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Praise for The Feared

‘Foregrounding the stories of these activists will contribute to creating an enlightened public awareness of their plight. As this movement gains momentum, it can help create a social climate that will oppose the suppression of democratic dissent and the targeting of human rights activists that take up the cause of such dissenters.’

—Rudolf C. Heredia, 
Author of Reconciling Difference: Collective Violence in India

‘As a seasoned journalist with decades of experience, Kolhatkar brings unparalleled insight to this crucial and sensitive subject matter…. I recommend “The Feared” as essential reading for its timely exploration of the erosion of democratic freedoms in India.’

—Monideepa Mukerjee, 
Director General (Retd) Press Information Bureau, West Zone
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To
the spirit of dissent and resistance, which is integral to our democracy
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Foreword 
JULIO RIBEIRO



Neeta Kolhatkar is a journalist who has worked in both print and electronic media. In this first attempt at writing a non-fiction book, she interviewed 11 political prisoners, mainly about their experiences of being an undertrial or a convict in an Indian jail. Of necessity, the reason for their being jailed would also enter the dialogue, as would the social, cultural, and educational backgrounds of the prisoners.

The very first interview is with Sudha Bharadwaj, arrested by the NIA on the charge of consorting with the banned CPI (Maoist) organisation,1 along with 15 others of similar persuasion in the notorious Bhima-Koregaon Conspiracy case, from Pune in Maharashtra. Sudha was an American green card holder as she was born in the US, but moved back to India as her life’s ambition was to work for the poor and dispossessed in her native land.

Anti-national charges were pinned on her and she spent three years in Yerawada Jail in Pune and Byculla Jail in Mumbai before she was released on bail. Sudha was imprisoned for a year and three months at Pune’s Yerawada jail, and another year at Mumbai’s Byculla jail. On August 28, 2018, Sudha Bharadwaj, along with 15 others, including lawyers, civil society activists, professors and others, was charged with UAPA (Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967. A special NIA court granted bail to Sudha on December 8, 2021, on a surety of Rs 50,000 after three years of incarceration. She is facing a trial which will last a decade or more, robbing the poor, for whom she worked in Chhattisgarh, of her dedicated services. At the end of the chapter, Sudha herself sums up her philosophy: ‘My love for them (Dalits and Adivasis) should not be construed as being anti-national or that I do not love my country.’

In the three years she spent in Maharashtra’s two jails, she describes her life there and those of the other inmates in graphic detail. Our jails are a disgrace, as anyone who has been condemned to spend time there knows. My college friend, Rajamani Iyer, had a son Shyam who was confined in the Arthur Road prison for a white-collar crime he swears he did not commit. The evidence against him revolved around a signature which he denied was his. The matter could have been resolved if the police had got the signature verified by a handwriting expert. Since that one crucial process was inexplicably delayed, he languished in Arthur Road prison as an undertrial. On being released on bail after eight months, he recounted to me his experiences. He had to pay for a mattress which he just about managed to spread out in the overcrowded jail. Those who could not afford to pay, slept on the bare floor in close proximity to other prisoners. There were many more undertrial prisoners charged with minor offences like ticketless travel on the railways. They had no means to pay for bail or get a surety for bailing them out. Shyam, incidentally, paid for one such undertrial whom he had befriended.

Listening to his account of life in Arthur Road prison, I understood why the big offenders that the Indian government wants repatriated from London or other western cities to India, always plead that the conditions in our jails in India are inhuman and this plea resonates with judges in those countries. All boasts about India becoming the third largest economy in the world by 2030 fade when such facts are publicised.

Sudha Bharadwaj was lucky. She was treated with some semblance of respect and was even ‘privileged’ enough to have the company of another activist, Shoma Sen, in Yerawada Jail.

Neeta Kolhatkar is, first and foremost, a journalist and her style reflects this, making it one of the strengths of this remarkable book. Easy to read, her interview with Bharadwaj moved me to agree to write this. It also helped that the author was in college with my niece.

Another interview that struck me was the one with Kishorechandra Wangkhem, a journalist from Manipur, whose writings have displeased the BJP government in the state time and again. From his name I presume that Kishorechandra is a Meitei. Yet he was very critical of the Meitei-dominated government in his state. He said that he has spoken truth to power as all good journalists should do even if that does not go down well with the authorities. For his principles he was repeatedly arrested under the draconian National Security Act which makes getting out on bail very difficult.

