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“in the early 1980s, new forms of mili-
tant Hindu processions around the 
Ganesh festival began to be held in 
Hyderabad, my city. Every year during 
the processions, riots would break out 
and people would be killed. We began 
filming the procession in 1984, when 
riots started and a curfew was im-
posed for twenty-two days. We found 
that political parties, both Hindu and 
Muslim, had deliberately engineered 
the riots to ensure that the chief min-
ister won a vote of confidence in the 
assembly. While it was important to 
understand that the riots in which peo-
ple lost their homes and lives were 
cynically created, it was also crucial to 

understand the history of these con-
flicts and to show how a communal 
consciousness was being manufac-
tured before our eyes. Today this has 
been consolidated into fundamental-
ism. in so many ways, what we were 
filming in the 1980s was prophetic. 
Hindu fundamentalists destroyed the 
Babri Mosque in 1992, and in 2002, 
2,000 Muslims were killed in a pogrom 
in Gujarat.” Deepa Dhanraj, January 2013 

27 years after its initial completion as 
a 16mm print, WHAT HAs HAPPENED 
To THis CiTy? is now made available as 
a digital copy. The re-circulation of a 
film like WHAT HAs HAPPENED To THis 

CiTy? has film archival and political 
dimensions. Each consistent archiving 
and film restoration practice ensures 
the availability of historical material 
and provides it for film histories being 
written and lineages perceivable for 
generations to come. Nevertheless, 
we might want to add a series of ques-
tions to this urge to rescue something 
otherwise lost. Not to doubt the value 
of the cinematic material but to open 
out paths for sincere inquiries into ac-
tively renewed relationships with a 
creative and political film-project of 
the past. 

How do we project and view this film 
today? What might the film evoke 
in those who lived through the period it 
reflects on and what does it propose for 
a younger generation? To which time, 
to which context, to which politics does 
it belong or how does it transcend those 
parameters and pose questions to-
wards the making of politics, and of 
political film, on a wider geopolitical 
platform? How to meet the concerns 
that inspired the film then and extend 
those to the urgencies of now?

This booklet and the DVD extras de-
veloped through such questions, 
through Deepa Dhanraj herself revisit-
ing this older work of hers and the aris-
ing possibility to re-contextualize the 
project that led to the final film, to think 
back and ahead. The material offered 
here is but a starting point and is meant 
to add to all other responses and rela-
tions the film might evoke in its viewers. 
it came together in the way that memo-
ries resurface. Papers and images 
were found in various personal archives 
after processes of digging were pro-
voked through re-engaging, with the 

film itself, with the impetus to make it 
and the challenges in realizing it. 

The significance of WHAT HAs HAP-
PENED To THis CiTy? has never been 
in doubt. it is a record not only of  
Hyderabad’s political past but also of 
wider developments within the nation 
state of india and how these have tak-
en shape within a post-colonial and 
global scenario. it might very well be 
the only audio-visual record of com-
munal violence and its political context 
in the mid 1980s. it surely is the only 
independent, non-state funded docu-
mentary film engaging with the spe-
cific events it follows and analyses. 
Furthermore, in hindsight WHAT HAs 
HAPPENED To THis CiTy? can be val-
ued as pioneering and prophetic in cap-
turing a particular political vocabulary 
of supremacist politics, which in sub-
sequent years established itself firmly 
as Hindutva ideology and shaped the 
political landscape in india and argua-
bly in south Asia. The film’s careful ex-
ploration of relations between religion, 
politics and violence engendered 
through state bodies endows it with a 
global and contemporary currency. The 
film’s timelessness however lies also 
in its cinematic politics of similarly be-
ing in the midst of events, procedures 
and rhetoric unfolding while also re-
sponding to a moment of urgency with 
analyses, respect and craft. 

The making of WHAT HAs HAP-
PENED To THis CiTy? with and for the 
activist collective Hyderabad Ekta was 
utterly crucial and consequently so are 
the group member’s memories for this 
new release of the film. Their thoughts, 
as well as the presented fragments of 
Ekta’s documents, present their activ-
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ist work as carving out or maintaining 
“a secular space within which one can 
function and intervene.” 

Although the film was finished in 
1986, india’s film censorship authority 
initially refused the required certifi-
cate. Private screenings were held 
while the judgment was appealed, re-
sulting in the certificate being issued 
nine months later and the film conse-
quently shown from the beginning of 
1987. For approximately three years 
the film was screened extensively, 
through Hyderabad Ekta and other or-
ganisations. There were screenings at 
universities and in film clubs, in Hy-
derabad and across india. As a result, 
the director’s own film copy became so 
worn out only to weather additional 
damage due to difficulties of storing a 
16mm print; an extant VHs copy was 
almost impossible to watch due to 
poor image and sound quality. Hence 
for many years this film was not avail-
able for screenings in india. Neverthe-
less, many filmmakers in today’s india 
recall the film and regard its lasting 
influence as an inspiration for their 
own film-political efforts.

in 1987 WHAT HAs HAPPENED To 
THis CiTy? was also shown at the in-
ternational Forum of New Cinema, 

part of the Berlin Film Festival. For 
most films shown at the festival a Ger-
man subtitled print is created and this 
subtitled copy stays with the Arsenal 
film archive. so it is here where the 
film led a somewhat exilic life and sur-
vived in screenable condition. Living 
Archive – Archive Work as a Contempo-
rary Artistic and Curatorial Practice 
provided an occasion and support to 
revive the film. ultimately the digital 
restoration involved the 16mm print of 
the Arsenal archive, the 16mm print 
from Deepa Dhanraj, the original 
16mm image negative and parts of the 
sound track on magnetic tapes. Previ-
ously anticipated as mission impossi-
ble G.V somashekhar, the sound re-
cordist, went to Bombay to locate the 
negative. Through the network of lab 
technicians whom he had known from 
over 20 years ago and who enthusias-
tically joined the tenacious search, he 
traced the sale of the original Modern 
16 Cinelab to Adlabs and further to  
Reliance Entertainment, where the 
retrieval yielded fruit. The restoration 
was funded by the Goethe-institute in 
New Delhi and the support of the Ber-
linale Forum – international Forum of 
New Cinema. The DVD production is 
realised in the context of Living Archive 

– Archive Work as a Contemporary  
Artistic and Curatorial Practice, a pro-
ject by Arsenal – institute for Film and 
Video Art, funded by the German Fed-
eral Cultural Foundation and the stif-
tung Deutsche Klassenlotterie Berlin.

