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One of the longest enduring media myths in India has been this so-called ‘silence’ of Narendra Modi on 
the terrible events of February 2002. For more than a decade now this myth has been sustained by the 
very same media houses and columnists that the Gujarat Chief Minister spent time conversing with on 
the events of February 2002 on multiple occasions over the last 10 years. The multiple comments by 
Narendra Modi on the 2002 riots made over the years, starting from February of 2002 till as recently as 
July of 2013, when viewed together in their totality, tell a story that needs to be told and retold given the 
manner in which this myth has been sustained.

A fair and dispassionate reconstruction of Modi’s comments on the events of February 2002 must begin 
from February 27, 2002 when coach S-6 of Sabarmati Express was set ablaze at Godhra, leading to 
the deaths of more than 58 kar sevaks returning from Ayodhya. It would be instructive to note that the 
Chief Minister’s remarks while describing the incident at Godhra neither referred to any one community 
nor singled out any religion. An English translation of the official Press release in Gujarati from the Chief 
Minister’s Office on February 27, 2002 described the incident as inhuman and as an act of mass 
violence. It is significant to note that the incident was not given a communal colour and was not 
described as a communal incident that targeted any one religion or community.

Modi’s personal appeal made via Doordarshan at 7 pm on the evening of February 28, 2002 is now one 
of the most watched videos on YouTube. In this video, which is about six minutes long, one sees a 
distraught Modi making a sincere appeal for peace. In his appeal he tells the people of Gujarat that he 
shared their grief and that the solution to the Godhra arson did not lie in violence, lack of restraint or in 
venting of anger. He is also seen telling them with folded hands that this is the time for maintaining 
peace. Most significantly his appeal called upon the people to strengthen the rule of law while 
reminding them that the responsibility for maintaining peace also rested on them. Far from the “action-
reaction” myth that has been in circulation for many years now, Modi’s February 28, 2002 appeal on 
Doordarshan cautioned the people of Gujarat about “hatred begetting more hatred”.

The Gujarat Assembly, which was in session during February and March of 2002 for its annual Budget 
session, also saw Modi make strong statements on how he felt about the events of February 2002. 
Speaking in the Assembly during the first week of March 2002, Modi called for soul-searching over the 
riots of the past few days. Describing the riots as a stigma on humanity he asserted that nobody could 
hold their heads high over what had happened in Gujarat.

An oft-repeated charge against Modi’s public utterances during that period was that he did not reassure 
the minority community. This is far from the truth. On March 18, 2002 the Janmabhoomi, a Gujarati 
publication, carried Modi’s response to a question on reassuring the Muslim community. This was also 
carried by the Hindustan Times on March 18 and in that report Modi is quoted as saying that the Muslim 
community had his personal assurance on their safety and social harmony. He is also quoted as saying 
that his Government represented all Gujaratis irrespective of religion and thus belonged as much to the 
Muslim community as it belonged to the Hindu community.

All through March of 2002 one sees several instances of Modi speaking in public, both expressing 
regret over the violence and at the same time appealing to the people to uphold the rule of law. A Press 
release from March 2 has him appealing for peace; a meeting with civil society on March 6 saw him 
speak against retributive violence; the March 18 report in Janmabhoomi also saw him speak on 
upholding the rule of law; and, a Press release on March 22 had him describing the rioters as enemies 
of society.

Drawing attention to the fact that students had to appear for exams, on March 3 the Gujarat Samachar 
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reported his call for peace while a Press release on March 14 saw him cautioning people against 
reacting to rumours. Last, though not the least, his appeal to the media on March 1 is worthy of mention 
for he called upon them to exercise extreme caution in their reportage. The Sandesh, a Gujarati 
publication, also carried multiple reports through March of 2002 on Modi’s appeals on how those 
indulging in violence would not be spared.

On March 1, 2002 Modi spoke to Sudhir Choudhary of ZEE News in Gandhinagar. His remarks in Hindi 
have been distorted and propagated as a media myth for many years now. While Modi spoke about 
breaking the spiral of violence, the Times of India on March 3, 2002 distorted it as his quoting Newton’s 
third law to justify violence. This distortion that has taken a life of its own for more than a decade best 
exemplifies how the media has sustained myths around Modi’s comments on 2002 all these years.

Another enduring media myth is the alleged manner in which Modi is said to have exploited the events 
of 2002 for political gain by trying to advance the Assembly election. It is important to note Narendra 
Modi’s interview to Uday Mahurkar of India Today on April 29, 2002. This interview is significant for two 
reasons. In this interview Modi for the first time says that his Government tried to quell the riots to the 
best of its ability:

My Government performed its duty to the best of its ability. Even your magazine says that 
the Gujarat Police saved the lives of 2,500 Muslims at Sanjeli on March 1. They also saved 
thousands of Muslims in the first three days and brought the situation under control in 72 
hours. Nearly 140 people have been killed in police firing, the highest ever in Gujarat, and 
27,000 people have been arrested, which too is the highest ever.

The interview is also significant for in it Modi makes it clear that he was not interested in pressing for 
early polls. Modi’s remarks to Uday Mahurkar stand in stark contrast to the comments Congress 
president Sonia Gandhi made a few days later in May 2002 when she provocatively described Gujarat 
as “Godse’s Gujarat” while speaking at Porbandar. A couple of weeks later, senior Congress leader and 
general secretary Kamal Nath speaking in Ahmedabad on May 20, 2002 declared that it was the 
Congress that wanted early election in Gujarat.
The NCR-based media houses have been particularly harsh on Modi over the years with their repeated 
charge on his so-called ‘silence on the 2002 riots. The Indian Express under Shekhar Gupta must be 
singled out for the number of times its editorial desk repeated this false line on this so-called silence of 
Modi in addressing the events of 2002 for in April of 2004 Modi did more than just talk, he had in fact 
‘Walked the Talk’ with Shekhar Gupta during his hour-long programme for NDTV.

