sift through claims and counter-claims of rival contestants and notions of how the ‘imperial’ authority ought to be exercised. The voter is enticed, often tricked, into choosing between this or that potential king. In making this judgment, the awaam is invited to tap his or her collective memories and meanings of recent events and experiences. No election takes place in a vacuum. Invariably, grand themes and ideas that could find a resonance throughout this vast land are sought to be invoked.

The 1971 Lok Sabha election was the first ‘national’ election, being the first time that elections to Parliament were de-linked from Assembly elections. This meant that voters were casting their votes to elect a central government for the first time, while the political parties’ campaign sales-pitch was oriented towards that end. Indira Gandhi was the incumbent Prime Minister and she sought to convert the campaign into a referendum on her and her politics and policies, especially her grand slogan, ‘Garibi Hatao’. Her radical promise of an egalitarian social order mesmerized voters across the length and breadth of the country, and she swept the polls decisively, popularizing a new and intrusive concept of New Delhi’s imperial authority.

In the next Lok Sabha poll in 1977, the entire political spectrum had ganged up against her and her younger son, Sanjay Gandhi, and the mother–son’s experiments with authoritarianism. The combined opposition, coming together under the Janata marquee, coined the slogan, ‘Indira Hatao, Desh Bachao’. Subsequently, Gandhi and her Indian National Congress were decisively swept out of office. The newly minted Janata Party won a mandate without a nation-wide organizational presence by positing the vote as an epic battle between forces of democracy and practitioners of authoritarianism. This invitation to democratic reassertion and a rejection of authoritarian temptations redefined and renewed the Indian republic and recharged its civic virtues.

In 1980, Indira Gandhi stormed back to power; it was now her turn to remind the nation of her decisive style of working. She would once again carry the conviction that the Indian state’s interests were best protected by her. Within three years, the awaam had de-infatuated itself with ‘democracy’ and wanted a restoration of ‘order’ and ‘efficiency’.

In 1984, the awaam gave Rajiv Gandhi the most massive mandate in the history of democratic India. When two Sikh security guards on duty at her official residence in New Delhi assassinated Indira Gandhi on 31 October 1984, voters suddenly found themselves confronted with the spectre of a disintegrating state order. They queued up across the land at polling booths to refurbish Hukumat-e-Hind, electing the slain Indira’s son and political heir with a clear mandate to restore the Indian state’s robustness. It was the first time a leader and his political party had won more than 400 Lok Sabha seats.

But in 1989 the electorate turned away from Rajiv Gandhi because he did not have convincing answers about what came to be known as the ‘Bofors scandal’. This was the election when the nation discovered ‘corruption’ as an issue, and what began as an essay in civic accountability has now been deformed into a tool of political witch-hunting. This was also the election that produced a fractured verdict and spawned the age of the ‘coalition government’, a ruling arrangement in which ‘regional’ parties called the shots. Working out the imperial authority was now seen as the fumbling art of ‘muddling through’.

In the four elections of 1991, 1996, 1998 and 1999, the awaam kept reaffirming the basic format of a fractured mandate and coalition governments. Simply put, it meant that New Delhi was not to be a haughty, arrogant and overbearing viceregal authority; its imperial authority was to be negotiated, shared and operated through creative federalism. If it meant a slow pace of growth and even slower decision-making, so be it. We are not China; we do not want to be China, the awaam seemed to be saying.

Then in 2004, and again in 2009, the Indian National Congress-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA) came to power. The awaam gave it a mandate – again, limited and fractured, make no mistake about it – to try its hand at restoring secular, plural and democratic vibrancy to the republic. The horrible 2002 Gujarat riots had jolted the moderate Hindu out of his complacency, just as minorities had been made to feel insecure. The original grand social compact that defines the Indian Republic had become chipped and needed to be repaired. Because the ‘moderate’ Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee could not rectify the failure of state order in Gujarat, the awaam made him vacate the Delhi throne.

As could be expected, the 2014 election too came to hinge on one grand theme – how, and on what terms, was central authority to be reorganized? The UPA Siyasat-e-Hind from 2004 to 2014 had increasingly been seen as having run its course. The change of 2004 had become the new status quo. It was, once again, time for change.

