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To


My guru and the extraordinary lineage of gurus who harness divine intelligence through us, ordinary mortals


My parents for their genes and sanskara


My wife, children, friends and family for encouraging me to dance to my own music and for keeping me safe within a bubble of love, security and freedom


My country, the likes of which there is none other




Badi kashmakash hai zindagi mai


Timir se roushni vajr si ban gayi hai


Ki kaate kiran ki nahi katt rahi hai


Tumhe khud ko indhan banna padega


(Life is full of intense struggle


Minor troubles seem like thunderbolts


Even the rays of the sun have failed to cut through a veil of pessimism


One will have to dedicate oneself to mankind)


—Swami Vimuktananda




Prologue
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I WAS SITTING UNDER A TREE AND TALKING TO SOME OF the farmers of Parchundi—one of the fifteen villages we have adopted in Marathwada, Maharashtra for rural development. We were having an intense discussion about some impending post-monsoon work. From the corner of my eye, I could see Govind, one of the smartest boys of the village, fidgeting. He appeared uninterested in the goings-on. Each time the conversation paused, Govind seemed to want to say something, but the words would stall.


When the meeting ended, I asked, ‘Govind, what is it?’ Sheepishly, he looked at me and whispered, ‘Sir, tell me please, exactly kay zhala?’ (‘What exactly happened?’) All interest in our earlier discussion vanished as every face in the gathering lit up with expectation.


It was a question I had got used to hearing wherever I went:




Kay zhala?


Kya hua?


Shu thayu?


What happened?


Yes, what happened to you and the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)?





In other words: How did the party splinter? Where did it lose its way? And what exactly compelled you—one of its founding leaders—to quit?


Thousands of books have been written, films made and historical volumes published with the details of India’s independence struggle. But very little has been written about what has been called India’s ‘second independence struggle’—a struggle almost synonymous with the creation of AAP and its promise to rescue a nation plagued by corruption. Equally little has been written about the party’s sudden implosion—and with it, the caving in of the dreams of a billion Indians for a new India.


Someone had to attend to this gap. Someone had to write about one of the most important phases in post-independent Indian history with knowledge, objectivity and insider information. Someone had to trace AAP’s meteoric rise and fall.


This book attempts to do that. It offers, not just bare-boned history, but a personal account and analysis of the events of the recent past, the minds of its protagonists—be it Arvind Kejriwal or Anna Hazare—and the ups and downs of one of India’s most controversial parties.


This is my truth and what I know of AAP.




1. How It All Began


‘I REQUEST MAYANK GANDHI TO LEAD THE INDIA AGAINST Corruption (IAC) movement in Maharashtra,’ Arvind Kejriwal announced at the National Conference for the Forum for Fast Justice in January 2011.


He continued, ‘Some of us have drafted a powerful Lokpal Bill that can root out corruption from the country. We discussed it with almost all political parties and asked them to take it up in Parliament, but no leader seems keen to even consider it. If implemented, this Bill can put many corrupt politicians in jail; therefore, we do not expect any political party to support it. To force the politicians to pass the anti-corruption bill, a mass movement, bigger than any this nation has seen, will have to be started.’


I was the moderator of a panel where Arvind was delivering a seventeen-minute-long powerful talk about the endemic corruption tearing into the nation and how the IAC movement could free people from the oppression of the corrupt. Arvind’s passionate call stirred every patriotic fibre of my being.


Prior to announcing my name, Arvind had had a short discussion with me. ‘Mayank, I really think you should take charge of the movement in Maharashtra. This is a decisive time. The country needs your full involvement.’ Arvind spoke in a manner I have come to associate with him—emphatic and persuasive. Before I could respond, he continued, ‘However, since this requires your undivided attention, I request you to disengage from any civil society group or party that you are associated with.’
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Arvind was referring to my earlier association with an Andhra Pradesh-based civil society initiative, Lok Satta (2003-2007); this was his way to urging me to disengage from them and work only for IAC. I had heard of some differences between Arvind and the founder of Lok Satta, a brilliant ex-Indian administrative service (IAS) officer, Dr Jayaprakash Narayan (JP; not to be confused with the erstwhile Janata Party leader).


In any case, Arvind had little reason to be concerned. I confessed to him, ‘When I was a part of the Lok Satta movement in Maharashtra, there was a lot of petty and malicious politicking within the group. I quit a long time ago, disgusted with the bickering. I’m not a part of JP’s team.’


It turned out that Arvind had heard a number of positive things regarding my work, my style of functioning and my passion for swaraj from a range of people, including Manish Sisodia—and now that my commitments were clear, he looked relieved.


Arvind put his arm around my shoulder and smiled, ‘Mayank, Maharashtra—especially Mumbai—is really crucial. A lot will depend on you.’


*


I had known Arvind Kejriwal since 2003, when I worked closely with activist Anna Hazare for the passing of the Maharashtra Right to Information (RTI). Due to our common interest in activism, we remained in touch off and on. Arvind was doing some very interesting work in Delhi, and I was doing something similar in Mumbai.


