










all writing for Andre Bazin's film magazine Cahiers du Cinema before they became filmmakers. They had 
access to movies from around the world, they had critical thinking to support them and they arrived at a time 
when colour film was being extensively used. In other words, a movement in film is a happy coming together 
of media, technology and individual talent. 

Today, when one teaches a course in documentary and non-fiction cinema, one has access to extensive 
material on DVD. Propaganda films from the 1930s, like Leni Riefenstahl's Triumph of the Will and Olympia 
(her masterpiece on the 1936 Berlin Olympics), can be screened, analysed and discussed. The great British 
documentary tradition of John Grierson and others is available at the National Film Archives. The films of the 
Dutch master, Bert Haanstra, are in pristine condition on DVD. Students can have an intelligent perspective 
on the grand sweep of the documentary tradition around the world. And then they can place the Indian 
documentary in that global context.

The activist filmmaking of Patwardhan and others was a platform. Filmmakers like Paromita Vohra (Unlimited 
Girls), Rahul Roy (City Beautiful) and Rina Mohan (Skin Deep) have taken the movement forward to a 
fascinating level of non-fiction aesthetics. In Unlimited Girls, for example, filmmaker Vohra takes a complex 
subject like feminism in India and uses the device of an Internet chat room to anchor it. Women discuss their 
feelings, responses and confusion about feminism in the privacy of the 'chat room'. The filmmaker then 
illustrates the debate with interviews, clever animation to spoof the conventional Indian response to women's 
issues, and a vast amount of data very attractively and entertainingly presented. It is clear that the animation 
would have been very difficult to do in a pre-digital age, the assembly of data would have looked laborious 
and appeared boring and the budget would have been astronomical and out of reach of conventional 
documentary funding.

But the camera work in Rahul Roy's City Beautiful really reveals the digital revolution as it shapes aesthetics. 
This is a film about a community of unemployed weavers in New Delhi. Roy goes into their homes, gets the 
weaver families so used to the camera that they don't notice it at all after a while, then talks to them heart-to-
heart. Remarkably, the final film is edited just like a feature film. The camera is so easily and beautifully 
positioned that the post-production work has the visual continuity of a well-scripted piece of fiction. You can 
hardly believe that the film is a documentary. There is no way this could have been done with a 16mm film 
camera. The lighting inside the weaver's chawl itself would have been next to impossible. But with digital, the 
camera is like the pen or the laptop of a journalist or non-fiction writer.

 

Today, one can confidently state that the Indian documentary is more interesting and exciting than the Indian 
fiction film. Much of popular Hindi cinema today is presented either in a social and political vacuum or in a 
context that has little relationship with Indian reality. But the documentary is beautifully connected. Moreover, 
the medium is now in the hands of young graduates of film and communication institutes, trained in digital 
technology and with a sense of the history of major film movements around the world. In other words, a 
visually literate elite in India has taken to the form. The future looks bright. 

Ajit Duara is a film critic, scriptwriter and teacher of film studies
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Thar: Secrets of the Deserts  
52 mins, VCD, English, 1995
Produced by the Centre for Science and Environment 
Captures the diverse social and cultural practices of traditional Marwaris, which allow them to survive in the 
harsh desert environment even without access to so-called 'development'. 
Contact **7 (see page 51) 

Swayam
30 mins, DVD, Tamil, English subtitles,2003
Director: Arun Chadha
The film examines the impact of women's Self Help Groups (SHG) and micro-credit mechanism 
both in terms of economic and social benefits through the experience of SHGs in varios parts of 
South India. 
Contact **3 (see page 51)

Turf Wars  
38 mins, VCD, English, 2001
Directors: Sanjay Barnela and Vasant Sabharwal
The creation of the Great Himalayan National Park ran villagers out of their homes. Later a part of the 
protected wildlife conservation area was released for the construction of a controversial hydroelectric 
power project. 
Contact **5 (see page 51)

A Journey Together  
70 mins, DVD, English, 1998
Director: Gargi Sen
Traces the story of migrant peasants from West Bengal, engaged in scavenging for a livelihood and seeking 
acceptance in the larger slum community.
Contact **5 (see page 51)

Meals Ready  
46 mins, DVD, Tamil and with English subtitles, 1996
Directors: Vani Subramanian and Surajit Sarkar
The film examines the politics of power, caste and religion that govern transactions in South India's rice 
market, as in the little town of Walajabad in Tamil Nadu. 
Contact **5 (see page 51)
                                         
Colours of the Earth  
28 mins, DVD, English, 2002
Director: Kavita Das Gupta
The Dalit women of Andhra have learned to reclaim unproductive lands and make them 
green again. Empowered and powerful, they control their own lives and those of their own families.
Contact **5 (see page 51)

Words on Water  
85 mins, DVD, English and Hindi subtitled, 2002
Director: Sanjay Kak
A film about sustained non-violent resistance, the almost joyous defiance that empowers people as they 
struggle for their rights, yet saves them from the ultimate humiliation of violence. 

