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For Samir Singh, who has no contender




FOREWORD


Youth is a relative concept in Indian politics. Many of today’s ‘young’ politicians are actually older than, say, David Cameron was when he stepped down as prime minister of UK. And yet we regard them as the generation of tomorrow, as India’s future leaders.


Perhaps it has something to do with the circumstances that prevailed when India won independence in 1947. The leaders of the newly free nation were people who had led the struggle for liberation from the British. Because it had been a long, hard battle, they were already quite old or at the very least, middle-aged, by the time they took office in the first government of free India.


Take Jawaharlal Nehru, for example. He returned to India after a British education (Harrow and Cambridge) and soon abandoned his life of privilege to throw himself into the freedom struggle. By the time the British left, Nehru was no longer a young man. When he became prime minister in 1947, he was already nearly 58 years old. And by the time he died in 1964, he was 75.


The Nehru generation and the one that came immediately after it, were around for so long that Indians came to expect leaders to be elderly people who could brag about their experiences. For instance, when Charan Singh finally became prime minister in 1979, he was already 77 years old. His predecessor Morarji Desai had been 81 when he assumed office.


In any other country, the age of prime ministers and potential prime ministers would be an issue. When Ronald Reagan became president of the US in 1981, he was nearly 70 and people wondered if he was too old. When he ran for a second term at the age of 74, his age became one of the campaign’s more significant issues to the extent that Reagan had to use a Presidency debate to deflect the controversy.


Even now, Donald Trump, the oldest man to become American president since Ronald Reagan (Trump was already 70 when he assumed office), faces suggestions that perhaps dementia has set in. In contrast, Bill Clinton was 46 years old when he became president; Obama was 47.


There is nothing necessarily wrong with politicians of a certain age (at 68, Narendra Modi is regarded as the youthful leader of a new generation of BJP politicians), but few can deny that there is a mismatch between the age-driven perspective of India’s elderly politicians and those they govern.


Put bluntly, India is a country of the young, ruled by the old and the very old.


Something like 50 per cent of India’s population is in its twenties. And 65 per cent of the population is under 35. Yet, you will search in vain for a single minister who is under 35 in most Indian cabinets.


Could this be changing?


There are signs that it already is. Till now, Indians have taken the line that older people are necessarily wiser. But bitter experience may have taught the new generation that electing older politicians only leads to a repeat of the mistakes of the past.


Certainly, there is a new generation of politicians out there who are now ready to take control of India’s destiny. Most, if not all, entered politics when they were in their twenties and now have a fairly good idea of what they want to achieve and how to go about it.


It helps—at least in the sense that they understand the political system—that many were born into political families and know how to pull the levers of power. As the profiles in this book show, many of them have clearly developed goals and objectives. They know what they want to do and are impatient for a chance to transform Indian politics.


There is, of course, the one overwhelming objection to this generation. Too many of them are dynasts. And some of them are politicians who are ready to inherit their parents’ constituencies and support bases.


It is a valid objection, though, if you read the profiles closely, you will see that the proportion who had their careers already mapped out for them is smaller than we realize. Many entered politics without any guarantees of success and have had to struggle at every election.


I suspect that Indian politics in this generation is less about dynasty and more about the emergence of a political class, something like modern Kshatriyas. Most Indians are intimidated by what they perceive as the filth of our political system and frustrated by the barriers to entry. Only those who have grown up within the system are comfortable with politics as a career.


At some stage—sooner, I think, rather than later—this generation will take charge. I don’t see how these younger politicians could do a worse job than the generation that preceded them.


So that’s not the concern. The real test will be whether they can create a more open system, break the hold of the political caste they come from and allow those who are not born into politics to enter the system.


Priya Sahgal is one of India’s most experienced political journalists. Over the last decade she has followed the careers of the next generation of India’s political leaders.


This well-researched, insightful and engaging book offers us the best guide possible to the India of the future and to the men and women who will guide the fortunes of this country.


At least one of the people profiled in this book will be prime minister one day.


VIR SANGHVI




OF POWER, PERSUASION & POLITICS


AN INTRODUCTION


This is a book I had wanted to write in 2004 when Rahul Gandhi debuted in Parliament along with nearly a dozen other young MPs. They were the I Have A Dream Brigade—pedigreed and privileged, walking the corridors of power, promising change. But sadly that’s pretty much all they did and both projects fizzled out, one failure leading to the other. How can you tell a story when there is none to tell? Besides, the play on waiting has already been written. My second attempt was in 2012 when Akhilesh Yadav swept the state elections on his Kranti RathYatra. The book I proposed then was on the making of a leader. ‘But he is still a sapling. First let him do something,’ dismissed M.J. Akbar who was my editor at the time at India Today, his biography on Nehru displayed prominently on the bookshelf behind him.


