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Dramatis Personae

Bhima Koregaon 16

Sudha Bharadwaj – trade unionist and human rights lawyer in Chhattisgarh state and Visiting Professor at the National Law University, Delhi (fifty-seven years old when incarcerated in 2018).

Stan Swamy – Jesuit priest and indigenous rights activist in Jharkhand state (eighty-three years old when incarcerated in 2020 and died in judicial custody in 2021).

Anand Teltumbde – writer, scholar, Dalit rights activist and Professor of Management at Goa Institute of Management (sixty-nine years old when incarcerated in 2020).

Kabir Kala Manch artists – Dalit bards, people’s poets, cultural troupe based in Pune city, Maharashtra state (all incarcerated in 2020):

Jyoti Jagtap (thirty-three years old)

Sagar Gorkhe (thirty-two years old)

Ramesh Gaichor (thirty-six years old)

Sudhir Dhawale – poet, writer, publisher, Dalit rights activist based in Mumbai (in his fifties when incarcerated in 2018).

Shoma Sen – Professor of English literature and Head of Department at Nagpur University and a Dalit and women’s rights activist, Nagpur, Maharashtra state (fifty-nine years old when incarcerated in 2018).

Mahesh Raut – forest rights grassroots democracy activist based in Gadchiroli district, Maharashtra state (thirty-one years old when incarcerated in 2018).

Surendra Gadling – human rights lawyer and Dalit rights activist based in Nagpur, Maharashtra state (forty-seven years old when incarcerated in 2018).

Rona Wilson – prisoners’ rights activist and researcher based in Delhi (forty-six years old when incarcerated in 2018).

Vernon Gonsalves – political commentator, writer and activist based in Mumbai (sixty years old when incarcerated in 2018).

Arun Ferreira – human rights lawyer, political commentator, artist and activist based in Mumbai (forty-four years old when incarcerated in 2018).

Hany Babu – Associate Professor, Department of English, Delhi University, Delhi (fifty-four years old when incarcerated in 2020).

Gautam Navlakha – journalist, writer and human rights activist based in Delhi (sixty-eight years old when incarcerated in 2020).

Varavara Rao – poet, writer, literary critic, activist based in Hyderabad, Andhra Pradesh state (seventy-eight years old when incarcerated in 2018).

Other Key Characters

This list is not exhaustive but includes some of the characters who appear several times in the book:

BK incarcerated family members or close associates:

Susan Abraham – wife of Vernon Gonsalves and a lawyer.

Sagar Abraham-Gonsalves – son of Vernon Gonsalves.

Prakash Ambedkar – brother of Rama Ambedkar, grandson of Dr B. R. Ambedkar, Indian politician, writer and lawyer who was three-times Member of Parliament.

Rama Ambedkar – wife of Anand Teltumbde and granddaughter of Dr B. R. Ambedkar.

Father Matthew Areemparampil – Jesuit friend of Stan Swamy who was an inspiration for much of his work, including on ‘undertrial’ prisoners. Died in 2001. 

Duarte Barreto – ran Indian Social Institute, Bangalore with Stan Swamy while the latter was Director for a decade from the mid-seventies. Died in 2021.

Krishna Bharadwaj – mother of Sudha Bharadwaj, a prominent Indian economist who founded the Centre for Economic Studies and Planning at Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru University. Died in 1992.

Rob Currie – Jesuit from Pennsylvania posted in Chaibasa town who inspired the young Stan Swamy to fight for justice for the indigenous populations, expelled from India in 1975.

Xavier Dias – indigenous rights activist who was inspired by Stan Swamy to move to Singhbhum district, Jharkhand in the mid-seventies and became a life-long friend.

Bernard D’Mello – intellectual and editor at EPW while Gautam Navlakha was affiliated there.

Minal Gadling – wife of Surendra Gadling.

Shalini Gera – human rights lawyer who worked closely with Sudha Bharadwaj, co-founder of Jagdalpur Legal Aid Group (JagLAG).

Sahba Husain – partner of Gautam Navlakha and an independent researcher and women’s rights activist.

Irudayaswamy – eldest brother of Stan Swamy.

Maaysha/Anu – daughter of Sudha Bharadwaj.

Shankar Guha Niyogi – leader of the Chhattisgarh Liberation Front (a peasant-labour union) who, in the mid-eighties, inspired Sudha Bharadwaj to move to Chhattisgarh. Died in 1991.

Pavana Pendyala – daughter of Varavara Rao and a Lecturer in English in Hyderabad.

Jenny Rowena – wife of Hany Babu and Assistant Professor of English at Miranda House, Delhi University.

Koel Sen – daughter of Shoma Sen.

Father Solomon – Stan Swamy’s companion at Bagaicha when he was arrested.

Ajay T. G. – a film-maker and member of PUCL, based in Chhattisgarh.

Father Antony Puthumattathil – assisted Stan Swamy with the report on ‘undertrial’ prisoners and became Director of Bagaicha after Stan died.

Alex Tuscano – a Franciscan who met Stan Swamy in Bangalore in 1975 and became a life-long friend.

Joel Urrumparampil – nun who knew Father Stan Swamy in Singhbhum district, Jharkhand, in the early to mid-seventies.

Father Joe Xavier – considered by Stan Swamy as a brother and guide. Convenor of Father Stan Swamy Legacy Committee of the Jesuits.

BK defence lawyers:

Mihir Desai – human rights lawyer and advocate practising as senior counsel in the Mumbai High Court and Supreme Court of India and a defence lawyer for the BK-16.

Yug Mohit Chaudhry – human rights lawyer and advocate practising as senior counsel in the Mumbai High Court and Supreme Court of India and a defence lawyer for the BK-16.

Nihalsing Rathod – Nagpur-based lawyer, worked closely with Surendra Gadling.

Scholars and other intellectuals:

Professor Romila Thapar – eminent historian of ancient India, known for her critique of a communal interpretation of Indian history, who led the petition to prevent incarceration of those arrested on 28 August 2018 in the BK case.

Professor Ramachandra Guha – eminent historian of India.

Professor Christophe Jaffrelot – eminent French political scientist, author of Modi’s India.

Professor Étienne Balibar – renowned French philosopher whose name appeared in the letters allegedly found by the Maharashtra Police on the computers of the BK arrested and used by them to claim that Anand Teltumbde’s presence at an academic conference in Paris was to set up international Maoist links.

Dr Nicolas Jaoul – French anthropologist and scholar of caste.

Professor Paul Brass – eminent American political scientist, author of The Production of Hindu–Muslim Violence in Contemporary India.

Anand Patwardhan – Indian documentary film-maker, director of Jai Bhim Comrade which ended with the Kabir Kala Manch.

Arundhati Roy – globally renowned Booker Prize-winning novelist, political essayist, human rights and environmental activist.

Professor Pratap Bhanu Mehta – eminent Indian political scientist.

Dr Angana Chatterji – US-based Indian anthropologist, co-founder of the International People’s Tribunal on Human Rights and Justice in Kashmir.