BiograpHiCal notes  

 deepa dhanraj 
Director

Deepa Dhanraj was 
born and grew up in 
Hyderabad and retains 
strong ties with the 
city’s political land-
scape. she has been 
involved with the indian 
women’s movement 

since the 1970s and is particularly engaged in ques-
tions of political participation, education, health 
and alternative juridical practices such as those 
initiated by women’s Adalats (courts) and Jamaats 
(councils). Her work as a film director, writer, when 
giving workshops and lectures, locally and inter-
nationally, is in continuous dialogue with political 
groups; whereby she develops her distinct style of 
making work in alliance with and returning her 
films to existing constituencies. she studied Eng-
lish literature and journalism, worked initially as 
an assistant for feature films and in 1980 she 
founded the film collective Yugantar (together with 
Abha Bhaiya, Meera Rao and Navroze Contractor). 
Yugantar produced four films during the early 
1980s, which are significant markers of feminist 
film practice in india. An interest in women’s po-
litical organisation and forms of speech stayed 
with Deepa Dhanraj and she is currently involved 
in an oral history project, which addresses ques-
tions of trauma, memory and subject formation of 
Muslim women post the experience of communal 
violence. 

films: MoLKARiN (Maid servant), india 1981, 25 
min; TAMBAKoo CHAAKiLA ooB ALi, india 1982, 25 
min; suDEsHA, india 1983, 30 min; iDHi KATHA MA-
TRAMENA (is this Just a story?), india 1983, 25 min; 
MoDERN BRiDEs, co-directed by Happy Luchsinger, 
india 1984, 28 min; MANy WAys To GoD, india 1985, 
30 min; KyA HuA is sHAHAR Ko? (What Has Hap-
pened to this City?), india 1986, 95 min; soMETHiNG 
LiKE A WAR, india 1991, 52 min; GiRiJA, india 1992, 
25 min; DisABiLiTy iN youR EyEs, india 1993, 35 min; 
THE LEGACy oF MALTHus, india 1994, 50 min; TiME 
To LisTEN, india 1996, 50 min; AVVA BuWA KATHA 
(Women’s Food stories), india 1999, 30 min; NARi 
ADALAT, india 2000, 30 min; TAKiNG oFFiCE, india 
2001, 72 min; LoVE iN TiME oF AiDs, india 2006, 30 
min; THE ADVoCATE, india 2007, 120 min; BADE 
NiRALE LoG, india 2007, 40 min; JEEVAN JyoTHi, in-
dia 2008, 55 min; CHAiTANyA, india 2008, 54 min; 
ENouGH oF THis siLENCE, india 2008, 74 min;  
iNVoKiNG JusTiCE, india 2011, 86 min.

navroze 
Contractor 
Cinematographer

Navroze Contractor 
studied Fine Arts (Paint-
ing and Photography)  
at M.s. university of 
Baroda and film direct-
ing and cinematography 
at the Film and Televi-

sion institute of india, Pune, photography with Bhu-
pendra Karia, cinematography with Laszlo Kovacs in 
the usA, and video production at sony Corporation, 
Tokyo, Japan. He has been the cinematographer for 
many award-winning feature films, is one of the im-
portant contributors to the documentary scene, 
worldwide and has shot most of Deepa Dhanraj’s 
work. He is also a still photographer known for his 
work on jazz musicians and he has published a book 
based on his experiences of working on the docu-
mentary film THE DREAMs oF THE DRAGoN’s CHiL-
DREN with the director Pierre Hoffmann. He con-
ducts film and photography workshops for primary 
school children and at university level. He recently 
directed the documentary JHARu KATHA (Broom sto-
ries) (india 2011). 

Keshav rao 
Jadhav 
script and 
Commentary

Keshav Rao Jadhav was 
born and grew up in 
Hyderbad’s old City and 
lived there till very re-
cently. He was one of 
the founders of Hyder- 

abad Ekta, its chairman and a leading figure for the 
group’s activities in the old City to counter anti-
communal politics. He was politically active since 
age 15, has been a member of the socialist party 
since his school days and has long been engaged in 
activities for a separate state of Telangana. He was 
General secretary of the National union of students 
of india, the socialist party student wing, National 
Convenor of the Total Revolution movement led by 
Jayaprakash Narayan against corruption and is cur-
rently the Vice President of the socialist party. He is 
the editor of a political journal called Mankind, which 
was started by the socialist leader Ram Manohar 
Lohia and he taught English at osmania university.  