So I waited; both for the Cub Class of 2004 to mature, and for this particular Betaji to become a Netaji. I think I have caught them at an interesting cusp right now. This is a time when they have made their rookie mistakes and are interestingly poised between destiny and destination. Picking up from where I’d left off a few years ago, I went to meet the sapling that had since branched out on his own, walking away with his father’s party from under the older Yadav’s rather prominent nose. I travelled to Lucknow from Delhi by car and took the famous Agra-Lucknow toll road. An environmental engineering graduate, Akhilesh had supervised this 326 km long expressway from conception to completion. When I congratulated him on the state-of-the-art project, he beamed proudly and said ‘Yeh expressway ke saath-saath growth ka rasta hai’ (This is not only an expressway but also the road to growth). He then asked, ‘Did you notice that the toll booths are shaped like A and Y?’ Then added with a slight smile, ‘It had stood for Akhilesh Yadav then and guess now it works for Adityanath Yogi too.’ But he said this without any rancor, accepting the toll of politics with a shrug.


The norms they follow are more public school than old school. Rahul Gandhi makes it a point to end every speech with a ‘Thank you for listening to me’. And while Mulayam Singh Yadav takes a ‘boys will be boys’ attitude to the 1995 Guest House incident where Mayawati was threatened by SP goons, his son is quick to set the record straight on any allegations of foul play. When accused by the Yogi government of having wrecked his official accommodation, a visibly hurt Akhilesh, who sees himself as a creator rather than a destroyer, spent over an hour explaining to the media how an act like this went against his very ethos. Similarly, Lalu’s son Tejashwi Yadav is very wound up about being named along with his father in a corruption case, telling me rather earnestly that had he the propensity to be corrupt, he had enough opportunity as deputy CM, but there is not one allegation against him. Omar Abdullah resigned as CM at the whiff of a scandal and had to be placated by his father to be more pragmatic and less sensitive. Harsimrat Badal, the firebrand from Punjab, has often questioned the way politicians are portrayed saying, ‘Our children hate politicians. They only read about the terrible things politicians do. But there are good and there are bad politicians. We have to pass an exam every five years, but our good work never gets much publicity.’


Public perception was not something the older generation spent too much time worrying about but it does worry the new age netas, which is a good sign. In fact, when I reached out to them for this book, most agreed to meet me for a conversation that would cut through the noise of television debates. The intent of this project is simple: within these pages, there is a future prime minister, a couple of chief ministers, several cabinet ministers, at least two or three backroom strategists, and one not-so-reluctant fundamentalist. Whether in government or opposition, they will be a part of the leadership structure in tomorrow’s India; so the idea is to get to know them, their individual quirks and beliefs that go beyond party stands. Also, to take a look as to how they pitch their modern, mostly international, education within the caste and religion dominated vote banks of India.
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Interestingly, they are all taking centre-stage at a time of great churn in political India. In the last five years the axis of politics has shifted from the Congress to the BJP. More than the party, it is one individual that holds sway. Today’s Turks have to challenge the 68-year-old prime minister, Narendra Modi, if they want to consolidate their fiefdoms. Logically, as the only other pan-India party, the pivot of Opposition unity should be the Congress. But, with Rahul Gandhi having wasted over a decade in apprenticeship, he doesn’t inspire much confidence in other ‘secular’ allies, as yet. So, once again we see the rise of regional forces as a national alternative. The first time this happened was ironically in reaction to the one-party domination of the Congress, when the Janata Party came to power, with the Bharatiya Jan Sangh—which later became the BJP—support (1977–1979). Over time we have seen the National Front (1989–1991) and the United Front (1996–1998 ) governments that enjoyed a brief sojourn of power. The NDA and UPA governments that followed have also had regional players in the coalition, but these have been led either by the BJP or the Congress. However, currently the Congress is in no position to take the lead against the Modi-led BJP. This leaves the space wide open for a regional player to step in.


Between the last Lok Sabha and now, there has been a generational change of guard in most political parties. In the last few years, from the north to the south, a baton has been passed on as Rajiv and Sonia Gandhi’s son Rahul, Mulayam Singh Yadav’s son Akhilesh, Lalu Yadav’s son Tejashwi, Farooq Abdullah’s son Omar, Parkash Singh Badal’s son and daughter-inlaw Sukhbir and Harsimrat, Chaudhary Charan Singh’s grandson Jayant, M. Karunanidhi’s son Stalin and daughter Kanimozhi, all take charge of their legacy. Even Nitish Kumar has appointed a GenNext though a non-dynast, 41-year-old election strategist Prashant Kishor, as his heir apparent. Their coming of age has coincided with the 2019 general elections, and how they play their cards right now will define their future politics. Will their youth appeal to an aspirational India with about 64.4 per cent of its total population between the ages of 15 and 59 years (Sample Registration Survey of India, 2015)? India has the largest youth population in the world and this will be the first time that most outfits, except the BJP, will reflect this demographic in their leadership.