When the Manipur government of Biren Singh decided to publicise the role of Rani of Jhansi in our Freedom Struggle, Kishorechandra wrote that she had no relevance in Manipur. He pointed out that Manipur was not even a part of British India during that time and was, in fact, ruled by an independent prince! For his views, he was put away under the NSA for 140 days before he was given bail. Kishorechandra was, in fact, jailed four times under the NSA. The last time was when the state BJP president died of COVID and the journalist (along with a colleague) pointed out that the deceased had persistently advocated cow-dung and cow-urine as a cure for COVID, going to the extent of falsely claiming that the dung and urine of our Indian cows were being exported to the US as cures!

If the chapter on Kishorechandra reads more like a criticism of the ruling potentates then a commentary of conditions in jail, the third chapter I read was about the Telugu poet and leftist intellectual, Varavara Rao, jailed like Sudha Bharadawaj in the Bhima Koregaon Case. The prisoner was old and sick, yet no consideration for his age or ailments was shown. He was kept along with other inmates in the overcrowded Yerawada Jail in Pune. His health deteriorated till the Supreme Court let him out on bail after nearly four years in detention. Rao was still fortunate. On the other hand, Fr. Stanislaus Swamy, a Jesuit priest and tribal activist detained in the same Bhima Koregaon case, was not so lucky. He died in a hospital on 5 July 2021 of the COVID he contracted in jail. He was 84 at the time.

The chapter on Varavara Rao talks mainly of the poet’s background and his journey to the far left, as well as his life with his family. It evokes a lot of human sympathy for the man. For the discerning reader, eager to know about the conditions in our jails, the chapter enlightens you about the difficulty posed by the State in communicating with one’s family, despite rules inscribed in Jail Manuals. Much depends on individual Jail Superintendents and even the Jailors on duty and their personalities.

Neeta Kolhatkar’s book opens a door to a different world where human beings, born to be free, are incarcerated for their views which are not in tune with the lexicon of the prevalent political regimes. It is certainly worth a read, especially by students of political science.




Foreword 
JUSTICE (RETD) B. N. SRIKRISHNA



I read with interest the book The Feared which describes in detail the stories of eleven political prisoners garnered by interviews with them and their kin.

That the system of prisons in our country badly requires improvement cannot be gainsaid. The convicted prisoners are treated as less than humans and subjected to treatment which probably enhances their brutality quotient instead of engendering a sense of contrition in them. The story of the eleven political prisoners is all the more pathetic, because they are not convicted of any criminal charges but languish in prison pending formal criminal proceedings against them. Regardless of merit in the allegations against them, holding them in gaols to silence their voicing of political thoughts is wholly unacceptable. Even if a person is convicted, he does not cease to be human, even though some of his Constitutional Rights may be restricted. As long as this country believes in Constitutionalism, Rule of Law, and the Presumption of Innocence of the accused, until proven guilty beyond reasonable doubt, it would be travesty of justice and derogation of human rights to subject persons detained for political activity to long periods of incarceration along with hardened criminals. However anathematic the political views held and propagated, it would be unjust and even illegal to treat the persons holding and propagating such beliefs like ordinary convicts, while they are detained pending arraignment and trial. Even assuming there is good reason to detain such persons, there is no reason to treat them as less than human beings. Human dignity is their fundamental right and that is non-derogable, whatever the allegations against them.

If details narrated in the interviews contain even a modicum of truth, it would be a matter of great shame for our criminal justice system. It is time that these issues are openly debated and pointedly brought to the notice of those in power.

Neeta Kolhatkar is to be commended for boldly undertaking the task of interviewing eleven political prisoners and their kins and for highlighting the pathetic conditions in which they find themselves. I hope the plaintive cries of the prisoners and their families reach the ears of the authorities and impel them to take prompt remedial action.

Mumbai

19 February 2024



Preface


Collective fear stimulates herd instinct and tends to produce ferocity towards those who are not regarded as members of the herd… Fear generates impulses of cruelty and therefore promotes such superstitious beliefs as seen to justify cruelty. Neither a man nor a crowd nor a nation can be trusted to act humanely or even think sanely under the influence of a great fear.