Biographical notes on interviewees for dVd extras:
Vasanth 
Kannabiran 

has been involved in 
questions of civil liber-
ties, feminist and com-
munalist politics since 
the 1960s. she has 
worked for the rights 
of political dissidents 
together with her hus-

band K. G. Kannabiran, a lawyer and leading civil 
and democratic rights activist; she was a member 
of Stree Shakti Sangathana (one of the first feminist 
research and activist collectives), a founding 
member of Hyderabad Ekta and of the women’s 
program at the Deccan Development society. she 
set up the radical women’s collective Asmita, 
which connects diverse groups of women ad-
dressing women’s rights, secularism and the 
meaning of peace for women in Andhra Pradesh. 
she taught English literature and is a well known 
feminist writer and poet with many publications 
to her credit in English and in Telugu.

rama melkote 

was a member of Stree 
Shakti Sangathana 
(feminist research and 
activist collective) and 
Hyderabad Ekta; she  
co-founded Anveshi, 
Research Centre for 
Women’ studies dur-
ing the mid 1980s of 
which she is now the 

General secretary and was Vice President of the 
indian Association for Women studies. Academi-
cally and politically she has continuously been 
involved in feminist politics and human rights 
since the 1960s when she studied for her doctorate 
in Paris at the sorbonne. Recently she was part of 
the Hyderabad Forum for Justice working towards 
the release of imprisoned young Muslim men. she 
retired as Professor of international Relations and 
Political science from osmania university; she 
taught, researched and still publishes widely with 
a special interest in the politics of conflict, peace 
and development in the African region. 

Vithal rajan 

studied political econo-
my at the LsE in Lon-
don. During the 1970s 
he served as a media-
tor in Belfast, on behalf 
of the church and was 
a founding faculty 
member of the school 
of Peace studies at 
Bradford university.  

He was founder of the Deccan Development  
society, member of Hyderabad Ekta and founder of 
COVA (the Confederation of Voluntary Associations) 
an organisation that developed out of Hyderabad 
Ekta. Vithal Rajan has been an advisor to many 
grassroots community development projects and 
is engaged in questions of sustainable agriculture. 
He was Chair of World studies, international 
school of Geneva; Director of the World-Wide Fund 
for Nature international, switzerland; and Execu-
tive Director for the Right Livelihood Award Foun-
dation, sweden (also known as the Alternative 
Nobel Prize) and is a member of Transcend Global 
Peace Network. He is now retired, spends his time 
writing and has published Holmes of the Raj,  
Random House india, 2010; The Year of High  
Treason, Rupa Books, 2011.

Keshav rao Jadhav 
see previous page

All conversations were conducted by 
Deepa Dhanraj and Nicole Wolf and 
filmed by Navroze Contractor, between 
29th to 31st April 2013, in Hyderabad, 
editing by Deepa Dhanraj and Vasanth 
Kumar. 

1) notes on Hyderabad’s history

Hyderabad’s past, or the city Hyder abad 
that many people remember, is often 
described through its “ganga-jamni 
tehzeeb”, its cosmopolitan culture. The 
existence of relative “communal har-
mony for most parts of its pre-inde-
pendence history of 358 years”1 is par-
ticularly commented on in many writ-
ings and the self evident syncretism of 
Hindu and Muslim rituals, attire, festi-
vals, people of different communities 
moving in and out of each other’s hous-
es, studying and working together is a 
common memory and one that marks 
people’s particular relationship with 
this city.

increasing unrest is noted from the 
1930s onwards. However, the memory 
of an urban space as a locality where 
different communities could not only 
live side by side but actively participate 
in each other’s lives, continues to a de-
gree up to the 1980s. 

The shift from Hyderabad as a 
princely state under the rule of the  
Nizam, to its semi-independent status 
in the 1930s and post partition to  

Hyderabad’s integration into the indian 
union is linked to a series of actual and 
virtual battlefields which provoked 
large-scale violence and becomes a 
crucial background to Hyderabad state 
and the city’s future. 

Hindu communalist forces begin to 
stir unrest during the late 30s with the 
Arya samaj and Hindu Mahasabha  
running their own branches within the 
state of Hyderabad. The staging of  
satyagrahas, anti-reform agitation and 
violent riots seeks to mobilise a Hindu 
majority, while the Nizam tries to defend 
its position with support of armed  
volunteers, the so called Razakars.2 

in June 1947, one week after the Brit-
ish announced the partition of the sub-
continent, the Nizam declared that he 
would join neither india nor Pakistan but 
choose independence to avoid riots. 
overall an estimated 15 million people 
are forced into migration and exile as  
a consequence of the newly drawn  
borders that created india and Pakistan; 
up to 1 million people were killed in the 
process.

october 1947 sees a standstill agree-
ment concerning the annexation or  
independence of Hyderabad. 

it is followed in 1948 by an economic 
blockade of Hyderabad and New Delhi 
asking for a plebiscite to decide Hyde ra - 
bad’s future, which is not accepted by 
the Nizam. 

september 1948: “Police Action”. 
The indian army enters and occupies 

1    unnamed correspondent 2010. “Communal  
Riots in Hyderabad: understanding the 
Causes“, in Economic and Political Weekly,  
April 24, 2010, Vol XLV, No 17, p. 14.              

2    Kooiman, Dick 2002. Communalism and the  
Indian Princely States. Travancore, Baroda and 
Hyderabad in the 1930s. New Delhi: Manohar 
Publishers, p. 220.          



Hyderabad within one week. According 
to the inquiry of the Congressman Pan-
dit sunderlal, called by the Nehru Gov-
ernment, the violence that ensued fol-
lowing the army’s invasion included 
looting of houses, arson attacks, des-
ecration of mosques, forcible conver-
sions and seizure of houses and lands, 
also enacted by the Army and the po-
lice.3 Loss of life is estimated between 
27,000 and 40,000.4 

The communist uprising in Telan ga-
na is violently suppressed at the same 
time. 

After Hyderabad’s integration into 
the indian union the demography of the 
city Hyderabad changes rapidly: Entre-
preneurial and bureaucratic middle 
class Muslims migrate to Pakistan leav-
ing a middle and lower class that grad-
ually experiences unemployment, illit-
eracy and general reverse social mobil-
ity, particularly in the old City. Refugees 
escaping the violence through “police 
action” from the rural areas migrate to 
the city in the hope for work opportuni-
ties, thus creating poor neighbourhoods 
and a community of people without 
prior relationships.5

1950 – the Constitution of india be-
comes the constitution of Hyderabad 
with the Nizam as governor until 1956

1956 – Hyderabad state is partitioned 
on linguistic grounds into Andhra 
Pradesh, Maharashtra and Karnataka

1975–77 – Emergency rule is de-
clared by indira Gandhi and has devas-

tating effects on Hyderabad as a strong-
hold of the Congress Party. Civil Rights 
are violated and many political activists 
are arrested or go underground. 

