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To my parents,
Saeed and Aruna.


Thank you.





AUTHOR’S NOTE



THIS IS A REPORTER’S BOOK.


Soon after the stunning verdict of the 2015 Delhi Assembly elections were declared, the publishers contacted me to ask if I would be interested in exploring how the Aam Aadmi Party pulled off such a feat against the Bharatiya Janata Party. They were not asking for a biography of the charismatic Arvind Kejriwal, something I was reluctant to do, but instead wanted me to draw on my experience of covering national politics for two decades to assess the AAP’s evolution and the verdict of the Delhi 2015 Assembly elections. It was an interesting proposition.


I decided to plunge in because I thought it would be worth an attempt to share with others how the first successful experiment in alternative politics was pulled off in the national capital, the city in which I was born and raised. I had covered, quite extensively, many of the events linked to the AAP and the Delhi elections, and have, therefore, drawn from my own news reports and pulled out older notebooks, which I do not throw away. To this I have added material from several fresh interviews I conducted with volunteers and leaders of the party exclusively for this book.


None of this would have been possible if I had not spent 15 years in Outlook magazine, and I wish to thank the institution and all my colleagues for keeping the space intact for questioning the way things are done in this country by those who run it and their nexus with big businesses. While I was working on the book, the founding editor of the magazine, Vinod Mehta, passed away. We had fought many battles together, particularly during the Vajpayee era, but this is not the time to chronicle them. Vinod, an individual singularly lacking in personal sentiment, will be smiling up there at the many eulogies that have come his way. So I am not going to write another. This is just to say, thank you, boss.


My father, Saeed Naqvi, would probably tell me that what I do not know could fill another book. What he would proceed to hold forth on could fill several books that he has just begun to write. He is of the view that the AAP is part of a world trend that recently brought the Syriza party to power in Greece and unsettled the existing system. I told him I have no way of establishing such parallels but would mention that he said it!


My father’s journey as a journalist has taken him across the world and India a few times over. What I have learnt from him is the importance of going out there and putting one’s feet on the ground. That is why I call Capital Conquest a reporter’s book, and apologize for the many times ‘I’ has been brought into the narrative. ‘I’ am there only because it seemed the best way to tell the story.


I must thank the many members of the AAP who spoke to me for this book. While working on it, I met some remarkable young people whose energy and idealism I have tried to describe. They are the real heroes of the AAP, a party that is a work in progress, a party in its formative stage. It has been a bit of a challenge setting a cut-off date for the book with the way events have unfolded, and doubtless there is much more to come.


Finally, a word about my daughter Sara, who was convinced the AAP would win in Delhi at a time I did not believe it would. She too is one of the young people for whom nothing seems impossible today. Apologies to her for taking over the dining table to hammer out this book and interrupting her post-examination plans to watch the Cricket World Cup and lots of television. We had to compromise over the past month. I hope the readers of this book will think the effort has been worth it.


Saba Naqvi
31 March 2015





A COMPREHENSIVE SWEEP



———


THE WINTER FOG HAD lifted and the sun was bright at noon on 14 February 2015. At 12.15 p.m. Arvind Kejriwal would take the oath of office and become the chief minister of Delhi. The ceremony would mark the culmination of an extraordinary campaign. The first experiment in alternative politics had succeeded in the world’s largest democracy. A set of outsiders had broken into the political ranks and were now getting set to run a government for five years.


It was an occasion to remember, and the proof of that lay in the crowds pouring into Delhi’s Ramlila Maidan. They came on the metro, in cars, buses, cycles and on foot. At the entrance to the press enclosure I came across some Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) spokespersons being denied entry by the security. They did not have the valid IDs or passes. But they did not lose their temper or assert any importance, in the usual manner of people in a city that is the seat of political power and domain of many VIPs. They joked with the guards, trying to persuade them that they were not frauds but genuinely entitled to mingle with the media. They waited at the entrance for someone to come along and get them in and in time it was done. ‘Pehle AAP,’ one of them quipped as I went in while they were still held up by the security.