The Manmohan Singh-led UPA governments had changed India; unleashed civic energies and anxieties; generated expectations and aspirations; transformed the political economy of rural India; intensified the spread of information technology at a very cheap rate, with the result that Indians were now connected – though not necessarily integrated – as never before; social values and mores were constantly being whetted and redefined; economic opportunities were promised and personal ambitions instigated in the new age of ‘economic growth’; and, the ‘connected’ young Indian was able to watch and imbibe worldwide revolts against ‘authority’, from the Arab Spring to the Occupy Wall Street movements. Disagreement, dissent and defiance were suddenly ‘cool’. That was not all. To be disagreeable became the coolest of all attitudes. Social media and its new ‘apps’ became the site for the uncorking of repressed anger, ungainly ideas and ugly prejudices. This phenomenon is best captured by the historian Ramachandra Guha in his essay, ‘Hindutva Hate Mail’. He hilariously describes his typical hate-mailer as: ‘…a certain kind of Indian who gets up before dawn, has a glass of cow’s milk, prays to the sun god and begins scanning cyberspace for that day’s secular heresies. If a column I write touches in any way on faith, Hinduism, Hindutva, Guru Golwalkar, Gujarat or Ayodhya, by breakfast I would have in my Inbox – or perhaps in the “Comments” section of the newspaper’s own website – mails which are hurt, complaining, angry, or downright abusive.’2

Coming back to the theme that defined the 2014 election: Change, with a capital ‘C’, was what the doctor had ordered for an impatient and enfeebled India. Change, yes, but what kind of change? Change from what? To what? And, finally, who would be this agent of change? These questions were at the crux of the 2014 battle of the ballot.

The quest for change, desirable and acceptable, became decidedly complicated after Narendra Modi led the BJP to a comfortable victory in the Gujarat Vidhan Sabha elections in October 2012. He had made no secret of the fact that he had a well-toned political ambition beyond his state. A section of corporate India and large chunks of national media, especially its electronic wing, enrolled themselves as Narendra Modi’s event managers and cheerleaders. One particularly gullible anchor for a national television channel led the pack when he intoned, in a complete non sequitur: ‘People of Gujarat are not electing a chief minister; they are voting for the next Prime Minister.’ From that point on, the Modi chorus sang loud, full-throated and untiring. It was a noise neither Narendra Modi’s friends nor his rivals within the BJP could ignore.

There was something jarring about this chorus. Narendra Modi had opted to become a polarizing figure, perhaps by design – in sharp contrast to the moderate and centrist Atal Bihari Vajpayee. From the early post-2002 riots days, when he embarked on a ‘Gaurav Yatra’, he had left no one in doubt about his politics or ambitions. In the 2002 campaign, he began experimenting with American right-wing tactics of smear by innuendoes. For example, he chose, not so innocently, to pronounce the full name of then Chief Election Commissioner, James Michael Lyngdoh. This distinguished civil servant, who hailed from north-east India, was respected as an iconic representative of an inclusive India; in Narendra Modi’s rhetorical trope, however, he got reduced to a Christian, someone who somehow would not be able to empathize with the majority community’s interests. In that 2002 campaign, he also honed his anti-minority platform by cleverly clubbing ‘Mian Musharraf’, Muslims and terror. This was a post-9/11 world when it was intellectually and ideologically fashionable to imitate the George Bush–Dick Cheney line on ‘clash of civilizations’; it was also the time when both Vajpayee and Advani were whipping up a nationwide hysteria after the terrorist attack on Parliament House on 13 December 2001. By the time the 2002 Gujarat Assembly elections concluded, Narendra Modi had marketed himself as the defender of Hindu interests against an aggressive Muslim minority, and, in the process, he had enrolled the majority of the Gujarat electorate as his partners.

The nature of the 2002 campaign and victory defined Narendra Modi. It suited him just fine. The more the secular, liberal and moderate voices outside Gujarat reviled him for his communal politics, the more he felt validated in his beliefs, posturing and politics. Ten years later, and with two more Assembly victories under his belt, he was now ready to take on a national role. But before that he had to cope with dissent within the National Democratic Alliance (NDA).