Before and after the Emergency rule 
Andhra Pradesh is a place of vibrant 
political resistance. The Telangana 
armed struggle, the Dalit movement, 
women’s groups and the radical  
student movement have a strong pres-
ence and articulate a diverse critique of 
hierarchical and power structures. 
Their resentment against authoritarian 
politics gains widespread support. 
Groups like Hyderabad Ekta arise out  
of this sense of possibility and struggle. 

1978 – Rameeza Bee, a Muslim 
woman is raped by policemen and both 
she and her husband are subsequently 
killed. The incident sparks civil protest 
with people from different communities 
attacking police stations and protesting. 
Fresh memories of widespread attack 
on human rights during the Emergency 
rule further fuels people’s outrage. 

The different accounts of this inci-
dent highlight the politics of narration: 
The police murder of a Muslim couple 
are variously described as having 
sparked communal riots or as having 
been interpreted as communalist in its 
aftermath and hence used by political 
parties to redefine civil protest into 
communal conflict. 

3    Banaji, Jairus 2013. Fascism: Essays on Europe and 
India. Gurgaon: Three Essays Collective, p. 220.

4    For a more detailed and recently published analysis 
see: Hyder, Mohammed 2012. October Coup:  
A Memoir of the Struggle for Hyderabad. New Delhi: 
Roli Books. 

5    Moid, M.A. unpublished. Muslim Perceptions  
and responses in Post Police Action Contexts  
in Hyderabad. unpublished paper, courtesy  
M.A. Moid, p. 3. see also: M.A. Moid: Three 
Movements and the Muslim Situation in Hyderabad. 
unpublished paper, courtesy M.A. Moid.

2)   Hyderabad ekta – working towards a secular  
space of intervention



and Parliament. Not only the power-
ful communal parties but also the 
major political parties (professedly 
secular) that have aligned with them 
at sometime or other, are responsi-
ble for the growth of communal ten-
sion in the city. The 1st test round of 
riots took place in the background of 
the events leading to the overthrow 
of the N.T.R. Government and its 
subsequent reinstatement.

On 21st July, Bonalu, a Hindu reli-
gious procession, was stoned while 
passing a mosque, and simultane-
ously stabbing incidents and looting 
took place in a large area stretching 
from Khilwat to Jalal Kuncha. One 
Hindu was killed. The following day 
some participants of a Hindu proces-
sion went berserk and a number of 
shops were attacked. One shop was 
looted while a number of people 
were stabbed. The processionists 
caught hold of an old man and threw 
him into the Musi, which resulted in 
his death. An old woman who was 
attacked in the Begum Bazar area in 
the presence of armed police dies in 
the Osmania Hospital later. The po-
lice opened fire in the air several 
times all along the route of the pro-

cession. Curfew was imposed in 24 
police station areas of the city. But it 
was lifted on the following Friday to 
facilitate prayers. Predictably about 
200 people, out of a crowd of 7,000 
coming out of the mosque, led by a 
half-dozen slogan shouting rowdies 
indulged in a stabbing spree and 
looting in the Charminar, Las Bazar 
and Chowk areas. A number of peo-
ple were stabbed and some of them 
died later. The police opened fire in 
which seven people were injured. 
Curfew was re-imposed, to be even-
tually lifted almost thirty days later 
in the last week of August. Our com-
mittee investigated specific inci-
dents of stabbing in Ranjan Colony, 
of police high handedness in Muqul- 
pura and the effect of the curfew in 
Kasaratta areas during this period.” 

Hyderabad Ekta’s report from 1984 
continues the recounting of events that 
the film WHAT HAs HAPPENED To THis 
CiTy? follows so vividly: NT Rama Rao 
of the Telugu Desam Party is removed 
from power while in the us for a heart 
operation and Nadendla Bhaskara  
Rao of the Congress party is sworn  
in unconstitutionally. subsequently a  

“It is the old city, the backward 
part of the twin cities, that is usually 
affected by communal conflict. (…) 
It consists of twelve wards of the Hy-
derabad Municipal Corporation. It 
constitutes 41 percent of the Hy-
derabad Metropolis in which more 
than 45 percent of the population 
live. One of the most congested parts 
of the city, here about 15,000 people 
live in every square kilometre. The 
old city is one of the most neglected 
parts of the corporation areas. Civic 
amenities like drainage, water fa-
cilities, medical facilities, electric 
lights etc. are poorest here. No 
worthwhile medical facilities are 
available. Schooling is the worst 
with few scattered government 
schools and fewer private schools. 
Despite its area and population 
(more than 40 and 45 per cent re-
spectively), the Municipal Corpora-
tion of Hyderabad never allocates 
more than 25 per cent of its develop-
ment expenditure to the old city. The 
Quli-Uutub Shahi Development Au-
thority, which was formed with 
much fanfare in 1980, has now be-
come a farcical gimmick to be used 
when needed by politicians. 

About 45 per cent of the popula-
tion in the old city are Muslims. 
They include different sects of Islam, 
with Sunnis being the largest. 
Among the Hindus, it is the back-
ward castes who constitute the ma-
jority. An overwhelming majority of 
the population in both the communi-
ties are dependent on daily wages. 
Irregular and casual labour largely 
drawn from the old city is employed 
in the industries located at the pe-
riphery of new Hyderabad. Hawkers, 
vegetable and fruit vendors, rick-
shaw pullers, auto drivers, small 
time traders, construction workers, 
and other self-employed people en-
gaged in a number of occupations 
constitute the bulk of the population. 
Almost all of them are daily wage 
earners with uncertain incomes. It 
is the poorest of the city that face the 
brunt of both the communal vio-
lence and the curfew.

