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Power of Disruption and Yogi Adityanath’s Challenges

There are two ways to understand the political developments in Uttar Pradesh. One is individual-centric 

and the other is issue-centric. The first may appear narrow but is nevertheless relevant, especially 

when the individual concerned has strong personality which comes with considerable baggage. It’s also 

important to deconstruct the persona to gain a better interpretation of expectations, limitations and 

possibilities. Besides, the methodology of tackling issues will rely much on the personal traits of the in-

dividual leader. Herein lies a pitfall too: If such an exercise is undertaken with a pre-determined mind-

set and to merely pander to a template that has been created in different circumstances, the surmises 

arrived at could be flawed.

Change is the message that the 2017 Uttar Pradesh election result has given. The Bharatiya Janata 

Party increased its vote-share by a whopping 25 percentage points over 2012 — almost equaling its 

2014 Lok Sabha performance. Close to forty per cent of the voters opted for the Lotus symbol and gave 

the party a three-fourth majority on its own — the first time in 37 years that a single party has man-

aged the feat. Caste and community calculations went haywire for the BJP’s rivals, and there is already 

talk of a fresh political narrative in the State that is not fettered to old equations. These changes must, 

therefore, extend to analytical thought-processes as well, including those involving individuals as sub-

jects.

From the moment it became clear by last Saturday evening that Yogi Adityanath (he said ‘Adityanath 

Yogi’ while taking oath on Sunday) was the party’s chief ministerial choice, nearly everyone — from 

those who had the professional responsibility to comment, to those who couldn’t digest their next 

morsel of food if they didn’t — went into a tizzy. The ‘I told you’ brigade was both stunned and de-

lighted. Soon after collecting its thoughts, it got into action. Commentators who had held forth that the 

BJP would not risk the historic mandate it had received by anointing a “divisive” figure such as the 

Yogi to head the Government, were left stranded. The party’s critics played it up, claiming that 

“hate-monger” Yogi Adityanath’s elevation reiterated their belief in the BJP now propagating its ag-

gressive Hindutva agenda in the State.

The template was playing itself up, almost in an automated fashion. The new Chief Minister is an-

ti-Muslim; he heads a fringe group within the party which takes extremist positions; he will drive away 

the moderates who had voted for the party and repulse those that are potential votaries; the BJP will 

now push for the construction of a Ram temple at the disputed site in Ayodhya with venom; the party 

has already betrayed the public mandate which was for inclusivity and development, etc. 
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The troubled lot took the further trouble of digging up Yogi Adityanath’s old and controversial remarks 

to smugly conclude that Uttar Pradesh was doomed under his leadership.

The mud-slinging had begun even before he assumed charge as Chief Minister, let alone having taken 

the first decisions as the head of Government. It didn’t matter to them that, in his first Press confer-

ence within hours of becoming Chief Minister, Yogi Adityanath committed his Government and himself 

to inclusive governance and to an administration that would not discriminate on the basis of caste and 

religion, and would work “without favour”. He said that the promises the party had made in its mani-

festo (and that didn’t include bias) would be adhered to, and added that Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi’s slogan of Sabka Saath, Sabka Vikas would be the guiding force.

In all fairness, his resolve must be tested, and for this he needs to be given time to perform. But those 

who have made up their minds are in no mood to see reason. They want us to remember that the Yogi 

had once said to the Hindus: ‘If the Muslims convert one Hindu woman to Islam, you must convert 100 

Muslim women to Hinduism’; that he had compared western Uttar Pradesh to Pakistan; that he had 

equated superstar Shah Rukh Khan to terrorist Hafiz Saeed; that he had ridiculed Mother (now Saint) 

Teresa. All of this was of course in keeping with his firebrand image. But these comments have also 

been drawn out of context. He spoke of the rising incidents of communal violence in western Uttar 

Pradesh while the State’s eastern part was relatively peaceful. That’s a statistical reality. He referred to 

the curse of forcible religious conversions. Can anybody deny its malfeasance? Incidentally, he had 

sought to set the record straight during election campaigning itself, when he stated that he wasn’t op-

posed to any particular religious group, but to those who spoke and worked against the country. This 

cannot be held against him, surely.