With Modi as the all-too-towering figure on India’s political landscape it is but inevitable that the narrative of the day is centred around him; either you are with or against this weapon of mass disruption, who has disrupted politics as usual from its comfort zone. Those who are with him, find it difficult not to be subsumed by his politics. Barely a handful, some of whom are featured in these pages, have managed to retain their USP in a Modi-fied India.
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Sometimes it’s not institutional legacy but individual chutzpah that plays a role. From the other camp, it is Akhilesh who has taken the first pragmatic step in building an anti-Modi platform. Overriding his legacy of antagonism with the BSP chief, he reached out to his father’s bête noire, Mayawati for an alliance that gave the BJP its first poll shock in the run up to the 2019 elections, in the Gorakhpur and Phulpur by-polls (March 2018). Two months later, he repeated this with a tie-up with another of his father’s former colleagues, Ajit Singh’s son, Jayant Chaudhary, to wrest two more seats from the BJP. It should have been Rahul and not Akhilesh who spearheaded this initiative in forming an alliance against the BJP. However, of late, I do sense a certain wariness in Akhilesh’s dealings with Rahul that was not there a year ago when the two UP Ke Ladke tied up to take on the BJP, with disastrous results. There’s something more to it than the numbers not adding up. Perhaps it’s the Big Brother attitude of the Congress that rankles. Akhilesh, told me once in the middle of the 2017 UP state elections’ campaign: ‘I know Rahul is a national leader, but in UP I am the bigger party so I am the big brother in the alliance.’ And perhaps, it’s more than that. For his part, Rahul has not encouraged the SP’s overtures of seat sharing outside Uttar Pradesh, thereby curbing Akhilesh’s plans to take his party national. I am sure deep down the two sense that the last big fight will not be against Mayawati or Modi but against each other—and not just for the cow belt, but for the entire country.


Others such as Omar and Jayant—maybe it’s because they have lesser stakes—are more indulgent towards Rahul’s leadership credentials. As Omar says, ‘If anyone is going to take the fight to the BJP it has to be the Congress. It’s the only one with a pan-India presence. The rest of us will fight the BJP in our own small corner. We will not go beyond that.’ But it’s a corner they all guard zealously. Even the baby of the pack, chubby-cheeked Tejashwi Yadav, is no pushover. With an endearing enthusiasm he calls everyone else ‘Boss’ and has even cajoled the reticent Rahul to take him out for lunch at a South Delhi café, but when it comes to seat sharing he is more resolute than Akhilesh. ‘The seats will be divided between us and the Congress on winnability,’ he says firmly. (Akhilesh had given Congress as many as 105 seats in the 2017 polls, way above the party’s winnability quotient.)


To be fair to Rahul, the Opposition is not keen to project any leader against Modi for it has realized that to do so would be to fall into the BJP’s trap. Despite all their potential and promise, no young or seasoned leader from the Opposition can match the BJP’s star performer. ‘It’s better to fight him on issues,’ says Tejashwi, while Jayant agrees saying, ‘This is how we will cut them down to size. We will not talk personalities. It’s not one personality taking them on; in UP you have me, Akhilesh and Mayawati. If all of us come together and say the same thing, then it’s a strategy of encirclement.’


Interestingly, Kanimozhi, Omar and Jayant have done business with the BJP before—their respective dads have been in alliances with Vajpayee. But all are firm about one thing—that they will never be a part of Modi’s BJP. Omar, because of the 2002 riots (to date his greatest regret is that he didn’t push his resignation firmly enough when he was a minister in Vajpayee’s cabinet at the time). Jayant, because he doesn’t like the way the BJP exploited the Muslim vs Jaat riots in Muzaffarnagar in 2013. ‘There is a lot of difference between the BJP led by Modi and Vajpayee’s BJP,’ says Kanimozhi, significantly.


Most featured here have inherited the leadership of their party. Some like Akhilesh, and to a much lesser extent Omar, have had to compete with their fathers for it. But, like it or not, ‘This is the way India runs’, as Rahul Gandhi said recently when asked to comment about India’s dynastic democracy. Indian political dynasties also have a patriarchal tinge where the sons are given an edge over the daughters, from the RJD, DMK, TRS to the Congress, where Priyanka Gandhi Vadra, the charismatic heiress to her grandmother’s legacy, operates behind the scenes rather than take centre-stage along with her brother. The background seems too dull a place for someone who is as instinctively political as she is, but the Sister Act depends on the way the brother performs at the electoral box office. This is also the way India runs.


There is a third Gandhi—Sanjay Gandhi’s son and their 38-year-old cousin Varun—who decided against joining a Congress presided over by his aunt Sonia Gandhi, and signed up with the BJP. However, Varun has since realized that his very name represents all that Modi is railing against, politics of patronage and privilege. Having been sidelined in the BJP and with his cousin (rightfully) wary of his ambitions to facilitate a return to the Congress, this Gandhi scion finds himself in nowhere land. He is in the process of reinventing himself from a Muslim basher to a SNAG (sensitive new age) leader, addressing college seminars, publishing poems and writing well-crafted editorials; but he’s really all dressed up with no party to go to. So, I have left his existential dilemma out of the pages of this book.