—Bertrand Russell

Justice will not be served until those who are unaffected are as outraged as those who are.

—Benjamin Franklin

It may seem unlikely that a pediatrician, politician, editor, publisher, journalist, professor, housewife, businessman, and activist could be remotely connected. Furthermore, it is impossible to think that all of them could have been incarcerated. This is true, however, and through these deeply emotional conversations, we discover how these eleven have shared the terrifying experiences they, or in some cases, their family members, have undergone after serving lengthy periods of time—months or even years—in prison.

These are political opponents, also known as ‘prisoners of conscience’. Peter Beneson coined the term ‘prisoner of conscience’ to describe two Portuguese students who had been sentenced to seven-year prison terms for their alleged ‘crime’ for making a simple toast to freedom in the time of the dictatorial government of António de Oliveira Salazar. The situation in Portugal from 1932 to 1968 has been no different in India. While we got freedom in 1947 and we claim to be a democracy, every government in our country has responded in the same manner as Salazar, by incarcerating their political opponents. It has to be said, however, that since 2014, there has been an increasing number of political opponents and journalists who have been imprisoned under severe criminal charges. Some among those arrested and their family members have shared their experiences in this book. Each of these individuals was denied bail for a few years thereby being forced to remain in incarceration. Among these cases, some are yet to come up for trial. Their crime was to speak up against the Government of India and the Prime Minister.

Through these interviews, we learn about Indian prisoners of conscience or political prisoners, as we shall be referring to them, who are out on conditional bail, and continue to live restricted lives because they were taken against their will from their homes, communities, and people. They have paid a high price for freedom, as it has come with them needing to remain silent. I first interviewed the trade union activist and well-known advocate Sudha Bharadwaj, in January 2022. She was one of the 16 well-known individuals detained in the Elgar Parishad and Bhima-Koregaon cases of 2018. After three years Sudha was granted conditional bail and released.2

Varavara Rao, an octogenarian, is similarly prohibited from returning to Hyderabad after being released on bail, as Sudha was. He and his wife are compelled to live in a new city where they are surrounded by strangers, and in order to survive, they have had to pick up a new language. Aside from being cut off from their own family and locality, they are restricted in their travels because they are unable to utilise public transportation, which raises their costs. In certain instances, they are required to make an overnight journey to appear in court. Even though their cases are still pending, they are required to travel to the police station once a month or once every three months, depending on their bail requirements. Some members of the 16 Elgar Parishad and Bhima-Koregaon are still behind bars—Mahesh Raut, Hany Babu, Sudhir Dhawale, Rona Wilson, Surendra Gadling, Sagar Gorkhe, Ramesh Gaichor and Jyoti Jagtap—despite the efforts of their relatives to secure their release on bond.

The great majority of people in society are unaware that not everyone who is incarcerated is guilty. In our daily life, if we ask around, most citizens would say if anyone has been imprisoned it is because they are guilty of a crime; in few rare cases, people might agree that the accused have been falsely implicated. Most are not aware, however, that every prisoner is not a criminal. Moreover, what these interviews make evident, is that the police treat all people equally, without making a distinction between criminals and undertrials. There is an inherent contradiction in such an attitude because many hardened criminals and other prominent accused people are first granted bail and are allowed to live their lives as they please. Keeping this in mind, the conditions inside prisons are highlighted in each of these interviews. Criminals are feared by society, but political prisoners are kept in separate cells, by their own admission in these interviews, because the authorities are aware of their influence in society and in the communities in which they have been working. Many political prisoners like Kobad Gandhy have also written articles and letters from inside jail describing the terrible conditions. These political prisoners are known to the prison authorities due to the intense media focus through television channels and newspapers.

