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Anand Patwardhan, Jai Bhim Comrade (2011, 199 mins.) 
 
Jai Bhim Comrade begins with a description of the Indian caste system and its oppression of 
the Dalit community. The film includes a song by Dalit poet and activist Vilas Ghogre, followed 
by a shot of a newspaper clipping describing his suicide in reaction to the Ramabai killings in 
1997. The documentary then describes the killings; on 11 July 1997 a statue of B.R. Ambedkar in 
the Dalit colony of Ramabai had a garland of footwear placed over it, an act considered to be a 
desecration. An initially peaceful protest was fired upon by a team of Special Reserve Police 
Force members, killing ten protesters, and other protests later in the day saw further police 
violence. Commentators stated that the violence was motivated by caste-based prejudices, as 
the leader of the police team stood accused of several cases of mistreatment of Dalit people. The 
Dalit singer, poet, and activist Vilas Ghogre hanged himself in protest at the incident.  

After narrating the incidents surrounding the killing, the documentary follows Patwardhan on 
his visits to the families of those killed in the firing, as well as to Ghogre's wife. The film tries to 
reconstruct the incident by interviewing witnesses on both sides. The footage shot by a civilian 
bystander is used to contradict the description of the incident given by the police.  

The film then shows interviews with many of Ghogre's colleagues, who discuss the state of Dalit 
politics in India. In a voice-over, Patwardhan describes the life of Ambedkar, and his activism 
against the caste system. The interviews are interspersed with other Dalits describing 
difficulties and discrimination they face in their lives.   

The second part of the film focuses on contemporary Dalit activism, chiefly the activities of 
the Kabir Kala Manch, a troupe of singers using their performances to raise awareness and 
support for their cause. Many clips of songs and protests are shown, together with interviews 
with the leaders of the troupe. The film describes the initial successes of the troupe during the 
protests that followed the Khairlanji massacre in 2006. The ideology of the group was a mixture 
of that of Ambedkar fused with left-wing ideology. However, the group was soon branded 
a Naxalite outfit, and led to it being targeted by the Anti-terrorist squad. Several members were 
forced to go on the run, while others were arrested. The film ends with interviews with the 
mothers of two of the members of Kabir Kala Manch that had been forced to go underground. 

Jai Bhim Comrade was filmed over a period of 14 years, from 1997 to its release in 2011. Part of 
the reason it took that length of time was that Patwardhan wanted to wait for the outcome of 
the trials that followed the Ramabai incident before finishing the documentary.  
 
(Wikipedia, edited) 
 
Kherlanji Massacre 
 
On 29 September 2006, four members of the Bhotmange family belonging to a Dalit caste were 
murdered in a small village called Kherlanji in Maharashtra. The women of the family, Surekha 
and Priyanka, were paraded naked in public before being murdered. Enraged by a police 
complaint lodged the previous day by Surekha over a land dispute, the accused dragged out 
Surekha Bhaiyyalal Bhotmange and two of her sons and daughter, paraded naked in the village, 
sexually abused them and then hacked them to death. The accused were members of the 
politically dominant Kunbi caste. The Indian media did not cover this incident until the Nagpur 
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riots by the Dalits. The criminal act was in fact carried out by assailants from the politically 
powerful Kunbi caste (classified as Other Backward Classes for "opposing" the requisition of 
their field to have a road built over it. Initial reports suggested that the women were gang-raped 
before being murdered. Though CBI investigations concluded that the women were not 
raped, there were allegations of bribery of doctors who performed the post-mortem, and of 
corruption.  
There were allegations that the local police shielded the alleged perpetrators in the ongoing 
investigation. … 
 
In September 2008, six people were given the death sentence for the crime. However, on 14 July 
2010, the Nagpur bench of the High Court commuted the death penalty awarded to the six 
convicted to a 25-year rigorous imprisonment jail sentence. (From Wikepedia) 
 
Rohit Vemula’s suicide note, 17 January 2016 
 

Good morning, 

I would not be around when you read this letter. Don’t get angry on me. I know some of you 
truly cared for me, loved me and treated me very well. I have no complaints on anyone. It 
was always with myself I had problems. I feel a growing gap between my soul and my body. 
And I have become a monster. I always wanted to be a writer. A writer of science, like Carl 
Sagan. At last, this is the only letter I am getting to write. 

I always wanted to be a writer. A writer of science, like Carl Sagan. 

I loved Science, Stars, Nature, but then I loved people without knowing that people have long 
since divorced from nature. Our feelings are second handed. Our love is constructed. Our 
beliefs colored. Our originality valid through artificial art. It has become truly difficult to love 
without getting hurt. 

The value of a man was reduced to his immediate identity and nearest possibility. To a vote. 
To a number. To a thing. Never was a man treated as a mind. As a glorious thing made up of 
star dust. In every field, in studies, in streets, in politics, and in dying and living. 

I am writing this kind of letter for the first time. My first time of a final letter. Forgive me if I 
fail to make sense. 

My birth is my fatal accident. I can never recover from my childhood loneliness. The 
unappreciated child from my past. 

May be I was wrong, all the while, in understanding world. In understanding love, pain, life, 
death. There was no urgency. But I always was rushing. Desperate to start a life. All the 
while, some people, for them, life itself is curse. My birth is my fatal accident. I can never 
recover from my childhood loneliness. The unappreciated child from my past. 

