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SYMPATHY VOTE
A wheelchair-bound
Mamata Banerjee at
a public meeting

THE BATTLE
FOR BENGAL

DEBAJYOTI CHAKRA

FIGHTING FOR NANDIGRAM

t the Nandakumar crossing,
about 75 km southwest of
Kolkata, the highway takes
a magnificent loop before
branching out in four direc-
tions. Though there are few signboards
here marking the turn for Nandigram,
political indicators are aplenty. Two
campaign hoardings dominate the scen-
ery—one from the Trinamool Congress
(TMC) that reads ‘Bangla nijer meye kei
chaye (Bengal wants its own daughter)’
and another from the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP), proclaiming ‘Nandigramer
bhumiputra Suvendu (Nandigram’s son
of the soil, Suvendu)’ These mark the
road to the highest-voltage contest of
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By Romita Datta

the 2021 assembly election—the battle
for Nandigram between chief minister
Mamata Banerjee and her former minis-
ter Suvendu Adhikari.

From here on, the road is heavily
flanked by poll symbols—saffron party
flags, hoardings and buntings carrying
images of Ram and Hanuman, inter-
spersed with bright blue posters pitch-
ing for the TMC. In Nandigram proper,
there are also many undercurrents—like
anti-incumbency—that surface in con-
versations with locals. “The demand for
political change has been growing for
the past three years,” says Amar Bag, a
resident of Nandigram’s Reyapara. “The
TMC has politicised the beneficiary lists

for various government benefits and
given job cards to its own members . he
alleges. “I was ostracised, my tea-shack
was vandalised and my job card was
cancelled because I spoke up against the
party.” Other locals allege various other
kinds of political extortion—for the
empanelment of candidates for teach ing
jobs in schools, to get PMAY (Pradhan
Mantri Awas Yojana) funds, to obtain
job cards and for relief payments follow-
ing cyclone Amphan.

The electoral impact of these under-
currents has also been visible for some
time. In the 2016 byelection for the
Tamluk Lok Sabha seat, which includes
Nandigram, the BJP got about 196,000




