
THE world’s biggest democratic exer-
cise gets under way today. If the pun-
dits are right, Narendra Modi, leader

of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP), will win the Indian general
election by a country mile.

For the outside world, including the EU
and the US, Modi is the man who has tur-
bocharged the economy of Gujarat, the
state he has ruled for 12 years, and who
promises to do the same for the flagging
Indian economy as a whole.

He has also said he will act against cor-
ruption. 

But nobody who, like me, was in Modi’s
state 12 years ago and witnessed the car-
nage that took the lives of hundreds of
Muslims in bloody, brutal and tightly
organised pogroms, can suppress a shiver
of horror at the thought that this man may
now be about to join the world’s top table. 

Those scenes were reminiscent of the
tit-for-tat massacres of Hindus and Mus-
lims during partition, and the mass
killings of Sikhs in Delhi following the
assassination of Indira Gandhi. 

That this should happen in 2002 in a rel-
atively prosperous and educated part of
the country was profoundly shocking. No
one ever succeeded in proving that Modi
had ordered or encouraged the massacres.
But many reporters noted the failure of
police to protect Muslim communities
against the mobs. 

These killings were as disturbing as
Germany’s Kristallnacht, and for the same
reason. Hostility to Muslims is in the
bloodstream of the Sangh Parivar, the
family of Hindu nationalist organisations

to which Modi and the BJP belong.
Inspired by European fascism and Nazism,
the movement’s founding ideologist, Mad-
hav Sadashiv Golwalkar, prescribed radi-
cally different treatment for Hindus – chil-
dren of the subcontinent’s aboriginal
religion, according to theory – and those
who subscribed to other religions. 

According to Golwalkar, India’s minori-
ties were suspect. “They are born in this

land,” he wrote,
but… are they grateful to this land?... Do
they feel it is a duty to serve her? No! With
the change in their faith, gone is the spirit
of love and devotion for the nation.” 

The dominant theme of Hindu nation-
alism has been suspicion of and hostility
towards minorities, Muslims in particular.
The idea that Hindus enjoy an exclusive,
mystical connection to “Mother India” is
central. And as Europe discovered in the

1930s, the politics of hate is terribly potent
in countries gripped by poverty or mass
unemployment. 

When politicians’ promises of prosper-
ity ring hollow, the quest for some group to
blame becomes a seductive alternative. 

Modi’s roots in the Sangh Parivar go
deep. The child of poor shopkeepers, he
became a quasi-monastic member of the
movement as a young man, swearing life-
long fealty and celibacy. He has done noth-
ing else in his life but work for and within
Hindu nationalism. 

His choice of Varanasi as his con-
stituency bore out the depth of his devo-
tion: for pious Hindus it is the holiest city
in the world, where the devout come to die
so they can immediately escape the cycle of
birth and death and attain liberation. 

Last week he again forcibly reminded
India of that identity by raising the ques-
tion of the slaughter of cows for export to
Bangladesh – always an emotive issue for
Hindus, to whom cows are sacred. 

But on the most toxic question for a
Hindu nationalist, the treatment of
minorities under BJP rule, Modi has kept
silent. He has never issued an apology for
the massacre that took place in Gujarat on
his watch, nor risen to journalists’
demands to go into detail about what hap-
pened. Instead he sticks to those griev-
ances guaranteed to excite Indians of all
ethnicities and religions and social classes:
the faltering economy, corruption and the
need to act tough with China and Pakistan.
His calling card is his reputation for firm
economic management in Gujarat –
despite the persistence there of a large

underclass. 
Whatever happened in the shadows he

leaves well alone. 
Modi’s success in escaping from his past

reminds me of the similar achievement of
Italy’s former deputy prime minister, Gian-
franco Fini. The leader of the Movimento
Sociale Italiano, the direct heir of Mus-
solini’s fascists, and in his youth quite as
committed a political extremist as Modi, he
spent his first decade as a sort of parlia-
mentary leper – no mainstream politi-
cians would have anything to do with him. 

But then he gave his party a neutral
new name, the National Alliance, con-
demned anti-Semitism, visited Jerusalem’s
Western Wall, and in 1994 entered Silvio
Berlusconi’s first coalition government. A
few years later his stock had improved so
dramatically that this “post-fascist” was
regarded as a pillar of respectability com-
pared with his boss. 

Fini’s transformation was more dra-
matic than Modi’s. But both these shrewd
men have done precisely what was neces-
sary to emerge from a political no-man’s-
land and take charge, while retaining their
parties’ support. 