Somnath Waghmare – Dalit film-maker, director of Battle of Bhima Koregaon.

Other significant figures:

Dr B. R. Ambedkar – Dalit political leader and jurist who headed the committee drafting the Constitution of India.

Michelle Bachelet – UN High Commissioner for Human Rights.

Sambhaji Bhide – Hindutva activist alleged to have incited the 1 January 2018 violence at Bhima Koregaon alongside Milind Ekbote.

Justice Chandrachud – the dissenting judge in the Supreme Court who was part of a three-judge bench that considered the petition of Professor Romila Thapar and others on 28 September 2018. Chief Justice of India since November 2022.

Tushar Damgude – Hindutva activist who filed the 8 January 2018 FIR that led to the BK incarcerations.

Siddharth Dhende – Deputy Mayor of Pune city at the time of 1 January 2018 Bhima Koregaon violence who was part of the committee that investigated the riots, concluding that they were pre-planned and the main perpetrators were Hindutva leaders, Milind Ekbote and Sambhaji Bhide.

Milind Ekbote – Hindutva activist, arrested by the Pune Rural Police on 14 March 2018 for inciting the violence at Bhima Koregaon on 1 January 2018, but subsequently let out of jail on bail on 19 April 2018.

Devendra Fadnavis – member of BJP and RSS who was chief minister of Maharashtra state at the time of the initial Bhima Koregaon arrests.

Rahul Fatangale – twenty-eight-year-old man who died in the 1 January 2018 violence at Bhima Koregaon.

Indira Gandhi – Indian prime minister from 1966–1977 and 1980–1984, who ordered in the period known as the Emergency (1975–1977) when civil rights were suspended and the press censored.

Umar Khalid – Jawaharlal Nehru University research scholar, booked alongside Jignesh Mevani, under a first-information report for ‘provocative speeches’ at Elgar Parishad in 2018. Eventually imprisoned under the UAPA in 2020 for his alleged ‘provocative speeches’, which police claim instigated the 2020 Delhi riots.

Gauri Lankesh – journalist assassinated in Bangalore, September 2017 – an outspoken critic of the Modi regime who tried to unite Dalit and leftist groups against the Hindutva forces.

Mary Lawlor – UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders.

Ramdas Lokhande – reporter for the Marathi Dainik Samrat who lived near Bhima Koregaon and witnessed the 1 January 2018 violence.

Jignesh Mevani – Dalit leader who gained prominence after Gujarat protests against the 2016 lynching of Dalits in Una, a member of the Congress Party and a Member of the Legislative Assembly. Booked alongside Umar Khalid under a first information report for ‘provocative speeches’ at Elgar Parishad.

Narendra Modi – Indian prime minister.

Sharad Pawar – chief of the Nationalist Congress Party that came together in a coalition government in October 2019 in Maharashtra state, who in December 2019 called for a suspension of the police officers in the Bhima Koregaon case and a Special Investigation Team to look into police action in the case.

Dr G. N. Saibaba – a wheelchair-bound, 90 per cent disabled Delhi University Assistant Professor of English imprisoned in May 2014 for allegedly having links with Maoists.

Anita Sawale – Dalit woman who filed the first FIR in the BK case that led to the arrest of Hindutva activists.

Amit Shah – Minister of Home Affairs and right-hand man of Modi.

Radhika Vemula – mother of Rohith Vemula.

Rohith Vemula – Dalit student who committed suicide in 2016 at the University of Hyderabad and left a suicide letter about caste discrimination he faced at university. 

Indian Police:

Shivaji Bodkhe – Joint Commissioner of Police in Pune at the time of the 2018 arrests in the BK case, previously in Nagpur as Inspector General of Police responsible for anti-Naxalite operations.

Rashmi Shukla – Police Commissioner at Pune at the time of the first BK arrests on 6 June 2018.

Ravindra Kadam – Joint Commissioner of Pune Police, led the three press conferences that followed the first round of arrests in the BK case. Earlier supervised the Nagpur local unit of the Anti-Terrorist Squad.

Ganesh More – Sub-Divisional Officer in Pune Rural Police.

Shivaji Pawar – BK investigating officer, Assistant Commissioner of Police in the Pune City Police at the time of the 2018 BK arrests.

Param Bir Singh – Additional Director General of Maharashtra Police when he led the 31 August 2018 press conference after the second round of arrests in the BK case.

Cyber forensic investigators:

Juan Andrés Guerrero-Saade (JAG-S) – Director of the Californian-based SentinelLabs, a research offshoot of SentinelOne, a cyber security company.

Tom Hegel – cyber security researcher, a Senior Threat Researcher at SentinelOne.

Andy Greenberg – cyber security journalist writing for Wired.

Mark Spencer – President of Arsenal Consulting, a Massachusetts-based firm, leads engagements involving digital forensics for law firms, corporations and government agencies.
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PROLOGUE



From a nest to a cage

‘Get up, police have come to search our home,’ Sudha Bharadwaj awoke her twenty-one-year-old daughter Maaysha at quarter to seven on the morning of 28 August 2018.[1] Ten police personnel in plain clothes, along with a local policewoman constable, barged in to destroy mother and daughter’s little haven.

In that small flat in Charmwood Village, Sector 39, Faridabad, where Delhi spilled its guts to produce a suburban sprawl of middle-class apartment blocks, Maaysha had made a nest for her mother. She had ‘done it up’, put in sofas and a dining table. Her mother did not mind having just the floor to sleep on, but Maaysha liked to fill the empty spaces around her with ‘stuff’. It had taken nearly twenty years, but finally, when mother and daughter left behind the hot dry arid plains of the central Indian state of Chhattisgarh, Maaysha felt that their lifestyle had started to resemble that of their middle-class friends.

In Chhattisgarh, Sudha had worked night and day as a trade unionist, human rights activist, and lawyer, and, until class six, age ten, Maaysha had been brought up in a mud-brick house in a dusty flyblown labour colony amidst another trade union family, sometimes not seeing her mother for days on end.

In her teens, Maaysha began questioning her mother, ‘Mumma why do we lead a life like this?’

‘Beta [daughter], I like staying among the poor and working with them,’ Sudha would respond.

Maaysha started to insist, ‘You have given many years to everyone else. Now take out some time for yourself and live comfortably.’

Maaysha later confessed, ‘I was unhappy that mumma didn’t give me time. Most of her time used to be for “people”, not for me.’[2]

But it all changed in 2017 when Sudha and Maaysha moved to the flat on the outskirts of Delhi. In the day, Sudha would go out to teach at the National Law University where she had become a Visiting Professor. In the evening, when Sudha returned home, mother and daughter would watch a film on TV. Sometimes, they would go to the theatre with friends. Maaysha even encouraged Sudha, age fifty-seven, to give up her saree for a salwar suit. Mother and daughter had started to bond in a way they hadn’t before.[3]

So that day in August 2018, it was a shock when Maaysha, accustomed to getting up in the afternoon, was awoken before dawn. The police had come all the way to Faridabad from the west Indian city of Pune in Maharashtra state, a distance as vast as London to Rome. They had no search warrant, only an FIR – the first information report prepared by the police when they receive a complaint about a criminal offence. It was written in Marathi, the language of Maharashtra, which neither mother nor daughter could understand.