While I had met Arvind only a few times, I had heard many inspiring stories about him. For instance, during his avatar as an Indian Revenue Service (IRS) officer, he’d regularly expose fellow officers who’d ask for bribes. While working with the Income Tax (IT) department, he was also operating as one of the founders of a grass-roots activism organization called Parivartan. He’d visit the Sundar Nagari slums of Delhi, attend to the grievances of citizens, and resolve their concerns, whether this had to do with getting a ration card or common income tax and electricity complaints. Arvind used RTI to help people get their work done in government offices without paying bribes, and he organized public hearings to hold government officials accountable.


There are two stories involving Arvind and Parivartan that are particularly motivating. As all of us know, IT refunds can get held up for a variety of reasons, and the citizen gets severely inconvenienced. To resolve this, each time there was an impasse, a team of Parivartan volunteers would meet the concerned officer along with the assessee and ask for the date of refund. On the said date, they would reach the IT office with musical instruments. If the refund was refused, they’d sit on the floor of the office, sing songs, beat drums and clang cymbals, till the refunds were made.


Another story involved an individual who was asked for a bribe of Rs 25,000 by an IT officer to pass his refund order. Parivartan volunteers, along with select media entities, took a procession led by drums and cymbals, carrying a cheque of Rs 25,000 to pay the bribe. The officer, as expected, ran away from the back door.


I was bowled over by Arvind’s approach and audacity. I became his admirer.


Swaraj was the common passion that I shared with Arvind. Swaraj means empowerment, and it seeks the participation of common people across all aspects of day-to-day decision-making in governance. Swaraj’s foundation is transparency, as also holding people in power accountable to the collective will of the people. ‘Take away power from the government and give it to the people,’ I would say during my speeches.


Among other things, Arvind was a part of the Aruna Roy-led National Campaign for People’s Right to Information (NCPRI), an umbrella body of various activists working for systemic reforms in the country. After the murder of some RTI activists and whistle-blowers, NCPRI members decided to work for an institutional solution. Arvind Kejriwal; eminent lawyer, Prashant Bhushan; retired Supreme Court judge, Santosh Hegde; and former law minister, Shanti Bhushan were mandated to prepare a comprehensive Bill that would not only protect whistle-blowers but also deter corruption and redress the grievances of citizens. These four brilliant minds sat together and prepared a formidable draft Bill.


This draft Lokpal (later called Jan Lokpal and also the Citizen’s Ombudsman Bill)1 proposed an independent, autonomous body, along the lines of the Election Commission (EC) or the Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) of India, that would neither be under the government control nor get influenced by it. Besides granting this autonomous body the right to investigate public servants in matters of corruption, the Bill sought to provide for the time-bound delivery of public services via citizen charters; encourage complete transparency in the issuance of contracts, leases and licences; and put an end to insidious forms of favour-mongering.


*


Back in January 2011, when Arvind said, ‘Mayank, Maharashtra—especially Mumbai—is really crucial. A lot will depend on you,’ I was compelled to reassess my life goals.


The fact was that, around that time, I was deeply immersed in spiritual practice and meditation. Arvind’s passionate plea shook my conscience. ‘What right do I have to indulge in my selfish desire for spiritual ecstasy and personal evolution, when the country needs my sacrifice?’ I questioned.


Here was a country that was angry. People were growing increasingly agitated as corruption stories hit media headlines. One could hear the distant drums of a major ‘dharma-yuddh’ (a righteous war) against the inimical forces ravaging the country. The time had come to abandon my personal quest and join the battle.


I agreed to take on the responsibility of Maharashtra.


Behind the S.P. Jain Auditorium, seated on a stone ledge, buoyed by steaming cups of coffee, both Arvind and I spoke at great length of our resolve to transform politics in the country. Politics influences policies and decisions. To alter the destinies and lives of crores of our countrymen, we needed to make serious changes in the way politicians got elected and operated. I said, ‘All the rot in politics begins with the way elections are fought and won. Our aim should be to bring in electoral reforms. We need to involve the entire country in this yajna, this purifying ritual.’


Arvind had a slightly different approach. ‘Mayank, while I agree that electoral reforms are most crucial for the transformation of the country, it might be best to focus on corruption right now. Corruption is what provokes people—they’re livid, what with so many scams unfolding. With corruption as our one-point agenda, we will create a massive movement. Once people come together, we can work on electoral reforms, too.’


It made sense. I consented. Then, I raised another important issue. ‘I have seen many NGOs up-close. And I am wary of depending on the existing ones for support because many are compromised, corrupt or ineffective. I see real value in directly involving common people in the movement.’


Arvind nodded, then said, ‘For our appeal to reach common people, it is important to have leaders these common people can identify with.’ I was listening carefully even as evening fell. Arvind continued: ‘We have brought together some very popular leaders in the movement already, including Baba Ramdev, Sri Sri Ravishankar and Swami Agnivesh.’


I raised an immediate concern: ‘The presence of orange robes—these swamis—might make some segments of the country suspicious. What do you think?’