There is perhaps an underlying class prejudice on the part of his opponents, and this is ironical because 

their own accusation is one of bias. They have no issues in interacting with the likes of an articulate 

Asaduddin Owaisi who spews venom on the majority community and whose politics hinges on hate. 

They had no problems in engaging with someone like Syed Shahabuddin who was a former Indian For-

eign Service officer and who thoroughly communalised the Mandir-Mosque issue. But they cannot 

digest Yogi Adityanath. Had the Yogi to not don saffron robes, had he to speak fluent English, had he 

to not refer to ancient Hindu texts and the wisdom that lies in them, he would have received better 

treatment.

Let us not forget that in the times of Atal Bihar Vajpayee, senior BJP leader LK Advani was considered 

by these very elements a ‘Hindutva hawk’; today, he is regarded as a ‘moderate’. Modi too, when he 

arrived on the national scene in late-2013, was seen as a hardline harbinger; today his inclusive
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development slogan has become the hallmark of governance not just in BJP-rules States but elsewhere too. This is not 

to say that these leaders ‘transformed' themselves — as some may like to analyse — but that they were victims of 

prejudice in the first place. Yogi Adityanath faces a similar situation.

In their enthusiasm to revile him, his critics have conveniently ignored certain realities. The first is that Yogi Adityanath 

is a hugely popular pan-Uttar Pradesh leader. His appeal cuts across castes and regions in the State. And in his home 

constituency of Gorakhpur, he is regarded well by both Hindus and Muslims for the various charitable activities his 

organisations have been engaged in, and for his even-handedness in resolving contentious issues. His contribution in 

helping the BJP sweep eastern Uttar Pradesh, the Samajwadi Party’s bastion, is a matter of record. Besides, his 

performance as a Member of Parliament has been exemplary, both in matters of attendance and interventions through 

questions, debates and discussions. And yes, he is educated too — he has a graduate degree in mathematics.

An old template does not like disruptions. The choice of Modi as the prime ministerial candidate and his eventual 

elevation as Prime Minister wascategorized as disruption that many could not stomach. Last year’s surgical strikes and 

demonetisation too were disruptive decisions that shook old beliefs and established new narratives. Yogi Adityanath as 

Chief Minister of the country’s politically most important State, is another. There are two ways of looking at the choice. 

The first is to assume that the BJP, having got an overwhelming mandate, doesn’t care much for niceties now and is 

bent on pursuing a parochial agenda. The second is that the party wants to use the mandate to provide a refreshing 

political start — in a big bang manner, so to say. The first is suggestive of suicidal tendencies, something which the 

party hasn’t shown much love for until now — so why would it want to try it out in Uttar Pradesh, of all places! The 

second theory is more plausible. And it’s here that Yogi Adityanath’s persona comes into play. Will his personal 

reputation for being bold and decisive — and disruptive — be reflected in governance? Also, will his commitment of 

inclusivity also extend to taking his colleagues along, including the two Deputy Chief Ministers who, while representing 

a common strand of political thought, have differing immediate goals to achieve? There is nothing, for now, to suggest 

that this will not happen.

Indeed, the composition of the new ministry indicates a desire for inclusivity. The triumvirate: Chief Minister 

Adityanath and his deputies, Dinesh Sharma and Keshav Prasad Maurya, belong to three different castes — though 

it would be a trifle unfair to tag a caste line to the Chief Minister, given that he had renounced his family and become 

a monk at the Gorakhnath temple, eventually rising in ranks as its mahant. It is being said that the ministry has the 

Amit Shah stamp, with representation to all castes and the youth. There are 13 first-timers in the ministry; 12 are MLAs 

who came over to the BJP from other parties; and there is also a Muslim face in the Minister of State rank, although 

the BJP had not given tickets to a single Muslim candidate. If there is the Amit Shah influence, it is a clear indication 

that the Adityanath Government will stick to the Centre’s formula of inclusivity.