Not surprisingly all the non-dynasts in this book are from the BJP. In its early days, with Vajpayee and Advani at the helm, the BJP had promoted a strong second line of leadership. One of its products is the current prime minister of India, Narendra Modi. However, today with the Modi-Amit Shah duo firmly at the helm, the BJP is fast following the Congress model when it comes to stifling a second generation leadership. Despite this, I have zeroed in on a few names. In fact, Amit Shah fits the ‘Below 55’ age bracket of my book. But unlike the others, at age 52, he has clearly arrived at his destination. He is a leader of today and the boss of those whom I will be profiling in this collection. Then, you may argue, so is Rahul who by virtue of being the Congress president is a notch above the other Congressmen. However, there is a difference between the two. Rahul is still a work in progress, still in the process of building his team and putting his concepts of leadership in place.


Since both the Congress, and now the BJP, follow the same model of a highly centralized leadership, the second rung in both the national parties has less room to manoeuvre than their regional counterparts. The BJP leaders featured here have one thing in common—each has managed to carve his own niche that makes them stand apart from the assembly line of a rootless GenNext that is currently being promoted via the Rajya Sabha route. Uttar Pradesh CM, Yogi Adityanath, got his current job thanks to the Modi-Shah duo, but he is no establishment man and has his own sizeable vote bank. Then has Modi unleashed the genie with Yogi, for there are those who find similarities between the saffron monk and Modi’s own growth trajectory? Quite tellingly, it is Ram Madhav, the pragmatic pracharakturned-politician, who is the better evangelist of the saffron cause, delivering a cleverly crafted sermon in the language of New India, using social media, think tanks and seminar rooms as his podium. But that alone is not his USP. He has managed to craft several audacious state-level wins for the BJP using, ‘Whatever means that are democratically possible.’ Into this marketplace of democracy, walks in Himanta Biswa Sharma, with the chutzpah and a nuisance value that he could have only learnt from the Shah himself. Only Himanta is an export from the Congress. Soon after joining the BJP he proved himself indispensable in delivering the North East to the saffron fold. He is certainly too ambitious and too savvy a leader, to remain contained in a far corner, away from the mainstream. And while the flamboyant Anurag Thakur, one of the few political dynasts in the BJP, has been temporarily nipped in the bud, I am fairly confident that he lives to fight another day. His comeback will be an interesting one to watch.


One leader whom I have regretfully left out is the 48-yearold Dharmendra Pradhan. Handling the crucial petroleum portfolio in the Modi government, he is the face of its trophy scheme—Ujjwala —which gives subsidized gas cylinders to BPL families. In record time Pradhan has met Modi’s target of giving connections to as many as five crore women, and the scheme has already proved a vote-catcher in various state elections. Pradhan’s tale is one of earnest hard work, and he is certainly assured a place in any BJP cabinet of the future. When he was given the Petroleum portfolio in 2014 he told me quite candidly, ‘I have no hesitation in candidly accepting that in the beginning my understanding of the ministry was nahin ke barabar [next to nothing]. However if the PM has had the confidence to entrust me with this, then I had the confidence to take it forward.’ He certainly lived up to the said confidence. But what I miss in his story is—something I am sure Pradhan is quite happy to do without—the drama of a rise and fall that’s present, in varying degrees, in the others. An interesting side note is that another upcoming BJP leader who certainly makes the grade, requested me to leave him out for fear of ruffling too many feathers. This itself is a telling comment on how the BJP runs.


The Shiromani Akali Dal alliance with the BJP was formed by Parkash Singh Badal. His heirs, both Sukhbir and Harsimrat may be uncomfortable with Modi’s dictatorial ways but they are firm about one thing—post the anti-Sikh 1984 riots they will never tie up with the Congress. Harsimrat’s maiden speech in Parliament focused on how she hid in the servant quarters with her two brothers and 85-year-old grandmother, while their Delhi home was being ransacked by mobs. Ever since that speech, she claims that that the Congress has been targeting her in Parliament, making a ruckus every time she speaks.
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Having been a journalist for nearly three decades, there was already some connect with most of them. However, I was surprised when the normally accessible Asaduddin Owaisi began to dodge my calls. He later told me he didn’t want to be written about in a book during his lifetime. I guess windows, and not bookshelves, are his preferred ‘display’ modes. His electoral clout may be limited to only two Lok Sabha seats in Old Hyderabad but he has been able to successfully market himself as the GenNext Muslim face. Jinnah he is not, but it’s not Pakistan he is after. Just a slice of Prime Time India, so that he gets to practice his Lincoln’s Inn degree, arguing for a landless constituency every evening on TV debates, pitching his arguments against any saffron-clad cleric in the next window on the screen.


