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Nandan, Welcome to the Zen Garden. 
Where have you come from?
I was born in Bangalore and lived there 
until the age of 12.  My father used to 
work for the Minerva Mills. But soon he 
had to leave town because his company 
ran into difficulties. It was taken over by 
the National Textile Corporation. I was 
sent to my uncle’s farm in Dharwad. He 
was a radical humanist and a follower of 
M. N. Roy.  I was there with him through 
my SSLC [tenth standard exams].  Then 
I spent two years at the Karnataka Col-
lege doing PUC [twelfth standard exams].  
From there I went to IIT, Mumbai. In the 
process, I became independent at a very 
young age.  Secondly, I made a transition 
from a city to a small town.  Because, in 
1966 Dharwad was a very small town and 
the cultural shift for me was sharp. At my 
uncle’s home, I was transported to an envi-

ronment of discussion and debate.  There 
was reading and discussion on politics, so-
ciety, development and such larger issues.  
These started influencing me even before 
I realised.

 
I think the shift from Bangalore to Dhar-
wad, from the factory to the farm was like 
deconstructing yourself. A lot of people fall 
short of their potential because they have in-
herent difficulty deconstructing themselves.
Deconstruction is the ability to press a “re-
set” button at periodic intervals.
Never thought of it like that but now that 
you say it, it is so true! I think in many in-
stances I have pressed my “reset” button. 
From Bangalore to Dharwad and when I 
went from Dharwad to the IIT and then on 
to my professional career — it was another 
reset button and now this work is the latest 
reset in my life. So, I think my early expe-
rience gave me the self-confidence that I 
could go into a different environment and 
pull it off; that I can press the reset button. 
 

In short, you can create your own environ-
ment.  When did you first realise your capa-
bility to do so?
It was when I landed up at the IIT.  Going 
to the IIT was a huge thing.  The guys who 
got in were from big cities. Academically, I 
didn’t do too well.  But, socially I did very 
well — I became the General Secretary, I 
networked well.  That was the second time 
when I went into an unknown situation 
and was able to come to the top of the heap 
in some sense. After that I realised that I 
could walk into a completely new, com-
pletely unknown environment and figure 
the game out. I realised I had some sort 
of skill and that actually freed me up com-
pletely. I felt free.

 
If we took Nandan Nilekani apart and 
looked the parts closely, what would they 
tell us? 
One thing is that I play for the long haul.  I 
have a huge capacity to postpone gratifica-
tion. I think that is very critical if you want 
any substantive rewards. People are gener-
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ally impatient for the rewards of what they 
are doing. The second is really the Dharmik 
thing, which is focus on what you do and 
that your rewards will be your byproduct. I 
have done it all the time. Whenever I have 
just focussed with full commitment, the re-
wards have happened.  I have never asked 
for anything but it all comes to me.  

 
Have you ever felt that life is about to desta-
bilise you? 
Yes, it has happened to me many times. 
Each time, I knew I am at the precipice, 
I have simply hunkered down, I have set 
myself to rethink everything and then I 
have gone back to make sense of what I am 
doing, to reflect on what has gone wrong 
here, how did I mess it up, then how do 
I solve the short-term problem of getting 
back my stability and then the long-term 
need of not repeating the mistake.
 How does one hunker down?
You build capacity. It is a gradual, practiced 
process. You look at crisis in the context of 
the bigger goal. Suddenly, your setback 

does not look that big anymore. When you 
step back and see things in the context of 
your long-term goal, it helps you to re-cali-
brate the size of the problem. It is not that it 
is an inherited trait or something — I have 
learnt it over the last 30 years.  

The other thing is that I just do what I 
need to and I do not worry. Think of the 
new job I have taken up.  If I sit down and 
start analysing the size of the challenge, I 
will get a heart attack! 

 
Sometimes hunkering down also requires 
the presence of a hand on your shoulder. 
And that is about the ability to receive.  
Yes, indeed. I am eager to receive and ea-
ger to learn. If I meet someone and find 
that the individual has the attributes of the 
heart and the mind, I try to think how I 
could gain from him or her. And if you do 
that with all the people around, you are 
learning all the time. 

 
Some people find it difficult to outgrow their 
mentors. Have you felt that anytime?

Nandan Nilekani talks 
about networking, con-
quering new environ-
ments and playing for 
the long haul

I didn’t grow up with a dominant authority 
in my life. I develop everything on my own 
view and experiences.  I am supremely 
confident of myself.  I don’t wait for any 
approvals. If I feel it’s the right thing to do, 
I will do it. 

 
A little while ago, you spoke about your 
“toolkit”. Show us your toolkit.
I have very strong analytics. I can step back 
from the problem, detach and look at it 
from another person’s view. I constantly 
revaluate my priorities and focus. I learn 
from mentors constantly. I have built a 
huge network. My network is not just 
within the software industry.  Through my 
network, I find that I am amplifying my 
capacity. I think the key thing for a leader 
is to amplify his capacity. It appears to an 
outsider that I am getting a lot of things 
done.  But it is not true.  I am projecting a 
certain vision as to what needs to be done.  
And, through my network, I am attracting 
the people who are invested in my vision 
and are thrilled to be part of it. So, sud-
denly the job looks much easier. Because 
it is not just me.  

 
Tell us about how you model your network. 
My model is Open Source. Ultimately, if 
you have a genuine interest in the other 
person, the bonding is immediate.  That is 
number one.  You back that up with good 
memory. That is not easy. If I meet a per-
son, I recall about the person instantly. My 
ability to reconnect is instant.  I back it up 
with homework. I remember when I went 
to Davos and was meeting with 20 chief 
executives, I had their full bio-data with 
me. I prepare for it. The other part of net-
working is the linkages. If I meet someone 
today and meet another person tomorrow, 
and if I feel they both can add value to each 
other, I link them up.  There is a biblical 
statement, “You cast your bread in water, 
and it comes back to you.” 

 
Do you feel weighed down by the expecta-
tions everyone has from you?
There is a Japanese song that “Freedom 
is having nothing left to lose”.  I feel that 
“Freedom is having nothing left to prove”.  
That is freedom. That is the capacity to do 
what I have to do. n
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