Modi has never accounted for the
Gujarat pogroms, but instead in 2011
undertook a series of quasi-religious fasts
as part of a “goodwill mission” to his
state’s Muslims. In intention it was much
like Fini’s visit to Israel.

They do what works. And in return, the
parties they lead – which have done little to
back their leaders’ sweet words with
reforming actions – gain the glittering
prizes of power. – The Independent

THE general election starting today will be
held in nine phases.

It’s the longest election in India’s
history and will run until May 12. 

Voting will take place in all 543
parliamentary constituencies of India to
elect members of parliament in the Lok
Sabha.

The Lok Sabha, or House of the People,
is the lower house of the parliament of
India. 

The parliament consists of two houses:
the Lok Sabha and the Rajya Sabha, or
Council of States. Lok means “people” and
sabha means “assembly” in Sanskrit. The
Lok Sabha meets in the Lok Sabha
Chambers in New Delhi.

Lok Sabha is composed of
representatives of the people from 543
constituencies, chosen by direct election
on the basis of adult suffrage. A total of
131 seats (18.42 percent) are reserved for
representatives of Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes only.

According to the Election Commission
of India, the electoral strength in 2014 is
814.5 million – the largest in the world
– and there are 100 million new voters.

Parties are expected to spend about
R53 billion – three times the amount spent
in the previous election. It is the world’s
second-highest, after the R74bn spent on
the 2012 US election.

Incumbent Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh is retiring and has ruled himself out
as a candidate. – Wikipedia
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Wrongly jailed for triple murder

W
HEN convicted triple mur-
derer Farouk Meyer daringly
escaped from Groenpunt
Prison five years ago, he was

seeking justice, not freedom. Minutes later,
he phoned Talk Radio 702 to plead for
a re-examination of his case.

“I have crucial evidence that will prove
my innocence,” he told listeners before
willingly handing himself over to the
police and returning to a life behind bars. 

Last month, he finally walked out of
Sun City prison a free man – leaving
behind the padlocks, orange uniforms and
barbed wire.

Meyer was sentenced to life imprison-
ment in 1999 for murdering three men in a
violent brawl inside Club 12 Play at Hillfox
on the West Rand. 

While Meyer insisted he had shot just
a single bullet in self-defence, the court
found him guilty of premeditated murder
the following year. 

“Sounds like a nasty piece of work,
Farouk Meyer is his name… dramatic
stuff, a triple murderer,” said journalist
John Robbie over the airwaves. 

As in Oscar Pistorius’s case, Meyer’s
case hung on establishing intent through
forensic and ballistic evidence. In both
instances, the trajectory of the bullets and
the number of shots fired was, and will be,
pivotal to proving intent.

“If you say you shot one bullet, it’s not
so serious because, if you shot more than
one – let’s say six or five bullets – it shows
you have the intent to kill the person,” said
Meyer, the tail of his orange chameleon
bicep tattoo visible beneath his turquoise
T-shirt sleeve.

Pistorius, who shot four bullets through
a locked bathroom door, maintains he mis-
took his girlfriend Reeva Steenkamp, who
was on the other side of the door, for an
intruder.

Despite the significance attached to the
chain of evidence, both Meyer and Pisto-
rius’s cases have been complicated by
alleged incompetence, ineptitude and
contamination of key evidence by police
officers.

While Pistorius has confessed to firing
four shots, Meyer insists that he fired just
a single shot in self-defence while trying to
defend a friend. During the ensuing brawl,
he was hit in the back of the head with a
beer bottle and punched in the face. Visible
scars on his face show where he underwent
surgery after the brawl. He said his vision
was impaired by blood when he fired the
pistol.

“I fired a shot and the other person
came in the middle, so the bullet hit that
guy in the chest and went out by the shoul-
der blade,” said Meyer. Then that same bul-
let, intercepted by the first person, hit a
second person.

“It went through his chest; they found
the bullet in his chest… so both of them
were fatally wounded with one bullet.” 

He maintained that he killed two people
with one bullet, while the State argued he
killed three people with two bullets.

But the State based its argument on
what forensic expert Dr David Klatzow
declared was flawed information. He said
the post-mortem showed that “…the

pathologist removed a single bullet point”
– corroborating Meyer’s claim that he fired
just a single shot.

But, strangely, a second post-mortem
report appeared. “In this second post-
mortem report… there is a note that two
bullet points were found,” revealed Klat-
zow. He concluded that “this would mean
that somebody has altered the post-mortem
report fraudulently to reflect two bullet
points”.