Arvind took some time and replied, ‘That’s a valid concern, but they have large followings, and right now we need dedicated numbers. We can see how best to deal with the saffron brigade later.’


As I later learnt, this was typical Arvind’s style of functioning—use someone for the short term and start working on his exit parallelly.


I persisted, ‘Instead of having multiple leaders, don’t you think it will be better to have one person as the face of the movement? Collective leadership is good, but someone needs to be first among equals. In addition, such a leader should not be associated with any ideology and should have a reputation for battling dishonesty.’


Arvind looked at me knowingly. ‘Who are you suggesting?’


‘How about Anna Hazare?’ I asked ‘I’ve worked with him, and I know his strengths and limitations.’


Arvind seemed excited. He said, ‘Anna is more than familiar with the Lokpal Bill . . . we have worked together a few times on it. But I want to know what your candid analysis is before making him the face of the movement.’


I could see that Arvind was seriously considering my suggestion. He was trying to understand my views more clearly, and sought cues not just in my statements and my voice but also in my expressions. Generally, I do not mince my words, but keenly aware that anything I said now would have huge consequences, I spoke in a measured way. Besides, Anna is a complex personality—so it was necessary to share a nuanced assessment, highlighting the good and the bad.


I started with his obvious qualities of great strength. ‘For one, Anna is a role model for rural development. I have personally been to his village and have seen the extraordinary transformation he has brought about. Secondly, for a generation that has grown up with the stories of Gandhiji, Anna, with his Gandhian appearance and utterances, is a modern-day icon. Third, he is a very principled man. He has fought and won bitter battles against corrupt politicians, has fasted for the removal of dishonest ministers and officers and has ensured that the guilty get penalized. He is the tallest anti-corruption activist in the country. For IAC, we cannot get a more appropriate leader.’


Arvind concurred.


I continued, ‘What I find most amazing is Anna’s connect with the people—whether these are common men on the street or the politicians of parties. He has that indefinable quality called charisma, and when he says, “Dil diya hai, jaan bhi denge, ae watan tere liye” (“I have given my heart and will give my life for this nation”), I have seen the audience get emotional.’


Arvind smiled. ‘This is great. Why did you stop working with him? Is there something that you are not telling me?’ He looked at me questioningly.


This was going to be tough. Was I to tell all, or was it best to allow Arvind to discover some things for himself once he started working with Anna?


I hesitated, ‘Well . . .’




2. Anna, the Enigmatic Leader


AS I PAUSED, ARVIND’S HEART RATE MUST HAVE CLIMBED.


Being honest was the best option. There was no point in hesitating. It was best to present the facts of my earlier interactions with Anna and his team, and let Arvind be the judge.


I started speaking slowly, choosing my words deliberately: ‘There are four things that you will have to take into consideration while dealing with Anna. One is that his concepts of democracy, politics and nation-building are simplistic and vague. Second, he is a very stubborn man, and once he makes up his mind it is very difficult to change his views. Third, his style of working is very whimsical. Last, he is easily influenced by the people—many of them questionable—who surround him.’


Arvind likely had personal acquaintance with some of these aspects of Anna’s personality, but he continued picking my brain anyway: ‘So how do you think we can tackle this?’


After thinking for a while, I continued, ‘Arvind, if you wish to get anything done from Anna, you will have to ensure that, at all times, there is one senior person from our side with him . . . this will reduce the influence of his team, and will also appeal to his ego and sense of self-importance. Even this won’t be easy. Anna is a difficult man to work with, and has a record of not getting along with anyone over a long time.’


‘What about his political affiliations?’ Arvind inquired.


I responded, ‘While Anna has contacts across the political spectrum, he does not belong to any ideological school.’


‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ Arvind asked.


‘Yes,’ I answered. ‘Despite all that I have told you, the good in him outweighs the bad. By far, he is the best person to lead the anti-corruption movement.’


Arvind said, ‘I think so, too. Let me go and meet Anna and see what he has to say. And thanks for speaking so candidly. I will keep everything you’ve said in mind.’


Thus ended our conversation.


On the way back home, I remembered my first meeting with Anna in 2003, much before the IAC movement.


Anna had planned to go on a fast unto death from 9 August 2003. His demand: the resignation of four Maharashtra Nationalist Congress Party (NCP) ministers accused of corruption.


I went to meet him and asked, ‘Anna, how will the country benefit if four ministers resign?’


There was something magnetic about Anna even back then. He looked at me with his innocent eyes, and very politely asked, ‘So what do you recommend?’


Excited that he was willing to listen to me—someone he was meeting for the first time—I suggested, ‘Don’t just demand resignations, ask for institutional reforms, too.’ Anna was listening intently. I was encouraged to speak further: ‘First, you should ask for the passage of Right to Information. Second, ask for an Act that regulates the transfer of government officers by giving them a fixed term. Third, demand reforms for empowering the gram sabha in villages. Finally, seek transparency and accountability in the administration.’


I continued, ‘Anna, we all know of the existence of transfer lobbies that charge huge bribes in exchange for plum postings in various departments. The rot has spread wide and deep. Honest bureaucrats are terrified of corrupt politicians who have the power to arbitrarily transfer them. It is necessary to have fixed terms for A-class officials at the very least.’