Yogi Adityanath will not have the time to bask in the new glory, nor will he have the luxury to snipe back at his critics 

every now and then. As Chief Minister, he inherits a State that is poor in nearly every socio-economic indicator. Years 
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 of a monolithic Congress rule and those by regional parties founded on caste divisions, have left it floundering. It’s the 

only one in the BIMARU tag today — Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan have come out of the category and are 

forging ahead. Yogi Adityanath must get Uttar Pradesh out of the morass, and he does not have five years — two 

years from now, the Lok Sabha election is due, and his Government’s performance in this interim period will squarely 

impact the result of that election. Let’s not forget that the party’s landslide 2014 victory was helmed by its performance 

in Uttar Pradesh, where the BJP along with its allies secured 73 of the 80 Lok Sabha seats.

An analysis conducted by The Financial Express showed that just 14 per cent of the households in the State had received 

benefits under the Centre’s flagship employment guarantee scheme — by contrast, the national average is 18 per cent. 

Barely 15 per cent of the farmers in the State were covered under the Pradhan Mantri Fasal BimaYojana — In 

Maharashtra, the coverage was 80 per cent. Despite the Union Government’s persistent prodding, just one per cent of 

outlets that distribute subsidised food grains in the State, were equipped with point of sale (PoS) machines to check 

pilferages. The average rate of GDP growth in UP has been around six per cent, while that of Madhya Pradesh, 

Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand and Bihar was far higher. Agricultural growth slumped to barely 0.5 per cent in 2013-14, 

down from a healthy five per cent plus in 2012-13.

The State’s healthcare system is in no better condition. According to data from the 2012 Rural Health Statistics, while 

Uttar Pradesh’s population increased by more than 25 per cent in the last 15 years, public healthcare centres showed 

a drop in number — by about eight per cent. According to a NDTV report, Uttar Pradesh has the second highest 

maternal mortality rate in the country; contributes the largest share of nearly all communicable and 

non-communicable diseases; 42 per cent of women deliver babies at home, often in unhygienic conditions; the State 

has the country’s highest child mortality rate (of those who survive, 50 per cent of the ones are under five years of 

age have stunted growth).

The law and order situation is equally pathetic. The previous Samajwadi Party regime took great pains to emphasise 

that Uttar Pradesh had the lowest crime rate (in Indian Penal Code terms) among other States and that the 

propaganda of rising crimes was being spread by rivals to discredit its party and Government. That was being 

economical with the truth. When specific, and heinous, crimes are taken into account, the State had among the highest 

numbers, especially when crimes were registered under various special laws and did not reflect in the IPC data. The 

Indian Express reported that for every crime the State police registered in 2015, 10 were registered under the special 

and local laws (SLL). The publication added that the National Crime Records Bureau suspected the State regime was 

seeking to camouflage IPC-related crime data in order to present a rosy picture. This is not entirely misplaced: 

According to the NCRB data, Uttar Pradesh’s IPC crime rate was 112.1 per 100,000 population, while it was 1,181 under 

the SLL. The low rate of IPC crimes have also been due to the non-registration of cases — either due to political pressure 

or various other reasons.
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Of all crimes, the politically most distressing is communal disturbance. According to Union Ministry of Home Affairs 

data, there had been a steep rise in communal violence in 2013, a year after the Samajwadi party regime took over. It 

saw a hike of 30 per cent over 2012. The Muzaffarnagar riot was the most high-profile, and played a major role in 

sealing the fate of the Akhilesh Yadav Government in 2017. There were also the Saharanpur and the Moradabad 

incidents in 2014. The public perception in nearly every one of these cases was that the State regime played favourites, 

delayed action and let the incident play out for political gains. The police and the bureaucracy were deeply 

compromised too.

So, the challenges before Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath and his Government are enormous. They cannot be met 

through cosmetic measures. An overhaul of the mindset in an administration long used to petty manipulations, is a 

priority. A certain level of ruthlessness is called for, from the Government, to set the house in order. The BJP has the 

mandate, and it must leverage it to take decisions — however unpopular with certain sections of the society and the 

intelligentsia or disruptive those may consider to be . Obviously, his utterances as CM and his performance on the 

promised agenda of development under the Sabka Saath, Sabka Vikas template, will be under close scrutiny. Failure is 

not an option if Yogi Adityanath hopes to turn around his own image and more importantly, the destiny of the state.

(The writer is Opinion Editor of The Pioneer and a senior political commentator)
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