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i address is as impossible as his

mission. To meet Stalin K, you

have to tramp through a small jun-
gle and huff up several steep steps to
“reach his den on an invisible hill, off the
beach sprawl of Baga in Goa. From this
tranquil coastal redoubt, the man who
shall not be surnamed — he shed it twen-
ty years ago because it was a marker of
caste — wages a peaceful war for a more
equitable society by making documen-
taries on inconvenient truths like caste
and communalism.

The 41-year-old activist’s long, untidy
hair is that of a sadhu but his swagger
would do Sir Vivian Richards proud. He
may be from Gujarat, but the mere men-
tion of Narendra Modi transforms the
sage into a Viking. “He’s a dictator,” he
proclaims scathingly: “He stands for the
opposite of everything that I believe are
democratic values.” It was Stalin’s doc-
umentary, A Work in Progress, an un-
ambiguous indictment of Modi’s role in
the 2002 Gujarat carnage, that was used
by the UNHRC in its investigation into
the pogrom.

Stalin’s engagement with the politics
of the marginalised has its roots in his
childhood. “I found it natural to em-
pathise with the poor because I was one
of them,” he says. His father was a play-
wright who didn’t make too much mon-
ey and who wasn’t overly botheted about
providing for the family. “We were not
starving, but not affluent either,” says
Stalin. “Everything was rationed in o
house.” .

This empathy translated into act:
in 1984, when a killer gas leaked out from
the Umon Carbide plant in Bhopal inone
of the worst industrial crimes in histo-
ry. The 16-year-old Stalin used ‘a sports
tournament in Nagpur’ as an excuse to
his family to sneak to Bhopal, but-once
there, he returned home to Ahmedabad
in two days flat. “It was chaotic and trau-
matic,” he says “I couldn’t handle it.”

Sinece his Bhopal trip was such a se-
cret, the young boy couldn’t share the hor- -
ror with his family. All he could do to vent
his outrage was paint drops of blood on
the black cat on the Eveready battery

made by Union Carbide. But it was the
rage and confusion that bubbled inside
that helped shape the sensibility that has
made him such a formidable public war-
rior today: It was a toxic baptism indeed.
In any case, his childhood was not an
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easy one. When he was three, his parents

decided to split, and his mother had to
slog in a factory until she got a job at ISRO.
He says his Soviet name is the only thing
his communist father gave him, hence he
decided to stick with it. He grew up read-
ing Dostoevsky and Trotsky (subsidised
Russian literature was cheaper than Sid-
ney Sheldon) and got quite used to being
mistaken for a Christian. Although not

a card-carrying comrade, he found the
communist ideology ‘interesting‘.and of-
ten gave up college camping trips to join
tribals protesting atrocities against them,
“Till today, I'm more comfortable with
tribals,” he says, “be it those from the
Narmada valley or the Eastern Shosho-
nis and Northern Arapohes of Wyoming.
Their idea that the earth owns you, not
vice versa, resonates deeply with me.”

The other tribe that he enjoys spend-
ing time with is the young. Whether it is
lecturing at some of the top schools in
the world such as Harvard, Yale and IIM-
A or replying to messages on Facebook,
where 800 of his 1,200 friends are students,
working with the young and still idealis-
tic reaffirms his belief that like John
Lennon, he may be a dreamer, but he’s
not the only one.

But since ‘fictional romanticism’ had
little appeal, he decided to do something
concrete. Soon after college, he founded
a non-profit organisation called Drishti
to use media as a tool to campaign for hu-
man rights. “It was in 1991, the year which
saw the expansion of media from one TV
channel to four,” he says. “Later, I realised
that for most of the country, drinking wa-
ter was more important than four chan-
nels.” Still later, his understanding of dis-
empowerment was to deepen. “When I
asked some tribals whether they would
rather have water or the right and means
to say ‘1 don’t have water’, most of them
chose the latter.”

He chose, therefore, to give them that
voice by using his camera. His docu-
mentaries explore the entrenched sys-
tems of injustice and prejudice that have
societal sanction and guestion the pow-
erfully pervasive presence of an elite that
would prefer the poor to speak no evil.
Fom Camp Goa, he and Jessica Mayber-
ry run Video Volunteers, an organisation

that took shape after he met the Ameri-

can researcher in Ahmedabad. “We’'re
not married by religion or state,” he clar-
ifies. “Our relationship is sanctified by
something more powerful— mutual love
and respect.”

A grassroots initiative that wants to
build a media network for the poorest peo-
ple of the country. VV is founded on the
principle that people have the right to
speak rather than to be spoken for. One
of the projects, CVU (community video
unit), is about providing equipment and
training to local groups — slum dwellers
in Mumbai, adivasis in the isolated East
Godavari district — to enable them to
make films on issues relevant to them.

Caste is the latest nettle that Stalin
has grasped. His two award-winning

- films, India Untouched and Lesser Hu-

mans, both of which explore the un-
speakable crime of untouchablitiy, have
swivelled the spotlight back on the lives
of millions of Dalits who still suffer it
every day. India Untouched is widely ac-
cepted as*‘the most comprehensive look
at untouchability ever undertaken on
film”. Instead of hammering the viewer
with rhetoric, he allows the people to tell
the story. In Rajasthan, Rajputs proudly
proclaim that the police have to seek their
permission before pursuing cases about
Dalit atrocities. Leading Hindu scholars
from Varanasi have no compuctions about
saying that Dalits have no right to edu-
cation. And then there is the tragicomic

‘hasn’t had a civil war.

scene of a primary-leve] classroom in
North India. The camera focuses on Dal-
its who say thev are foreed to sit at the
back of the class while upper caste stu-
dents sit infront. Then thecamm'a swmgs
to the upper caste stude
1y conﬁrm it. The .-. her

gang up and say that 1t is the teacher who
is lying. This is confirmed by parents
standing around.

After seeing an ancient ugliness flour-
ish in the midst of modernity, cynicism
comes easy to Stalin, “India should rather
be at peace with itself,” he says, quoting
the historian Ramachandra Guha. “A
stlong people make for a sh'ong nation.

Stalin painted blood drops on
the black cat logo of
Eveready batteries made by
Union Carbxdeto[poratmn in

that despne its grin ngpoveg»
As compared to
our ne}ghboursgoonstanﬂy sub]ect fomil-
itary takeoversand endless violence, we
should consider ourselves very, very hap-
py with only sporadlémolence,

‘Tothe mdélyvhal‘d middl
that education is the.ox
raise India’s status and yrofﬂ@, this bio-
chemist's riposte is, “Get)rge Bush went
to Yale.” And to the even smugger asser-
tion that caste is a thing of the past, he
sshoots back, “The Times of India’s mat-
rimonial page Wﬂt&ch you a lesson or
two about that’