Communal riots in Hyderabad 
have become a recurring phenome-
non since early 1978. They have 
close relationships with the political 
turmoil in the state whether it is a 
matter of Chief Ministership of an 
individual or elections to Assembly 
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stand off between the Majlis-e-ittehad- 
ul-Muslimeen (MiM) and the Hindu 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) leads to 
violence between Muslim and Hindu 
communities, which serve the interests 
of the Congress party in power on na-
tional level. As the situation deterio-
rates it buys time for the Congress 
party to engineer defections to prevent 
NT Rama Rao from returning as Chief 
Minister. The civil protest that the un-
constitutional act, ordered by the cen-
tral government, provoked was hence 
re-written as communal rioting. 

Like other written and oral accounts 
about Hyderabad’s socio-political and 
economic situation, Hyderabad Ekta 
stresses the administrative neglect and 
active deprivation of Hyderabad’s old 
City. While it was once the seat of the 
Nizam and the Muslim princely state’s 
municipal organisations it now lacks 
schools, hospitals and many other 
amenities. upward mobility through 
available employment became much 
more difficult than in other parts of the 
city. This feeds the fact that the old City 
increasingly became the arena for po-
litical parties to assert their power and 
suffers the most from it.6 

Tensions and insecurity have been 
on the rise since 1978, with communal 
violence being stirred, pre-planned, ill 
investigated if not furthered by the po-
lice. innocent men are imprisoned in-
stead of culprits, furthering the devas-
tating economic effect that unrest and 
extended curfew situations have par-

ticularly for the working class in the old 
City. This very situation becomes the 
impetus for a group of people to think 
of ways to intervene.
COVA (Confederation of Voluntary or-
ganisations), an organisation initiated 
by former members of Hyderabad Ekta, 
described how Ekta came into being:

“Against the backdrop of the riots that 
took place in 1978, a few progressive 
individuals took the initiative of building 
a platform for communal harmony. Ke-
shav Rao Jadhav and M. T. Khan organ-
ized a meeting in the old City, which 
was attended by over a hundred people; 
the platform was initially named the old 
City Peoples’ Conference. its main ob-
jective was to restore communal peace. 
secular and progressive individuals 
and groups, who were shocked at the 
way a secular mass agitation (the pro-
test against the rape of Rameeza Bee) 
was converted into a communal riot 
initiated this platform. After two years 
of work, and several consultations with 
like-minded people on the other side of 
the Musi, an organization was formed 

− Hyderabad Ekta. Part of its campaign-
ing drew the people’s attention to the 
fact that in riots it was the common 
people who were the victims, and noth-
ing happened to the leaders of the com-
munal parties. Ekta also campaigned 
that if riots were to be prevented, the 
government and the police machinery 
could easily do so, provided the political 
will was there.”7

Vasanth Kannabiran and others de-
scribe Hyderabad Ekta as a vibrant and 
important organisation during the 
1980s. Next to the significance of mere-
ly connecting to people in the old City, 
their activities consisted of organis- 
ing meetings, talks and discussions, 
which are remembered as packed, 
with serious and lively discussions and 
always leading to plans for action. 
They distributed pamphlets and led 
demonstrations. A few members of 
Stree Shakti Sanghatana such as Lalita 
K, Rama Melkote and Vasanth Kanna-
biran decided to join Ekta and bring 
their feminist perspectives on ques-
tions of civil rights, experiences of con-
flict and violence and the organisation 
of political movements, into the pur-
view of Ekta. Their conscious effort to 
talk to women, who often had to keep 
running the household while hus-
bands were detained, were crucial to 
Ekta’s pursuits.

The memories of Ekta’s interven-
tions as explicitly political are key to 
their work. Even or especially while 
their activities were partly relief work, 
they decisively did not understand their 
activities as charity. it was vital for Ekta 
members to not be institutionalized, to 
not be related to any political parties 
but be sustained by voluntary efforts 
only. Rama Melkote describes how 
through the networks some of them 
had in the rest of the city they were 
able to provide food or transport to 
hospitals. With much of the relief and 
compensation work being either non-
existent or polarised and taken up by 

communalist parties it became a cru-
cial ideological statement to function 
as a secular body. Ekta was present in 
the old City during times of violence 
and curfew and hence bearing witness 
to people’s stories who were otherwise 
totally cut off. Ekta listened and noted 
occurrences in detail and was thus in 
many ways doing work that the police 
failed to accomplish, namely filing and 
following up on First information Re-
ports (FiRs). Ekta also issued demands 
for further investigation into violent 
incidents, for the release of those 
meaninglessly arrested and for com-
pensation of income during curfew 
time, which they forwarded to the po-
lice and the municipality. Their reports 
repeatedly refer to how elections were 
rigged, how small incidents were used 
to stir communal passions and how 
political patronage furthers a division 
of “our people” and “their people”.

Many remember the time of intense 
activities during the 1980s as a difficult 
period due to the extreme violence 
they witnessed daily and the immense 
challenges in countering the influen-
tial networks of the communal politi-
cal parties who were able to use their 
connections and hereby increase their 
impact. Vasanth Kannabiran stressed 
how one woman addressed precisely 
the fact that what was needed was the 
bailing out of jail of their men who 
could then work and earn money thus 
relieving them from being dependent on 
what she saw as charity. While Ekta ad-
dressed the police and administration 
they did not succeed in this task. At the 6    The changing economic outlook of the old City 

started already before independence with the 
last Nizam osman Ali Khan shifting the seat of 
the administration from Purani Haveli in the old 
City to King Kothi palace in the new city north of 

the river Musi (see: unnamed correspondent 
2010. “Communal Riots in Hyderabad: under- 
standing the Causes“, in Economic and Political 
Weekly, April 24, 2010, Vol XLV, No 17, p. 16.).          7    CoVA 2005, A study of Communal Conflict  

and Peace initiatives in Hyderabad: Past and 
Present. in collaboration with Aman Trust,  
New Delhi, p. 26.   



same time, Ekta’s activities are remem-
bered as creating a strong presence in 
the old City that people respected and 
listened to and remember to this day. 
The fact that communal tensions stead-
ily, though with interruptions, increased 
and that the old City is today ever more 
ghettoised and separated from the rest 
of the city, is not seen to be a failure of 
Ekta’s endeavours nor does it seem to 
have lessened the worth of their efforts. 

