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The Practising Lawyer 

Vasudha Nagaraj

K Balagopal took up the legal pro-
fession quite late in his life. He 
enrolled in the Bar Council of 

Andh ra Pradesh in 1997. Not even a dozen 
years passed before his sudden demise, 
leaving more than a thousand clients 
deva stated, insecure and defenceless. In 
the legal profession it is said that the ges-
tation period for a lawyer is about 10 
years. It takes that long to apprentice with 
senior lawyers, to learn to draft, plead, 
cross-examine, argue, and more impor-
tantly, to gain the trust of the litigants. In 
Balagopal’s case, it was different. He ente-
red the profession with an astute assess-
ment of the structure and logic of the law 
which would often overshadow the exper-
tise of those senior lawyers who gained it 
over long years of practice.  

A number of heart-rending obituaries 
have been written about his lasting invest-
ments in the civil liberties movement in the 
country and his extraordinary life and poli-
tics. In this obituary, which I never thought 
that I would be writing, I shall devote it to 
his life in the courts. From 1997 to the last 
day of his life, he diligently attended the 
courts from Monday to Friday and devoted 
his weekends to fact-finding and docu-
menting of rights violations in the areas of 
state violence, tribal health, farmers’ prob-
lems, developmental destruction, environ-
ment to name a few. As a lawyer, his legal 
practice spanned several courts. He never 
missed a case and would not take an ad-
journment unless it was most necessary. I 
worked with him briefly during the years 
2003 to 2005 and I shall share those mem-
ories. It is in no way an exhaustive account 
of his legal work, but just an indication of 
the vastness of it. 

Vastness in Legal Work

A wide variety of litigants approached 
Balagopal whose lives, lands, status and 
employment were threatened. Balagopal 
made more than full use of the writ juris-
diction of the high court in challenging 
the violations by the police. Habeas corpus 
petitions were filed to trace missing  

persons belonging to Marxist-Leninist 
parties often taken away by the police. In 
some sense, the very filing of such a peti-
tion would save the life of the detenue and 
in most cases he/she would be remanded 
to judicial custody. Attendant criminal pe-
titions such as bail applications, criminal 
appeals of the needy/the poor and crimi-
nal revision petitions would follow. In the 
cases of violence against women, dalits 
and tribals, when the police delayed the 
investigations and did not file a charge 
sheet, he sought directions to hasten the 
investigation process.

In quash petitions filed by husbands to 
quash the criminal complaints filed by 
their wives against them, Balagopal 
appea red on behalf of the women to con-
test these cases. Even if he could not ap-
pear in the criminal trial courts for these 
cases, he extended his support using the 
writ jurisdiction of the high court.   

A large part of Balagopal’s work con-
sisted of securing the employment rights 
of workers. He chose to practise on behalf 
of labour, and thereby, had a consider able 
filing in the labour courts, Andhra Pradesh 
administrative tribunal, central adminis-
trative tribunal, central government indu-
strial tribunal and labour commissioner’s 
office. These cases invariably involved 
questions of challenging retrench ment of 
workers, decisions of depart mental enqui-
ries, payment of salaries, pensions and 
gratuity, right to strike and many other 
matters relating to a worker’s life in a fac-
tory, shop, five-star hotel, club and hos-
pital. In almost all these cases Balagopal 
faced not just formidable legal opposition, 
but several levels of unscrupulous practi-
ces by lawyers engaged by the manage-
ments of these workplaces. They would 
often indulge in the popular practice of 
taking several adjournments and filing 
unwarranted petitions to wear out the op-
ponent. Balagopal would be quite unfazed 
and not allow these unscrupulous practi-
ces to deter him from pursuing the case. 
He would hold on to the case through 
these long and tiring adjournments and 

counsel the client that such is the practice 
of law. He would ride his rickety scooter 
furiously through the traffic-congested 
roads of the old city of Hyderabad and ap-
pear in these various courts which were at 
quite a distance from each other. There 
are many lawyers today who remember 
his early morning calls asking them to 
take a “short pass-over” as he would be 
held up in one of these several courts. 

