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Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee,
veteran Communist leader
and former West Bengal
Chief Minister, was fond of
quoting the opening line of
the Charles Dickens novel
A Tale of Two Cities. “It was
the best of times, it was the
worst of times…,” he re-
peated at almost every pu-
blic event he attended as
Chief Minister during his
two terms between 2000
and 2011.

This was because he not
only understood the hope
and aspirations of the peo-
ple of his State, particular-
ly the youth, but also real-
ised that Bengal had to
quickly change its mindset
from the status quo. 

As the world settled into
the �rst decade of the new
millennium, he became
Chief Minister. He moved
fast to initiate changes, and
guide the people out of the
stagnation, particularly
due to lack of industries
and jobs.

When the Left Front
was ousted from power af-
ter three decades by Ma-
mata Banerjee in 2011, Mr.
Bhattacharjee remained in
public life for a few more
years. But post 2016, his
failing health con�ned him
to his Palm Avenue resi-
dence in Kolkata, till he
passed away on Thursday.

Bhattacharjee was the
last of the Communist stal-
warts from West Bengal, a
quintessential member of
the Bhadralok who loved
to read poetry, Kafka and
Marquez and was a huge
fan of sports. Honest and
transparent, he dreamt of
transforming West Bengal
from an industry-starved
to an industry-resurgent
State. At his numerous pu-

blic meetings, he kept
harping on one issue — jobs
for the youth. “There are
thousands of students who
are coming out of our col-
leges, and what will we o�-
er them? They want work.
Will they have to go out of
the State?” he would ask.

A di�cult task
But things were far from
easy. As Chief Minister, he
had to grapple with the dif-
�cult task of land acquisi-
tion for industrial purpos-
es and was met with
resistance in Singur and
Nandigram. Though his
dream failed to material-
ise, he did not budge from
his stand — that industrial
development was of ut-
most importance.

While admitting some
lapses in the way the land
acquisition process was in-
itiated, he was convinced
that land reforms that
formed the basis of the Left
rule in the early decades
would not sustain much
longer. “Agriculture re-
mains our core, but indus-
try is our future,” he said.

In the tumultuous time
of the seventh Left Front

government (2006-2011),
when a “rainbow alliance”
of the Opposition led by
the Trinamool Congress
made governance di�cult,
ultra Left extremism
reared its head in the Jan-
galmahal region, and the
Darjeeling hills erupted in
a prolonged agitation for a
separate State, Bhattachar-
jee would rely on political
solutions rather than brute
force. “We will �ght them
politically,” he would say.

In his memoirs, Phire
Dekha II, he touches on
these issues.“Sometimes I
wonder where I made the
mistake. Was it land acqui-
sition itself or was the pro-
cess of land acquisition
that was wrong? Was I too
soft on the Opposition? We
will take lessons from that
experience,” he wrote.

At a time when West
Bengal is in a political �ux,
the slogan coined by him at
the Brigade Parade Ground
in 2016, BJP hatao desh ba-
chaoo, Trinamool hatao
Bangla bachao, still forms
the bedrock of not only the
Communist movement,
but the entire Left move-
ment of the State.

Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee,
a Left icon who dreamt of
a resurgent West Bengal
Shiv Sahay Singh
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T
he Waqf (Amend-
ment) Bill, 2024,
has been referred

to a Joint Parliamentary
Committee ( JPC) on Thurs-
day after Union Minority
A�airs Minister Kiren Rijiju
introduced it in the Lok
Sabha, amid strong objec-
tions from the Opposition
parties which alleged that
the legislation was targeted
at the Muslim community.

The decision to send it
to a JPC came after a two-
hour debate in the Lok Sab-
ha. Speaker Om Birla in-
formed the House that he
would constitute the com-
mittee after consulting the
leaders of all parties. 

Opposition parties
called the proposed
amendments to the Waqf
law “an attack on the Con-
stitution, interfering with
religious matters and
against the spirit of federal-
ism”. Leading the charge,
senior Congress leader K.C.
Venugopal called it a “dra-
conian” Bill, and said it was
brought with an eye on the
Assembly elections in Mah-
arashtra and Haryana.

Defending the Bill, Mr.
Rijiju said it merely sought
to implement reforms sug-
gested by committees set
up by the previous Con-
gress government. Neither
were any rights being
snatched nor was religious
freedom being curtailed,
he said. 