‘Why did you let them in without a search warrant?’ Maaysha asked her mother.

‘We don’t have anything [incriminating], let them search our place,’ Sudha replied.

The police seized both of their phones and laptops. They took Maaysha’s iPad too. They asked for the passwords to their email and social media accounts. Maaysha had to type hers into email, Instagram and Snapchat to prove that the ones she had given were her real passwords. Meanwhile, Sudha was getting angry. They were using her Gmail account.

‘You can insert anything into my account. You haven’t given me files of what you are taking,’ Sudha told the police.

A few hours later a police officer said, ‘Madam, there is a senior officer who has come to Faridabad. You have to come and meet him.’ Sudha left the flat with the police convoy.

It was only afterwards that Maaysha found out they had arrested her mother. By that time, news of Sudha’s arrest was all over national television.

‘Breaking News … the renowned human rights activist and lawyer Sudha Bharadwaj has been picked up at around 7 a.m. in the morning from her Badarpur residence by a team of the Pune Police … It seems to be part of the larger raids conducted across the state of India by the Pune Police … in connection with the prime minister’s assassination plot,’ flashed India Today.[4]

Over the course of the day, it was revealed that the Pune City Police force in Maharashtra state had simultaneously stormed the houses of ten people across the country – there in the north in New Delhi, in Hyderabad in the centre, in Ranchi in the east, and Goa and Mumbai in the west.[5]

Alongside Sudha, they arrested five other human rights defenders in the country. There was the journalist, writer and democratic rights activist Gautam Navlakha; the Telugu revolutionary poet, writer, literary critic and activist Varavara Rao; the human rights lawyer, artist and political commentator Arun Ferreira; and the political commentator, writer and activist Vernon Gonsalves.

Others, like the Jesuit priest and indigenous rights activist, Stan Swamy, and the Dalit intellectual Anand Teltumbde, were raided but, for the moment, spared from jail.

While a few of those raided were in their forties, most were nearing or above sixty, and Stan Swamy was an octogenarian.

The following day images of Sudha’s face were juxtaposed next to armed Maoist guerrillas on the right-wing Republic TV show, ‘The Debate’. Oxford-educated editor-in-chief Arnab Goswami, dressed in a navy suit and tie with a crisp white shirt, provocatively opened the show, ‘A group of fake activists and fake intellectuals are building a strong case, openly in this country, exploiting our democracy for terrorism. They are promoting terrorism. Maoist violence and terrorism. Maoist terrorism is terrorism … there is no difference between the Islamic State and the Maoists, the Lashkar-e-Taiba and the Maoists, the Jaish-e-Mohammed and the Maoists, the HuJI-B and Maoists … they are all terrorists, each and every one … The only difference is that in the case of the Lashkar-e-Taiba and the Islamic State, the ideologues live in caves in the Middle East and in the case of the Maoists in India, they carry jolas [tote bags] and travel club class, attend literary festivals and claim to be thinkers.’[6]

Maaysha cried and cried after they took Sudha that August morning. She hadn’t hugged ‘mumma’, not even said goodbye. Within a few months, her mother would be stripped and searched at Pune’s high-security Yerawada prison and lodged in a block of cells called the phansi yard, literally meaning ‘hanging yard’, meant for death row prisoners.

Wrenched from Maaysha’s nest, Sudha was thrown into a cage.[7]

Now the only time that Maaysha had left to share her mother’s love was during a jail visit every three months or so – until the Covid-19 pandemic stopped visits altogether – and the reach of palm over palm separated by a glass wall.[8]

[image: Image Missing]

Media trials

Sudha Bharadwaj and the other human rights defenders targeted by the Pune City Police would be thrown into prison under various sections of the Indian Penal Code and a draconian anti-terror law – the Unlawful Activities Prevention Act, or UAPA – under which their trials would not start for years, and obtaining bail was near impossible.

The Pune City Police claimed that the human rights defenders were linked to banned Maoist terrorists, waging a war against the Indian state, overthrowing democracy, and plotting to assassinate Prime Minister Narendra Modi. The police said Sudha Bharadwaj, Gautam Navlakha, Vernon Gonsalves, Arun Ferreira and Varavara Rao were arrested because of thousands of incriminating letters recovered on computers they had seized two months before when other human rights defenders were similarly targeted and incarcerated.

That time, on 6 June 2018, five people were thrown into jail. There was the forty-seven-year-old Dalit human rights lawyer Surendra Gadling; the fifty-nine-year-old Head of Department of English Literature at Nagpur University, Shoma Sen; the thirty-one-year-old forest rights activist Mahesh Raut; the forty-six-year-old prisoner’s rights activist and researcher Rona Wilson; and the Dalit activist, writer, editor and publisher Sudhir Dhawale, who was in his fifties. Those incarcerations were a result of police investigations into communal riots that had erupted earlier that year at the village of Koregaon, on the banks of the river Bhima, in the state of Maharashtra.

There, on 1 January 2018, hundreds of thousands of Dalits – India’s ex-untouchable communities – were to gather at a six-storey-high monument, an obelisk that they called the ‘Victory Pillar’, to commemorate the bicentenary of the Battle of Koregaon. Instead, mobs of men waving batons, sticks and saffron flags – colours of the ruling party and its ideology of Hindutva or Hindu supremacism – threw stones and Molotov cocktails at the arriving Dalits, burnt cars and vehicles, vandalised restaurants, and houses. Many people were injured, and one person died at Bhima Koregaon, as the place came to be known.

Initially one of the Hindutva instigators of the riots was imprisoned. But within a month, he was released. The Pune City Police began a new round of investigations into the riots, which led to the incarceration of Sudha and the fifteen others who came to be called the Bhima Koregaon 16, or BK-16, and the case for which they were incarcerated, the Bhima Koregaon, or BK, case.

Three days after Sudha’s house was raided, on 31 August 2018, Additional Director General (Law and Order) of Maharashtra Police, Param Bir Singh, dressed in a khaki uniform, hair neatly combed, and moustache perfectly clipped, addressed a press conference in Mumbai.[9] With two bespectacled uniformed police officers on either side of him – the investigating officer, an Assistant Commissioner of Police, Shivaji Pawar, and the Joint Commissioner of Police, Shivaji Bodkhe – Param Bir Singh calmly and confidently read parts of letters allegedly exchanged between the activists. He stated that the police had ‘conclusive proof’ that the activists were all linked to Maoists.

The Maharashtra Police were, once again, broadcasting allegations, unproven in a court of law, across the national media. They had held a similar press conference in Pune on 7 June 2018, the day after the first five arrests.