Apart from Owaisi, Arvind Kejriwal, Rahul and Yogi too did not meet me for a conversation specifically for this book. Of all, Kerjiwal’s reasons were the most ambiguous; apparently he feels that the entire media has been bought over by Modi and his men and so limits his interactions to mostly one way video messages on social media. The one-way communication route is a leaf straight out of Modi’s book but irony died a long time ago in agitational India. Another reason, told to me by unconfirmed sources but is too juicy not to mention, is that he didn’t want to be part of an anthology of politicians. But I could not leave out the country’s most argumentative chief minister from this collection. His politics of protest struck a chord with the people of Delhi for he managed to craft the most daring of comebacks in 2015 and seems poised for a hat-trick. It is interesting that while his plans to go national have failed so far, his marathon protests have acquired a national edge, making him a sought after figure within the Third Front.


Having covered the Congress, I have interacted with Rahul on several occasions; the latest being a meeting he had with women journalists on ‘gender’ issues which included the famous hug he gave Modi on the floor of the house. I have also written over a dozen cover stories on him for India Today, each marking his umpteenth makeover and re-launch. His latest coming seems to be the most credible for it has coincided with his taking over as the president of the Congress (December 2017). He still has a long way to go to be truly Gandhian (though he has some of the Mahatama’s quotes on his desk), but he’s pitting a politics of embrace and empathy, versus, what he claims is the ideology of anger and hate practiced by the RSS and BJP. The newly sainted Rahul is finding some resonance with middle class India that is desperately looking for an alternate narrative to mob lynching, demonetization and joblessness. But, as his own allies will be the first to tell you, it will take more than a hug to convince the voters that Rahul is the solution they are looking for.


Rahul’s hug was followed by a wink to his colleagues on the Congress benches. He has been castigated more for the wink than the hug but the way I see it, it’s the former that reveals some audacity and a little bit of wickedness that keeps you guessing. And, who knows better than Modi himself, the political dividends of being unpredictable. And as my friend Samir Singh, a keen political observer/armchair political analyst says, ‘First it was Rahul and the Congress who made Modi a middle class hero, and now it looks as though Modi is trying to return the compliment.’


I still recall one of my initial one-on-one meetings with Rahul (sometime in 2007). Even back then there was pressure on him to play a more active role. He told me that he worked according to no one’s timelines but his own. Rahul has certainly remained consistent to that line of thought. Impatient Congressmen may want him to be more aggressive and hungry for power, but he took his time to sip from the ‘poisoned’ chalice.


According to his key aides, he has a two-fold strategy in play. The short term plan is for 2019, which is to defeat Modi at whatever cost, even if it means being the lesser partner in state level alliances. His long term goal is for 2024 by when he hopes to establish himself as a credible prime ministerial face. The Congress is currently at its lowest tally ever, but Rahul has shortlisted 12 states, including Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Haryana, Maharashtra and Gujarat which will help increase its numbers in the next Lok Sabha. If the Congress crosses the hundred mark, the short term plan works in giving the Congress a relevant role in any anti-BJP coalition. However, regarding 2024, Rahul may find that there is more than one contender with the same long term ambitions.


Rahul Gandhi’s late start had a domino effect on his party’s GenNext who have had to adjust their career graphs accordingly so that they don’t outshine him. That, and the Gandhi-Nehru hold over the Congress, means that his peers can never aspire to be anything more than a Number 2 in a Rahul-led Congress. Yet, within these confines, both Jyotiraditya Scindia and Sachin Pilot have the potential to emerge as key players in India’s governance story, regardless of what the outcome of the Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan state elections will be. This gives them added heft but also brings in a certain competitive edge in their dealings with one another. Get them both on the same stage and you will know what I am talking about. There are no shared jokes between them as one would expect between two colleagues, each listens very carefully to what the other has to say and then makes his pitch. That’s a turf war to watch out for, because even being the Number 2 in the country’s oldest political party is a powerful platform. It’s also a battle that they’ve inherited from their fathers, for both Madhavrao Scindia and Rajesh Pilot had an equally cautious outlook towards each other’s ambitions. As a totally irrelevant but an interesting aside, let me add that my discerning young producer Richa Kapoor, who finds most political interviews a bit boring, informed me that while she enjoyed meeting both, one was more charming while the other was better looking! Guess being ‘young’ has its own perks.