Land Rights of Tribals

Securing the land rights of tribals in the 
agency areas formed another substantial 
part of his litigation in the high court. 
Trinad ha Rao, a practising lawyer and 
long-standing friend of Balagopal, re-
counts that the latter secured thousands 
of acres of land for the tribals in the agency 
areas through his work in the high court. 
Again, he used the writ jurisdiction in 
countering the state’s actions in promot-
ing the inte rests of the non-tribals in grab-
bing tribal lands, business propositions 
and employment opportunities that were 
originally meant for the tribal community. 
In many of these cases the enquiry had to 
be reopened to correctly represent the 
claims of the tribals. Trinadha Rao says 
that these re-enquiries were often chal-
lenged by the non-tribals on the principle 
of res judicata, one of the cardinal princi-
ples of legal adjudication, that a case 
which has been examined once cannot be 
re-examined. Balagopal, in turn, argued 
that the principle of res judicata cannot be 
applied mecha nically and that it shall 
nulli fy all claims of the tribals who were 
often the victims of collusions between 
the revenue and police authorities and the 
non-tribals. 

As it is clear from the above, a sizeable 
part of Balagopal’s litigation lay in the 
high court, specifically using its “writ juris-
diction”. He filed several writ petitions to 
stop the pollution generated by industries 
and to demand that they relocate their 
opera tions. The state and district pollu-
tion boards were often respondents in his 
writ petitions. In the area of education 
and employment, he took up a number of 
service sector cases, where he defended 
scheduled caste/scheduled tribe (SC/ST) 
employees who were not conside red for 
employment/promotion and fought for 
the right implementation of the provisions 



tributes to k balagopal 

Economic & Political Weekly EPW  october 31, 2009 vol xliv no 44 127

of reservations. Demolitions and the rights 
of the evicted persons constituted another 
enduring part of his work. Through these 
writ petitions he enabled persons to chal-
lenge several discriminations of caste and 
gender that are endemic to the adminis-
tration and bureaucracy. Be it a girl who 
insisted on keeping her mothe r’s name in 
her passport application or a Muslim boy 
accused of being a terrorist, and thereby, 
not allowed to write his final year medical 
exams, Balagopal was there to challenge 
the inactions of the administrative author-
ity in the high court. His practice in the 
court was not limited to challenging en-
counter deaths alone, but extended to civil, 
service, labour and other registers of the 
law. Apart from his work in the courts, he 
would be an adviser to countless activis ts 
who consulted him on several tricky issues 
of the feasibilities of resorting to the law. 

Court Craft

Many of these cases involved high stakes, 
and therefore, some of the best legal 
minds would be in opposition. To counter 
them one had to be meticulous, well-
inform ed of the facts and provisions of 
law, as well as the precedent. Balagopal’s 

pleadings were well-organised, precise 
and stated the context and contents of the 
injury/violation in its clearest terms. They 
would also carry his unmistakable sense 
of humour. His clerk Sudhakar recounts 
that never were Balagopal’s petitions 
marked for any mistakes and it was so 
easy to be his clerk. Balagopal’s arguments 
in the court carried a quiet elegance to it. 
Despite being such a prolific public spe-
aker, his arguments in court would be 
measured, and devoid of any flamboyance 
or outright political tones. His strategy 
was to remain within the structure of the 
law and use its ambiguities, double tones, 
loopholes and contradictions. His thor-
oughness came from a mastery of the 
proce dures of the law and being updated 
on the latest case law. He was confident 
that one could make best use and check-
mate the law by playing its own devices. 
In the painstaking process of the argu-
ment, he would gradually persuade the 
judge to push the limits of the law, to  
re-examine the founding principles of the 
law, to allow for a different interpretation 
and to introduce a legal recognition for 
contested claims and proceedings. Not 
alwa ys was it a successful process, but it 

has left in its wake a culture, practice and 
politics of using the law and the legal in-
stitutions in defence of the marginalised.

Today, with Balagopal’s demise, there is 
a yawning gap in the Andhra Pradesh.
High Court and all the other courts where 
he practised. It is true that there are other 
lawyers, litigants and litigations and that 
the law will be challenged, exposed and 
extended. But the genius of Balagopal’s 
leg al practice lay in the fact that he was so 
explicit about whom he defended and why 
he defended. When he stood to argue 
befo re the judges, there was an expecta-
tion, a hush in the courtroom, an emotion 
that this was an argument not merely 
about a specific claim, but about justice it-
self. In a profession which is marked by 
competiti on, collusions, exorbitant fees 
and absen ce of any political commitments, 
Balagopal developed the most sophisticat-
ed legal arguments for those who would 
otherwise not have the resources to ap-
pear before the law. 

To say that we miss him would be an 
understatement. 

Vasudha Nagaraj (vasudhanagaraj13@gmail.com)
is with the Human Rights Forum, Hyderabad.
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