The Mumbai High Court criticised the police, for the case was sub judice. ‘The police have not given the said documents to the court or the defence lawyers. Reading out documents (to the press) which are supposed to be part of the evidence against the accused persons is wrong,’ said Mihir Desai, a senior advocate.[10] Worse still, the letters had been leaked to the media before the press conference.

Despite these protests from the Mumbai High Court, news rapidly spread across India of a conspiracy by a nationwide urban network of Maoist terrorists to overthrow the government and assassinate Prime Minister Modi.[11] Though a number of editorials from some major English-language newspapers were critical of the police action at the time, many television news channels not only accepted the police version of events without question but also ran TV shows and debates in support of it.

Sudha herself knew trouble was brewing on 4 July 2018, about six weeks before the police knocked on her door in Faridabad, when a friend sent her a link to one of those TV shows. It was Arnab Goswami on prime-time Republic TV, broadcasting their ‘Super Exclusive Breaking News’ on national television. ‘First it was a plot to assassinate Prime Minister Modi,’ read the news website, ‘and now comes another set of explosive letters that expose the urban Naxals.’[12]

Sudha opened the link. Videos of her boldly speaking into a microphone, as though inciting a crowd, were juxtaposed on the screen with footage of Narendra Modi in a pristine white suit, head slightly bowed, receiving bouquet after bouquet of white lilies.

Was it a deep fake? The images of Sudha had been cut from YouTube videos of her public lectures and pasted completely out of context. It was as though the visual scenes had been purposefully orchestrated to contrast a fist-thumping terrorist with a pure and vulnerable prime minister flooded by the love of his people.

Meanwhile, the news editor urgently read, ‘Republic TV has accessed a letter written by Comrade (advocate) Sudha Bharadwaj to one Comrade Prakash … This explosive letter, as per [police] agencies, was written by Sudha Bharadwaj, linked to the Jagdalpur Legal Aid and Bastar Solidarity Network … The letter is addressed to Comrade Prakash, the same man who received the Modi assassination plot mail. His real identity is unknown.’

Shocked, Sudha immediately released a public statement, ‘I firmly and categorically deny that the letter referred to by Goswami – if at all such a document exists – has ever been written by me. I firmly refute all the allegations that Republic TV has made against me, defaming me, causing me professional and personal injury … Goswami has claimed that I have written a letter to a Maoist – one “Comrade Prakash” – stating that a “Kashmir like situation”, has to be created. I am also accused of having received money from Maoists … In its programme, Republic TV has not revealed the source of such a letter. I find it curious that a document purporting to contain evidence of such serious crimes should first surface in the studio of Arnab Goswami.’[13]

Sudha accused Arnab Goswami of levelling, ‘ridiculous, scurrilous, false and completely unsubstantiated allegations’ against her. She filed a legal complaint against Republic TV for spreading fake news and demanded a copy of the letter that Goswami had cited on his show.[14] Republic TV refused to reveal the source of the letter, claimed it was the result of ‘investigative journalism’, and accused Sudha of deliberately maligning Arnab Goswami. It also offered Sudha a 25-minute slot to answer questions, but she declined. Sudha knew how Goswami set up television kangaroo courts with full-scale shouting matches in which it became impossible to even hear the participants on the show.[15]

Sudha said, ‘Republic TV has already conducted itself as vigilante investigators. I see no reason to give them an opportunity to act as vigilante public prosecutors and interrogate me publicly about a document that I have nothing to do with.

‘As a lawyer, I believe in the rule of law and not in media trials,’ Sudha continued. ‘So, I prefer to continue going about my work and duties as a trade unionist, a lawyer and a teacher; serving people as best I can and as I have been doing for the past three decades. Let my love for my country and its citizens speak, not through words, but through my work.’[16]
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#MeTooUrbanNaxal

Amnesty International India and Oxfam India released a joint response the day Sudha Bharadwaj, Gautam Navlakha, Arun Ferreira, Vernon Gonsalves and Varavara Rao were arrested. ‘The nationwide crackdown on activists, advocates and human rights defenders is disturbing and threatens core human rights values.’[17]

‘Today’s arrest is the second of such crackdowns on rights activists, advocates and journalists who have been critical of the state. All these people have a history of working to protect the rights of some of India’s most poor and marginalised people. Their arrests raise disturbing questions about whether they are being targeted for their activism,’ said Aakar Patel, executive director, Amnesty International India.[18]

Nitya Ramakrishnan, the legal counsel for Gautam Navlakha, pointed out that the only document presented to Gautam in August 2018 was a First Information Report – FIR No 4 – dated 8 January 2018 in relation to the violence that broke out at the turn of the new year at Bhima Koregaon.[19] When the FIR was finally translated from Marathi, it was revealed that none of the five arrested in August 2018 were even named in it. Moreover, it became clear that none of them were present at those Bhima Koregaon commemoration events on 1 January 2018.

On Twitter a storm of protest brewed. Upon reading that Sudha Bharadwaj was being taken to the local police station, Professor Ramachandra Guha – one of India’s finest historians – tweeted, ‘This is absolutely chilling. The Supreme Court must intervene to stop this persecution and harassment of independent voices.’[20]

‘McCarthyism taken to another level,’ tweeted Shekhar Gupta, the editor of The Print news outlet.[21]

‘Is this a political witch-hunt?’ asked Soutik Biswas of BBC News.[22]

Journalist Nikhil Wagle tweeted, ‘If @Sudhabharadwaj is a naxal, I am a naxal too. Arrest me. #MetooUrbanNaxal.’[23]

By the next day, the hashtag #MeTooUrbanNaxal was trending on Twitter to protest the arrests.[24]

Girish Karnad, the actor, film director and playwright, a winner of India’s oldest and highest literary award – the Jnanpith Award – went to an event in Bengaluru with a sign around his neck that read, ‘Me Too Urban Naxal’.[25]

Arundhati Roy, the Booker Prize-winning novelist, addressed a press conference held in Delhi two days after the arrests of Sudha and others. She began her speech, ‘This morning’s papers settle something that we have been debating for a while. A front-page report in the Indian Express says, “Police to Court: Those held part of anti-fascist plot to overthrow government.” We should know by now that we are up against a regime that its own police call fascist.’

