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I met Dr. Saibaba, who has been in prison for eight months, on the
17th of  this  month,  along  with  his  lawyer  Surendra  Gadling.  He
appeared moved to see us and was active as he has always been.
Dr. Saibaba told us that the situation in prison had improved a bit.
He also said that he felt relieved that four comrades who were in jail
on similar charges have been helping him out. He knew that these
comrades  might  get  bail  soon.  But  he  expressed concern  on his
chance of surviving jail once they left as he would be left without
support once again. He asked us to convey to his friends to hasten
their attempts for bail. Describing the prison cell he was kept in, he
said, "It is not possible to know if the sun is out or it has set when
we are in this cell, unless we hear the sounds". It was a while before
I noticed the presence of two intelligence officials sitting near us
listening to our conversation.

We were shocked to know that after Dr. Saibaba was arrested
and a case was registered against him in Gadchiroli Police Station,
he was accompanied by 2000 police persons, 100 vehicles, and 20
land mining clearance machines.  This  is  the practice followed by
State only when famous Maoist leaders are arrested. We understood
that  this  has  been  done  with  the  intention  to  create  fear  even
against Maoist sympathizers. Perhaps this was done to threaten the
adivasis watching this caravan. Dr. Saibaba is a man with 90 per
cent physical disability. He cannot move an inch without the help of
the wheel chair. The crucial question here is how can a physically
disabled person become such a threat to the State?

Chidambaram,  who  was  the  Home  Minister  in  those  days,
theorized  that  people  talking  about  the  Maoists  in  public  spaces
were more dangerous than the actual Maoists. The campaign was
that though the trees are in the forest, the roots are the intellectuals
in the urban areas.  I  suspect this  theorization has been done by
police  forces  from  our  two  States  (Telangana  and  Andhra).  The
police from our two States are not only the philosophical guides but
also  role  models  for  the police forces  at  the Centre.  In  fact,  the
Home Minister  in  the  NDA Government  is  much  worse  than  the
Home Minister Chidambaram in the UPA Government. Whether the
NDA is in power or in the opposition their approach is nothing but
that of brutal repression. It is their strength and weakness too.

Unlike  other  political  parties,  BJP’s  roots  are  in  the  Sangh
Parivar. This Sangh Parivar is skilled in propaganda. Whether it is
about the idols of Ganesha drinking milk or on the Gujarat model of
development; they can propagate and create news in no time. They
can brand anyone as a Maoist sympathizer.  Even the police force,



that is supposed to follow the due course of law, is well versed in
spreading such news. 

Finally, we turn to the media. It is best to speak as little of it as
possible.  For the last 6 to 7 months, we have been witnessing the
real face of the media, particularly the national media, which does
not appear to have any regard for democratic values.

What crime did Dr. Saibaba commit? He didn't take part in any
violent  activity.  He  didn't  attack  anyone  physically.  He  didn't
organize or take part in riots in Gujarat or Muzzafarnagar. He didn't
give provocative speeches. He didn't even skip classes as a teacher
in Delhi University. He has not been involved in the scams that have
taken place. Despite not committing any such acts, Dr. Saibaba has
been in jail for the last ten months. Every day, we are witness to the
violence  and  disruption  in  this  country.   We  are  living  despite
increasing inequalities in society, something unprecedented in the
past. One percent of the rich holds the wealth possessed by the 99
per cent of the people of the world. We have kept our doors wide-
open and are inviting foreign investors to loot our natural resources.
The adivasis of this country fought the British during the colonial
rule to safeguard their land, water and forests. The irony is that they
have to continue their struggle for the same even today.

