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It is believed that when
nation feels under siege,
party in power benefits.

But, at best, the BJP’s
voteshare will go up to
maybe 35-36 per cent.
The BJP recognises this.
They are giving up seats
to accommodate allies”

VANDITA MISHRA: In the last chapter of
your book, you say that anti-incum-
bency is a heartening phenomenon be-
cause it doesn’t allow anybody in power
to get too comfortable. Secondly,
throughout the book one gets the sense
that you are looking for that grand re-
former, but in the end you say that there
are no grand reformers, and that hope
lies in smaller changes in states, rather
thanat the Centre. Could you place these
two conclusions in the context of the sit-
uation we are in now, in what could be
India’s first national security election?

Will this be the first national security
election? I am not sure because even the
1999 election was fought in the backdrop
of the Kargil war, and you can argue how
much that influenced it.

Itis generally believed that whichever
party or government is in power tends to
benefit when the nation feels it is under
siege. But even assuming that the BJP ben-
efits alot fromit, assuming that their vote-
share goes up a bit... No national party in
India has ever got more than 50 per cent of
the votes, going back to the first election,
including the Congress, given that there
was one national party in all those decades.
Evenin this election, at best, the BJP’s vote-
share will go up to maybe 35-36 per cent
from 31 per cent — assuming that there is
asurge in its favour because of this nation-
alist kind of movement. The BJPrecognises
that even during the entire movement, as
we have seen in the past few weeks, the
headlines are the same, the small changes
.. They have given up seats in Bihar, they
have given up seats in Maharashtra, to ac-
commodate alliance partners. So, for me,
that’s the journey as far as India is con-
cerned. This is still a continent like the
European Union, itis nota country. Thereis
no one narrative. So even though to us it
appears that national security is the narra-
tive, I don’t know how much of that story-
line carries into the hinterland.

VANDITA MISHRA: For the bulk of the
book you talk about anti-incumbency
as a symptom of the ‘broken State’, but
towards the end you actually hold it up
as the most heartening feature of
Indian democracy.

A year ago, there was so much talk in
India that we were heading towards a one-
party hegemony. That the BJP had the en-
tire organisational strength, the muscle
power, the money power,and so it seemed
as if there was nothing that could beat the
party. That's what the conventional wis-
dom was a year ago. Since then, the elec-
tionresults (in Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh,
and Chhattisgarh), and the fact that so
many coalitions have come togetherin the
states, are things that have happened de-
spite the odds.

In this country, whosoever is in power,
the entire business community fawns over
that party, the entire money power seems
to be with that party. Despite these very
obvious advantages, the underdog, with
much less money, and a weaker organisa-
tion, is able to win. The conversation in
Delhiis as if the business people are able to
buy out whichever politician is in power,
they are able to manipulate stuff. Despite
that, the fact that the voter at the end of the
dayisable to toss out the incumbent... that
is heartening.

VANDITA MISHRA: The other
conclusion, which is less heartening, is
your giving up on the search for the
grand reformer. You talk in this
context about Atal Bihari Vajpayee,
Chandrababu Naidu and others. You
speak about the time when you were
travelling with Naidu in his hi-tech
van. In his van, he is a reformer. When
he goes up to the roof to address the
people, heis a populist. By the end of
the book, you give up on the idea.

Igrew upinIndiain the 1980sand "90s,
with a sort of naive feeling as a kid that we
have got political freedom so early, then
why don’t we get economic freedom? That
is the basic question that would haunt me.
I grew up in the era where everyone cele-
brated Margaret Thatcher (former UK PM),
Ronald Reagan (former US president) and
others. I remember having my first exten-
sive meeting with Sonia Gandhi and Rahul
Gandhi in 2002. I was 28 then. I had the
hope that I could go and speak to Sonia
Gandhi and tell her what the world is doing,
the reforms that are taking place. I thought
she was relatively new in Indian politics
and that she would understand. After an
hour, Iwalked out crestfallen. I felt Iwason
a completely different wavelength.

In 2004, Naidu lost. I quote in the book
what he told us after he won the election in
1999 — “This is a message to the world.
People are sceptical that reforms don’t take
place anywhere. But, in India, free market
economy can actually work.” There was a
moment of hope. But then onwards, the re-
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alisation kept on sinking in that in India
maybe this is just not going to work.

When Narendra Modi got elected in
2014, Iremember writing for The Wall Street
Journal, which I look back with some em-
barrassment, that this is India’s Reagan mo-
ment. They loved it in the West. My idea
was that because he was talking of ‘mini-
mum government, maximum gover-
nance’, he would go down that path. Atthe
time, many were fed up with the UPA gov-
ernment’s welfare schemes, which were
being rolled out one after the other, with
no focus on economic reforms.Iwas hope-
ful that Modi would actually doit (reform).

The biggest reform was demonetisa-
tion, which for me is the sort of policy that
only aCommunist nation makes. [ was very
upset with what happened. Now, at the
end of Modi’s term, it's back to one scheme
after another.