As I started speaking with political prisoners, a startling observation became apparent: writers, intellectuals, civil society leaders, politicians, lawyers, and even poets appear to have been feared by the ruling political party, whether the Congress, Communist Party of India (CPI), or Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP); whether it was the Union or state government. All the same, it has to be said that since 2014, the situation has only become worse because of the current dispensation’s zero-tolerance policy, which has resulted in lengthy jail terms for many political prisoners. Initially, the zero-tolerance policy was against corruption. However, it soon turned into zero-tolerance against any criticism of the Union government, their policies, and mainly against the Prime Minister. This has resulted in lengthy jail terms for many political prisoners.3 These political dissenters have been increasingly subject to harsh legal penalties under (repetitive) statutes such as the Sedition Act and the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, (UAPA). Furthermore, they have been denied the ability to post bail, with the exact phrase ‘bail is the exception and jail is the rule’ applied.4


In this book, the reader will find in-depth descriptions of the appalling conditions in our prisons, particularly in Maharashtra. The worst scenario one can imagine is when a prisoner falls ill while being incarcerated. This is borne out by what many of my interviewees have to say about extreme indifference displayed by the jail authorities when they fell ill. Prompt medical care is often purposely withheld in Indian jails. Regretfully, in these kinds of cases, even the judiciary has been unable to discern between political prisoners and professional or hardened criminals. Perhaps the most egregious example in this case was that of Father Stan Swamy, who was even refused a sipper in jail.5 He eventually succumbed to the COVID-19 virus on July 5, 2021, in custody.

These political prisoners have time and again drawn attention to the violations of their fundamental rights that occur within prisons, such as the denial of mulaqats, or one-on-one meetings with attorneys and family members. The COVID-19 pandemic made matters worse by preventing the families of these and numerous other prisoners from being able to meet with their loved ones for several months. The families wondered if their loved ones were still alive while being incarcerated and struggled to obtain basic information about their well-being. They were sometimes forced to sprint from one signpost to another in an effort to pressure the jail administration into offering medical attention to their incarcerated family member. In the case of Maharashtra, which is where most of the political prisoners interviewed were incarcerated, these conditions are also a consequence of the political opposition to prison reforms in a state that is otherwise viewed as liberal and progressive. Member of Parliament, Sanjay Raut, has earlier expounded on the irony of this political resistance to implementing prison reforms. He did so from personal experience. He had been to the Arthur Road jail’s anda cell (a high-security prison) as a member of the Committee on Home Affairs (2004-2010), in his first tenure as a member of Parliament for improving jails. He went back to the same cell a few years later while being incarcerated for political reasons. In this matter, Maharashtra can learn from the neighbouring states of Gujarat, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, and West Bengal, which have reformed their prison systems as a result of vocal social movements and media pressure.6 The first night in jail is reputed to be the hardest. After that, you learn how to survive, though many prisoners carry lifelong scars. Even though these prisoners of conscience are free on bond, their cases are still pending. We also learn from these interviews how damaged the family members are, in the process, and how difficult it is for them to function on their own on a number of levels. It is fascinating to observe how political prisoners adjust to their situation though, and through their stories, we get to know the bonds they create, the friendships they develop, and the relationships they form while being incarcerated. These individuals have shared how they are trying to help the less fortunate inmates with legal aid, because those who are still inside the jails don’t have any clue about the courts and the way they function. They don’t even have lawyers since they can’t afford legal services. As a result, thousands of undertrial defendants continue to languish in our jails.

In this regard, we can draw parallels with various points in history when similar patterns unfolded across the world. The one that stands out distinctly and is rather similar to what India has been witnessing for the last decade is how events unfolded in pre-war Nazi Germany. In their article, for instance, scholars Timothy Ryback, Wendy Lower, Jonathan Petropoulos, Michael Berenbaum, and Peter Hayes write:

While the Nazis were focusing on putting Germans back to work in the midst of the Great Depression, they also unleashed attacks on their political opposition as soon as Hitler became chancellor. On the evening of February 27, 1933, alarms suddenly rang out in the Reichstag as fire destroyed the building’s main chamber. Within 20 minutes, Hitler was on the scene to declare: ‘This is a God-given signal! If this fire, as I believe, turns out to be the handiwork of Communists, then there is nothing that shall stop us now from crushing out this murderous pest with an iron fist.’7

Ryback et al. point out that by the end of March 1933, the Nazis had arrested 20,000 Communists, Social Democrats, union officials and other radicals.

In this book, I have spoken to Communist leaders, Union leaders, activists and even a Saffron party leader (Shiv Sena—Uddhav). The idea of this book evolved after I began speaking with the political prisoners. With every interview my point of view too began to change. While some of the political prisoners are out on severe conditional bail, a few like Sanjay Raut have been luckier, but many others like Professor Shoma Sen and Prashant Rahi, languished in jail for over five years.

