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The Killings Continue by S L Rao

I wrote three weeks ago about the carnage in Gujarat. I thought the killings were stopping, and it was time to look into the causes. But, a retired General told me, “When the house is burning, first put out the fire”. The house is still on fire. It may well be the maligned Chief Minister who is preventing harsh measures to halt the killings. But the party politicking has hardened positions and stopped the government from doing what it seemed the Prime Minster before his Malaysia visit and the Congress party meeting in Gauhati, might have done. Instead, we got his Goa speech when he justified the killings of Muslims because of the killings of Hindu kar sevaks  

What is happening in Gujarat has relevance for the economy. A recent seminar in Delhi was on the political economy of reforms. The haphazard and uncoordinated nature of our reforms is due to the highly politicized reaction by political parties to all issues. There is no basic national consensus. If we had good politics, we would also have good economics. The Gujarat killings are no longer a question of law and order. They have become politicized. The adverse effect on the economy is inevitable.

The killings in Gujarat are another failure of good citizenship and governance at all levels, individual, government, corporate, academic and non-academic institutions. There has been almost a conspiracy of silence, as if, by not condemning them, they would somehow be forgotten. Many seem to have tacitly accepted the killings as a necessary evil.

This behaviour is not new. When the massacre of Sikhs took place in Delhi in 1984, the business community kept its head down. So did the Congress central government, until over 5000 Sikhs had been brutally killed. Earlier when more severe Gujarat riots took place under Congress governments, the governments behaved in the same way. But academic and non-academic individuals and organizations led relief efforts, many times at risk to themselves. The newspapers published condemnations by well-known intellectuals and associations. This time around, we have seen very little of this. The killings have continued for over a month. There are reports that the state government is being discriminatory in providing relief. The administration including the police appears to have been restrained from fearlessly executing its duties. There are suggestions that sections of the media have been partisan and are engaged in disinformation. This may be so. Partisanship in the media is not new. There are some who feel that reporting by a major TV news channel played a role in spreading the violence. Subsequently, speakers from this channel at the recent CII conference were reported making partisan statements. 

We need everyone to condemn what is happening. We need the police and the administration to act impartially and firmly to stop the killings. We cannot have discriminatory treatment of victims by government. Frequent public statements by politicians that provoke one or another group, must cease.

Is this possible under a Chief Minister who may have lost the confidence of a whole religious community? In the circumstances, the suggestion of the Shankaracharya of Kanchi that the legislature should be suspended for a period of President’s Rule is worth implementing. Advisors to the Governor must be tough administrators and policemen, especially since the Governor himself is accused of being a RSS pracharak. In this way the demand for the Chief Minister’s resignation can be defused while the killings are stopped and impartial rehabilitation work is done, so that Gujarat is brought back to some degree of normalcy.

We should protest as the MEA has done, at the comments of foreign governments. These countries mostly have state religions, unlike India. They by no means practice religious non-discrimination. On the whole, and most of the time, we do. But we cannot ignore them. While we can mute the criticism for a while by our strong reactions, it will increase if the killings continue. As a democracy believing in the rule of law, it is not in the national interest that mobs roam the streets of Gujarat, and freely engage in loot, pillage and rape. If this continues, it will spread to other States with Muslim populations. A tit-for-tat exchange between religious groups could break the country apart. It is the unity of India that makes it a large market and attracts investors. We should not give it up for settling scores over one community that is also part of the Union.   (750)  