Arundhati Roy continued, ‘In the India of today, to belong to a minority is a crime. To be murdered is a crime. To be lynched is a crime. To be poor is a crime. To defend the poor is to plot to overthrow the government.[26]

‘Absolutely perilous.’ Arundhati Roy said the situation was close to a declaration of an Emergency. ‘We cannot allow this to happen. We have to all come together. Otherwise, we will lose every freedom that we cherish.’[27]

Phones rang and texts went back and forth between lawyers, academics, civil liberties activists, uniting a high-profile intellectual elite, in a discussion about what could be done. Five prominent people came together to approach the Supreme Court of India with a petition to ‘prevent the stifling of honest dissent’, to release those arrested and demand an independent and credible investigation into the arrests. They said they were seriously concerned about the erosion of democratic values and that the fabric of the nation risked being irreparably damaged.[28]

The first petitioner, Professor Romila Thapar, in her late eighties, was indicative of their prominence. Described by the Financial Times as the greatest living historian of India, Professor Thapar was an expert on ancient India, a powerful critic of a communal interpretation of Indian history, and was awarded, amongst other things, honorary doctorates across the world from Chicago to Oxford.[29]

A month after the raids, Professor Thapar, dressed in a white saree with a deep red sleeveless blouse, and with the other petitioners on either side of her, addressed a press conference, to explain why they had filed their petition. ‘Our intention was to draw the attention of the judiciary to what we see is a case of a gross misuse of the state’s power under the draconian law of the UAPA. Our history as a republic shows that if left unchecked, such misuse causes grave injustices and endangers the civil liberties of all Indians.’[30]

Professor Thapar continued, ‘Those arrested on the 28th of August have been implicated in acts of terrorism. However, we believe that there are two kinds of terrorism, both of which create fear and undermine the foundations of our democracy. One is the violent acts of those described as terrorists, who plant bombs, instigate people to be violent, engineer riots and deliberately spread fear through their acts. And the second is the illegal or unjustified acts of state functionaries who, instead of pursuing the actual perpetrators of violence, misuse their powers to harass those who do not conform to the politics of their current masters.

‘When the state uses anti-terror laws without adequate proof against persons known to be working for the rights of the weaker sections of society, it is also spreading a kind of terror,’ Professor Thapar highlighted.

‘Arbitrary arrests on implausible charges like those of the 28th of August are a source of anxiety for us all. They mean that people can walk into our homes and arrest us – either without a warrant, or written in language we do not understand – and then accuse us of activities about which we know nothing,’ Professor Thapar concluded.

In the Supreme Court, on 28 September 2018, Justice D. Y. Chandrachud was part of a three-judge bench that considered the petition of Professor Thapar and her colleagues. After hearing the arguments from both sides, Justice Chandrachud wrote in his judgement, ‘Circumstances have been drawn to our notice to cast a cloud on whether the Maharashtra Police has in the present case acted as a fair and impartial investigating agency. Sufficient material has been placed before the Court bearing on the need to have an independent investigation.’[31]

Justice Chandrachud criticised the Maharashtra Police for briefing the media on the alleged evidence they had against the activists and for selectively disclosing details, including the letter about plans for an assassination plot against the prime minister. He said this was a way of manipulating public opinion in light of rising criticisms, and created doubts about the impartiality of the police.[32]

Justice Chandrachud also questioned the legitimacy of the alleged letter from Sudha to ‘Comrade Prakash’, and said it contained seventeen references to ‘words scribed in Devanagri, using forms peculiar to Marathi’, a language which Sudha did not speak.[33]

‘Liberty cannot be sacrificed at the altar of conjectures … this case has to be examined with a hawk’s eye,’ Justice Chandrachud said at the hearing.[34]

‘[The] court has to be vigilant to ensure the liberty of those who take up unpopular cases. Voices of opposition cannot be muzzled because it is a dissent.[35]

‘Dissent is the safety valve of democracy. If dissent is not allowed, then the pressure cooker may burst,’ Justice Chandrachud declared.

But Justice Chandrachud himself was the lone dissenter on that Supreme Court bench. The other two judges, Chief Justice of India Dipak Misra and Justice A. M. Khanwilkar, who were also on the bench at the hearing, and who wrote the majority judgement, rejected Professor Thapar and her colleagues’ petition, refused to intervene in the matter, and in a 2-1 verdict, the court declined to interfere in the proceedings.[36] They had examined the material recovered by the police during their investigation, and said they were ‘of the considered opinion that this is not a case of arrest because of mere dissenting views expressed or difference in the political ideology of the named accused, but concerning their link with the members of the banned organisation and its activities’.[37] For a few days, though, the intervention of Professor Thapar and the other petitioners mattered.
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A temporary relief

Loud voices outside were followed by a knock on the door. It was early on the morning of 30 August 2018, and twenty-four-year-old Sagar Abraham-Gonsalves was having a cup of tea with his mother, the advocate Susan Abraham, in their ground-floor flat in Andheri East, a Mumbai neighbourhood.[38]

It was a one-roomed home, and Sagar slept in the living room, but he felt his parents had hit the jackpot when, in the midst of Mumbai’s urban jungle, they stumbled upon the flat in an oasis of mango, almond and coconut trees, where turtles swam in an open well. It was down a serene tree-lined lane by the ancient crumbling Buddhist monastery carved into the black basalt at Mahakali Caves, opposite a retirement home, and next to a field where Sagar’s father Vernon Gonsalves usually went for his daily morning walk. But at 6 a.m., two days before, on 28 August 2018, the first knock came that overturned their peace. It was the Pune City Police and they had Vernon. They had picked him up while he was walking in the field. They proceeded to raid the small flat for six hours, took down book after book from the shelves, seized any electronic device they found, and then took Vernon away in a police van.

It had happened before. Sagar had been just twelve years old then, but he remembered the same anxiety of seeing his mother utterly helpless even though she was a lawyer. That time, in 2007, it had been a midnight knock. The police had turned their flat upside down. They had said Vernon was a Maoist state committee member, had handcuffed him and taken him away. By 2018 Vernon had been acquitted in fifteen of the seventeen cases on which he had been charged, convicted in one case that was under appeal in the Bombay High Court, and had filed, alongside all the other accused, to quash the last case in the Gujarat High Court. Vernon had spent five and a half years in prison before finally being returned to his family.

Sagar was therefore aware of how long the legal process could take, even if one was eventually acquitted. But this time he and his mother were more hopeful. It wasn’t just the fact that when Sagar gave his father a last hug and told him to be strong before the police whisked him away, Vernon had responded, ‘Don’t worry, at least I’ll be able to keep the others company inside!’ A group of around forty different civil rights groups, trade union activists, students and civil society organisations came together to protest the arrests, called themselves ‘Mumbai Rises to Save Democracy’, and organised a jam-packed meeting at the Mumbai Press Club. Mother and son took heart from the thousands of people that had come together to condemn the nationwide police action.

Sagar had written a Facebook post about his father’s arrest that was picked up by the online media and published by Scroll.in, The Quint and Rediff, and translated into Kannada too. The Supreme Court seemed to be at least taking up the petition led by Professor Thapar, and the day before, on 29 August 2018, had passed an order to return the five arrested to their homes.

But neither Sagar nor his mother realised as they sipped their tea that morning on 30 August that the loud knock would be the police returning Vernon. There he was, standing in front of them in the same blue checked half-sleeve cotton shirt he had left in two days before.[39]

Arun Ferreira’s wife, Jennifer, soon called. Arun too had been brought back to his home in Thane, just outside Mumbai. An hour later there was a call from Hyderabad, a team of Pune City Police had flown Varavara Rao back to the airport there. They learned that Sudha Bharadwaj and Gautam Navlakha had also been taken back to their flats in Faridabad and Delhi; their lawyers had managed to intervene before the Pune Police had flown them to Pune.