The first to try his hand at throwing a spanner in Narendra Modi’s works was Nitish Kumar, chief minister of Bihar and leader of Janata Dal (United). JD (U) had been the most substantive element in the NDA, and its presence in the alliance helped the BJP overcome its post-Babri Masjid demolition political untouchability. Both George Fernandes and Nitish Kumar had opted not to part company with the NDA in the wake of the Gujarat riots in 2002; the national leadership of the BJP had reason to be politically grateful to them, and had no option but to concede to JD (U) the role of the senior partner in Bihar. Nitish Kumar had his own share of cheerleaders who happily constructed a ‘Bihar Model’, a parallel to Narendra Modi’s ‘Gujarat Model’. And, because Nitish Kumar had a virulently secularist Lalu Prasad Yadav as a political rival, he had carefully kept his distance from Narendra Modi even though the JD (U)–BJP alliance went from strength to strength. The Nitish camp thought, legitimately, that as the most substantive partner, the JD (U) had a right to consultation as and when the BJP decided to project a prime ministerial mascot for the 2014 battle. And Nitish Kumar had made no secret of his non-preference for Narendra Modi.

At a meeting of its national executive in Rajgir on 12 April 2013, the JD (U) chose to force the issue of Narendra Modi and demanded that the BJP declare its prime ministerial mascot. It passed a resolution spelling out the political assessment that the country was ready for change: ‘JD (U) believes that in the 2014 Lok Sabha elections the people of India will vote out the UPA government and pave the way for an alternative government that will resurrect the environment for growth, that will provide relief to the people on the inflation and unemployment front, that will ensure healthy Centre–State relationship as envisaged in the Constitution, that will get control over rampant corruption, that will restore India’s global prestige, and that will give hope to all sections and communities that India would regain its pride and glory.’ The Modi camp cleverly used Nitish Kumar’s ultimatum to invoke BJP’s gaurav, honour and pride. In June that year, the party called Nitish Kumar’s bluff and named Narendra Modi chairman of the BJP’ s National Campaign Committee.

Nitish Kumar promptly parted company with the NDA. The Bihar chief minister’s departure also released the Modi crowd from the constraint of what Vajpayee used to call ‘coalition dharma’. ‘Now we will be on our own. With the exit of secular baggage of Nitish Kumar, there will be no talking about minority appeasement,’ said a visibly relieved Giriraj Singh, a BJP leader from Bihar and a former minister in the Nitish cabinet.3 A political analyst noted: ‘For the Modi camp, the development would give the Gujarat chief minister and the BJP a bigger platform to talk of minority appeasement. Modi’s now famous words, “We don’t do anything either for majority or minority; we do whatever is essential for six crore Gujaratis”, would now be used nationwide. “The common Hindus, especially the upper castes by tradition and the middle class by economic stratification, will find Modi and BJP as someone genuinely concerned about them,”’ a pro-Modi leader told this analyst.4
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In September 2013, I spent a month on a beautiful island near Milan in Italy. When I came back, I wrote an article titled ‘Commandeering Change’ in The Hindu (10 October 2013), in which I noted: ‘A month away from India, without Indian newspapers and television, can be a deeply detoxifying experience. Without the clutter of daily chatter, the big picture becomes clearer. The country is in the mood for change.’

I elaborated the theme further in this opening paragraph: ‘...we are tired of stability, especially the stability of the old men – Manmohan Singh, A.K. Antony, Pranab Mukherjee, S.M. Krishna, etc.,...’ The rule by old and tired rulers was not at all palatable to a country that ‘just gets younger and younger’ and a whole generation of Indians has come of age knowing only two prime ministers in the twenty-first century. So the big, nagging question was, who would reap the harvest of change? ‘Narendra Modi has understood this yearning for change and is promising a change from the tired and compromised UPA,’ I wrote. That he or someone else should want to become the Prime Minister was all very democratic and all very unexceptional, but, as I saw it, Narendra Modi was damaged goods: ‘(Modi) has already scared sober and sensible middle-class Indians. The country has watched with apprehension how a provincial and deeply divisive actor has not only hijacked a national political party but has also forced one and all – some of them proud and sensitive public leaders in the BJP – to fall in line with his ambitions. However, Mr Modi may have won a battle against the BJP, but he has yet to convince the nation he represents the change that it needs or wants.’

