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Birds of a feather

T N Ninan

whatisthedifference between

uddhadeb Bhattacharjee and

arendra Modi, chief minis-
ters of two industrialised states at
the eastern and western ends of the
country?Itisnot aquestionthat either
might have expectedto beposed ayear
ago, given how they come from rad-
icaly different political backgrounds
and haveentirdy differentworldviews?
Indeed, itisacomparisonthatthe sup-
posedly cultured Mr Bhattacharjee
might find personally offensive. But
he must know that it is a question
that is now being asked in al man-
ner of circles, and notwithout reason.
Not because both have been laying
claimto attracting industry and im-
provingtheperformance of their state
governments (whereMr Modi hashad
more successthan Mr Bhattacharjee),
but because both now stand ac-
cused of getting the state machin-
ery to stand by (or even assist) while
party operativestakethelawintotheir
own hands and indulge in open
murder and rape—without fear of ret-
ribution and with similar justifica-
tiontoboot. For sure, thescaleof 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
campswithlittlefood or other essentials
— reminiscent of imagesin Ahmed-
abadfiveyears ago. Indeed, it could
be argued that the Gujarat carnage
was an instant response to Godhra,
WhereasinNandigramthe CPI(M) has
been planning a counter-attack for
months.

If Mr Modi is accused of having
incitedtherioterswithsomeof hispub-
lic pronouncements, the public
statementsthat | eaders of the CPI(M)
have been making over the past
several months are extraordinary.
Whetheritistheusudly urbane Sitaram
Y echury or the usually strident Brin-
da Karat, the open talk of hitting
backisreminiscent of thekind of things
attributed to Mr Modi. But even that
pales in comparison with what Mr
Bhattacharjee hasbeensaying. Asked
a question by a newspaper reporter,
the chief minister beltsout that heand
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 theviolence, Mr Bhattachar-
jeebreaksnew groundwhenhemakes
the staggeringly shamel ess statement
that the state has no money! The
CalcuttaHigh Court hasnow ordered
himto pay up, but itisfair to ask: is
this a country with laws and some
basic decencies, or no?

It is a coincidence that the mgjor-
ity of victimsinboththeGujarat pogrom
of 2002 and of the Nandigram outrage
in2007 happentobeMudims. Ifthere
isadifference, itisinthe public re-
sponseto eventsinthe two states. In
Gujaratthepogrom seemsto havehad
general sanctionandevenmiddleclass
citizenscameouttoloot desertedMus-
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-
ganisingthem. Indeed, inK olkata, there
is no strand of public opinion that
has expressed any opposition to the
marriage of a Muslim boy with a
Hindu girl—whichisthekind of issue
that gets the Sangh Parivar all het
up—- and public opinionisentirely
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 thegeneral public'sfedtytothe
values enshrined in the Constitu-
tion, West Bengd tedtifiestothestrength
of those very samevalues.

The peoplemay swear by the Con-
stitution, but do the political par-
ties? Gujarat served to unmask a
BJPthat had beentrying hardto pres-
entitsmoreacceptablefacetothe coun-
try. Nandigram, similarly, has served
to unmask the CPI(M), which many
people had come to view as a party
committedtoWestmingter-styledemoc-
racy within a humanist framework.
Thetruthseemsto bethat, whenpush
comestoshove, thecountry'stwolead-
ing cadre-basedpartiesarereally com-
mitted to worldviews that are in-
compatible withwhat the Constitu-
tion stands for.
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