The lack of a sustained presence, the 
struggle to counter much stronger po-
litical party networks, the insurmount-
able impunity of government and police 
forces, the observation that Ekta was 
seen as partial to Muslims by some Hin-
dus while it lacked significant support 
from a wealthier Muslim middle and 
upper class, are only a few of the self-
reflections that were present even then. 
Another factor raised is that from the 
late 1980s political movements started 
to become NGos and hence the nature 
of political work changed quite substan-
tially with voluntary work decreasing 
and activist work depending on funding, 
a contested move.

“A milk vendor, Eshwar, who does not 
belong to the locality was knifed to 
death in this area in the forenoon of 
20th September 1984. He was walk-
ing towards Kalapathar from Baha-
durpura, along the broad street scat-
tered with newly constructed houses 
on either side. Most of the houses are 
either half finished or unoccupied. It 
was in this place that his assailants 
caught up with him and killed him. 
He died within a couple of hours, af-
ter giving a dying declaration to the 
magistrate in which he clearly men-

tioned the names of his killers. Thus 
the police knew who had killed him, 
and there was no need to effect any 
large-scale arrests on suspicion. But 
what the police did is very different. 
At about mid-day they raided Kalapa-
thar area. They entered houses, beat 
women, and arrested 138 men and 
boys, including a sub registrar of the 
municipal corporation of Hyderabad, 
Mr. Khaja Hussain. (…)“ 
(Ekta Report 1984)

It is in this background that  
Hyderabad Ekta demands:

1 A judicial inquiry into the torture 
and illegal custody at Bolarum police 
station
2 Immediate suspension of police of-
ficials (…) and constables (…) , pend-
ing inquiry into their conduct
3 Appointment of a citizen’s council 
to oversee the enforcement of curfew 
and supply of essential commodities 
during curfew
4 Appointment of special commis-
sioner for relief in communal distur-
bances
5 Shifting at least 50% of the govern-
ment offices and residents of minis-
ters and senior government officials 
to the Old City
6 Measures to improve civic admin-
istration and development of the Old 
City

Hyderabad Ekta also appeals to all 
democratic and secular forces to ac-
tively intervene in the deteriorating 
situations and help stem the rot that 
has set in the life of the city. 
(Ekta report, not dated)

3)  making films in alliance — between urgency, analysis 
and lyricism

“Far from pouring oil into the flames of 
religious fanaticism, KyA HuA is sHA-
HAR Ko? is suited to smother them, 
because it shows the true villains and 
the real victims. This is precisely the 
kind of film that should be shown in 
regions with religious tension and else-
where as protection against the virus of 
religious fanaticism that threatens the 
unity and the mental health of the  
nation. instead, it’s gathering dust in 
the censor’s office.“Ammu Joseph, indian 
Express, 6 June 1986

“While the radio announcer’s mellow 
voice talks of the noisy scenes in the 
Assembly between Nadendla Bhaskar 
Rao’s supporters and NTR’s men, a thin 
old man smokes a cigarette on his bal-

cony in the old City, as police jeeps go 
on their rounds in the empty narrow 
lanes, and policemen with whistles and 
lathis [wooden truncheons] send wom-
en lingering at their doorways scurry-
ing inside. Little girls play a traditional 
game with little pebbles to fight the 
boredom of staying indoors. ‘This cur-
few is worse than a Jailkhava, a prison,’ 
says a young man, who cannot go out 
and earn and so has no way of feeding 
his wife and child. ‘i have never fought 
with anybody. i’m not even interested in 
all this, but i’m still caught here. i went 
out when curfew was lifted, and before 
i could come back it was suddenly re-
imposed so the police caught me and 
beat me up.’”Jyoti Punwani, The sunday  
observer, 3 August 1986



Ammu Joseph’s above-mentioned 
commentary, which appeared in the 
information flyer of the 1987 interna-
tional Forum of New Cinema, points to 
the challenge faced by a documentary 
film about violence between religious 
communities, and to what KyA HuA is 
sHAHAR Ko? achieved cinematically 
and politically. Jyoti Punwani, a jour-
nalist who continues to report on com-
munal violence in Bombay, under-
scores the special character of the 
film as it calmly observes life in the old 
City during the weeks of curfew. 

Those living in the most impover-
ished urban district of Hyderabad, re-
ceived information about the end of the 
curfew solely over the radio, their only 
connection to the outside world. Radio 
became a lifeline and the sonic-cine-
matic link between those whose exist-
ence grows more and more precarious 

with each additional day they are de-
prived of the possibility of working and 
earning a living. The calm observation 
of different households during the 
time of curfew, women preparing food 
over fire or a gas stove, families gath-
ering on the verandas in front of their 
houses, the old man standing and lis-
tening, conveys an intense atmos-
phere of waiting and of “not knowing 
what happens tomorrow”. The film 
thereby creates a contemplative space 
for facets of the riots that are often 
neglected. 

