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Last weekend, just before the first
phase of votingin India’s 16th gener-
al election opened, a group of people
gathered in Delhifora “nation-build-
ing” meeting. For two days they
thrashed and turned in their search
for a better alternative to the choices
facing the nation. They were exer-
cised by the epic corruption and mis-
governance, by all the things going
wrong around them. They wanted
the citizen to return to the centre of
things; they yearned for develop-
ment with amoral and spiritual face.
The next morning the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party released its manifesto —
and its preface held similar prom-
ises. But its very lateness in the cam-
paign ensured the voter would not
use it as a route map. Manifestos
mean little now.

Our elections have been truly dem-
ocratised. We have added 100 million
voters since 2009. That number
equals the number of Facebook us-
ers in India; 84 million of them ac-
cess the social network on their mo-
bile devices. So information and
choices are now hugely dispersed,
and young voters — just the 18- to 19-
year-olds add up to 23 million - are
savvier than the pundits can ever vi-
sualise. The choices they make will
be profound.

This week I conducted a miniature
and informal poll among about 50
students at two elite colleges. They
had interesting things tosay. The ma-
jority at a post-graduate manage-
ment school said they would vote for
the BJP. “They offer the best alterna-
tive among the lot. Secular or not, if
they can take India onward and up-
ward, I'll go with them,” one first-
time voter said. At a well-regarded
law school, a first-timer said he
would press the NOTA (none of the
above) button. “I don't believe that
our kind of democracy serves the in-
terests of people like me. It's an out-
dated mechanism which is suitable
only in societies where people are
few,” hesaid.

A third neophyte was far more ex-
plicit. “I concur with the views of
Friedrich Nietzsche when I say that
given a choice between two evils, we
should choose thelesser evil. Democ-
racy is all right on paper, but su-
premely unmanageable from a logis-
tical standpoint. What I would
suggest isaloosely divided confeder-
ationof our states withahigh degree
of decentralisation, which would
handle all internal affairs independ-
ently, but would come together like a
closed fist should there be any exter-
nal trouble.” Several young people

* said they would take the NOTA route
but as the Election Commission has
reminded us, even if the majority of
votersinaconstituency choosetoopt

out, the winner is still the first past
the post.

In reality, the Aam Aadmi Party is
the NOTA of this election. It is con-
testing a large number of seats, and
although one of the Delhi students
saw it as “unreliable and flaky”, Ar-
vind Kejriwal is going to be a spoiler
for Narendra Modi, not just in Vara-
nasi. That is not going to slow the
BJP juggernaut, by thelooks of it.

This is the first-election since 1984
whereanational partyislookinglike
a sure-fire winner, although even the
BJP may still have to content itself
with a coalition. Since a Bofors-
scarred Rajiv Gandhi led Congress
to a shaky 197 seats in 1989, we have
had seven more general elections in
the past quarter-century, and it is
about time we had somebody less
wobbly at the wheel.

The truth also is that Congress
spent the past five years melting
down, and Narendra Modi does not
really need his chhappan inch ki
chhati to bellow his way into power.
Hehashad alongrun-up: the kick-off
was his 75-minute speech at the Shri
Ram Collége of Commerce in Delhi
in early February last year, and he
has remained on message for four-

teenmonths.
e The BJP is well
stocked with good
'g\::::olng orators, .and Con-
Riaction gress voices sound
e more feeb_le by the
by Int ¢ day. That is not all.
R Between 1977 -and
A tian 1989 Congress was
all the stump nearly snuffed out in
o the east apd the
tseplev“:ll;leons nprth; now it looks
AT like it will also be
erased from the
south and the west.

If you analyse voting patterns, the
BJP lost the 2004 elections despite
major gains in rural votes, but its ur-
ban, middle-class supporters stayed
athome (total turnout wasjustabout
58 per cent). In fact, the National
Democratic Alliance won 36% of
votes cast in 2004, and the United Pro-
gressive Alliance 35%, but the UPA
still lucked out.

Neither the Congress nor the BJP
has won even 30% of votes cast in
this century, and the 48% that Con-
gress won in 1957 seems a dream.

This time the BJP has got its arith-
metic, and importantly, its social-
media strategy right. Modi’s Face-
book fans total 12.5 million, includ-
ing over 29,000 in Saudi Arabia. He
has 3.7 million followers on Twitter
(Shashi Tharoor of Congress, who
was the only politician on Twitter in
2009, has 2.1 million followers), and
hisvideos have been viewed over 15.5
million times on YouTube.

This is going to be an election dri-
ven more by the Internet and social
media than all the stump speeches
and television tantrums, and it is go-
ing toshow in winning percentages.

NB: The Indian voter can turn any
analysis on its head and serve up a
surprise. NBmeans Nota Bene, “take
careful note.” Which you should.

(The writer is former Asia editor of
Reuters)
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