On the other hand, I wrote, was the incumbent political establishment which ‘has been ruling the country for 10 years with a governing model that has never fully been appreciated nor entirely accepted. Its performance, at best, can be described as a mixed blessing.’ The question therefore was, could the country be persuaded to opt for more of the same, or was it possible for the Congress ‘to anchor itself in this gathering desire for change’?

This question, it would seem, was pretty much on the Congress’s mind as well.

In January 2013, the Congress anointed Rahul Gandhi as its vice-president. After this essay in dynastic succession, the young man was seen by friends and foes alike as the Congress’s face of change. Expectedly, he made a few clumsy attempts to distance himself from the UPA project. But there was something amiss in this Rahul project. I wrote: ‘Mr Gandhi has to assure the nation that he is here to stay and has the stamina of a long-distance runner. So far his “leadership” has been erratic at best. Leadership is not a matter of private convenience, nor is it a personal hobby to be pursued at random.’ Since the Mahatma’s days, those who choose to enter the public arena are expected to devote themselves fully to the work for people’s welfare; a political career is deemed to be a lifelong commitment, and affords both frustrating as well as rewarding moments.

It was natural that in the run-up to the 2014 general election, both Rahul Gandhi and Narendra Modi and their respective claims would come under scrutiny from the Indian voter, long serenaded for his robust common sense. With all the assurance that any good student of Indian electoral history can have, I wrote that ‘Indian democracy has developed a healthy capacity to see through those who make spurious claims,’ before concluding: ‘For now, neither Mr Modi nor Mr Gandhi has pan-Indian acceptance. Both of them face two dozen counter-narratives of competence and performance. A prime ministerial mascot can only marginally help his party overcome its organizational infirmities and its ideological confusion. Yet the country needs to change out of its current matrix of too much confrontation and too little harmony, too much contestation and too little consensus, too much institutional overreach and too little institutional synergy. If we have to survive as a vibrant nation in an unforgiving world, then our polity must change and cure itself of the present fascination for cultivated divisiveness and joyful ugliness. The change the country needs is a rediscovery of inclusiveness, compassion and harmony as the first principles of statecraft.’
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The awaam had been given enough reasons to worry about whether the Siyasat-e-Hind knew or even desired to protect abiding and long-term interests of the Hukumat-e-Hind. The primary but unstated anxiety at large was the issue of coherence at the heart of the Indian state. Since 1984, the awaam had preferred not to give a majority to any single party and had instead opted for a panchayat rule, a preference for a style of collective decision-making through the old-fashioned ‘coalition’ government. This was, crudely stated, a power-sharing device between a ‘national’ party and its ‘regional’ partners. This was also a reaction to the mishandling of the massive mandate given to Rajiv Gandhi in 1984.

Since 1991, India had changed dramatically; its economy was re-jigged to make the Indian state vacate the ‘commanding heights’ of the economy. Simultaneously, the ‘market’ was invited to perform its magic. Consequently, society had changed too. In particular, new information technology connected more and more Indians with one another and with the outside world. The Indian economy was, at least partially, integrated with the processes of globalization and gave birth to a new pan-Indian middle class. This new middle class was articulate; it was not embarrassed to aggressively project its ambitions; it quickly colonized sites of national discourse; the new electronic media became, by design, the megaphone of its sectarian prejudices. The new middle class also took ideological inspiration from American political habits. It was no coincidence that this new middle class re-energized traditional ties with the NRI community located in North America. By and by, articulate and affluent sections of Indian society came to subscribe to an anti-politician, anti-government and anti-Indian state mode of thinking about their concerns and aspirations. The Chetan Bhagats weaved a new cultural narrative of a Reaganite-kind anti-politician spiel.

By the time Indians started thinking about the 2014 election, they had become sceptical of the two-decade-old ways of running the Indian state. They had become tired of the coalition arrangement and its much-touted ‘dharma’. And when Prime Minister Manmohan Singh sought to explain the ‘2G scam’ as an unhappy by-product of the compulsions of alliance politics, the very idea of the coalition government became anathema.