“We are hearing that it is all politically 
motivated, but we don’t know what is 
the truth. Nor have we had an oppor-
tunity to understand it. Everyone is 
struggling to survive, where is the time 
to understand all this? We feel terri-
fied. i escaped just now from a terrify-

ing moment, the sweat on my body has 
not yet dried.” testimony in the film

The act of bearing witness and hence 
constituting people as witnesses of 
their own experiences can become a 
starting point for both sides to address 
and reflect on the unfolding. it seems 
to have connected those in front and 
behind the camera in trying to under-
stand WHAT HAs HAPPENED To THis 
CiTy?, what has gone wrong?

Making films in alliance
“At the screenings in Bombay, viewers 
raised a number of questions. What 
were the filmmakers doing there, 
apart from making the film? The eter-
nal dilemma of the documentary mak-
er or journalist’s relationship with her/
his subject is explained by Jadhav’s 
involvement – the film is just one of 

Ekta’s activities. in addition, Deepa and 
Navroze spent two months with the 
people in the area getting to know 
them.” Punwani 1986

The impetus for the film can be related 
to what Deepa Dhanraj often described 
as a sense of loss when remembering 
a city known for its “ganga-jamni teh-
zeeb,” its cosmopolitan and syncretic 
culture. she shared a desire for retain-
ing a sense of the possibility of a com-
posite culture with members of Hyder-
abad Ekta, a group whose work com-
bines research into the wider historical 
conditions that have fostered the po-
litical climate ensuing in the late 70s 
and early 80s, with a presence “on the 
ground.“ Their knowledge of party in-
terests on the one hand and living con-
ditions of the old City’s inhabitants on 
the other and importantly their atten-



tion to the wider implications of engi-
neered riots and law and order situa-
tions, provided an entry point for Deepa 
Dhanraj and Navroze Contractor when 
they decided to make the film. 

As with Deepa Dhanraj’s first four 
films made within the film collective 
yugantar8, and all of her subsequent 
film work, WHAT HAs HAPPENED To 
THis CiTy? became a film made in alli-
ance with an “already existing constitu-
ency.” This allowed an immediate con-
nection to a political discourse directly 
invested on a grassroots level and a 
possibility, and responsibility, for the 
film to feed back into this context. The 
political of Deepa Dhanraj’s work is 
characterised by this very engagement. 
From the outset and throughout the 
filmmaking process her filmmaking is 
invested in the questions, urgencies, 
hesitations or resistances of a group, 
often itself composed of varied positions. 

As a constellation of secular mind-
ed activists seeking to intervene in an 
increasingly communalist and class 
divided urban environment Hyderabad 
Ekta also saw the making of a film as a 
chance to bring together the various 
strands and complexities of their work 
and was hence similarly invested in what 
kind of film could and should be made. 

How to see the violence erupting 
within a wider context of increasing 
communalisation? How to address 
communal divides in relation to the po-
litical maneuverings of political parties, 
the exploitation of economic factors, 
and the interplay between religion and 
violence? How to create a narrative and 

sentiment that would be accountable 
and accessible to different communi-
ties in the old City so that it could be 
used to instigate discussions without 
alienating participants? How to under-
stand and create a secular space while 
respecting religious and political affili-
ations? The destitution of people’s live-
lihoods through periods of curfew as 
one crucial cornerstone of Ekta’s con-
cern, through relief work but also 
through their address of administrative 
bodies, gave impetus to those striking 
scenes recounted above. Aided by Ekta, 
the small film team was able to stay in 
the old City for two months, including 
the time under curfew.

Reflecting and responding to these 
concerns, tensions and debates and 
reframing them into camera and di-
rectorial work generated a political 
articulation enriched and deepened by 
the collective and embedded process. 

Urgency, analysis and lyricism
WHAT HAs HAPPENED To THis CiTy? is 
not easily classifiable into one of the 
modalities of documentary form often 
deployed today. Archive material and 
off-camera commentary provide the 
viewers with information on the his-
tory of the city as a background to Hy-
derabad’s situation in the 1980s. one-
on-one interviews with the antagonis-
tic political leaders of the Majlis-e-it-
tehad-ul-Muslimeen (MiM) and the 
Hindu Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
are followed by scenes of their public 
appearances capturing the atmos-
pheres they engender. Close up re-

cords of political speeches and hate 
campaigns alternate with respectful 
observations of the labour and craft 
activities that strive in the old city, the 
baking, embroidering, framing or car-
rier jobs that sustain lives. There are 
scenes of the actual outbreak of vio-
lence in the streets and the looting of 
shops, witness testimonies from both 
religious groups, images of ruined 
houses and the above mentioned im-
pressions of life subdued under cur-
few. This balance between being both 
in the midst of events as they occur 
while never being voyeuristic, and 
achieving an analysis of a historical 
moment unfolding at the time is par-
ticularly striking. it succeeds in con-
ducting a cinematic exploration that 
unveils the rhetoric of political speech 
fuelling communalist divides. And it 
does so at a time when the now famil-

iar political rhetoric of what in hind-
sight can be called early examples of 
Hindutva ideology had not been articu-
lated in such clear terms. 

WHAT HAs HAPPENED To THis CiTy? 
thus had to develop a political vocabu-
lary under difficult and often danger-
ous working conditions. While the de-
velopment of events demanded day by 
day decisions about what was most 
urgent to shoot over the course of two 
months, the kind of filming that took 
place speaks of a conceptualisation 
throughout and not only in the editing 
and postproduction phase. The calm 
editing of the film manages to expose 
the volatile situation as a politically 
staged spectacle while also tracking 
how narrative constructions of “us“ and 

“them“ manifest themselves step by 
step, aided by the very same spectacles 
and precarious economic conditions.

8    MoLKARiN (Maid servant, india 1981), TAMBAKu 
CHAAKiLA ooB ALi (Tobacco Ember, india 1982),

suDEsHA (india 1983) and iDHi KATHA MATRAMENA 
(is this Just a story?, india 1983).