Anna heard me with his eyes closed. This was his normal style of engaging with a conversation. After I finished speaking, he opened his eyes, grunted, nodded and went silent. I waited for some time for him to speak, but he seemed to be lost in his own thoughts. I left.


The next day, he announced to the press that in addition to the resignation of the four NCP ministers, he was going to demand the four institutional reforms I had discussed with him.


On hearing from the media that Anna had demanded institutional reforms, I was exhilarated. I rushed to meet him to thank him. That’s when I was introduced to his small cohort of advisors. I asked them: ‘What are Anna’s views on the demands? Has he briefed you? Have you worked out the provisions in the Bill? How does Anna see this getting executed? Do you need any help from me?’


His team members seemed amused by my questions. ‘Anna does not make Bills or give details. It is for the government to make the suggestions, and Anna will say yes or no,’ one of them sniggered.


Now, it was my turn to be incredulous. ‘We need to be clear about what we want, don’t you think?’ I asked.


But the entire lot seemed oblivious to the fact that Anna needed to prepare. The more I interacted with Anna’s team, the more I was flabbergasted by their sloppy approach.


There was also the fear that Anna, by accusing ministers from the NCP, was exposing himself. In the corporate world, we were trained to consider all possible forms of retaliation, including defamation suits, and make plans to preempt them. So, I told Team Anna, ‘I hope your leader has considered the possibility of repercussions when he makes such accusations.’ The team dismissively laughed at my fears. No one had even considered the fallout. I was getting jittery. Were these people smug or plain foolish?


Being new to Anna and his team, I was not able to press beyond a point.


The stage was set for the 9 August fast at Azad Maidan. Anna came with a few hundred villagers and began his fast unto death. There was a lot of media attention, and people started visiting the activist-leader. His popularity was evident even among urban citizens and in the media.


I was fortunate to have learnt my concepts of democracy and reform while working with the highly organized and introspective JP. He was a brilliant IAS officer from Andhra Pradesh, who had worked in high position within the system. After many years of service, he realized that it was better to be outside the system and act as a pressure point for government reforms. I was heavily influenced by his deeply researched, rational solutions to improve the country.


Sometimes, I used to think: if only JP’s understanding of governance could be downloaded and transferred to Anna’s brain, the nation would really benefit! To make this fantasy a reality, I brought together Anna and JP. On my request, JP stayed back in Mumbai for many days to support Anna and his demands. For hours, the two would talk about the state of the nation, and I would listen to their fascinating conversations, feeling some proprietorial pride.


There was one particularly interesting conversation between Anna and JP that gave an insight into the way they thought.


JP said, ‘Annaji, people like you are born but rarely. Instead of working in one village, if you were to take up 100 villages, would it not be better?’


Anna replied, ‘I want to make one village 100 per cent, rather than spreading myself too thin and not doing complete justice to my work.’


‘But, Annaji, if you contribute 100 per cent to one village, your net value is 100. While if you contribute even 60 per cent across 100 villages, your value is close 6,000—sixty times more,’ JP reasoned.


These were captivating perspectives coming from two great leaders. Over time, I came to realize that there were two different schools of thought in civil society.


On one hand was the Anna school of thought which proposed that to change the nation, one had to change people. The belief was this: because systems are made and run by individuals, if people change, then the systems that run the country will change, too.


On the other hand, there was JP’s school of thought—he (and others like him) suggested that systemic reforms were the only way to improve the nation. The system had to be designed such that there was an incentive for good behaviour and a strong disincentive to bad/corrupt behaviour. It wasn’t civil society’s role to change the character of people—that was best left to religion and parents. Civil society’s role was to force the system to reform.


I found merit in JP’s stance. In my view, India has some of the most wonderful individuals; offers excellent upbringing; and is spiritually inclined. If, in spite of this, our society as a whole is degenerating, perhaps it is because a solid system of checks and balances is not in place.


We have easy proof that this is the missing link. Consider Indians in the Western world: they have been very successful and ethical in nations that come with strong administrative and judicial systems. If Indians were fundamentally flawed, and/or if systems had no influence on behaviour, this stark difference in approach wouldn’t emerge.


The fact is that robust systems make people behave in a moral and ethical manner. In any society, no matter the setup, 10 per cent of the population is generally honest, and 10 per cent is dishonest. The remaining 80 per cent behave as per the incentive and disincentive mechanism in place. If success is guaranteed when behaviour is upright, this 80 per cent segment will choose honesty. If the system offers an advantage to those who are unscrupulous, again, this 80 per cent segment will be immoral.


Thus it is my view that instead of changing players, it is important to change the rules of the game. It is a view that JP cherishes, too, and it is entirely possible that Anna’s support for the Lokpal Bill, a form of institutional reform, became doubly emphatic after his discussions with JP. ‘We are a first class nation with a third class government,’ was a slogan Arvind picked up from one of my speeches during the IAC days.