During both the Vajpayee and Manmohan Singh prime ministerial innings, the awaam had watched, with dismay and concern, the rise of regional politics and politicians. The imperative of inclusiveness was degenerating into dysfunctionality. The regional partners demanded – and were given – a veto power even in foreign policy matters. Mamata Banerjee virtually stopped Prime Minister Manmohan Singh from working out an entente with Bangladesh; similarly, regional parties and players in Tamil Nadu arrogated to themselves the right to dictate the contours and content of India’s relationship with Sri Lanka. By the time the 2014 election season opened, the cognoscenti talked of the super-critical role of the ‘three ladies’ – Mamata, Amma and Mayawati – in deciding who would preside over the Hukumat-e-Hind. The spectre of the three volatile, unpredictable and unmanageable regional bosses meddling and messing up affairs of the Indian state was deeply troublesome.

Another subtext of anxiety was discernible. The new Indian middle class, like its counterparts in all emerging economies, subscribed easily and eagerly to the rites of an aggressive nationalism. A new national self-confidence expressed itself as chauvinist assertion, especially vis-à-vis our two neighbours, China and Pakistan. Our collective frustrations with finding a final solution to the terrorist and his deadly craft, particularly in the aftermath of the 26/11 Mumbai terror attacks, often led to impotent rage; a self-styled ‘nuclear weapon’ state was unable to get the better of high-school dropouts practising jihad. Sections of over-staffed armed forces and the intelligence community kept stoking the nationalist rage, pushing the political leadership to rise to the challenge of teaching Pakistan a lesson. Militarized posturing and jingoist talk went down well with the middle class and its media sites. A highly factionalized army leadership deftly diverted attention from its own inadequacies to the politicians’ presumed timidity. The country was made to yearn for a strong, muscular political leader who would protect ‘Mother India’. Almost imperceptibly, the middle class began pining for a strong, decisive helmsman, someone who would show the regional prima donnas their place and someone who would not be enamoured of consultation and consensus.

These two sentiments – the unease over regional leaders’ overreach and the desperate desire to have a leader who would be firm and fair – found expression in the national narrative on ‘corruption’. The ‘2G scam’ became emblematic of a perceived flaw in the UPA arrangement: a regional political party demanding a licence to loot in exchange for its support, and a weak Prime Minister unwilling and unable to throw the thieves out.

It was this emerging narrative on ‘corruption’ that encouraged a host of ‘civil society’ groups and activists to make a run on the Manmohan Singh government. Anna Hazare was anointed by a host of disparate groups to become the face of the anti-corruption crusade. Jantar Mantar in New Delhi was sought to be converted into our version of Tahrir Square. As the country experimented with defiance, chaos and anarchy, the Hukumat-e-Hind looked wobbly and vulnerable. The need for a strong hand began to be felt. With Narendra Modi offering the ‘strong hand’, it was inevitable that the concern about the future of social harmony should have inserted itself into the basket of grand issues.

Since the early days of our republic, the equation between the majority and the minorities has remained unsettled. On the other hand, ever since the Ayodhya movement, the Hindu right wing has been relentless in its offensive against minorities. Let us recall that even before the 2002 signature riots and much before Narendra Modi came to power, Gujarat had witnessed communal violence and hatred. And in the first few months of the Vajpayee regime there was that horrible murder of the Christian missionaries, the Staines.

A struggle over ‘secularism’, and its content and its colours, was now seen as a defining feature of the 2014 battle. ‘Secularism’ became the code word for pluralism, diversity, tolerance, inclusiveness, equity and democratic traditions. In opposition to these assorted values and ideas was the tempting offer of majoritarian authoritarianism.

The 2014 Lok Sabha battle thus became the occasion to revisit some of the republican propositions that were accepted all through the last six decades as self-evidently desirable, worthy of preservation, moral in intent and ethical in practice. India in 2014 was an impatient country; it felt agitated, aggrieved, anxious and angry in a brutally demanding global environment that most Indian citizens felt they had little or no control over their own national fate. The old institutions were no longer deemed capable of carrying out Nehru’s grandest vision: to create a just state by just means.

What was more, political bitterness, divisions and decrepitude had combined to produce a sense of disorder on a grand scale, which was seen as preventing India from achieving its civilizational potential. All the grand issues – federalism, secularism, pluralism and even representative democracy – needed to be redefined and re-invigorated to meet the temper of a changing India. The country was ready for a different political dispensation and a new political helmsman.
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