
For SAHMAT

Twenty years in the life of a movement is not just a significant milestone but an appropriate moment to take stock. The 
journey travelled by SAHMAT, captured in its exhibition, “Image Music Text: SAHMAT: 20 Years”, is a powerful and 
painful one. It unravels the narrative of cracks and fault lines that render India weak, through the documentation of a 
powerful and creative resistance that has always been among us, with the people. From the pre-Babri demolition 
mobilisations to the musical performances on the banks of the Sarayu in Ayodhya, in protests against the US invasion of 
Iraq, Gujarat 2002 and beyond, India's best and most renowned visual artists and musicians have reaffirmed a deep 
commitment to secular traditions and intellectual freedom.  

The brutality of Safdar Hashmi's killing evoked widespread protests against the authoritarian use of political power that 
has been manifest in many forms, including the insidious virus of communalism. Safdar, an activist and writer, poet and 
theatre performer, was a man of remarkable talent. SAHMAT, formed in tribute to Safdar, has been a vocal and 
dedicated platform for not just creative freedom but the artist's commitment to society. 

Safdar was killed, beaten to death in broad daylight, in Sahibabad on the outskirts of Delhi where he and his associates 
from the Jana Natya Manch were staging a street play, Halla Bol, against corruption while municipal elections were 
being held on January 1, 1989. The troupe, which included his wife, Moloyshree, was back performing the play within 
three days of the tragic loss. It was 14 years later, on November 5, 2003, that additional sessions judge, CD Rai, 
convicted 10 of the accused to life imprisonment (two of the accused had died in the interim). Delivering the verdict, 
the judge observed: “Valuable lives were wasted in the incident. It is a case of political vendetta and if the criminals 
were not punished, the hatred in society would continue.” Safdar's untimely death fuelled artists and academics to 
create a unique platform of resistance that has been active ever since.

For us at Communalism Combat, launched in 1993, it has been a shared journey, of fellow travellers and comrades. To 
bring this document, a chronicle of SAHMAT's journey, to our readers, is a rare privilege. 

Our salaams to SAHMAT on its 20th anniversary. 

– Editors
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SAHMAT thanks Jamia Millia Islamia and its Vice-Chancellor, Professor Mushirul Hasan; 

Media Coordinator, Rakhshanda Jalil; the Outreach Programme;

Dean of the Faculty of Fine Arts, Professor Ghazanfar Zaidi; 

and the staff of the MF Husain Art Gallery at Jamia Millia Islamia 

for their cooperation and support 

Designed and Curated by Ram Rahman    
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