Inside, a large platform had been constructed for the media on the side of the stage where Kejriwal and his ministers would be sworn in. Television anchors and correspondents were lined up in a row with the crowds as the backdrop. Those from the print media moved along, chatting with the AAP spokespersons and leaders who came into that section. There was no seating arrangement so people stood in groups, talking. As the midday sun grew brighter the few bottles of water that were there ran out. The AAP has promised free water, but there is no water here, I joked with some of them. I was told that outside the venue thousands of bottles of something called ‘AAP Cola’ were being distributed. Sure enough, the cartons were there, but by the time I reached, around 25,000 bottles had been distributed free to the public and the stock was over. On the cartons was written ‘Drink and fight for your right’.


At the end of that day we all lined up to hear Kejriwal make a speech after taking the oath of office. Admire him or loathe him, there is no denying that the man has a gift for speaking directly to the people. His swearing-in speech had a touch of emotion and a dose of realpolitick. ‘I am not being sworn in. You, the people, are being sworn in today and we would be arrogant to assume we can win like this elsewhere,’ he said. He wound up the speech with his trademark song, ‘Insaan ko insaan se ho bhaichara (Let human beings be brothers with their fellow human beings).’


As anyone following Indian politics will concede, the AAP’s grand sweep in the Delhi Assembly elections is no ordinary feat. A group of non-traditional players had broken through in politics and that that too against what was presumed to be the most powerful national regime in 30 years, that of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), led by Prime Minister Narendra Modi.


To assess the consequences of this victory, we must first understand its scale. This was no narrow win. The AAP won 67 of the 70 seats in the city-state’s Assembly, a verdict that has only been matched in the tiny hill state of Sikkim, by different players in altogether different circumstances. In none of the great ‘wave’ elections of the past, won at different times by the Congress, BJP and a slew of regional parties, has the country seen such finality in the verdict.


Most significantly, the AAP won against a newly elected national regime led by Prime Minister Modi, which had been on a winning spree in the states after registering a simple majority in the national elections in May 2014. Modi and the BJP had won the national mandate against a discredited Congress, which had ruled for a decade. One of the rules of thumb in politics is the anti-incumbency principle: It means that parties win because the other side loses. After a set of rulers is discredited, people simply opt for another set. That’s how the game is played in state after state in India, between regional players and national parties. The AAP, on the other hand, won a huge majority at a time when there would have been no anti-incumbency at play.


There are other important pointers in the AAP win. Most election strategies in India are made on the basis of caste and religion: community X joins up with castes Y and Z to get first past the post. Post-mortems of all elections too reveal sectional voting patterns by the many caste and community groups who make up the Indian electorate. In the post-Mandal era of the 1990s, new political parties such as the Samajwadi Party and the Rashtriya Lok Dal emerged and consolidated their hold over politics in the northern Indian states of the Gangetic belt through the ‘caste first’ principle. They ushered in a social revolution of sorts, but Indian politics did not seem to move beyond the algorithm of creating coalitions of caste and hankering for the votes of the minority community as a plus factor to the core vote. Hence the focus on the ‘Muslim vote’, a pursuit that gave a false illusion of the community’s role in political outcomes despite social indicators showing them as lagging behind on every front and the community having nothing more than a token presence in state and national governments.


In Delhi, too, where the Congress had dominated politics with the BJP as its principal rival, political drawing boards operated on the calculations based on population densities of Dalits, Muslims, upper-class voters, Purvanchalis, Punjabis, Jats, Gujjars, government employees and so on. The AAP, conversely, moved on the principle of income groups, its focus clearly on class and not castes or communities.


Its principal rival in the Delhi elections, the BJP, had in the age of Narendra Modi built a model that involved getting first past the post by appealing to the middle classes and the richer section of society, and then getting a small section of the poor to vote for it. When this succeeds, as it has in recent years, the party looks invincible and commentaries are written about the ‘aspirational’ class determining the direction of Indian politics. But the more traditional, and durable, way to build a political pyramid is to first build a base among the poor and then appeal to a section of the rich. This is how the Congress has operated and how it has survived in power for years. The AAP’s approach too was traditional: it built a relationship of trust with the poor, always the more enthusiastic and larger section of voters, and then broke a section of the rich to vote for it.