Further muddying the waters, the gun
that Farouk handed over to police was not
the same gun that appeared as evidence in
court during his trial. Meyer’s .38 calibre
Taurus with a serial number engraved into
it had somehow morphed into a serial
number-less 357 Magnum Taurus revolver.
Baffled, Klatzow declared: “It would appear
that whatever weapon was tested had
nothing to do with this case.”

Testimony in Pistorius’s trial has also
revealed police bungling of evidence, such
as the theft of a designer wristwatch from

the scene of the crime and the handling of
the alleged murder weapon without gloves.
The door, reconstructed with Prestik and
kept in a body bag in an office instead of a
dedicated evidence room – has also proved
to be a contentious item of potentially
botched evidence.

Meyer’s aunt, Desiree Fisher, claimed
the evidence in her nephew’s case was
intentionally tampered with. “I have seen
that he has been framed,” said Fisher tear-
fully. She revealed that an entire room in
her home was dedicated to paperwork
relating to Meyer’s case. There she pored
tirelessly over court transcripts, police
dockets and ballistic evidence. “If you
fight for somebody, you have to believe in
their innocence. He was like a son to me,”
she explained.

Meyer believes Pistorius has received
preferential treatment from the criminal
justice system. “People have faith in the
justice system as a whole until something
happens and you see for yourself,” he said,

“If I had had an open trial like Oscar, jus-
tice would have prevailed.”

“I don’t know why they are televising it
nationally… What are they trying to prove?
There are lots of people who didn’t get jus-
tice. Everyone must have a trial like that,
then justice will be served,” Meyer said,
tapping his sizeable gold rings on the table.

Said Klatzow: “He was wrongly con-
victed and shouldn’t have been in jail. His
story of the bullet going through the per-
son is perfectly plausible.”

After 14 years fighting his case from

behind bars, Meyer was eventually granted
his moment in court at a Supreme Court of
Appeal hearing late last year. 

The Wits Justice Project (WJP) assisted
in sourcing pro bono legal counsel for
Meyer in the form of well-known advocate
Jaap Cilliers.

“He got put away for murder, premedi-
tated murder, but clearly it wasn’t. So they
said ‘that’s ridiculous, we reduce it to 24
years’,” said former WJP director Jeremy
Gordin, who was instrumental in assisting
Meyer. So Meyer’s life sentence for pre-
meditated murder was changed to a sen-
tence of 24 years for culpable homicide.

Due to a precedent-setting Constitu-
tional Court ruling in 2010, all inmates sen-
tenced to life imprisonment before Octo-
ber 1, 2004 now qualify to apply for parole
once they have served at least a third of
their sentence. 

With Meyer’s sentence lowered to 24
years by the Supreme Court of Appeal last
year, he technically had to serve  only eight

years in prison to be considered for parole.
But, having served 14 years already, he
qualified to be released on parole in Febru-
ary. But Meyer was not satisfied. 

“Farouk thought they’d say ‘you’re
found not guilty, go away’,” quipped
Gordin. Instead, the Supreme Court of
Appeal refused to discuss the merits of the
case, choosing to discuss sentencing only.
If it had chosen to discuss the merits, the
issue of whether Meyer was innocent or
guilty would have been debated.

Meyer wants to be exonerated. 
“There was no justice at the Supreme

Court. I want to clear my name,” said a
now free yet determined Meyer, the gold
necklace around his neck –  as thick as a
bicycle chain –  glinting in the sunlight.

Kyla Herrmannsen is a member of the Wits
Justice Project, which investigates prison

conditions and miscarriages of justice. The
project is based in the journalism department

at the University of the Witwatersrand

‘STILL FIGHTING FOR JUSTICE’: Farouk Meyer’s life sentence for murder was changed to a 24-year term for culpable homicide. Now he wants to be exonerated. PICTURE: BHEKIKHAYA MABASO

Bets are on Modi to lead India after polls

CANDIDATE:
Hindu nationalist
Narendra Modi,
prime ministerial
candidate for
India’s main
opposition
Bharatiya Janata
Party and
Gujarat’s chief
minister, is
accused of being
associated with
pogroms in which
thousands of
Muslims died.
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Hindu nationalism is set to take 
over the world’s biggest democracy, 

writes Peter Popham

Election will
break records

Man escaped jail,
desperate to prove

he was wrongly
convicted, writes

Kyla Herrmannsen

If I’d had an open trial
like Pistorius, justice

would have prevailed


