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KILLINGS AND THE IMMINENT ECONOMIC DECLINE OF GUJERAT  BY

S L RAO

Gujarat has done it again. Once more this State, that has a tradition of normally putting business above any other consideration, has seen killings with a purpose and ferocity not seen in riots in other parts of India. It was not just revenge for the massacre of the kar sevaks in Godhra. It was the targeted killing of people belonging to one community. The numbers killed were extraordinarily high. It was, like the burning of the kar sevaks in Godhra, an apparently organized massacre. The killers in each case had obviously prepared in advance. In the riots that followed the Godhra killings, the targets were the homes, businesses and families of one community. As with the killings of Tamils in Colombo  (in 1980 or so) that triggered the LTTE rebellion and the killings of Sikhs after the Indira Gandhi assassination, the rioters knew exactly which homes and establishments to burn and loot. The viciousness was as bad as in earlier Gujarat riots. Whole families were burnt, many times in their cars, an innovation of Gujarat, repeated only in the Stanes killings in Orissa. The looting as shown in vivid television images was not only by the lumpen as in the past. Many affluent and middle class people participated. It was almost as if the looters had decided that those they were looting should have no further life in the community. Reports of a planned boycott to come, of Muslim businesses would seem to confirm this. The blurring of socio-economic boundaries among the rioters was unique to these Gujarat riots. 

It would be simplistic to argue as some have done, that the riots were an expression of a general dissatisfaction with the slowing of the economy. If it was so, other communities also should have been affected.

Politicians from the Congress and other parties seeking to gain electoral advantage might remember that the ferocity of the riots was not different from riots under previous governments. Then also there were charges of collusion by the ruling party in instigating and sustaining the riots. The police appear to have acted in accord with their perception of the wishes of their rulers. This problem of the police sharing the sentiments of a majority in the community is not unusual. Over the years, the police in London, New York and Los Angeles, to name only some, have been accused of acting against minority races. After their electoral victories, the Shiv Sena is said to have infiltrated the Maharashtra police, like the DMK and then the ADMK were said to have infiltrated the Tamil Nadu police. Their composition, (largely from the majority), and political direction by the ruling party, might make this inevitable, especially when there are no attempts to instill tolerance and harmony within the police. This can be done as has been demonstrated by the defence forces in which many religions and castes work together in harmony.  

One reason given for the repeated riots in Gujarat is that the Hindu psyche in Gujarat has been traumatized by the ravages of Muslim invasions over the centuries which has created an abiding hatred among the majority that frequently explodes in this way.  But other parts of India have experienced similar invasions and have not responded with this frequency and ferocity of killings and looting. 

What has happened raises fundamental questions abut secularism, Indian polity and the irresponsible behaviour of leaders. Our secularism was imposed by Constitutional amendment. There is no agreed definition of what it stands for. We have done little to create the conditions for a multi-cultural society.  Political leaders have only taken advantage of minorities for electoral purposes. Perhaps we need strong legislation to prevent religious propaganda in elections. Secularism in the way we have tried to implement it, has not worked. We need to give the minorities a representation in proportion to their numbers in legislatures and Parliament. A proposal for examination is whether we should ask all political parties to reserve a specified proportion of their candidates from the minorities.  

Hindus have no choice but to live in peace and harmony with other religions. Neither  850 million Hindus nor the second largest Muslim population in the world that is in India can expect to destroy the other. A pogrom will ruin our economy and the respect of the world. These massacres “make us hang our heads in shame in international forums”, and  also frighten investors. Bombay and Mahrashtra lost their appeal as preferred investment destinations after their communal riots. The Gujarat economy will also suffer because of these massacres. Hopefully the ordinary Gujarati will realize that his livelihood and prosperity demand communal harmony. The Gujarat economy will be hurt until leadership  puts the madness behind and rebuilds Gujarat into a tolerant and peaceful society. (800)         