Contact **8 (see page 51)

















Human Rights, People's Struggles, Disasters

Kol Tales   
58 mins, VCD, Hindi with English subtitles, 1997
Director: Sehjo Singh
Produced by Anwar Jamal and Sehjo Singh
The film looks at how land rights in rural Bihar are being violated and the continuing struggle for justice.
Review link: http://infochangeindia.org/200408046244/Film-Forum/Documentary/Kol-Tales.html
Contact: Anwar Jamal and Sehjo Singh
              D-3/3173 Vasant Kunj,
              New Delhi 110 073
              Email: anwrsejo@nda.vsnl.net.in

The Bitter Drink    
26 mins, DVD, with English subtitles, 2003
Directors: Baburaj and Saratchandran
Produced by Third Eye Communications
A closer look at the anti-Cola struggle in Kerala.

The Final Struggle    
35 mins, VCD, English subtitles, 1999-2001
Directors: Baburaj and Saratchandran
A film about environmental pollution and human rights in the Indian state of Kerala. 

Our Life, Our Film   
45 mins, VCD, English subtitles
Directors: Anuba Jadeja, Gomiben Koli, Hansaben Jadav, Hansa Someshwara, Ilaben Kubavat, 
Jamunaben Someshwra, Kaajalben Chauhan, and Kunwarben Koli
Directed by a group of ordinary women belonging to quake-ravaged villages of Kutch in Gujarat, this unique 
visual narrative walks the road with women and children struggling to rebuild their lives.

Harvesting Hunger    
53 mins, DVD, English and with subtitles, 2000
Director: Krishnendu Bose 
The film journeys through Kalahandi in Orissa, Warangal in Andhra, Hoshiarpur in Punjab, and Bellary in 
Karnataka to witness firsthand the politics of hunger.
Contact **5 (see page 51) 
      
Bushman's Secret    
65 mins, DVD, English, 2006
Director: Rehad Desai 
Features breathtaking footage of the Kalahari landscape, and exposes us to a world where modernity 
collides with ancient ways, at a time when each has, strangely, come to rely on the other.
Contact **10 (see page 52) 

The Way to Dusty Death    
30 mins, DVD, English (subtitles), 2004
Director: Syed Fayaz
A moving account of the victims of silicosis in Gujarat.
Contact **3 (see page 51) 

















































5. Centre for Environment and Education (CEE) 
Website: http://education.vsnl.com/ceecentral/
18 Green Park Society, Aundh, Pune 411007, Ph: 020 25887099

6. Point of View
Website: http://www.pointofview.org 
Swatantrya Mandir, Plot No 139, Ground Floor, Opposite Laxmi Nagar Hall, 10th Road, Khar West, 
Mumbai 400 052,Tel: 022 55739803 / 55727252

7. Federation of Film Societies of India (FFSI)
Website: http://www.ffsico.org
Federation of Film Societies of India, Central Office, C 7 Bharat Bhaban, 2nd Floor, 3 Chittaranjan 
Avenue, Kolkata 700 072.

8. Kalpavriksh 
Website: http://www.kalpavriksh.org/
Apt 5, Shree Dutta Krupa, 908 Deccan Gymkhana, Pune 411004; and 134, Tower 10, Supreme Enclave, 
Mayur Vihar Phase I, Delhi 110091, Tel: 020 25675450

9. National Film Archive of India (NFAI)
Website: http://nfaipune.nic.in/main_page.htm
PO Box No 810, Law College Road, Pune 411 004. Tel/Fax: 020 25652259, 020 25670027

10. Open Space/Centre for Communication and Development Studies
Website: http://openspaceindia.org, http://infochangeindia.org
301, 2nd floor, Kanchanjanga Apts, Kanchan Lane, Off Law College Road, Pune 411 004. Tel: 020 
25457371

11. Public Service Broadcasting Trust (PSBT)
Website: www.psbt.org
PO Box 3264, Nizamuddin East, New Delhi 110 013. India. Tel:011 24355941 Fax: 011 24353825
   
12. Pukar 
Website: http://www.pukar.org.in/pukar/ 
1-4, 2nd floor, Kamanwala Chambers, Sir P M Road, Fort, Mumbai 400 001. Tel/Fax: 022 5574 8152, 022 
5664 0561 

13. Sarai (CSDS)
Website: www.sarai.net
29, Rajpur Road, Near Transport Authority, Delhi 110054,Tel: 011 23960040, 23942199
    
14. Majlis – A Centre for Alternative Culture and Rights Discourse
Website: http://www.majlisbombay.org
Bldg No 4 Block A/2, Golden Valley, Kalina Kurla Road, Kalina, Mumbai 400 098. Tel: 022 26662394, 
Fax: 022 26668539 

15. Delhi Film Archive 
Website: http://www.delhifilmarchive.org
Emal: delhifilmarchive@gmail.com 