“Because you [Con-
gress] couldn’t do it, we
had to bring these amend-
ments... Some people have
captured Waqf Boards, and
this Bill has been brought
to give justice to ordinary
Muslims,”the Minister said,

adding that many leaders
in the Opposition had priv-
ately told him that State
Waqf Boards had turned in-
to a ma�a. 

Though BJP allies such
as the Janata Dal (United),
the Telugu Desam Party
(TDP) and the Shiv Sena
(Shinde) supported the Bill
on the grounds of transpa-
rency and reform, sources
said some of them had re-
servations. TDP MP G.M.
Harish Balayogi said his
party did not have a pro-
blem if the Bill was sent to a
Select Committee to “re-
move misconceptions”. 

JD(U) leader and Union
Minister Rajiv Ranjan
Singh, however, argued
that the Opposition was
mixing up the issue of insti-
tutions such as Waqf
Boards with a place of wor-
ship such as a mosque. 

The introduction of the
Bill also witnessed a spat
between Home Minister
Amit Shah and Samajwadi
Party (SP) chief Akhilesh
Yadav after Mr. Yadav said
the government was pro-
posing to curtail the pow-
ers of the Speaker but the
Opposition would �ght for
the Chair. “This is an insult

to the Chair. The rights of
the Speaker do not belong
to the Opposition, but to
the whole House. Akhilesh-
ji is tarah ki golmol ki baat
aap nahi kar sakte [Akhi-
lesh ji you can’t speak in a
roundabout way]. You are
not the protector of the
Speaker’s rights,” Mr. Shah
said. 

Far-reaching changes
The Waqf Bill seeks to
make far-reaching changes
to the 1995 law that governs
Waqf Boards. The Bill pro-
poses the inclusion of two
Muslim women and two
non-Muslim members on
the Board, and inserts a
new Section to prevent the
wrongful declaration of a
property as “Waqf”. It in-
troduces the District Col-
lector as an arbiter to de-
cide if a property is a Waqf
or government land. In the
1995 Act, such decisions
are made by the Waqf
tribunal.

“This Bill is an attack on
the faith and freedom of re-
ligion. You are going for
Muslims, next you will go
for Christians, Jains, Par-
sis,” Mr. Venugopal said. 

Mr. Yadav argued that

the Bill was being intro-
duced to appease the BJP’s
hardcore supporters.
“What is the point of in-
cluding non-Muslims in
Waqf Boards when this is
not done in other religious
bodies,” he asked.

Dravida Munnetra Kaz-
hagam leader Kanimozhi
said, “Will it be possible for
a Muslim or a Christian to
be part of a Board which
manages a Hindu temple?
No. Then why should so-
mebody who doesn’t be-
lieve in a particular religion
have the right to make deci-
sions on behalf of that
religion?”

Nationalist Congress
Party-Sharadchandra Pa-
war MP Supriya Sule said,
“Look at what is happening
in Bangladesh, there is so
much pain. It is the moral
duty of a country to protect
minorities.”

Arguing that the Bill is
an attack on the Basic
Structure of the Constitu-
tion as it “violates” the
principle of judicial inde-
pendence and separation
of powers, All India Majlis-
e-Ittehadul Muslimeen
chief Asaduddin Owaisi
said, “You are enemies of

Muslims and this Bill is evi-
dence of that.”

Mr. Rijiju said the Modi
government had been
forced to “undertake re-
forms” because the Con-
gress did not do so. He cit-
ed the case of a village in
Tamil Nadu being declared
Waqf land to underline the
need for reforms in the law.

He said there was no
provision to challenge or
review the order of the
Waqf tribunal but now that
was being changed to allow
appeals to higher courts. 

“In our country, no law
can be a super law and that
can’t be above the Constitu-
tion. However, in the 1995
Waqf Act, there are provi-
sions that are above the
provisions in the Constitu-
tion. Shouldn’t that be
changed?” he asked.

In the Lok Sabha, Mr. Ri-
jiju had also introduced a
Bill to repeal the Mussal-
man Wakf Act, 1923 to re-
peal a colonial-era law that
was no longer in force for
e�ective management of
Waqf property.