In mid-January this year, in the course of an interview, Delhi Chief Minister and AAP National Convenor Arvind Kejriwal told me: ‘The middle class was the weak link for the AAP, but suddenly in the last one month, there is a change. We can sense it.’ The AAP’s hold over the lower income groups in Delhi was never really in question after they first won in Delhi in 2013. But what they managed to do in 2015 was to garner support from the relatively prosperous as well and build a true coalition of disparate castes, communities and income groups.


The AAP is also unusual in terms of its ideological positioning. It is potentially a danger for both the Left and the Right as its approach to politics combines notions of patriotism and public service along with populist measures and solutions that are radical in their implementation. It can, therefore, be all things to all people, its fundamental article of faith being its anti-corruption position. It does not over-intellectualize its own positions, making the party easily accessible to ordinary folk. And the AAP is, fundamentally, a party of doers.


In the 2015 Delhi elections, the AAP won across most sections of the economic divide, but it was clear in the post-poll analysis that the richer the voter, the lesser the appeal of the party to that voter. One must then dwell on percentages to comprehend what happened in the AAP’s ‘capital conquest’. Among the poorer voters of the city, the AAP was way ahead of the BJP, getting 66 per cent of the votes against the rival party’s 22 per cent. Among middle-class voters, the AAP’s share of the vote was 51 per cent against 31 per cent for the BJP. Among the rich or the upper class, the AAP got 47 per cent against 43 per cent for the BJP. The poor overwhelmingly supported the AAP, and while the rich did too, it was by a smaller margin.


The Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS)– Lokniti post-poll survey gives a reliable and detailed analysis for all those who engage in the business of understanding politics. The data from what I call the big small election in Delhi threw up interesting nuggets about caste preferences. The AAP was actually beaten at the top of the order: Brahmins, who constitute 12 per cent of Delhi’s population, and Vaishyas, who make up 6 per cent, preferred the BJP (despite Kejriwal being an Aggarwal baniya). The Jats, who constitute 5 per cent of Delhi’s population, are not traditionally defined as upper caste but they are a dominant caste in their strongholds and sit on valuable land in the rural parts of Delhi. They too preferred the BJP. But what is clear after the Delhi verdict is that the middle class in the city comprises more than the Brahmins, Vaishyas and Jats.


It has often been said that any society is judged by how it treats its poor and minorities. The voting preferences of minority groups must always be understood in this context as their exclusion from any regime that comes to power creates a structural imbalance that is unhealthy for the psyche of the nation or the nation-state within it. Further, the nation has been witness to majoritarian statements made by Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) members, those belonging to fringe Hindu groups and a few BJP members of Parliament (MPs). This has been happening because the party won a majority in a national mandate that overwhelmingly excluded the nation’s largest minority. The AAP has certainly checked that imbalance, at least in Delhi, where minorities make up 16 per cent of the population, with Muslims accounting for 12 per cent and Sikhs, another relatively prosperous community, for 4 per cent.


By the time the city voted in 2015, it was clear to the electorate that the Congress was a non-choice, a wasted vote. I will argue later in this book that it took a song and consistent work on the ground by the AAP volunteers to convince Muslim voters that the AAP was not an ‘RSS plot’, as suggested by some senior Congress leaders, but a choice that could present a valid secular option to what has increasingly appeared to be a display of hollowed-out secularism on the part of the Congress. Data now shows that 77 per cent of Delhi’s Muslims voted for the AAP in the 2015 Assembly elections. That Sikh voters turned to the AAP, as 57 per cent did, is as intriguing, as nearly 70 per cent of Sikhs had voted for the BJP in Delhi during the 2014 general elections. Only 34 per cent did so in 2015. If Muslim votes migrated from the Congress to the AAP, Sikh votes travelled from the BJP to the young party.