The  respect  that  Dr.  Saibaba  has  shown  for  these  adivasi
struggles is considered a crime by this State. Why is the State so
threatened by a man with 90 per cent disability? The arrest of Dr.
Saibaba and his confinement in jail without bail shows the weakness
of the State rather than its strength.  Confining him and denying him
bail  brings  three  basic  philosophical  and  legal  questions  to  the
notice of all. Is it a crime to stand for certain values in a democracy?
What exactly  does freedom mean in  a  democratic  system? Does
freedom imply only praising the government for whatever it does?
The intellectuals sponsored by the government have reduced the
concept of freedom to this limit. I would like to state an example
here. The very economists who worked for the Planning Commission
all along and who greatly benefitted from it are now supporting the
current government’s decision to abolish it. We are facing terrible
times. It has become a norm to support the ruling class in whatever
it does!

Several philosophers had theorized that the base of western,
liberal, democratic philosophy lies essentially in freedom. While the
system of capital is busy looting people and their assets, it has also
allowed  intellectuals  to  think  on  their  own.  Intellectuals  believed
that they are allowed to think despite the inequalities embedded in
the system. At some point,  it  became difficult  for  intellectuals  to
ignore the growing inequalities and support the existing systemic
discrimination. If anyone talks about an alternative to the existing



system,  the  powerful  and  wealthy  find no other  solution  besides
repression.   But  if  this  repression continues in this  way, it  is  not
possible for them to stand on the very premise of democracy that
they  preach  while  they  exploit  the  people.   It  erases  the  line
between democracy and dictatorship.

Dr. Saibaba has been working in one of the most prestigious
universities  in  this  country.   Many of  us  believe  that  universities
allow space for discussion between contradictory ideas, are creative
centers for the emergence of new ideas, and permit the expression
of any idea. Nehru's thoughts on freedom in universities have stood
as an inspiration for many of us. Now Narendra Modi has taken a
pledge to erase Nehru's name and Nehru's ideology from history.
Curtailing  freedom within  the  universities  is  one  attempt  among
many others. One may claim that Dr. Saibaba was arrested during
the reign of the UPA government. But we know that the Congress
Party has actually created a path for the BJP's repressive political
culture. Serving the richest in society is the only motive for both the
parties.

Dr.  Saibaba  was  arrested  under  Unlawful  Activities
(Prevention) Act (UAPA). The ex-Home Minister P Chidambaram in a
great hurry introduced this act. Fueling and capitalizing on the mass
frenzy propagated by the media after the Mumbai Taj Hotel attacks,
the government under the direction of  Chidambaram passed this
legislation. There was no discussion on this legislation in parliament.
The other legislations that preceded UAPA, like TADA and POTA were
repealed since there were outbursts and movements against these
legislations throughout the country. But UAPA was put in its place.
No  time  limit  was  set  for  this  act  after  implementation  and  it
continues to be used arbitrarily even now. Through this act the State
can confine anyone,  on any grounds,  even on the pretext of  the
slightest suspicion for a number of years.

I  met  the  members  of  the  Maharashtra  Human  Rights
Commission after meeting Dr. Saibaba. A year ago, this commission
had called me as a Chief Guest while celebrating the Human Rights
day  on  the  10th of  December  in  2013.   When I  approached this
commission this time with a plea to consider 90 per cent disabled
Dr.  Saibaba's  case  with  sympathy,  the  Commission's  Chairperson
(Chief Justice of High Court) argued with me saying that this case
does  not  come  under  the  purview  of  this  commission  since  the
person was arrested under UAPA. Then I requested him to ensure
that basic facilities for Saibaba in Nagpur prison are provided. This
request was accepted and I was assured it would happen. I am not
sure if it has been done till now. Now the task for the democratic
voices  is  to  unite  and  lead  a  movement  towards  repealing  this
draconian act.



Today,  we need to  discuss  the  treatment  meted  out  to  Dr.
Saibaba. We need to speak up and mobilize public opinion against
the  harassment  faced  by  voices  considered  inconvenient  to  the
State. This is not a fight for Dr. Saibaba alone. The fight for freedom
of expression, independence of universities, and against the attacks
on democracy are linked with Dr. Saibaba's arrest. Safeguarding the
basic values of the democratic system is crucial for the future of this
country and central to the case of Dr. Saibaba. If Dr. Saibaba's case
is not given due attention, I fear that this is a threat that awaits
each and every university teacher in this country. 
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