Varavara Rao, though surrounded by twenty police personnel, told the reporters who crowded the corridor when he was brought back to his flat in Hyderabad’s Gandhinagar neighbourhood, ‘This development is a temporary slap in the government’s face. During the arguments in the court, the prosecution claims that we had hatched a conspiracy. But the developments in the last few days indicate that it is actually the government that has hatched a conspiracy to put us behind bars.’[40]

In Mumbai, after paratha for breakfast, Vernon brewed coffee for Sagar and Susan, as he always did. Susan got ready to leave for the High Court where one of her client’s cases was being heard. Later, at 11.30 a.m. or so, there was chai for everyone, including the police: between ten to fifteen cops were stationed in the apartment block at any one time to ensure Vernon didn’t escape.

Back in Faridabad, Maaysha also noted the respect with which her mother spoke to the police, ‘[Mumma] is treating them as a friend or a guest … Personally I get very irritated. Sometimes you wonder whether this is your home or not. It is very difficult to manage 3-4 cops staying in your place, using your toilet, TV, AC. But mumma is fine with everything … She says about the cops that it’s not their fault, they are doing their duty. Mumma says, “They also see that I’m just a normal person. I can see this in their eyes when they look at me, and they asked me to teach them English.”’[41]

This was ‘house arrest’. At least the families were reunited. But it was ‘temporary relief’, as Sagar put it.[42] It wouldn’t last long.
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BK-16

On the evening of 8 October 2020, Stan Swamy, an eighty-three-year-old Jesuit priest widely known amongst his friends as a gentle giant who had devoted his life to fighting for the rights of indigenous people, changed from his shirt and trousers into a more comfortable lungi. Stan settled down before dinner, as he always did, to watch the news in the common room at Bagaicha where he lived on the outskirts of Ranchi city in the eastern Indian state of Jharkhand.

In that ‘Garden’ – that’s what ‘Bagaicha’ means – Stan had finally, over the course of the decade before, created a space that had no signs of the Church but instead reflected the spirit of the local indigenous communities – the Adivasis – a space in which everyone would feel welcome. The building at Bagaicha was an open U-shape, with every door opening into a verdant garden of indigenous plants and trees in the middle of which was a big meeting and dancing circle, just like in an Adivasi village.

About three days before that fated October evening, a kind of glow appeared on Stan’s face. Stan was serene, collected and calm, as though he had a premonition of what was to come.[43]

In contrast, Father Solomon, Stan’s companion at Bagaicha, was agitated. A week before, Solomon had received a call from the superintendent of police of the National Investigation Agency (NIA), the central anti-terror task force, and was told to ‘produce’ Stan at their Mumbai office on 5 October 2020.

‘What do you mean “produce” Stan? Produce him for what? And why Mumbai?’ Solomon had asked the superintendent. Stan suffered from various illnesses, Solomon informed the superintendent. He had severe Parkinson’s disease, lumbar spondylosis, his hearing was impaired in both ears, and he was still recovering from a second hernia operation.

Moreover, Stan was taking extreme caution during the Covid-19 pandemic. Prime Minister Narendra Modi had called severe nationwide lockdowns in March that year. Mumbai was India’s Covid-19 hotspot at the time.[44] And the Jharkhand government had just given new directives that the elderly should not travel or meet people in public.[45] Stan hadn’t even met with the Adivasis who had come to Bagaicha with offerings of flowers during their festival of Sarhul, afraid that he may not live were he to catch Covid-19.

‘It was not possible to take a sick elderly person as far away as Mumbai in the middle of a pandemic,’ Solomon had told the superintendent. ‘It was simply cruel.’

The superintendent demanded a medical certificate to prove Stan’s ill-health and sent someone the next day to collect it from Bagaicha. There wasn’t enough time to acquire the certificate, so Solomon asked them to come back on 4 October. No one returned.

On the evening of 8 October, Solomon left Stan to go out to buy fruit at the local bazaar when his phone rang.

Stan whispered down the line, ‘Where are you? The NIA police officers are here.’

‘Come fast,’ a text arrived on Solomon’s phone as soon as Stan hung up. It was one of the workers at Bagaicha.

Solomon managed to call a Jesuit friend and their lawyer to seek advice before he sped back to Bagaicha on his motorbike. They told him there was not much that could be done now, he should return to Bagaicha to be with Stan. By then they all knew what ‘produce’ meant.

When Solomon returned to Bagaicha, two SUVs were parked outside. Under the stairs, in the communal seating area, there were four officials from the NIA anti-terror task force and two security guards with big guns.

Stan, still in his lungi, was also there. The officers had barged in demanding to see Stan, and the Bagaicha staff were forced to bring him down from the TV room.

The officer-in-charge told Solomon to get Stan ready. They wanted to take Stan to the NIA office in Ranchi for questioning by their senior officers.

Solomon was angry. ‘If you have all come by car, why couldn’t your senior officers also come by car to talk to Stan? Why do you want to take an eighty-three-year-old sick man away during a pandemic? And why have you come at night?’

The NIA police officers did not respond.

‘Are you arresting him?’ Solomon asked. 

‘If you are, show me your arrest warrant! 

‘Where are your papers?’ Solomon demanded.

None of this was new to Solomon. Just over two years before, on 28 August 2018, thirty to forty police personnel had arrived at 6.45 in the morning to raid Stan’s room. They had no papers or warrant, but an FIR in Marathi language, which no one at Bagaicha could understand. They came to raid the place again on 12 June 2019, and then again at the end of July 2020, at which point they also interrogated Stan over the course of several days. By the time they came in October 2020, Solomon viewed them as the gestapo.

The officer-in-charge threatened Solomon, ‘If you try and block our work, we can arrest you too.’

At that point Stan took Solomon aside and said, ‘Enough is enough. I go.’

Stan’s face was calm, graceful, peaceful. A sense of silence had entered him. He had become quiet, withdrawn. It was as though he had taken an internal decision.

Stan had already packed his worldly belongings. In a small grey shoulder bag, he had placed some clothes, his one identity document – ironically an Election Card – and a steel sipper with a straw without which he could not drink because his Parkinson’s disease made his hands shake too much to raise a cup steadily to his lips.

Stan had been preparing for his arrest for a few months. He had drawn up a will and, to the horror of his friends, had decided to undergo a fast unto death if arrested.

Solomon and other Jesuit companions had tried to persuade Stan that it would be more effective to stay alive and become a prisoner of conscience. They reasoned that as a prisoner of conscience he would give everyone else strength to fight on. They argued that in the Adivasi worldview, which Stan had devoted his life to protecting, taking one’s own life was shameful. Finally, Stan had agreed with his friends.

But, about ten days before the NIA police came to Bagaicha that October, Stan apologised to Solomon. He said he had changed his mind. Stan said he had to fast unto death to protest the tremendous fascist control over people that was being pursued by the state.