Through Milind Deora, the fourth Congress leader, we get a glimpse of the urban middle class concerns that he is always so passionate about, one reason being that this is the dominant nature of his (former) constituency—South Mumbai. But these are concerns which resonate in an increasingly modernized new India. I also see him as a sort of equalizer for whenever the Congress goes on a populist bender—whether it is okaying a legislation to allow the tainted to contest or when reforms are held hostage by freebies—his is the first tweet of caution. But, as he told me one rainy afternoon in South Mumbai, the storm outside reflecting the conflict within, ‘There are also some who do this [disagree] deliberately to rock the boat and to show that they are mavericks. However, I have no such qualms. Ninety per cent of the time I agree with my political party. But 10 per cent of the time when one does differ, one has every right to criticize constructively. That’s my approach to public life.’
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What the electorate expects from these leaders of tomorrow is a break from the cynical, opportunistic, at times pessimistic politics of the past. Most of these new age leaders have graduated from Harvard, Wharton or Cambridge, with degrees varying from environmental engineering, MBAs to development economics and then taken to public life. Yet, they haven’t been able to break away from the old rules of engagement. One of the first questions I asked all of them is how they felt about resorting to the old politics of caste and religion despite all their modern qualifications. Initially they all tried a more progressive approach, but it didn’t click in an India steeped too deep in its politics of mandir, masjid and Mandal. For instance, Rahul began his political campaign in UP in 2007 with an earnest declaration: ‘I must confess, I am blind. Blind to caste and religion.’ But later, in 2012, he introduced the technocrat Sam Pitroda to the same voter in eastern UP as a Vishwakarma (not as Sam Pitroda, the man who ushered in the computer age). Similarly, Akhilesh Yadav fought the 2017 campaign on the plank of Kaam Bolta Hai. After the loss he told me, ‘The public did not hear me talk about development. They instead heard the BJP talk about kabristanshamshaanghat [burial vs cremation grounds]. We did not have the emotional glue to keep our voters together.’ He is hoping the right caste-based alliances will prove to be that emotional glue. ‘It’s not that we won’t talk development but we do need the extra edge,’ he adds a shade defensively.


Call it their collective failure or a commentary of the times, but that extra edge is always steeped in religion, caste or populism over reforms. Down south, Kanimozhi remarks that she would never call giving away 1 kg rice for Re 1 a ‘freebie’ for she says that its only when the stomachs are full will the people be more open to issues such as children’s education. Omar sums it up saying, ‘Let me put it this way. Development from what I’ve seen is not really an election campaign on its own but you will be hammered for the absence of development. So, if I don’t build roads, I’ll take a hammering, but if I have built them, there’s very little in terms of public reward for it. Ban gaya so ban gaya, people will say—yeh toh aap ki zimmedaari thi. Aap ne kar lee. Iske baad aap kya karoge? [Development is your responsibility. What else have you done for us?]’
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For those wondering why I chose age 55 as the extended cut-off mark for being ‘young’, somehow, this seems apt for the Indian context. While a 43-year-old David Cameron became Britain’s prime minister, a 47-year-old Barack Obama led America, Justin Trudeau became the PM of Canada at 44 years and Emmanuel Macron, the youngest president of France at 39 years; but the age trajectory seems to be moving backwards here. Jawaharlal Nehru became PM at 57 years, Lal Bahadur Shashtri at 59, Indira Gandhi was 48 years old while her son Rajiv became India’s youngest prime minister at 40. After that the prime ministerial age hovered between the 60s and 70s, with I.K. Gujral, A.B. Vajpayee and Manmohan Singh assuming office as septuagenarians, while Narasimha Rao took oath exactly a week before his 70th birthday.


We are a country that honours its old, often at the cost of the young. When compared to global experience there is a Lost Decade in Indian politics where the coming of age is mid to late 40s, rarely earlier. As an aside, let me point out that even the famous band of Young Turks who challenged Indira Gandhi were men in their mid-40s and above. Hence, my shifting of the goalpost to include the chronologically middle-aged as the politically young.


However, it is never easy to chronicle a generation and find a one size label that fits all. Specially in the 21st century where the Romance of a Revolution is reduced to a Snapchat or a hashtag on Twitter. But there hovers on the horizon, a leadership that is just coming into its own and is defining its mettle. Its a mettle that they have to constantly keep redefining, as Rahul discovered during a rally in UP. Addressing a conference of Global Indians in Bahrain (January 2018), Rahul told them how he was once approached by a weeping woman to save her husband who had been arrested by the cops. When Rahul asked the local police to help her he was told that the husband was facing a murder charge. ‘Did he murder someone?’ asked Rahul. The woman nodded an affirmative. ‘Then how can I help you?’ he replied in amazement. This is the answer the young leader was given: ‘Toh phir tum raj neta honeka kya faida’ (Of what good are you politicians if you can’t help?).


Whether they deliver the impossible or uplift the possible, one hopes they’ll keep Abraham Lincoln’s words as a cornerstone of their leadership paradigm, for he had said once—whatever you are, be a good one.




RAHUL GANDHI


The Chosen One
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What do you say about a political leader who is a perpetual work in progress? Rahul Gandhi’s family name may come with its very own ’Employment Guarantee Scheme’ but it has taken him nearly 14 years to stop living on dole and step up to the job at hand: that of leading the country’s oldest political party. But the thing about Rahul is that, just when you are about to write him off, he gives you a ‘contender’ moment. And sometimes it happens between a hug and a wink.