There is in the victory of the AAP some lessons for three political parties that represent three different streams of Indian politics. The first is the Congress, a party that built a rainbow coalition and ruled India and Delhi for most of its history. It emerged from the Delhi Assembly elections with a tally of zero and a vote share of just under 10 per cent. The second, not usually mentioned in commentaries about the AAP, is the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP), the party that symbolized Dalit power and has risen as a force in the post-Mandal era. Its vote share fell to its lowest-ever of 1.4 per cent in Delhi in 2015. The third is the BJP, which comes from the right-wing stream of Hindu identity politics. Its Assembly-level vote share of 33 per cent in 2013 remained mostly intact, yet it registered a huge drop from the 46 per cent it got during the 2014 general elections in Delhi, when it swept all seven of the capital’s Lok Sabha seats and led in 60 of the 70 Assembly segments.


At a superficial level it can be said that after the Delhi defeat Rahul Gandhi went on a sabbatical, Prime Minister Narendra Modi sold his suit, and some people in the AAP lost their shirts! For violent convulsions began within the AAP post their victory – over deliberately leaked letters, recorded phone conversations and barbed messages on Twitter. At its best it can be seen as a clash between those who see AAP as a platform for their ideas and those who see it as a vehicle for politics and governance. Differences between those close to Kejriwal and others have arisen over the strategies to adopt to go national and the speed with which to do so.


But at the human level it is also a clash of egos as Kejriwal has emerged as the first among equals in a party built on the principle of leadership by consensus. Those who stood on the margins while the Delhi campaign unfolded would have felt left out as the amazing win was recorded. What future would they have in a party where Kejriwal and the Delhi team had run away with such a victory? I have little doubt that Kejriwal’s critics within the party would have been comfortable if the party had achieved a narrower win and would have even lived with defeat as that would have given them greater leverage in putting the man in his place and in determining the future direction of the party. Yet, in a volunteer-driven party, where people work for free and are motivated by idealism, such public spats look messy and affect morale. I believe, however, that after the significant win in Delhi these inner-party convulsions (dealt with in a separate chapter) will be a blip in the history of the AAP, although the stories they produce appear to be sensational at present.


The real challenge will come from the system the AAP has taken on. We know they can manage politics but governance is an altogether different proposition. As the summer sets in, will they be able to supply power to the city in spite of the ongoing battle with the power distribution companies? They have reduced the prices of power and water, but will they be able to supply both? Let’s face it, the AAP Cola may be quite charming, but people do need plain water.


The AAP has to settle down to becoming administrators. They have some schemes of participatory democracy up their sleeve, but to make those plans effective the AAP government has to negotiate with the various tiers of government structure in Delhi. The municipal corporation, for instance, is controlled by the BJP. It is also likely to come up against the brick wall of the limited powers of their government as Delhi is a Union territory and not a full-fledged state.


The fundamental challenge for the party is to break the mould in governance as it has in electoral politics. The AAP has certainly challenged the national consensus, unsettled certitudes and changed the rules of the game. Its leader, Arvind Kejriwal, has already acquired an iconic status. The Delhi government under him has promised many innovations in governance that challenge the neo-liberal model of growth. If they are able to pull it off in Stage II of their evolution, then the AAP will doubtless succeed elsewhere in spite of all the internal turmoil. After all, ideas have wings.
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ANNA & ARVIND


THE AAM AADMI PARTY was born out of the social churn that began in many parts of India in April 2011 with what is now known as the Anna movement. The movement remains the most powerful example of the role of the media in amplifying the message and mobilizing the masses. The stated purpose of the India Against Corruption (IAC) group, the architect of the Anna movement, was to introduce a Jan Lokpal bill, an anti-corruption bill drafted and drawn up by civil society activists seeking the appointment of an independent body to investigate corruption cases, but there was a certain mood and public sentiment the movement tapped into: a great disenchantment with traditional politics and the all-pervasive corruption poisoning the system.