Navroze Contractor’s intent camera 
work is impressive, for example when 
he films – guerrilla-style, from the 
politicians’ podium – the Ganesh pro-
cession turning violent. He continued 
filming even after being hit by a stone 
thrown at his head; the image goes 
black for a moment as the camera falls 
but continues to shoot. A few out of fo-
cus shaky images follow before the 
camera zooms back onto the violent 
chaos that developed out of a religious 
procession. This scene however ap-
pears seamlessly within the otherwise 
steady observations, avoiding the spec-
tacle that could have been made of it, 
rather stressing a certain concentra-
tion that is sensible throughout the film. 
The astounding closeness of the cam-
era to both politicians, described  
by Jyoti Punwani as “making you feel  
you are almost inside their skull”  
while they address crowds of people,  
intrigues through its exposition of their 
respective appeal. The cinematography 
stresses the differing individual  
character of their persuasion; MiM’s 
salauddin owaisi as “Monarch of  
the Night” (Punwani) and BJP’s Tiger  
Narendra more glaring presence and 
address during daytime processions.

Conspicuous is also the respect 
with which the camera approaches the 
protagonists. Pain and suffering is 
shown though with considerate dis-
tance. The cinematography’s capacity 
to put each individual “in the proper 
light” (Navroze Contractor) is espe-
cially displayed when it shows those 
affected by the violence in the old City. 

Each portrait appears like a carefully 
thought through mise-en-scene, not 
to fictionalize but to display a dignified 
image of any ordinary person. 

A film of its time with high resonance 
today
Navroze Contractor and Deepa Dhan-
raj recount how during the filming they 
only encountered two other film cam-
eras; one owned by the police and one 
owned by the only National Television 
Channel existent at the time. The latter 
shooting the Telugu Desam Party lead-
er NTR being sworn in again after the 
postponed Assembly elections had fi-
nally taken place. While a press card 
issued for one day was illegally re-
dated daily, allowing access into areas 
under curfew, Navroze Contractor 
also describes how the camera often 
acted as a license. The contemporary 
omnipresence of cameras but also the 
scepticism with which many people 
respond to being filmed, including how 
particularly politicians currently guard 
their image, speaks of a radically dif-
ferent mediascape during the making 
of the film. only during the general 
elections in 1989 were electronic me-
dia massively introduced in electoral 
campaigns for wide circulation.9

This also places WHAT HAs HAP-
PENED To THis CiTy? in a context of 
independent documentary filmmaking 
where this act of bearing witness and 
collecting testimonies created the only 
alternative representation of an event. 
it might speak of the less spectacular 
media context of its time but it is com-

mendable that the film does not draw 
its strength from the suffering of vic-
tims, the capitalising on spectacular 
images of violence or the stylisation of 
constellations of victims and perpetra-
tors. Especially today their restrained 
approach has timely and global rele-
vance. The film’s precise look at diverse 
forms of expression of Hindu national-
ism, including the exploitation of reli-
gious rituals to aggressively separate a 
Hindu group from the Muslim “others“ 
is ever more relevant. 

in hindsight the film captures an 
early moment of what was to come:

1984 was not only the time of the 
genocidal sikh riots in Delhi but also 
the founding of the shri Ramjanmab-
hoomi Mukti yagna samiti (the commit-
tee for sacrifice for the liberation of 
Lord Ram’s birthplace). 

“(…) in september 1985 a series of 
processions and marches to Ayodhya 
was launched from twenty-five places 
in North india. in February 1986 the 
campaign yielded its first results when 
the Faizabad District Court decided to 
open the Babri Masjid for Hindu wor-
ship. This was celebrated by the VHP as 
a major step toward the Hindu na-
tion.”10 

The Rss led this very campaign 
from 1986–1992 until in 1992, Hindu 
militants destroyed the Babri Mosque 
in Ayodhya. Rioting followed in Bom-
bay. in 2002, the murders of Muslims 
in Gujarat were not only a sign of the 
consolidation of the BJP and its na-

tionalistic strategies but was soon de-
clared by many human rights organi-
sations as genocide. This expression 
of an increasingly effective public ex-
clusion of religious groups, with the 
goal of a purely Hindu nation, has only 
worsened, leading to the creation of 
extremely deprived slum areas in Gu-
jarat, Bombay, Hyderabad and else-
where.

COVA reports how Muslims living  
in the old City of Hyderabad today  
have revised their sense of “normalcy.” 
Constant tension and unease, living 
with anger and grief, the unpredicta-
bility of life economically and politi-
cally, and seeing oneself in a decisive-
ly other situation than new city inhab-
itants, are all part of this revision. The 
increasing ghettoisation of the old City, 
the stark division of communities, the 
institutional and systematic discrimi-
nation of the Muslim population often 
expressed through unjustified and 
wide scale arrests of young Muslim 
men after incidents of violence and the 
felt impact of south Asian political or 
global events such as 9/11 which con-
cludes with (un)easy associations be-
tween islam and Terror, furthers and 
testifies to individual accounts listed 
by COVA.11 The fact that one had got 
used to the predictability of the current 
media representation’s casting of 
Muslims as culprits, terrorists, or gen-
erally a problematic minority became 
apparent and was commented on by 
Muslim men watching WHAT HAs  

11    CoVA, p.14. see also Teachers Solidarity, a group 
of teachers from Jamia Millia islamia university 
(Delhi) investigating prejudiced and false judicial 
procedures following the police killing of one of 
their students (www.teacherssolidarity.org) and 

Communalism Combat, a monthly to bi-monthly 
magazine focusing on communalism and Human 
Rights, members of which are also engaged in 
legal support activities (http://www.sabrang.com/
cc/archive.htm).

9    Blom Hansen, Thomas 1999. The saffron wave: 
democracy and Hindu nationalism. Princeton, 

      New Jersey: Princeton university Press, p. 146.
10   Blom Hansen, p. 155.
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Beyond its immediate local and na-
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