The police took Stan to the campus of the anti-terror task force in Ranchi. His friends and lawyers followed in a car and brought his grey bag with his meagre belongings. The police had not allowed Stan to take it with him.

Solomon was very worried. Stan’s last meal had been rice, dal and a vegetable curry eaten with yoghurt at noon. He knew that Stan was strong-willed and would refuse any meal given to him thereafter. But there was nothing Solomon could do now.

The next day, even though the police had not got the mandatory transit warrant from the local court, Stan was escorted onto a plane to Mumbai to be produced in the special NIA court.

‘Frail and disoriented, with a pandemic raging outside and after a tiring flight from Ranchi, Stan could barely stand,’ said Susan Abraham, who met him at the Mumbai court, as she was part of the defence team of lawyers involved in the BK case.[46] 

‘We got him to sit on the chair where lawyers sit so that he had table support to put his signature on a few vakalatnamas [documents for empowering a lawyer to act on one’s behalf]. He could barely manage a scrawl for a signature, so we had to take his thumb impression,’ Susan recounted.[47]

Susan introduced herself to Stan as a lawyer and the wife of Vernon Gonsalves.[48] Vernon’s homecoming back in August 2018 had indeed been temporary. For the next two years Vernon had been lodged first in Pune’s Yerawada prison and then in Taloja Jail in Mumbai, where Stan would be sent.

The defence team sought Stan’s release on bail on medical grounds. ‘It was evident for everyone to see that he could not walk, hear, eat or drink without support,’ Susan said. His medical papers were presented to the NIA judge. But even for an ailing, aged, infirm man, they didn’t consider bail.[49]

Stan asked for permission to speak to the judge, and he was allowed in the witness box.[50] Stan said, ‘I neither had any connection with the Bhima Koregaon incident nor any links with Maoists. All along I dedicated my life for the development of my poor Adivasi sisters and brothers. I wanted justice to be done to them as per the Constitutional provisions and Supreme Court judgements.’[51] Stan’s voice was so feeble that the judge could not even hear it.[52]

Stan was fatally sent to jail, but nevertheless his voice went viral. His friends spread a video recorded at Bagaicha two days before his arrest. Looking straight at the camera, wearing a simple white checked cotton shirt, Stan spoke slowly, carefully and sincerely, ‘What is happening to me is not something unique or happening to me alone, it is a broader process taking place all over the country. We all are aware how prominent intellectuals, lawyers, writers, poets, activists, student leaders are all put in jail because they have expressed their dissent or raised questions about the ruling powers of India. So, we are part of a process, and in a way, I am happy to be part of this process because I am not a silent spectator, but I am part of it, part of the game. I am ready to pay the price, whatever be it.’[53]

In Ranchi city, more than a thousand people formed a human chain demanding justice for Stan. In Kolkata, a silent demonstration against Stan’s arrest was organised. A protest march descended onto the Jharkhand Governor’s office demanding the release of the priest and the withdrawal of all false charges against him. In light of Stan’s arrest, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Michelle Bachelet, appealed to the Indian government to safeguard the rights of human rights defenders and NGOs and their ability to carry out their crucial work on behalf of the many groups they represent.[54]

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s response, when Catholic bishops could finally bring up Stan’s case with him in January 2021, was that the solution had to come through investigation agencies.[55] The case had to go through ‘normal channels’, he said. He could not intervene in the issues of law.

Stan’s health deteriorated rapidly in prison. The jail authorities did not even have the decency to give Stan the sipper cup he had packed in order to be able to drink water. Stan had to file a petition in court to get his sipper cup, an application that the NIA took twenty days to reply to and then rejected. It was only after the jail was flooded with friends posting sipper cups, that fifty days after his arrest Stan got one. 

Life in jail broke Stan. He got weaker as the days went by. He was finally moved by the jail authorities to a hospital in the coastal suburbs of Bandra in Mumbai, tested positive for Covid-19 at the end of May 2021, and had a cardiac arrest just before he died. His repeated plea for bail on health grounds was never granted. Stan Swamy took his last breath at 1.30 p.m. on 5 July 2021.

There was a storm of outrage on Twitter. Professor Ramachandra Guha said Stan’s death was ‘a case of judicial murder’. ‘Designed to happen,’ added Vrinda Grover, an Indian Supreme Court lawyer. All the leaders of the major national opposition parties wrote a joint letter to the Indian president, urging his intervention in holding accountable those responsible for the detention, ‘inhuman treatment’ and death of Stan Swamy.[56] They demanded the release of all those jailed in the Bhima Koregaon case and other politically motivated cases. Mary Lawlor, the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of Human Rights Defenders, declared that Stan Swamy’s death, ‘will forever remain a stain on India’s human rights record’.[57]

When the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights raised questions about the treatment of Stan, the Ministry of External Affairs maintained that India was committed to promoting and protecting human rights for its citizens and had an independent judiciary and a range of state and national human rights commissions.[58] Later, on the 28th foundation day of the National Human Rights Commission, on 12th October, the prime minister would warn that ‘some people try to dent the country’s image in the name of human rights violation, and that people should beware of them’.[59]

Meanwhile, the tributes to Stan continued to pour in. Candles were lit for Stan on the streets of Mumbai, Ranchi, Kolkata and other major cities. Protestors stood silently by them with banners that read, ‘Rest in Peace Stan’, ‘Sorry Stan we failed you’, ‘Innocent man’s blood on institutions’.

The UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention subsequently declared Stan’s deprivation of liberty was arbitrary.[60] It found that there was no individualised assessment of his detention situation, and his frail health had not been considered. It said Stan’s detention was in breach of Article 9 of the UN International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), an international human rights treaty that India had adopted, and which stated that ‘no one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention or exile’. It also found that Stan’s detention had resulted from his exercise of the right to free speech protected under Article 19 of the ICCPR, said it was discriminatory based on his status as a human rights defender, and noted that there was no evidence Stan had called for violence. The UN Working Group concluded that Stan’s arrest produced a chilling effect and that his tragic death was ‘utterly preventable’.[61]

Stan’s incarceration, though, was only the last in the BK case that had taken place over the course of two and a half years.

The first police raids in relation to the case had taken place on 17 April 2018 when there were simultaneous searches in Delhi on Rona Wilson’s room, in Mumbai at the residence of Sudhir Dhawale, in Nagpur where Surendra Gadling lived, and in Pune at the premises of the Kabir Kala Manch artists. On 6 June 2018, Rona Wilson, Sudhir Dhawale and Surendra Gadling were arrested and imprisoned, as were Shoma Sen and Mahesh Raut.

Then came the raids and arrests on Sudha Bharadwaj and others on 28th August of that year. House arrest lasted just over two months for Sudha Bharadwaj, Arun Ferreira and Vernon Gonsalves, and by November 2018 they were all in Yerawada Jail in Pune. Varavara Rao got orders from the Telangana High Court for extension of house arrest for one more month, but eventually he too was imprisoned in Yerawada Jail.