In the early days of the movement it was a mish-mash of ideas and symbols. Having spent several years covering the BJP and the larger Sangh parivar, I could see their symbols, language, idioms and grammar being used when the Anna movement began. There were heated discussions at the time in the Outlook newsroom about whether the movement was an ‘RSS plot’ being backed by the media or a genuine people’s upsurge. When I check my notes and reports from those three days at Jantar Mantar in 2011 when the movement began to rivet the nation I see that I haved rather cynically called it ‘a jagran at Jantar Mantar’. Yoga guru Baba Ramdev and Sri Sri Ravi Shankar of the Art of Living, both now staunch backers of Narendra Modi and the BJP, were then part of the movement.


Anna Hazare, the central figure, was a self-proclaimed Gandhian, who held his fasts on a stage under a big image of Bharat Mata, an emblem used for activities of the Sangh parivar, possibly the largest cadre organization in the world. Here are some of Hazare’s quotes I find in my notes and reports from those days. Hazare said the corrupt should be hanged, an unexpected utterance from an advocate of ahimsa. He also said that ‘in this age things would not work with Gandhi and the energy of Chhatrapati Shivaji is needed.’ Asked to break his fast, he said that would be tantamount to a woman saying ‘pativrataa rahungi lekin mathe pe tikaa nahin lagaungi (I will be a devoted wife but will not carry the vermilion mark of a married woman).’ I wrote in my notes: ‘Did the youngsters shouting Vande Mataram and Inquilab Zindabad understand that?’


In Anna Hazare, what we had was a Gandhian morphed into an advocate of sindoor and Shivaji, proclaiming a sort of hyper-nationalism, while deshbhakti songs played in the background. Hazare seemed to be the sort who believed in self-righteousness, and many in the crowd had the similar rage of the self-righteous although they were not the kind to do any genuine social work. In the beginning of the movement, the crowd appeared to me to be largely made up of followers of the yoga guru, members of ex-servicemen associations and resident welfare associations (RWAs) and the Rotary Club type of upright citizens, combined with the odd celebrity or page-three personality who appeared at regular intervals at Jantar Mantar. The movement in its nascent stage seemed to reflect the sort of moment that had been brilliantly portrayed in the award-winning Hindi film Peepli Live, where an alternate reality was constructed by competitive visual media. Then, as the message went out and the process of amplification took over, the crowds just grew bigger and bigger. Similar vigils and fasts began in other cities. People were stirred into joining the movement. It evolved into a movement that carried with it vastly different ideological strands: in the crowds in those days RSS cadres rubbed shoulders with activists of All-India Students’ Association (AISA), the student wing of the Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist), the only Communist party that participated in the movement and supported Anna Hazare.


In one of my comments from those days, I quoted Orwell to elaborate the point: ‘My brain unfortunately has been warped by reading too much of George Orwell. In a thought-provoking essay titled “Notes on Nationalism” (that I have perhaps read far too many times), Orwell wrote about how nationalism can be tempered by self-deception. Every nationalist is also conscious of serving something bigger than himself – unshakeably certain of being in the right.’


Anna Hazare was the face of a movement that came about at the right time in contemporary Indian history, and at the right place, a venue where the media could just park itself and provide round-the-clock coverage, an easy and economical format for news channels to follow. Editorial opinions were written about a new nationhood being forged in Delhi.


In my mind, Anna Hazare may have played a big role in the history of Arvind Kejriwal, but Hazare was too limited a thinker to have any applicable vision for the country. Indeed, had Kejriwal remained tethered to Anna Hazare, he would not have grown into what he has become today. What emerges is that Kejriwal conceived of the movement in a certain way at Jantar Mantar, and once he got the necessary momentum going he decided to subtly change the iconography around it. When the location shifted from Jantar Mantar to Delhi’s Ramlila Maidan, the backdrop was changed to a big image of Mahatma Gandhi.


Due to the slew of corruption scandals that had erupted around that time, the government in New Delhi was nervous. At the time, the Jan Lokpal bill was the focus of the movement and many wondered how a movement that focused only on corruption could be genuinely transformative. The issue of non-elected people dictating terms to an elected government was also being debated. I had asked in an article: ‘Which activists have the right to dictate terms to the government or the nation? There is certainly some merit to the argument that if Sonia Gandhi can pick some to sit in the National Advisory Council (NAC) and dictate policy, what can stop Baba Ramdev, Sri Sri Ravi Shankar and Sadhguru, mass healers of the mind and body, from claiming the right to be the national gurus? And should the BJP ever come to power, one can now certainly expect the managers of the Saraswati Shishu Mandirs and other Sangh NGOs from claiming the right to dictate to the government.’