By the sixth day of the fast for RTI (and other provisions), Anna’s health started deteriorating. We were mounting pressure on the government to accede to Anna’s demands at the earliest. Public pressure was building as well. On the seventh day of the fast, the government relented and its emissaries came to meet Anna. After they left, Anna called me. ‘Mayank, the chief minister has asked me for a draft of my demands. Can a few of you start working on the demands that I have put forward?’


Anna’s energy was fast depleting, so not a moment was to be lost. We moved promptly. We made a few minor changes to Madhav Godbole’s excellent draft of RTI and presented it. We consulted various retired bureaucrats and experts for their thoughts on the other three demands. We submitted the details to the government for consideration as soon as we could.


I thought the government would hotly debate our proposals, but contrary to my expectations, everything was easily accepted—including setting up a one-man commission to look into the charges against the NCP politicians. While I had been prepared to punch a concrete wall, it turned out that we were taking a swing at a cardboard box.


The ease with which the demands were accepted could be linked to the moral authority of Anna and public pressure. But it got me thinking about how governments function. What made the government emissaries accept such tough provisions? Were they too busy to weigh the pros and cons, or did they agree simply because the demands came from Anna? Or did they believe that in the heat of the moment, it was safest to accept the terms, but these could easily be diluted later?


What did happen fairly soon, though, was exactly what I had tried warning Team Anna about. NCP emissaries filed cases against Anna in courts across various districts of Maharashtra, and Anna had to run from court to court, attending hearings. He was incapacitated for years.


During this time, I learnt something about Anna’s style of activism. While, from afar, it seemed as though both the government and the band of activists arrived at decisions after deep thought, up close it was evident that the stances were instinctive and often superficial. It was a rude awakening.


The days spent with Anna made me observe him and the people around him closely. While I was very impressed with Anna’s indomitable spirit and strength of character, I was equally concerned about the way he clamoured for media attention; his rather simplistic understanding of serious governance issues; and his single-minded focus on himself and his achievements.


The last concern, especially, asserted itself on more than one occasion. For instance, not long after his August 2003 fast, a series of public meetings in Andhra Pradesh were planned with Anna and JP. This was meant to be a precursor to several other joint collaborations among civil society movements. All preparations were done. The media was invited. Thousands of volunteers from the far corners of Andhra Pradesh came to Hyderabad. At the last minute, Anna casually cancelled the programme. His secretary, after multiple frantic calls, told me dryly, ‘Anna is not well.’ JP was devastated, and I was disappointed. Was Anna worried that JP would get more attention because the venue was Hyderabad? It wasn’t an implausible conclusion.


Beyond all this, what also worried me about Anna was his unpredictability. I recalled an episode involving Anna’s desire to come to Mumbai to protest against a proposed amendment to RTI. He and his followers needed a place to stay in as soon as possible. After a lot of effort, I managed to find a large garden-cum-hall. The next day, Anna’s secretary called, asking me to get together a large, young crowd, as Anna wanted to lead a youth protest rally. At a complete loss, I hurriedly called up some fellow activists, and we requested a few school principals to urge their students to participate in a rally. It was now time to wait for Anna to arrive. That’s when a journalist informed me that Anna had changed the venue of his protest. What? I kept making repeated calls to Anna—and was finally told by his secretary that the protest venue had been shifted to Alandi, a town near Pune. No reasons were offered; no notice was given.


I also felt it was only correct to share these episodes with Arvind. Arvind listened, then had a hearty laugh. ‘Let us see what happens in the future!’ he said.


Well, in the immediate future, Anna and Arvind met in Nanded. They discussed the IAC movement at length, and finally, after many rounds of consultation, came to a decision. Arvind broke this news to me with great excitement. ‘Mayank, Anna has agreed to lead the IAC movement. Now, you will have to play an important role—you’ll be the bridge between IAC and Anna since both of you are in Maharashtra.’


I turned silent. While I did not want to dampen Arvind’s spirits, I also wanted to clarify what I perceived my role as. ‘Arvind, I am really happy to hear this. And I am sure that with his magnetism Anna will be able to attract the common people of this country. But I foresee some problems in Maharashtra if I am the “bridge”. I know many members of Anna’s organization Bhrastachar Virodhi Jan Andolan (BVJA) and have had altercations with them on serious issues of corruption. Also, BVJA considers Maharashtra its fiefdom and will see IAC Maharashtra as a threat to its pre-eminent position. To avoid any kind of conflict, it might best for our IAC Maharashtra team to keep a safe distance from Anna. You need a senior member from the central team to liaise with him.’


Arvind saw my point. And to his great credit, besides personally ‘handling’ Anna as much as was humanly possible, he gave Manish Sisodia the work of being Anna’s shadow all the time.


Sometimes, though, managing Anna got especially challenging. Once, at the Mayur Vihar guest house in Delhi, Anna happened to be upset and locked himself up in his room. An hour passed; then two; then three. Finally, we began knocking at his door and begged him to come out. There was no response. We got increasingly worried. The accommodation was on a higher floor, and finally, one brave volunteer risked life and limb, clambered up some outdoor pipes and reached Anna’s balcony. There, he saw Anna sleeping. Anna emerged the next day as though nothing had happened.