In the Rajya Sabha, the
Opposition objected to the
withdrawing of the Waqf
Properties (Eviction of Un-
authorised Occupants) Bill
of 2014. CPI(M) MP John
Brittas and Indian Union
Muslim League MP Abdul
Wahab gave notices against
Mr. Rijiju’s motion to with-
draw the Bill to “provide
for the eviction of unauth-
orised occupants from
waqf properties”. Mr. Brit-
tas said the Bill would serve
to grab waqf properties and
the Centre’s intention was
to create polarisation.
Chairman Jagdeep Dhank-
har put both the notices to
vote and the Upper House
rejected it by a voice vote.

Waqf Bill goes to JPC after an
acrimonious debate in Lok Sabha

War of words: Union Home Minister Amit Shah and Samajwadi Party MP Akhilesh Yadav in a heated

exchange during a discussion on the Waqf (Amendment) Bill in the Lok Sabha on Thursday. ANI

Opposition calls the draft legislation ‘draconian’ and an attack on the Constitution; Minority A�airs Minister says Modi govt.

aims to bring in reforms to give justice to ordinary Muslims as Waqf Boards have been captured by a handful of people
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Expressing profound grief
at the passing away of
former West Bengal Chief
Minister Buddhadeb Bhat-
tacharya, the CPI(M) Polit
Bureau in a statement here
said with his death, a chap-
ter in the Communist and
Left movement of West
Bengal has ended.

The Polit Bureau ap-
plauded his “distinctive
role” as a Minister and
Chief Minister of the Left
front government. “Budd-
hadeb made a signi�cant
contribution to the deve-
lopment of cultural institu-
tions and sustaining pro-
gressive cultural values,”
the statement said. 

Paying tribute to Mr.
Bhattacharya, CPI general
secretary D. Raja said, “His
absence will also be felt in
Bengal’s literary and cultu-
ral arena, where he was a
towering presence.” 

Congress president Mal-
likarjun Kharge expressed
his condolences, and said
his thoughts and prayers
are with Mr. Bhattachar-
jee’s family and party
workers. 

Tamil Nadu Chief Minis-
ter M.K. Stalin called Mr.
Bhattacharya a resolute
Marxist who steadfastly
served the State and the
nation. “A resolute Mar-
xist, he devoted his life to
fostering an egalitarian so-
ciety, championing the
cause of the marginalised,
and advocating for social
justice. His achievements
and his literary contribu-
tions have left a lasting le-
gacy,” he posted on X. 

Leaders recall
Buddhadeb’s
rich cultural
contributions
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Attaullah was working in a
paddy �eld in Hooghly
when news of Buddhadeb
Bhattacharjee’s death
reached him. The farmer
immediately left on a mo-
torbike for Kolkata. In
soiled clothes and with a
CPI(M) �ag in his hand, a
teary-eyed Attaullah stood
outside the former West
Bengal Chef Minister’s resi-
dence hoping to see “sir
one last time, give him one
laal salaam”.

“I did not think he will
pass away so suddenly,” At-
taullah told The Hindu.

Scores, like Attaullah,
converged on the South
Kolkata neighbourhood
where the former Chief Mi-
nister, arguably the last
chief of the once-formida-
ble Left citadel in the State,
lived in his modest
residence.

Forward Bloc supporter
Sanjib Saha patiently wait-
ed with a red �ag in his
hand. “We have lost a guar-
dian today. It is the end of
the era,” he said. 

Neighbours of the late

leader stood for hours to
see his last journey. “We
have known him and his fa-
mily for generations. He
has always been around us
like a humble neighbour
and never threw his weight
around to intimidate peo-
ple,” Manjima Lahiri, a se-
nior citizen, said. 

As cries of “Comrade
Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee
ke laal salaam, laal sa-
laam” and “Inquilab zinda-
bad” reverberated through
the air, the leader’s body
was slowly carried out of
the ground �oor �at.

“Let me see him once, I
will never be able to see
him again,” shouted a sup-
porter from the crowd. 

Emotions ran high
among the hundreds of
party workers and mour-
ners who joined the pro-
cession as the hearse
rolled towards the mortu-
ary where Mr. Bhattachar-
jee’s mortal remains will
be kept till Friday morning.

Piyali Majumdar and Ka-
kali Mukherjee rushed to
to pay respects. “He was
the last honest politician.
There is no one like him
any more,” Ms. Majumdar
said.

Emotions run high 
at house of the ‘last
honest politician’

Teary adieu: Mourners gather around the mortal remains of CPI(M)

leader Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee in Kolkata. DEBASISH BHADURI 
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