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So what is the difference between
Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee and
Narendra Modi, chief minis-

ters of two industrialised states at
the eastern and western ends of the
country? It is not a question that either
might have expected to be posed a year
ago, given how they come from rad-
ically different political backgrounds
and have entirely different worldviews?
Indeed, it is a comparison that the sup-
posedly cultured Mr Bhattacharjee
might find personally offensive. But
he must know that it is a question
that is now being asked in all man-
ner of circles, and not without reason.
Not because both have been laying
claim to attracting industry and im-
proving the performance of their state
governments (where Mr Modi has had
more success than Mr Bhattacharjee),
but because both now stand ac-
cused of getting the state machin-
ery to stand by (or even assist) while
party operatives take the law into their
own hands and indulge in open
murder and rape—without fear of ret-
ribution and with similar justifica-
tion to boot. For sure, the scale of events
in Gujarat was greater and so was
the horror, but that makes scant dif-
ference to the thousands of Nandi-
gram citizens now huddled in relief
camps with little food or other essentials
— reminiscent of images in Ahmed-
abad five years ago. Indeed, it could
be argued that the Gujarat carnage
was an instant response to Godhra,
Whereas in Nandigram the CPI(M) has
been planning a counter-attack for
months.

If Mr Modi is accused of having
incited the rioters with some of his pub-
lic pronouncements, the public
statements that leaders of the CPI(M)
have been making over the past
several months are extraordinary.
Whether it is the usually urbane Sitaram
Yechury or the usually strident Brin-
da Karat, the open talk of hitting
back is reminiscent of the kind of things
attributed to Mr Modi. But even that
pales in comparison with what Mr
Bhattacharjee has been saying. Asked
a question by a newspaper reporter,
the chief minister belts out that he and
his newspaper are alive only be-
cause he (the chief minister) does

not want to dirty his hands by killing
a bandicoot. And when the talk
turns to compensation to the vic-
tims of the violence, Mr Bhattachar-
jee breaks new ground when he makes
the staggeringly shameless statement
that the state has no money! The
Calcutta High Court has now ordered
him to pay up, but it is fair to ask: is
this a country with laws and some
basic decencies, or no?

It is a coincidence that the major-
ity of victims in both the Gujarat pogrom
of 2002 and of the Nandigram outrage
in 2007 happen to be Muslims. If there
is a difference, it is in the public re-
sponse to events in the two states. In
Gujarat the pogrom seems to have had
general sanction and even middle class
citizens came out to loot deserted Mus-
lim establishments; in West Bengal,
civil society and the middle class
have expressed shock and outrage
at what has happened in Nandi-
gram, and have even taken out mass
rallies without any political party or-
ganising them. Indeed, in Kolkata, there
is no strand of public opinion that
has expressed any opposition to the
marriage of a Muslim boy with a
Hindu girl—which is the kind of issue
that gets the Sangh Parivar all het
up —- and public opinion is entirely
against the police and others who
are seen as having been involved in
various ways with the events that
led to the tragic death of Rizwanur
Rehman. If Gujarat raised questions
about the general public's fealty to the
values enshrined in the Constitu-
tion, West Bengal testifies to the strength
of those very same values.

The people may swear by the Con-
stitution, but do the political par-
ties? Gujarat served to unmask a
BJP that had been trying hard to pres-
ent its more acceptable face to the coun-
try. Nandigram, similarly, has served
to unmask the CPI(M), which many
people had come to view as a party
committed to Westminster-style democ-
racy within a humanist framework.
The truth seems to be that, when push
comes to shove, the country's two lead-
ing cadre-based parties are really com-
mitted to worldviews that are in-
compatible with what the Constitu-
tion stands for.
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