Whatever their ideology, they all appear to be feared by the authorities, be it the state government, central government, or the police. There is a concerted modus operandi to keep many of them away from their core work of reaching out to people, because they wield a lot of influence.

It must be clarified at this point that the first government to start taking severe action against political activists was the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) between 2004–14 when they proposed action against the Naxals, also referred to as Maoists by government agencies. On April 13, 2006, then Prime Minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, stated in his speech at a meeting of Chief Ministers, ‘I came here with the primary purpose of listening to your views and the strategies you are adopting to face the challenge of Naxalism. It would not be an exaggeration to say that the problem of Naxalism is the single biggest internal security challenge ever faced by our country.’ He also talked about the police response recommended by the CMs at this time. ‘We may need specialized force on the pattern of Andhra Pradesh’s Greyhounds. This investment is essential if we need to turn the tide in favour of the Government.’8 Further to this, in 2010, when P. Chidambaram was the central Home Minister, he said their government, in response to 76 jawans being allegedly massacred by ‘Maoists’, would also consider using the Air Force against the perpetrators of the crime.9

Every Indian government thereafter has targeted the Naxals. Among the first intellectuals to be arrested in this connection was Dr Binayak Sen, whom the authorities alleged to be a Naxal ideologue.10 Dr Sen who is a reputed medical professional was first arrested on May 14, 2007, from Bilaspur, Chhattisgarh. He was accused of acting as a courier between jailed Naxalite leader Narayan Sanyal and businessman Piyush Guha and charged for sedition. He was held for seven months and the courts refused him bail till May 2009. On December 24, 2010, he was sentenced to life imprisonment after being convicted of sedition and conspiracy, leading many international health professionals and Amnesty International to term it ‘an unfair trial’. There was international appeal to release Dr Sen. On April 15, 2011 he was granted bail by the Supreme Court, which gave no reason for the order. He continues to face the charges despite failing health.

However, as already mentioned, after the Modi government came to power, there has been a zero-tolerance attitude towards any protest or opposition. In fact, between 2018 to 2021, India witnessed many protests due to controversial bills that were passed by the BJP-led government on December 12: the Citizenship Amendment Act (Bill) and the National Register of Citizens (NRC). CAA is an amendment to the Citizenship Act of 1955. Under the Act, fast-track Indian citizenship is extended to Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, Jains, Parsis, and Christians who had migrated to India before the end of December 2014 from the Muslim-majority nations of Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. Muslims have been excluded from this provision. The amendment introduced religion as a qualifier for citizenship for the first time in the history of modern India, a secular state.

These protests first begun in Assam and then spread to nearby states, and later to Delhi and Mumbai. One of the most important protests was the one in Shaheen Bagh in Delhi. The Shaheen Bagh protests were led and organised by Muslim women from December 15, 2019, and continued till March 24, 2020.11

However, as soon as the national lockdown was imposed with the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the protestors were arrested and moved forcibly from the site. While the protest was ongoing, the protestors faced criticism for blocking a public space; petitions were filed in the Delhi High Court to stop the blockade and the protestors faced severe police action. Interestingly, the peaceful protests received immense support from across the globe, even though they were criticised by the mainstream media in the country. However, the anti-CAA protests were not the only peaceful protests which earned the ire of the central government.12

In November 2020, 200 unions of farmers called for a strike against three agricultural bills passed by the Indian Parliament. The farmers demanded the creation of a Minimum Support Price bill to ensure corporates don’t control farm prices. They launched a protest march in Delhi moving with their belongings and families, but were stopped by the security forces who used anti-riot measures like water cannons and fired teargas shells at them. They even put iron spikes on the roads to prevent the farmers from marching ahead.

