
sk those who work with Amit Shah about his core team, and you are likely to be greeted 
with a guffaw: “There’s no core team, he relies on different people for different purpos-
es.” One such person, for instance, has been keeping track of the kilometres the BJP 
president has traversed in the last three years: 5.6 lakh. That’s an average of 525 km per 
day, with Shah methodically covering every state and Union territory. Earlier in May, ET 
had reported that Shah would be clocking 1 lakh km in the five months till September, in 
the run-up to the 2019 Lok Sabha elections.

Last month, Shah completed three years as BJP president. August 9, the coming 
Wednesday, which will also mark 75 years of Mahatma Gandhi’s Quit India movement, 
will be three years since he delivered his first presidential address. 

Suffice it to say that most of the days leading up to the General Election will be spent in 
the states considered “traditionally weak” by the BJP: These include West Bengal, Kerala, 
Odisha, Telangana and Tamil Nadu, states where the party is not in government, 
and are home to most of the 120 seats that the BJP lost in 2014. 

The coming Tuesday, August 8, will be another red-letter day for Shah: he will 
contest a Rajya Sabha seat for the first time, perhaps in a bid 
to add some much-needed heft for the BJP in the Upper 
House. Speculation that seeking an RS entry from 
Gujarat may be his gateway to the Cabinet has 
few takers within the party and the govern-
ment.

“The nation is his mission. He has no per-
sonal mission; there is absolutely nothing 
personal about it (fighting the RS polls),” in-
sists Gujarat Home Minister Pradeep Jadeja, 
who has known Shah for two decades. Adds 
Madhya Pradesh CM Shivraj Singh Chouhan: 
“His only dream is to make the BJP a strong 
party so that it can build a strong India under 
the leadership of Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi.”

It’s difficult not to believe that — particularly 
when you hear the enthusiasm in party workers 
who have interacted with Shah, and their faith in 
him. And, clearly, there’s no room for pussyfooting 
at such strategy meetings. “Ukhad kar phek do 
Naveen Patnaik ki sarkar ko Bengal ki khaadi mein 
(Root out and throw the Naveen Patnaik government 
in the Bay of Bengal),” he had told us in his November 
visit,” says Sudipta Ray, BJP’s spokesperson in Odis-
ha. “Booth mazboot ho gaya toh kaam ho gaya (if 
the booth is strengthened, consider the job 
done).”

Ray points out that the BJP had 3 lakh mem-
bers in 2012 in Odisha. “Amitji set a target of 40 

lakh; we thought it was a high target, but today we have crossed 36 lakh. Now we feel 
confident that we will win the elections,” adds Ray.

On a Winning Streak
Party workers from Gujarat add a new dimension to Shah’s workmanship. “He has fur-
ther divided a booth into pages — with a page not having more than 50 votes.” The BJP has 
crossed the 11 crore membership mark nationwide.

The hunger is insatiable — the numerous state wins after the 2014 landslide notwith-
standing — and the pace relentless. Since May 2014, after 16 assembly elections, the BJP 
has added 10 states to its fold, with and without alliances (Maharashtra, Haryana, J&K, 
Jharkhand, Uttarakhand, Assam, Uttar Pradesh, Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur and Bi-
har). With Bihar in the bag in an alliance with the JD(U), the BJP now rules in 18 states, 

and the Congress in five. The humiliating loss in Delhi, and the knockout in round 
one in Bihar in 2015, are a distant memory.

“Shah’s skill in political strategy and a result-oriented approach played an im-
portant role in the enviable results for the BJP in Assam and UP. He is very fo-
cused and driven by the zeal to make Ek Bharat, Shreshth Bharat (One India, 

Great India),” says Assam CM Sarbananda Sonowal.
As part of his Vistrit Pravas (detailed tour), Shah is on a 95-day pan-
India tour. The trek is likely to end on September 25, the 101st 
birth anniversary of Jana Sangh ideologue Deendayal Upadhyay. 
The stopovers have their familiar elements: a roadshow, a meal 
at a Dalit’s home, celebration of local icons — like Babu Veer Kun-
war Singh in Bihar — catching up with local leaders and intellec-
tuals, and the inevitable press conference. The drill has had an-

other pleasant fallout (other than poll wins): Shah, a diabetic, has 
lost 10 kg in the past three months.

The meal with a Dalit family, insist those close to him, is not just 
for electoral gains. For the man who joined the RSS in 1980 (he first 
met Modi at a shakha in Ahmedabad), casteism is an evil, and its an-
tidote is nationalism. “He often says ‘casteism ko todna hai toh na-
tionalism lana padega,’” says a close aide, adding that his vision is to 
see Bharat as vishwaguru (teacher of the world). Adds Haryana CM 

Manohar Lal Khattar: “Most of such highly driven people are motivat-
ed by deshbhakti (patriotism). The empathy they have for the society is 
enough to drive them to work for the betterment of the country.”

“After Kushabhau Thakre — BJP’s president between 1998 and 2000 
and an RSS pracharak before that — this is the first time that the BJP has 
got a man of organisation. One can be a leader but one also needs skills 
to build an organisation, which he has,” says Sangit Kumar Ragi, Delhi 
University’s professor of political science.

Depending on which side of the divide you are, Shah’s working 
style elicits contrasting opinions. CM Chouhan sees “an untiring 
and unrelenting pursuit of clearly defined goals”. Congress 
spokesperson for Gujarat Manish Doshi prefers to view that pur-
suit as “kisi bhi tarah se kaam hona chahiye” — get the job done, 

any which way.
Shah’s goal in the immediate term is electoral triumphs. “Desh jeet-

na hai toh booth jeetna hai” is his mantra. When ET Magazine got a 
chance to ask him last week in Rohtak — Shah was in Haryana on a 
three-day visit — about his vision for a sampoorna Bharat, this is what 
he had to say: “Bahut vistrit jawab hai iska. Phursat se batayenge aapko 
(The answer is very detailed. Will explain at leisure).” 

Shah may not enjoy the luxury of leisure for some time to come, 
but the devil may well lie in those details. 

King’s Gambit
Amit Shah checkmated the opposition more often than not in his 

three years as BJP president. Now he’s going all out for the endgame
:: Prerna Katiyar
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BIG  HITS...
BJP getting 73 out of 

80 seats in UP in 2014 
general elections

Strengthening booth-
level 

expansion

Strengthening the party 
in Northeast

Increasing BJP-ruled 
states from 9 in 2014 

to 18 in 2017

Forming govern-
ments in Goa and 

Manipur despite not 
winning a majority

...AND MISSES
Whitewash in Delhi in 
2015, when AAP won 67 

out of 70 seats

Loss of Bihar in 2015

Loss of Punjab to 
Congress

JOURNEYMAN  
Travelogue of the 

past 35 months 
Total travel:

5.6 lakh km
Average travel per 

month:

16,000 km
Total programmes 

& rallies:

536
Total jansamvaads:

28
Has visited every state 

and Union territory
Shah filing his nomination for assembly 
poll for the first time in January 1997 
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