VANDITA MISHRA: So what do you
think went wrong? You were very
impressed with the economic reforms
Modi had undertaken in Gujarat.

Imisunderstood it. Itis very different to
runa state and a country. At the state level,
you can still talk to people and fix things.
It’s a project management kind of ap-
proach. You can put the right people in the
right enterprises. At the national level, it is
very difficult to do that. At the national level
you have to devolve power; give as much
power as possible to the states.

VANDITA MISHRA: Why do you not like
Rahul Gandhi? In the book, you write
about a two-hour meeting with him,
where he speaks for 1 hour 59
minutes.

Saying 1don’tlike him'’is a strong state-
ment. I talk about a 2007 meeting in
Moradabad. We were a contingent of 20
people. We gota 1 hour-59 minute speech
on caste politics in UP. I found it very dis-
orienting. In 2010, when we met him in
Bihar... after keeping the crowd waiting for
four hours, he didn’teven acknowledge us
properly. Back then, I think, he felt that the
2009 victory was all about him. When we
had subsequent interactions with him in
2012, he was still talking to us, rather than
engaging with us. One of my favourite an-
ecdotes is from 2012. We had a senior jour-
nalist from The Financial Times who asked
him a question. He snapped back at her,
saying how long have you been in India,
how much do you understand India? She
replied in Hindi that she had been here long
enough, and even met his grandmother
(Indira Gandhi) in Allahabad. She knew
India very well.Idid begin to see some eas-
ing up just before the 2014 general elec-

tions — he himself said that the 2014 elec-
tion was the biggest learning for him. So
there has possibly been a change in himin
the last few years.I haven’'t had any exten-
sive interaction with him since then.

VANDITA MISHRA: Priyanka Gandhi,
on the other hand, seems to have made
awonderful first impression on you.

Yes, when we saw her in 2004 in
Amethi and Rae Bareli, the view then was
that she is the one. That time there was still
speculation about whether she would join
politics. She made areal impression on the
group in terms of her campaigning skills.
Today;, it is a different India. I don’t know
what difference she can make. Back then, it
felt very different, and we were contrast-
ing her with Rahul all the time. At the time,
she could speak much better Hindi (than
him), could connect with the people bet-
ter. Now, we have to see it in terms of how
Rahul does. He has changed his campaign-
ing style. He has adopted the same Modi
kind of shout-and-call, which is basically
to say something and then wait for the
crowd to respond.

SANDEEP SINGH: You spoke about the
government’s statist control. Can you
elaborate?

The Central government today actually
does not know how many schemes there
are.[ am told that at last count there were
more than a 1,000 schemes — Central and
Central government-assisted schemes.
Even when it comes to schemes that the
BJP and Modi criticised when they were in
Opposition, like the MNREGA... Today, the
allocation for those are up substantially.

Also, about privatisation. Even in the
Vajpayee government we saw some pri-
vatisation. Today, I think privatisation in this
country is adead issue.

To me the biggest sign of statist control

in India is the fact that no businessperson
will speak out against the government. In
the US, if the business people do not like
Donald Trump, they make it very appar-
ent. Every CEO will tell you whether he or
sheisaDemocratoraRepublican.InIndia,
the fear of politicians is incredible. When
you ask industrialists off the record why
don’t you tell the Prime Minister that this
should be done, the response often is
‘Marna hai kya (Do I want to die)?’. To me
these are signs of very statist stuff... If you
say anything against it (the government),
the amount of opposition to that, the fear
that they can come down on you like a ton
of bricks, is very dominant today.

(When Modi was in Gujarat) I would
hear that business people could actually
approach him and get stuff done.Iam not
sure if thatis happening today.I don’'t know
if it is that one comment of ‘suit-boot ki
sarkar’ (that has led to this), but Idon’t think
the businessperson today feels that heard,
as compared to what it was in Gujarat.

HARISH DAMODARAN: Vajpayee
headed a coalition government and
introduced big bang reforms. But you
are saying that Modi hasn’t done that,
despite heading a majority
government. Why is that?

As I document in the book, there are
two things. One, there is norelationship in
this country between coalition govern-
ments and reforms, and between coalition
governments and growth. Indira Gandhi
probably ran the most strong and stable
government and was arguably the most
statist in India’s history.

Two, I think, context matters a lot. In
2011-12, when we got big bang reforms,
India’s growth rate had really slipped a lot.
In India, I find, the best reforms only take
place when the government hasits back to
the wall, forinstance in 1991-92.1think one

“The govt’s biggest
mistake was to accept
GDP data revisions in
2015. By accepting it they
began to think that the
economy is doing a lot
better than it was... They
are paying the price for it
even today

of the biggest mistakes that this govern-
ment made, and I think it happened more
out of the incompetence of the Stats
Department, was to accept the GDP data
revisions in February 2015. It was early in
their term and the GDP data revisions to
me then looked totally ridiculous. By ac-
cepting it they began to think that the econ-
omy is doing a lot better than it was. Since
then the narrative has been about how
things are fine, without quite accepting
what the reality is. To me it was one of the
biggest mistakes. I think they are paying
the price for it even today.