It was nerve-wracking.


I have to say this though. Despite all the trouble he gave us, Anna proved to be the appropriate choice. The nation was awakened, having found in Anna a mascot it could hold on to.




3. Who Am I?


AS THIS BOOK HAS BEEN WRITTEN IN A STYLE THAT IS part-autobiographical, the events have to necessarily pass through the prism of my perspective. Thus it is important for you, the reader, to be acquainted with some of my values, beliefs and experiences.


Growing up in a middle class family in Mumbai—one where my mother Chitraben and father Ramesh both worked tirelessly to make ends meet and bring up three children—I learnt the importance of valuing the little we had. My mother worked as an accountant in a private firm for many years, while my father was involved with textiles and was later an estate broker. Due to some unfortunate setbacks to my father’s business, we all had to start earning a living while in school and college. I tutored children and made some money, but it was Bharat, my elder brother, an architect, who took on the onerous responsibility of contributing to the family kitty while studying. My sister Hiran, an architect, too, chipped in by working while studying. This situation is not uncommon—it is representative of many middle class families.


People who have not faced penury sometimes romanticize it, but those who have experienced a dearth of resources know that there is no bigger disease than poverty. Honestly, beyond everyday inconveniences, if poverty is distressing it is because of the indignity and humiliation one is subjected to. I was sensitive to this even as child—and as I grew up, I came to have zero tolerance for arrogance and the assumption that a ‘superior’ could humiliate someone struggling. In fact, a few months ago, I got off my friend’s car only because he was talking rudely to his driver.


I was a bright student, obsessed with reading. There were days when I’d forget to eat my lunch, so engrossed would I be with the stories I came across. My reading list was eclectic—ranging from science and politics to post-independence history and autobiographies, and most importantly, humour. Arun Shourie was a journalist I greatly admired. In fact, there were times when I’d rush to the railway station at the crack of dawn to collect the first copy of the day’s paper and devour Shourie’s forthright writing—I was such an admirer of his articles against the abuse of power that I could not bear to wait till 7 am, when the paper would get delivered home! Each book, every article opened my mind to possibilities, far from those battles of subsistence, and fuelled my desire to work with a large canvas. Could I apply my intelligence and ability to transform my great country? I used to muse.


This desire to propel national change was also shaped by the political leaders I looked up to. I used to enjoy listening to Madhu Limaye, George Fernandes and Atal Bihari Vajpayee, but, by far, the biggest influence in my life has been Mahatma Gandhi. I would spend hours in Mani Bhavan (Gandhiji’s ashram in Mumbai, which also held—no surprises here—a library). The simple prose and authenticity of Gandhiji’s My Experiments with Truth—and his strength of character demonstrated by his openness, courage of conviction and willingness to accept his faults—touched me deeply.


If my commitment to work for the nation was strengthened, it was because of the events of the 1970s. I was seventeen when the Allahabad High Court disbarred Indira Gandhi as a member of Parliament (MP) and banned her from contesting the elections for the next six years on account of electoral malpractices; the case had been brilliantly argued by Shanti Bhushan. On 25 June 1975, less than a fortnight after the verdict, Mrs Gandhi declared the Emergency. With startling speed, opposition leaders were imprisoned, including Jayaprakash Narayan, Atal Bihari Vajpayee and L.K. Advani. Freedom of the press was muzzled, censorship was imposed and civic liberties were curtailed. As I watched a pall of fear envelope the country, my blood boiled. I had to do something! A young, idealistic student, I would slip away from college lectures and participate in protests, join street plays and liaise with activists. But it was all to no avail . . . the dark days dragged on.


Twenty-one months later, Mrs Gandhi, in a classic case of misplaced confidence, called for fresh elections, released all political prisoners and lifted the Emergency. Four opposition parties—the Congress (O), the Jan Sangh, the Bharatiya Lok Dal and the Socialist Party—decided to fight the elections (and her) under a single banner called the Janata Party.


I started campaigning for our local Janata Party candidate to the exclusion of all else, including my studies. Several ordinary people did. Finally, on 20 March 1977, it was announced that for the first time in independent India’s history, the Congress had been routed; the Janata Party had come to power. Democracy had been upheld. India had won.


It was a moment of ecstasy. But before any of us could bask in the joy of this victory, the Janata government started showings signs of instability. The leaders, unable to rise above their personal and political ambitions, fought like cats and dogs, which finally led to the collapse of the government. The Janata Party’s betrayal and its representatives’ naked lust for power shook the country—so much so that until the IAC movement roughly thirty-five years later, no one was willing to invest faith in a new set of leaders again.


On my part, I was in agony. As a young crusader, willing to lay his life for the nation, I felt cheated. I wanted to speak out—but I was too young and inconsequential to be heard. Disillusioned, I quit public life, got married, had children and started earning a living. I began my own little initiative.