As a journalist, I have covered every launch and then subsequent, re-launch of Brand Rahul ever since his debut as a first time MP in 2004; and written stories that went from Heir Apparent to Heir Not Apparent; from Rahul Rejuvenated to Reluctant Rahul and back to Recalibrating Rahul. Hence you will understand my skepticism at his latest re-invention, even though it is by far the most consistent of them all. Perhaps it is because the makeover from a fidgety scion to assertive leader also coincided with his taking over as the Congress president in December 2017.


I still recall an earlier interaction with him. Sometime in 2007 I met him for an interview that did not take place. There was a miscommunication, for when he invited me for a chat I thought it was an on-record interview and arrived at his Tughlaq Lane residence only to be met by a Rahul dressed in track pants and rubber slippers. He explained that if he gave an interview to one publication, then he would either have to give an interview to everyone or antagonize the rest. (This strategy has changed since.) However, we managed a brief conversation where he explained that he was not going to assume any responsibility just because it was expected of him. He stuck to no one’s timelines but his own. He would take charge only when he felt he was ready. Some would call this arrogance, others diffidence. In either case, it didn’t make the leadership manual.


However, he has certainly come a long way from his Power is Poison moment (when he was made Congress vice president in 2013). He now seems ready to sip from the poisoned cup, stating candidly that should the Congress get the numbers (‘depends on how the dice falls’) he would be the party’s prime ministerial face. Of course, his timing is way off, for just when the Congress Party is at its lowest he decides he wouldn’t mind being prime minister after all. When it was offered to him during the UPA years, he not only refused prime ministership but also stayed well out of Dr Manmohan Singh’s cabinet. This hesitation cost the party dearly. Rahul did not just lose a valuable opportunity to learn the ropes, but he also ensured that an entire rung of leadership of his peers could not come up either, for fear of propping up potential rivals.


As Rama Lakshmi, editor opinion at The Print points out, ‘I call it the Lost Decade for the Congress. Ironically, this was the decade when the party was in power, but did not use it to groom the next generation leader. Instead of joining the UPA cabinet, Rahul went on a sort of listening tour. But while he was connecting with the forgotten Kalavatis, an ambitious Narendra Modi was blogging and tweeting the narrative of a vibrant Gujarat model.’ As a result, as political scientist Shiv Visvanathan, puts it—‘While Rahul has got a pan India image, he doesn’t have a pan India impact.’


Given his track record of being an inconsistent leader, Congress allies showed little enthusiasm to the idea of Rahul being the Opposition’s PM face against Modi. Realizing this, the Congress now talks about a two-pronged strategy. The short term plan for 2019 is to ‘stoop to conquer and do whatever it takes’ to defeat Modi. This includes the Congress ‘facilitating’ an alliance against the BJP, in which it will play the role of a supporting cast. The second goal is a long term one, for 2024, by which time Rahul Gandhi hopes to have established his own credibility to emerge as a viable prime ministerial contender.


The next few months are crucial for Rahul as this is his very last chance of establishing himself as a serious politician, for he’s done one make-over too many. His biggest problem has been his lack of reliability, so he will have to use this time not just to redefine himself but also stick to the plan. In his latest coming, he is pitting a hug of inclusiveness and an ideology of love against what he sees as a pushback of fear, hatred and anger from the BJP. As he told the audience at Karan Thapar’s book launch in the capital in July 2018, ‘We will take on the BJP and fight them, and they will fight us, but we will not hate them.’ It’s a view he has been formulating over the years, when he and his sister Priyanka forgave their father’s killers. Interacting with some NRIs in Singapore a few months earlier, he had said, ‘I remember when I saw Mr Prabhakaran (the chief of the LTTE, the organization which assassinated Rajiv Gandhi) on TV lying dead, I got two feelings—one was why are they humiliating this man in this way, and second was that I felt really bad for him and for his kids. I did that because I understood deeply what it meant to be on the other side of that thing. So to me,’ Rahul added, ‘when I see violence, regardless of who it is, I know that there is a human being behind that, there is a family behind that, a kid crying behind that.’


It’s a strategy that will take some understanding. As a senior Congress functionary explained, Rahul sees the Congress as being a more feminine party than the BJP. He added, ‘This is not feminine in the Western meaning of the word, but within a more philosophical context, whereby the Congress comes across as more liberal and sensitive than the masculine, toxic, 56 inches chest thumping BJP.’ The Congress functionary added that Rahul believes in the union of Shiv-Shakti where the qualities of both genders work in tandem to create a universe that is sustainable and well-balanced.