Many Sangh organization members were undeniably present in strong numbers at the Anna Hazare show. I came away from one of the days of the protest with a pamphlet titled ‘Godhan’ on cow protection and the miracles of cow urine. The movement did, in the beginning, have the shades of a mass jagran that was providing people a pravachan or a quasi-religious discourse on politics. But it connected with the masses, perhaps because it was a made-in-India spectacle as kitschy as our popular culture. In the same piece I had asked, ‘Is it a movement that has set a precedent and will have a policy impact? If this movement is here to stay, then, although it may have rattled the Congress right now, in the long term it presents a far greater threat to the traditional BJP/RSS who will be challenged by a more robust force that expresses itself in the same idiom, even though it is not circumscribed by any ideological commitment to sectarian politics.’


Four years later, in 2015, it seems my instincts were right.


The summer of 2011 was hot in Delhi, in more ways than the obvious. By the end of the monsoon, around August, the movement had evolved into something far bigger than anyone had anticipated. It had transformed into the biggest mass upsurge I have seen since the Ram Janmabhoomi movement. But that movement did not take place in the age of 24-hour television coverage, and many of us watched the fall of the Babri mosque on BBC. The Anna movement was happening in all our living rooms, and the power of the Anna crowd was magnified by the power of television. The slogan ‘Main Anna Hoon (I am Anna)’ was brilliantly effective in carrying this message as well.


In August 2011, the venue for the movement shifted to Delhi’s Ramlila Maidan, a most-favoured venue for BJP and Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) events that I have attended over the years. I remember a detailed conversation with an MP who had been part of Jayaprakash Narayan’s movement, who telephoned to say this could be bigger than the historical uprising. I argued that such comparisons were unfair as the JP movement had sustained for two years in an altogether different age. But there was significant transformation happening in the Anna movement; it was no longer just a middle-class show. The working class had begun to dominate the proceedings at Ramlila Maidan.


In the humid monsoon heat, the Anna saga became a lightning rod for discontent, an avenue to vent frustration, and perhaps also to celebrate and be part of a tamasha. The lumpen class was also there, enjoying the carnival atmosphere and trying to press their bodies against women who had ventured into the crushing mass of humanity at night, as I did on a Sunday when the crowds reached record numbers. Unlike the committed but smaller crowds in sustained people’s struggles, many here did not know what they wanted though they were aware that it had to do with venting their frustration with the system. By then reams were being written on the movement and it was being argued that it had an energy that could not be dismissed with labels like ‘middle class’, ‘upper caste’, ‘right-wing’, or the most commonly used ‘RSS plot’.


I wrote a piece at this time titled ‘Revisiting Anna’ that I reproduce below:




There is a point at which the middle class, upper caste and the RSS do overlap and converge but that would now be just one angle to the story. Vested interests and forces do try to take over or claim anything big as their own. The RSS and VHP have openly declared support for Anna Hazare and routinely send SMSs to journalists about their mobilization. I have no doubt that they would love to take credit for this movement as all their other efforts in recent years have been a failure.


Suspicion of the ‘RSS hand’ must not however cloud our ability to see something new and unknown happening before our eyes. The organizers of the movement have consciously tried to tone down the symbolism that was visible at the Jantar Mantar round of protest. The portrait of Bharat Mata under which Anna Hazare rested is now replaced by Mahatma Gandhi. And in every speech that I have heard Arvind Kejriwal make of late (the most effective public speaker of Team Anna), he has spoken of all communities joining in. He has evoked the token secularism of Muslims breaking their fast and Hindus celebrating Janmashtami together. A friend who attended on an afternoon sat through an hour of speeches made by a maulana and some ordinary Muslims.
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