Over a dozen rounds of talks between the central government and farm unions took place between October 14, 2020 and January, 22 2021, but did not yield positive results. Eventually in late 2021, the Modi government repealed all three farm bills.These striking farmers were mostly from the Sikh community. Many of the BJP leaders including the Prime Minister had termed these year-long protests as anti-national. The striking farmers were called Maoists and termed ‘Khalistanis’ by various leaders of the BJP.13

The farmers once again began protests from February 13, 2024 and were yet again met with anti-riot security forces. Among the demands made by the farmers this time, was that the government was yet to enact a law that ensured a minimum guaranteed price for all crops.14 Yet again the farm leaders faced stiff resistance and inquiries from the law enforcing agencies. On August 30, 2024, the NIA even raided a woman farmer leader’s residence in Bathinda.15

The government action against civil society isn’t restricted to the political sphere. In fact, the current Union Government has put together a list of farmers, lawyers, journalists, comedians, activists, students who are labelled as anti-national. In one such case, even a climate change activist faced three FIRs.16

This intolerance has also been extended to journalists covering serious issues in India. A report titled ‘Behind Bars: Arrests and Detentions of Journalists in India’ states the following in this regard:

In the last decade, at least 154 journalists were either arrested, detained, interrogated or served show cause notices for their professional work and notably more than 40 percent of these instances were in 2020. At least three journalists were killed due to their work in 2020. Out of three, two belonged to Uttar Pradesh and the third killing took place in Tamil Nadu.17

According to a website analysis, the annual number of sedition cases filed increased by 28 per cent between 2014 and 2020.18 According to a different report, there were almost 985 UAPA cases filed between 2014 and 2020, and the number of pending cases has grown annually by 14.38 per cent.19 Furthermore, since 2014, the Enforcement Directorate (ED) has booked 95 per cent of politicians who are members of opposition parties.20 In most cases, the politicians have been accused of corruption and many have got a reprieve after joining the BJP government.21 It is interesting to note here that every political party demands the repeal of these harsh laws like Sedition and UAPA when they are in the opposition. However, after they come to power, they employ the same laws to subjugate their rivals.22 All the same, the truth is that a strong opposition is essential for both the electoral process and for our democracy to genuinely function as one.

It is without doubt a fact that only when Indian citizens are better informed will they be able to overcome their ‘fear’ of the authorities, and make our democracy more enduring. ‘Because a better-informed society is a freer society,’ as Rosa González, the Regional Communication and Information Advisor for Latin America and the Caribbean at UNESCO, stated on World Press Freedom Day in June 2021.

While a journalist’s job is to act as a ‘watchdog’ and question the government, bureaucracy, and judiciary based on the fact that a free press is the fourth pillar of democracy, it is undeniable that this role has been steadily eroding, and we have witnessed mainstream media outlets being taken over in India. As a result, India’s ‘free press’ seems severely hobbled. It is not surprising, therefore, that India was recently ranked 150 in 2022 and 159 in 2024 on the World Press Freedom Index. As a matter of fact, 16 journalists have faced charges under the harsh UAPA law between 2010 and 2023. Till now, only one has been acquitted while yet another case is being discharged. In yet another report by The Committee to Protect Journalists published on December 1, 2022, seven Indian reporters remain behind bars. Six of these seven journalists who were subsequently imprisoned had UAPA charges against them.23 According to another report, by the Free Speech Collective Behind Bars, 154 Indian journalists were either arrested, detained, questioned or given show-cause notices for their work between 2010 and 2020. Of these, almost 40 per cent were processed in 2020 alone. Furthermore, nine foreign journalists were detained, arrested, questioned, or refused permission to enter India in the same years. It is evident that the government does not want to see any negative publicity in the press, and they condemn those who ask questions and demand accountability.

To return to the prisoners themselves, one of the most damaging effects of these long periods of incarcerations is the severe impact on the mental health of the prisoner and even their immediate family members. This brings us to the dire need of mental health experts and relevant medication being made available in Indian prisons, something that emerges strongly from many of the conversations in this book. After all, prison life is tailored to break a person’s mental strength and determination. Even in prisons where there are facilities for counselling and medication, not all prisoners are allowed to access these facilities.24

Given all these circumstances, I was determined to compile these conversations in a form of a book in order to reach out to more readers. These stories are important on their own but especially in terms of the fact that they bear witness to an era.
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‘Starting over at sweet 60, on a road never travelled…’

SUDHA BHARADWAJ

I first interviewed Sudha Bharadwaj in January 2022. I wanted people to know the person she is—an advocate, educator, activist, a woman, and most of all, a mother. Through my various interactions with common friends, I got a lot of information, especially of her experiences in prison, and that was something I wanted to ask her about, particularly about the various experiences with her fellow inmates in Yerawada which included some cute interactions with cats. I had researched her work as well, and since I had been covering the Bhima-Koregaan and Elgar Parishad cases, I was aware of the conditions placed on her by the court, and I was determined not to compromise her safety in any way. I had all of this on my mind as I prepared to meet her.