These were some of the thoughts that led him across the aisles to hug the prime minister during a no confidence debate in Parliament in July 2018. Given the dominant narrative of mob lynching, trolling on social media and hate crimes, it is easy to see what Rahul is trying to achieve when he sets himself up as the morally correct antithesis to the perceived wrongs in Modi’s BJP. ‘The basic idea is this that if someone hates you, that is something that they are doing. Hate is their internal emotion, it is their reaction to the world. Responding to their hate with hate is quite foolish. It is not going to solve any problem,’ said Rahul at the Bucerius Summer School in Hamburg (23 August 2018). He added, ‘Gandhiji said the only way you can counter hate is through love. You can’t counter hate with hate because it just increases the hate. When I actually went and showed affection to the prime minister, he was taken aback, he was upset by it. But it works, it really does.’


I do hope he has a better strategy up his sleeve than embarking on the career of a serial hugger. As he joked, ‘Whenever I see BJP MPs they take two steps back thinking I may hug them. It is not such a bad thing.’ But on a more serious note, he is in politics to win elections, not aspire for sainthood. It’s not an NGO that Rahul is running but a political party and for that he needs to show the hunger for power, maybe even a streak of ruthlessness to go for the kill, which is why I prefer the wink he gave to his colleagues on the Congress benches, post the hug. It created the right amount of doubt as to his motives. Moreover, he has already played the part of the nice guy down to being labeled a simpleton; a little bit of strategic cunning will go a long way in establishing the optics of a fighter. Points out Rama Lakshmi, ‘Finally Rahul seems to be enjoying his politics; he now appears to understand both the physicality and the morality of India’s politics. His act doesn’t look forced any longer.’ But she adds, ‘It shouldn’t take a politician a decade to emerge. That’s how long it takes for a politician to mature.’
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Initially, after the 2014 Lok Sabha loss when the Congress was reduced to its lowest tally ever—of 44 MPs—Rahul had been missing in action, playing right into the BJP’s hands. The right wing trolls had labeled him as a Pathetic Pappu—a sort of village idiot—and unfortunately Rahul did little to dispel this image, especially as the Congress went on to lose every state election it fought against the BJP (except Punjab). What made it worse was that Modi was not unbeatable, as Arvind Kejriwal and Nitish Kumar proved in the Delhi and Bihar assembly polls (2015) respectively. It was only when he was pitted against the Rahul-led Congress, that Modi became invincible. This led the BJP to quip that they had three star campaigners—Modi, Amit Shah and Rahul Gandhi.


Then suddenly something changed. Though it’s usually difficult to pin-point the exact moment of transition, with Rahul we do have such a marker. It was in September 2017 when Rahul was at the University of California, Berkeley, in an interaction with some students. He spoke about foreign policy, domestic economy, and even picked up the hot potato of dynasty politics with a silver spoon and an unapologetic shrug, pointing out that ‘all of India runs that way’. To everyone’s surprise, especially the Congress, his interactions during the US tour got good press both there and back home. Other such engagements followed, with think tanks, university students and business leaders. The one general consensus that came out of these meetings was: He was not quite the Pappu he was made out to be. The Rahul who landed in India walked back with a much more confident stride.


Leadership is not political but contextual, a young man working in Rahul’s office pointed out. He was right in a sense, for after four years the Modi rule had begun to wane in the face of an unpopular demonetization and a badly implemented GST. The rather fickle middle class was scouting around for another hero and Rahul Gandhi’s candidature gained just a little bit, in context. He came across as ‘the public school educated average nice guy’. On the eve of the 2019 polls, he is still no one’s first choice, but given the options, there are those who could vote for him rather than a Mamata Bannerjee or a Mayawati.


Rahul blames his Pappu image on the vicious campaign carried out by trolls employed by the BJP whose main job was to ‘abuse’ him. At the Berkeley interaction he claimed, ‘There is a BJP machine … about a thousand guys sitting on computers. They basically tell you things about me. They tell you I am reluctant, I am stupid; they tell you all these things. You have seen me now. You guys can make up your mind.’


I don’t know when he realized it but he’d hit the nail with the last sentence. He is as much to blame for his image trap, as are the trolls. In the earlier days, it was the Gandhi mystique with its impermeable aura that captivated the public. From Nehru to Rajiv and Sonia—‘the Family’ came with a pedigree of privilege that held its brand appeal in a feudal polity. But now in the age of transparency and ball-by-ball engagement, in the era of social media and 24x7 television, the pedigreed mystique has a reverse effect ; by shying away, it looks as if you have something to hide. So, the most crucial component of his make-over has been the demystification of Rahul Gandhi. By activating his social media profile, changing his Twitter handle from the aloof @OfficeOfRG to the more accessible @RahulGandhi he has broken down the wall between him and the public at large. Instead of an abstract entitled dynast, we are getting to meet the real Rahul, who has a wry sense of humor, who can take potshots at his opponent without getting abusive, and above all, whose view on the political events of the moment goes beyond women reservations, rural employment guarantee schemes and RTI. (Reference being to a particularly disastrous TV interview he gave on the eve of the 2014 polls.)
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