Gautam Navlakha managed to avoid incarceration until April 2020, when he and Anand Teltumbde were forced to present themselves to the NIA to be jailed during the Covid-19 pandemic.[62] They were sent to Taloja Jail in Mumbai where all the men incarcerated in the BK case were moved during the pandemic. The women incarcerated in the BK case were moved to Byculla Jail in Mumbai.

Meanwhile, Hany Babu, a Professor of English at Delhi University, was raided in September 2019 and arrested and imprisoned in Taloja Jail in August 2020.

The following month, in September 2020, the Kabir Kala Manch artists Ramesh Gaichor, Sagar Gorkhe and Jyoti Jagtap, were arrested and imprisoned.

So first they were BK-5, then BK-9, then BK-11, then BK-12, then BK-15, and then, with Stan Swamy in Taloja Jail in October 2020, BK-16. More than five years after the first incarcerations, there is still no trial, and most of the BK incarcerated remain in prison when this book went to press.
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The Incarcerations dives into the life stories of the BK-16 – lawyers, professors, journalists, artists and activists – to ask why they were so dangerous. It shows how, in different ways and in different places across the country, the BK-16 were championing the fight for democracy for India’s three main minorities – indigenous forest dwellers resisting multinational mining corporation violently taking over their land and livelihoods, the daily battles of Dalits against caste and class oppression, and the brutal stripping away of the rights of Muslims into second-class citizens, if citizens at all.

The Incarcerations unveils the astonishing and chilling story of how the BK-16 were arrested. Undertaking an anatomy of the riots in which they were framed, it also unravels the global frontiers of cyber-forensic research to reveal not only that email accounts and mobile phones were hacked but also how the electronic evidence used to imprison the BK-16 was planted on some of their computers. Above all, The Incarcerations is a story of the search for democracy in the world’s largest electoral democracy, and it finds it in the most unexpected of places.




INTRODUCTION



The mother of democracy

‘India is indeed the mother of democracy,’ Prime Minister Narendra Modi declared in March 2023 at ‘The Summit for Democracy’.[1] It was an event hosted by the US State Department to bring together the world’s democratic powers to push for a ‘democratic renewal’, combat authoritarian trends and safeguard, amongst other things, human rights. India was now being positioned by its leader as not only the world’s largest democracy but also its oldest.

Prime Minister Modi said at the Summit, ‘The idea of elected leaders was a common feature in ancient India, long before the rest of the world. In our ancient epic, Mahabharata, the first duty of citizens is described as choosing their own leader.’[2] Since his speech at the United Nations General Assembly in 2021 in New York, Prime Minister Modi had been on an international mission to displace the claims of the Greek Athenian city-state as the foundation of democracy. Using Hindu sacred texts about kings and princes, he has been promoting instead the idea of India as not the ‘father’ but the ‘mother’ of democracy.

But there are at least two versions of the events unfolding over the last two decades in the world’s largest democracy. One is promoted; the other is suppressed.

The first version is the one that most people talk about, celebrated by Indians in WhatsApp messages that go viral across the world, and by the many Western politicians, bankers and journalists who talk of this, the twenty-first century, being India’s century. It is the story of the glory of Prime Minister Narendra Modi and India under his regime, visible in the magnificent welcome he received in the UK in 2015 and in the US four years later. He was the son of a man who served passers-by sweet milky tea from his railway cart, a chai-wallah, as they are known in India. But, by his own proclamations, it is the strength of Indian democracy that enabled him to rise from serving tea to serving his government at its head for more than twenty years – first as chief minister of Gujarat state and then Indian Premier.[3]

The US welcomed Prime Minister Modi, in 2019, with the largest-ever gathering for a foreign political leader in the country. The weather forecast had promised a flood, but the Texan sky was bright and sunny as people inched their way into the NRG Stadium, home of the Houston Texans American football team, for the ‘Howdy Modi’ event. The crowd waited in anticipation, wrapped in their finest silk sarees, lehengas and suits, many wearing turbans of the Indian flag and Narendra Modi masks and T-shirts. For ninety minutes, they were roused by Bollywood dancers who shook their hips and busts, Gujarati garba performers who clapped and twirled in circles, and yoga artists who posed as downward-facing dogs. As the foreplay ended, the crowd chanted, ‘Modi! Modi! Modi!’ against the beat of deafening drums. Finally, Prime Minister Modi took the stage, hand-in-hand with the US President Donald Trump. Prime Minister Modi said, ‘Mr President, this morning in Houston, you can hear the heartbeat of this great partnership in this celebration of the world’s two largest democracies.’[4]

The two strongmen united in great bear hugs and stood tall above the 72,000 people who had gathered. Prime Minister Modi admired the crowd at his feet. He said that the giant human surge was not just arithmetic but marked both a new history and a new chemistry. He spoke about how India now challenged those who believed nothing can change, how the country aimed high and achieved higher. It now had 99 per cent rural sanitation, 95 per cent cooking gas connection, low inflation and high growth rates like never before, and a data revolution with the cheapest data in the world – the new oil, the new gold. And he talked about India’s vibrant democracy evidenced through unity in diversity. He said, ‘So if you ask me Howdy, Modi? My answer is: Everything is well in India.’[5]

It was a show he had performed four years before. Across the great pond, an even larger audience of 90,000 people had packed into London’s Wembley Stadium on a cold winter’s night. The UK government had laid out the red carpet for the Indian prime minister that November of 2015. The Red Arrows soared in the sky over the House of Commons with their iconic flypast. Lunch with the Queen at Buckingham Palace, a night in the foothills of the Chilterns at Chequers, the sixteenth-century country manor house of the UK prime minister, and an invitation to address the parliament. But at Wembley it was a welcome of a different order.

A private party was launched by an Olympic-style ceremony and a themed song in ‘Hinglish’ – a fusion of Hindi and English. There were dazzling cultural performances, before the stadium exploded in a spectacular firework display. Anglo-Indian luminaries had initiated and backed this show, from ‘Curry King’ Lord Noon, the businessman known for bringing chicken tikka masala to the British palate, to the Tata company, which, in the new millennium, had revived steel plants in Wales, brought life back to Jaguar and Land Rover, and acquired the Yorkshire-born business Tetley Tea. The roar of the crowd was overwhelming as Prime Minister Modi, whose landslide-victory-winning election slogan the year before had been ‘ache din aane wale hain’ or ‘good days are to come’, said he would make India into an economic superpower.[6]

Prime Minister Modi played to the warmth of the crowd, that time with the British Prime Minister David Cameron by his side. An Eton and Oxford educated man who had no doubt once himself dreamt of taking that famous British stage to address a crowd of tens of thousands, Prime Minister Cameron instead found himself to be the decoration at the chai-wallah’s show. ‘A stranger in his own country,’ Prime Minister Cameron apparently later confessed.[7]

The crowd comprised largely second and third generation migrants. At 1.8 million, Indian-origin people are the UK’s largest non-white ethnic
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Rising authoritarianism
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The multi-armed octopus
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Custodians of democracy
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