After three years in jail, on December 9, 2021, Sudha Bharadwaj was released on conditional bail by the Special Court, after the Bombay High Court granted her bail. The conditions imposed on her were that she could not speak about her case to the media and that she would have to live in Mumbai and go to court and jail whenever asked to register her presence. At the advanced age of 60, Sudha, an advocate, was forced to start life all over again, and at a steep price. She had to live at quite a distance from her daughter for a few years. Later, Sudha had to move house three times and began living in the distant suburbs, travelling long distances in Mumbai’s local trains to reach court.

Many readers might be aware that Sudha has been a member of the trade union movement in Chhattisgarh for more than 30 years. She has consistently fought for the rights of marginalised communities: protecting their right to land, exposing atrocities against them, and preventing tribals from being displaced. Just before her arrest, Sudha had moved to New Delhi, to be close to her daughter. She had begun teaching at the prestigious National Law University, Delhi, where she worked as a visiting faculty and taught tribal rights and land acquisitions, law, and poverty.25

I had butterflies in my stomach while sitting face-to-face with Sudha, but once we began to chat, she too warmed up to the questions I was keen to ask and the issues I was interested in. She sat on the floor surrounded by a pile of letters and cards gifted to her by fellow inmates at the time of her farewell. She spoke to me flashing her megawatt smile, her best ammunition, and remained optimistic about this new phase in her life throughout our conversation. We ended up speaking for more than three hours.

I must add here that in the meantime, she has also begun working as a lawyer and travels like lakhs of other Mumbai commuters. She is now part of the local train routine of this city and recently, when I bumped into her near Churchgate station with a common friend at night, she was rushing to catch a train to Borivli by herself. Suddenly she met another friend and turned around to bid us goodbye as she said, ‘Now I have company till Kandivli.’ She has adapted to Mumbai’s grind, which is such a far cry from the remote villages in Bilaspur. It is deeply inspiring to witness her steely resolve.

Neeta Kolhatkar: You are starting all over again, that too at 60, and you still must go to court and visit the nearest police station.

Sudha Bharadwaj: Yes, every fortnight I go to the police station and attend all court dates, which means the entire day is spent there.

NK: Not only must you start all over again at this age but do so in a new city. How do you find my city?

SB: Well, yes… I like Mumbai city. It is efficient and gives work. My first impression of Mumbai is, ‘Yeh kaamkaji logon ka sheher hai (It is a city of working people)’, which has given me the confidence to find work here. Even though the rents are expensive, it is an efficient city, as work gets done rather fast. In smaller towns, you have to chase people to get simple work done.

NK: It must have been tough for you to move houses at least three times and start anew every single time—from Thane to Andheri and now, Borivli. You’ve travelled across Mumbai and its suburbs. How are you finding your way around?

SB: It is quiet here, though I have to travel a long distance. Thankfully, Borivli station is a major junction, so it is easier to get direct trains and there is no further travel. It has not been easy for friends or contacts to share their homes because we know these cooperative housing societies have their own rules. There are police verifications and other questions asked. My friends are brave and have tackled it all for me. With my qualifications, skills, and practice, I would like to extend help to the indigent undertrials, as I received many requests when I was in jail. I am writing, doing background work for labour cases for trade unions, and I also do drafting for a senior advocate.

NK: This being conditional bail, you are not completely free. How free do you feel, Sudha?

SB: Well, I don’t feel completely free. I am in a new city, while till now work has always been in Chhattisgarh. My union is there, I used to practise in the High Court over there, and most importantly, my daughter was studying in a college there. This was the most painful part of being in Mumbai, being away from her.

NK: This restriction also means you cannot live with your daughter when she needs you the most. How has that affected you both?

SB: This has been the hardest period of my life. I could never have imagined living my life and not meeting
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