Interestingly the Indian Express had also carried a report on April 10 on Shekhar Gupta’s interview with 
Narendra Modi titled a ‘Rare Confession – Riots a burden I have to carry all my life, says Modi’. The 
conversation between Shekhar Gupta and Modi is riveting for it gets fairly pointed and personal. In 
response to a question, Modi not just speaks about having to carry the burden of the riots all his life, he 
also says that he being the Chief Minister could hardly distance himself from the horror of 2002. In the 
same interview Modi also laments how any utterances by him on his personal feelings for victims had 
been distorted by the media over the years. It is thus strange that the Indian Express should run 
editorials in 2010and again in 2013 on Modi’s silence when its own Chief Editor got to discuss the 2002 
riots at length with Modi back in 2004.

While appearing on ‘Seedhi Baat’, a show on the Hindi news channel Aaj Tak, Modi on April 11, 2005 
once again expressed regret for the 2002 riots, saying that nobody could be proud of the riots and that 

http://www.indianexpress.com/news/his-loud-silence/1163743/
http://www.indianexpress.com/news/his-loud-silence/1163743/
http://www.indianexpress.com/oldStory/44861/
http://www.indianexpress.com/oldStory/44861/
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2002-05-21/ahmedabad/27114595_1_gujarat-kamal-nath-assembly-elections-bjp
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2002-05-21/ahmedabad/27114595_1_gujarat-kamal-nath-assembly-elections-bjp
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2002-05-03/news/27347197_1_sonia-gandhi-minister-atal-bihari-vajpayee-mental-balance
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2002-05-03/news/27347197_1_sonia-gandhi-minister-atal-bihari-vajpayee-mental-balance
http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/pseudo-secularists-are-bent-upon-defaming-gujarat-narendra-modi/1/220173.html
http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/pseudo-secularists-are-bent-upon-defaming-gujarat-narendra-modi/1/220173.html


such riots had no place in a civilised society. In the same interview Modi makes an important point on 
how the September 2002 terrorist attack on Akshardham temple in Gandhinagar did not result in any 
provocation or retributive violence. This is significant for Narendra Modi’s sincere appeal once again on 
Doordarshan made after the Akshardham attack came for praise by prominent Muslim journalist Sultan 
Shaheen writing in Asia Times Online in October of 2002.

Those who saw Modi’s appeal on television could see the sincerity of his move writ large 
on his face and concluded that Gujarat was going to remain peaceful despite the 
provocative remarks being made by other hardline Hindu leaders.

In February of 2009 Modi spoke extensively to Shyam Parekh of the DNA on the global economic crisis 
and the political scenario in India. In that interview Parekh posed the question to Modi on whether he 
would admit he made mistakes in the handling of the 2002 riot. In response to that question here is 
what Modi had to say:

If I have intentionally made a mistake, I should not be spared and must be punished. My 
statement is one step ahead. There should be no forgiveness if something has been done 
intentionally. But if it is unintentional, then, as I have said so many times, I am also human 
and I can also make mistakes. But I will never do anything with mala fide intent. I have 
been saying this since 2002, but since I am not Obama, you don’t publish it.

The most emphatic and direct comments by Modi on the events of 2002 come in March 2010 when 
Bollywood icon Amitabh Bachchan found himself in the middle of a political firestorm over his decision 
to promote Gujarat Tourism by appearing in Gujarat Government advertisements. Writing in his blog on 
March 30, 2010, Modi had this to say:

The Congress has asked Shri Amitabh Bachchanji whether he opposes Gujarat riots or 
not?

Friends, Modi himself has opposed the riots and still does. Every citizen must oppose riots.

A couple of days earlier, on March 27-28, 2010 Modi as Chief Minister had done something 
unprecedented in post-independence India. For more than nine hours, Modi deposed before the 
Supreme Court appointed Special Investigation Team, or SIT, to discuss the events of February 2002, 
including his role, his public comments and the conduct of his Government. The full transcript of Modi’s 
SIT deposition is the only authoritative recounting of that period to date when read alongside the 
closure report subsequently filed by the SIT in May 2012.

Ever since that combative blog of March 30, 2010 one sees marked contrition in Modi’s public remarks 
as he went on to seek forgiveness on multiple occasions from the people of Gujarat. In August 2011 
Modi writing in his blog sought forgiveness for any past mistakes. In September 2011, on the eve of his 
Sadbhavana fast, Modi writing in an Open Letter once again sought forgiveness while acknowledging 
that he shared the pain of all Gujaratis over the incidents of 2002.

The most direct public engagement between Modi and the Muslim community on the subject of the 
2002 riots happened in July 2012 when noted Urdu journalist and editor of the Urdu weekly Nai Duniya 
Shahid Siddiqui spoke extensively with Narendra Modi.
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The interview with Shahid Siddiqui was neither a one-off instance of engagement nor a one-off 
conversation. This writer is aware of a riveting story of a young Muslim student from Bihar seeking time 
from Modi to understand the truth about 2002. That private conversation will have to wait for another 
day to be told.

As I pen down this concluding paragraph the word count has crossed more than 2,000 words. The 
media, as has been its wont for over a decade, once again in July of 2013 distorted Modi’s remarks to 
Reuterswhere he had merely emphasised that as a human he also suffered the pain of the victims of 
2002, albeit using an awkward metaphor.

The media’s many distortions and lies notwithstanding, the truth is that even a 2100-word article is 
inadequate to accurately and fully recount all that Narendra Modi has said and felt on the terrible events 
of February 2002.
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