PRANAV MUKUL: During the 2014
election campaign, corruptionwas a
bigissue. Do you think this
government has succeeded in living up
toits promises? And, will it be anissue
in the coming polls as well?

[ think in India corruption is always an
electionissue. What I have documented is
that we have seen arise of some ‘better bil-
lionaires’ in India. The ratio of good and bad
billionaires has changed a bit — in favour
of good billionaires. A lot of this has hap-
pened because the commodity boom went
bust, the real estate sector went bust. Those
are the sectors where a lot of the bad bil-
lionaires come from, compared to sectors
such as technology. This has happened in-
dependently of the government.

At the top level, there is still a percep-
tion that corruption may have come down,
but on the ground people will tell you that
they don’t feel the difference. So that is a
reason that will continue to stoke some re-
sentment and anti-incumbency.

KRISHN KAUSHIK: In your private
conversations with industrialists, what
are they saying about the present
government?

Thereis generally a frustration that they
wanted more. And, there is a fear factor
which they don't like. So even if they are
forced to say something in public, in pri-
vate things have an effect on themin some
way. There is certainly a dissonance that
they have to live with.

MANQOJ CG: Do you think the Congress
and Rahul Gandhi are moving more
and more towards the left of centre?

[ always discount what people say
when they are out of power. Left of centre,
right of centre, I don’t know, but in India
everyone seems to be an incremental re-
former when they come to power. InIndia,
ifyou have tolook at reforms, look at it state
by state. That is where the real India story
of reform is coming through. In the US, the
number of (Indian) chief ministers who

land up, trying to sell their states as an in-
vestment destination... Thatis a big change.

VANDITA MISHRA: Has the gap
between the city and the village
shrunk in the past 25 years because of
technology and migration?
Undoubtedly. As far as voting is con-
cerned, caste tends to dominate. Yes, things
have shrunk at some level. But casteis are-
ality and that reality hasn’t changed in all
these years of me covering elections.

VANDITA MISHRA: There isan
interesting statistic that you mention
in the book. You say that in 1988 there
was no chief minister who was single,
but by 2016 there were seven of them.

Everybody then was a family-based
leader, and that was very much in sync
with the Indian culture... By last year, we
found that eight chief ministers were sin-
gle or unattached, and the pioneer of this
trend was possibly Jayalalithaa. Then there
was Mayawati. There are different reasons
for why this trend has come into play.

VANDITA MISHRA: Is this the Indian
voter making a statement against
dynasty?

Itis. But I still feel that dynasty domi-
nates in this country. There are three rea-
sons for it. One is that there are leaders like
Modi, (Yogi) Adityanath (UP CM), the RSS
background people... These people are try-
ing tomake a point that we are single and so
we cannot be corrupt. Then, there are lead-
ers such as Mayawati who haven't made a
statement about it. For them it was about
the circumstances that they lived through,
which had to do with a very patriarchal so-
ciety, where they felt that they were fight-
ing against a cabal of people. Also, politics
isa 24/7 business. The distinction between
personal and private is not there. It is un-
thinkable in America for you to have a meet-
ing with aleader in their bedroom.

VANDITA MISHRA: The one strand you
suggest that will play amajorrole in
2019, is alliance. PM Modi has referred
to the Opposition’s alliance as
‘Mahamilavat’.

In2014, when Modi won the election, at
the peak of his wave, he got 31 per cent of
the national vote. But the ratio between the
number of seats he won and the number
of votes he got was the highest in India’s
history — a 9 to 1 ratio. This was because
the Opposition was so fragmented. Had the
Opposition been a bit more united then,
even at the peak of the Modi wave, he
would not have got a majority. I think this
time they have understood the game. The
BJP is, therefore, sacrificing seats in many
states to get its coalition politics correct.

SANDEEP SINGH: How has the BJP
government performed on the
economic front? Will itimpact polls?
Development is, at best, one of the six
factors that may matter. There’s one telling
statistic I quote in the book — there have
been 27 instances in India’s economic his-
tory when a state government has
recorded a growth rate of 8 per cent or
more over its five-year term. In 50 per cent
of the instances, the state government has
lost the elections. So development is, at
best, a marginal issue in elections, and to
winan election in India based solely on de-
velopment is extremely difficult.

RAVISH TIWARI: In your journey, what
changes did you observe among those
at the bottom of the pyramid?

We noticed small changes. The most
transformed state, which [ document as
well, has been Bihar. In February 2005, we
went for our first poll trip to Bihar. We no-
ticed small things. At election rallies hardly
anybody wore any footwear. By the time we
went for election rallies in Bihar in 2010,
people were wearing slippers. In the 2014
rallies, people were wearing shoes with
opensoles,and now they are wearing shoes
with closed soles. Also, the clothing. Even
now in Bihar you see people not wearing
woollen clothes because they are expen-
sive. They wear multiple layers of clothing.

The other change that one sees is that
there are many more women in voting
queues now.