As a small businessman, I had to get over thirty ‘permissions’—some of them monthly, some quarterly and some annually—for conducting my business. Government clerks and officers would harass me for bribes. There were two options before me—fight them and, in turn, get slapped with so many penalties or notices that my business would stop; or succumb and pay them off. I admit, I took the more cowardly route, and justified this to myself by saying that I had a family and workers to support.


Over time, however, I also grew increasingly angry; I longed to fight the system and change it, so that the next set of Mayank Gandhis would not have to confront similar episodes of blackmail.


In the Mahabharata, Duryodhana, the conniving brother, and Bheema, one of the heroes, fought one another for a long period of time, without either coming any closer to a decisive victory. It was only when Lord Krishna showed Bheema Duryodhana’s weak spot that the battle could be won by the hero.


Perhaps, all I needed to do was find that elusive ‘weak spot’ to transform the country. I kept searching . . .


And then, something started happening to me. I had lived in Mumbai all my life; I thought I had grown immune to images of squalor. Yet, suddenly, around the turn of the millennium, I started becoming increasingly sensitive to the scenes I witnessed—each time I’d pass the slums of Dharavi, I’d be moved to tears.


What was happening? I had never been this way. Was the fire within me—one that I had suppressed for many years—reasserting itself?


My growing unease made me start meditating. Every day, in silence, I’d try analyzing the inner workings of my mind.


And one day, maybe a fortnight after I had started meditating, I had a spontaneous spiritual experience—call it a moment of epiphany—that was to alter my life forever. The experience was so ecstatic, dramatic, overwhelming and transformative that words are inadequate to describe it—and this book, in any case, isn’t the space to begin trying.


Among the many transformations that the experience spawned, the one that stands out is that I suddenly became absolutely calm—from a ‘rajasic’ (angry, passionate) personality, I became ‘sattvic’ (calm, unruffled). The vitriol dissipated, and instead, I was left with this realization—who am I getting angry with? And for what? Everything is me.


I have no doubt that spirituality is the source of all my strength and understanding. It also helped me gain clarity, so I now knew how I could serve the nation.


People hold a range of different views regarding how a country can transform. Some say, ‘If you improve the judicial system, the nation will be rid of all corruption.’ Others say, ‘Education is the country’s future.’ Still others claim, ‘Reform administrative systems, and India will become great again.’ But I believe that, in a democracy, it is the political leadership that determines the nation’s fate. And for the best possible set of leaders, one needs a strong electoral process.


There were two options before me in the path of nation-building. One was to create a people’s movement to pressurize the political system to such an extent that it was forced to make changes—after all, if the legislative, executive and judicial branches steer the country, and media (the fourth estate) acts as the watchdog, the fifth pillar necessarily is civil society. It may not have legal power, but it can use advocacy, judicial intervention and mass mobilization to bring change.


The other option was to enter the political arena through elections, come to power and propel such changes from within. For this, a party with a foolproof electoral process was necessary, so that only the most worthy candidates would win, instead of those with dubious criminal records or communal inclinations, selected only because they happened to be ‘winnable’. To begin with a clean slate—to ensure, in other words, that elections are won without money-power or a divisive agenda—creating a new party would become essential.


My foray into nation-building began by pushing for change from the outside. In 2006—even while holding on to my business—I became a part of a group that drafted the Nagar Raj Bill, an urban parallel of the Panchayati Raj Bill, for empowering the common citizens of cities and towns.


Perhaps, a background is necessary. In 1993, guided by the vision of Rajiv Gandhi, the 73rd and 74th Amendment Acts were passed for the devolution of power in rural and urban areas respectively. With the 73rd Amendment Act, the Panchayati Raj system came into existence in rural India, and resulted in a substantial improvement in the governance of villages. However, there was an urgent need to create strong institutions of self-governance in urban India. That’s where my group stepped in.


Based on this concept of Nagar Raj, some of us conducted a landmark swaraj experiment in the 2007 Mumbai municipal elections. We selected one activist from each of the thirty-seven polling booths of the Juhu constituency. These activists chose Adolf D’souza as the consensus candidate. With Adolf as our independent contender, we successfully defeated all the strong nominees from mainstream parties, without using money, muscle or a divisive agenda. In fact, for the entire campaign, we had spent just Rs 57,000—most of which had been collected from local residents by passing a plastic bag for contributions.


This was especially significant considering what one was up against. I remember, before Adolf’s victory, when I was on the way to our campaign office, I saw a huge rally of cars and bikes, with around 800 people shouting slogans in favour of an independent candidate. I was surprised, as we had not expected him to be a serious contender. It finally turned out that he wasn’t. When the results were declared all he got were around 200 votes. Apparently, there were separate rates for campaigning and a separate price for votes. The independent candidate had paid for volunteers to campaign and not for votes.


On another occasion, I tried spreading our campaign across the slums in the vicinity. My colleagues felt this effort was pointless—in their words, ‘Most of the votes of the slum-dwellers are bought.’ I, however, did not wish to be cynical; I wanted to involve the poor in our experiment. The day I visited the Irla slums near Vile Parle, what I saw startled me. There were hardly any able-bodied men or women at home. Almost everyone had gone campaigning. Those who were left behind were either the aged or children. When I tried announcing the name of our candidate, one well-built man emerged, who I later learnt was the local slumlord. He asked, ‘How much are you willing to pay per vote?’ I tried to tell him about the shining virtues of our candidate, how he planned to help the locality, and why we were committed to being honest. He laughed uproariously. I slunk away.