I am not hurt at this moment. I am not sad. I am just empty. Unconcerned about myself. 
That’s pathetic. And that’s why I am doing this. 

People may dub me as a coward. And selfish, or stupid once I am gone. I am not bothered 
about what I am called. I don’t believe in after-death stories, ghosts, or spirits. If there is 
anything at all I believe, I believe that I can travel to the stars. And know about the other 
worlds. 

If you, who is reading this letter can do anything for me, I have to get 7 months of my 
fellowship, one lakh and seventy five thousand rupees. Please see to it that my family is paid 
that. I have to give some 40 thousand to Ramji. He never asked them back. But please pay 
that to him from that. 

Let my funeral be silent and smooth. Behave like I just appeared and gone. Do not shed tears 
for me. Know that I am happy dead than being alive. 

“From shadows to the stars.” 

Uma anna, sorry for using your room for this thing. 
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To ASA family, sorry for disappointing all of you. You loved me very much. I wish all the very 
best for the future. 

For one last time, 

Jai Bheem 

I forgot to write the formalities. No one is responsible for my this act of killing myself. 

No one has instigated me, whether by their acts or by their words to this act. 

This is my decision and I am the only one responsible for this. 

Do not trouble my friends and enemies on this after I am gone. 

 
From: Kalpana Ram, Fertile Disorder (2013), pp. 87-8. 
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From: Gregoire Chamayou, Manhunts 
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From Khairlanji to Kopardi, a Poem by Neeraja  

Translated by Shashi Deshpande 

From Khairlanji to Kopardi 
via Dilli, Mumbai, and any other 
desolate spot in a town or village. 
Only the names of places keep changing. 

Flags of power are thrust 
into my moist, protected yoni. 
And 
making candles of these, morchas are taken out, 
discs of news played, blaring out proofs of cruelty. 

Which is a woman’s caste, what is her religion? 
Does her caste make a difference to her suffering? 
What is it that gives these torturers of bodies pleasure? 
The enjoyment of a woman, or the enjoyment of her caste? 

Woman has been denuded for all time in your struggle for power. 
You have pushed your political ambitions into her body, 
fought battles and defeated your enemies 
by playing the game between her thighs. 

Those men who assess the soil by its colour: 
the earth has endured their plough for ages, 
a mangalsutra strung round the neck, bearing witness. 
But this has never become news. 

You collect large crowds to shout defiance 
at those who shredded my yoni. 
Can you see, anywhere, in that crowd, 
the agony tearing my insides apart? 

Can you hear the scream bursting out of my tiny womb? 
Can you understand the throbbing insult that lacerates my mind? 
In what class will you demand reservation 
For girls with mangled yonis? 
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In a niche in the inner rooms, 
or at the bottom of a deep well at the backdoor? 

The places of death will constantly change, 
village and city will come together in this global village. 
And a primal product called woman will be seen in the culture of use and discard, 
providing daily news: 
Of dishevelled hair 
Of terrified eyes 
Of hands on her yoni trying to stop its destruction. 

From the Translator’s Note (Edited):  

This poem was brought to my notice by two Marathi-reading members of my family. They were 
overcome, it seemed, by its power; and after reading it, so was I. I knew I had to translate this poem 
into English. …  

But first the title, which comes from two incidents that happened in rural Maharashtra. In Khairlanji 
in 2006, a Dalit family was massacred; the mother and teenage daughter were paraded naked in the 
village and then raped before they were killed. The assailants were Marathas. In Kopardi in 2016, a 
fourteen-year-old girl was raped with incredible savagery and then killed. The victim this time was a 
Maratha girl; the killers, Dalits. In both cases, the two caste groups protested with large morchas, 
asking for justice for the victim and also making political demands; the Marathas asking for 
reservation, and the Dalits for the application of the Prevention of Atrocities against Dalits Act for 
Khairlanji killings. The protests were more a show of strength by the two caste groups than an 
exhibition of sympathy for the victims. 

Reading and admiring this powerful poem was one thing, translating it was quite another. At first 
we, and then I alone, tried to negotiate a way through words, each one of which was used 
purposefully and deliberately, so that I had to be very careful not to abandon that particular sense. 
And I thought: this could not have been written in English. Just one example: vagina does not seem to 
be the right substitute for the word yoni, used in the poem repeatedly. Yoni carries a mystical sense 
of both femaleness and the origin of life, which the word vagina lacks. I decided to retain yoni. 

There’s also the caste factor, so boldly and clearly proclaimed in the poem. For various reasons, 
English writers have rarely grappled with caste. Perhaps it has something to do with the class most 
English writers belong to, where caste is not very important; perhaps it is being mainly urban, where 
again caste matters less than in rural areas. There’s also the fact that a particular caste brings in its 
own language. How do we render that in English?  And, for some reason I cannot describe or explain, 
there is immediacy when such a subject is written of in the language it belongs to. English creates a 
distance, an objectivity, not a subjectivity. … 

Despite all this, I knew I had to translate this poem. And for me, the distance was bridged by an 
instant sense of kinship with the poet, a feeling that what she was writing about was my reality as 
well, that these were the things I had been writing about for four decades. That I wrote in English did 
not distance me from what this poet was saying. For, I have not landed here from some exotic place 
merely because I write in English. … 
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