After Adolf’s election victory in 2007, I quit working for civil society. I was bothered and irritated by petty nitpicking and ego fights. But in November 2008, when I saw Mumbai being attacked by terrorists, I decided that I could not stay away from working for the nation. I re-engaged with civil society.


During the 2009 Maharashtra assembly elections, my team and I tried to create one more demonstrable model of swaraj. Parivartan later worked on a similar prototype in Delhi, and a citizen group attempted it in Bengaluru. This model, in a small way, became the blueprint for AAP’s experiment in the 2013 Delhi elections.


Our candidate didn’t win in the 2009 Maharashtra assembly elections—he could not, given the powerful influence of the 4Cs (corruption, communalization, criminalization and caste politics) on electoral results. Mainstream political parties had become experts in manipulating the vote bank by giving the four Cs primacy. The rest were bound to languish.


In the meantime, given my preoccupation with creating a workable model of swaraj, my business had been adversely impacted. My factory shut down due to a worker’s strike, and I was in dire financial straits. That’s when I got an unexpected call from an uncle who owned a large construction company. He spoke to me about the many dilapidated buildings in the island city of Mumbai, all of which were on the verge of collapsing. Indeed, over the years, many had, leading to the death of countless people. He offered me a job and—impelled by the desire to do something concrete at the grass-roots level, and equally, gain personal financial security—I accepted it. In the days to come, we created a strong and unique redevelopment model for Mumbai on a cluster basis—it was a model that offered a positive and practical solution to all stakeholders.


This was an exhilarating period of my life, as I helped the government frame vital urban laws and policies, even while liaising with the bureaucracy, media entities, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and the judiciary. On the one hand, I engaged with global giants in the space of architecture and finance; on the other, I had to engage with the local populace and even gangsters.


After hearing a lecture in Shanghai about urban planning in Mumbai, I was offered a place on the advisory board of the Chicago-based Council of Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat (CTBUH), the world’s largest not-for-profit body of global urban planners, architects and engineers, some of whom had been associated with such iconic buildings as the Burj Khalifa and Taipei 101. The irony was that I was neither a master planner nor an architect! But I was a fast learner, and soon, I was invited to speak and offer advice on master planning, and especially inner city redevelopment, in multiple countries. A world conference in Mumbai followed, attended by over a thousand top architects and planners from twenty-two countries, with seventy-seven of the world’s great speakers. Things were going rather well for me, and I was growing financially stable.


That’s when life took a complete U-turn, as it is wont to do. In mid-2010, my uncle expired. Around six months later, Arvind Kejriwal asked me to help him with IAC (and later AAP). For a while I juggled both responsibilities, until one took precedence over the other . . .


Now to go back to what would soon become one of the largest movements in the world . . .




4. Brick by Brick


WITH ANNA ENSCONCED AS OUR LEADER, IT WAS TIME TO start creating a base and a structure for an IAC movement.


Arvind called me and said: ‘Mayank, let us start taking IAC to the people. We are planning a major public meeting in Delhi. Why don’t you hold one in Mumbai, too? I’ll ensure that Bengaluru, Chennai and other major cities follow suit. Gather activists and the media, and explain the need for the movement as well as the Lokpal Bill.’


Organizing a political event in Mumbai is easier said than done. Unlike Delhi which is the political capital of the country, Mumbai is the commercial hub, and it’s rare for common Mumbaikars to gather together in large numbers for a political event. Also, while Delhi had large grounds for demonstrations like Jantar Mantar and the Ramlila Maidan, the Mumbai High Court has allowed just one major South Mumbai venue for protests—Azad Maidan. That would soon become our ‘karma-bhoomi’.


I reached out to the usual set of activists representing middle class citizens and urged them to attend the meeting we were trying to organize. After hours of persuasion, there were 150-odd attendees. This was the state of Mumbai’s civil society at that time—the turnout was inevitably low, and each time the crowd consisted of the same faces!


The challenge, then, was to build a strong and robust base brick by brick. A comprehensive list was prepared of NGOs; trade unions representing disparate interest groups; business cohorts; women’s associations; taxi and auto driver groups; and agencies representing tiffin carriers, boot polish workers and coolies. We avoided any organization that was aligned with caste or communal interests. And we avoided political parties.


In addition, there were hundreds of small and medium civil society organizations in Mumbai. I personally called most of the leaders and invited them for a joint strategy meet at a hall in Colaba, Mumbai on 22 February 2011. We were pleasantly surprised when over 100 representatives attended. Even though each had a separate agenda, a common concern that bound them was corruption in the government. As Arvind explained the provisions of the anti-corruption Lokpal Bill, the response was enthusiastic, and a number of questions and points emerged which were systematically addressed. There was excitement all around.
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