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When the Cockroach Janta Party 
(CJP), a youth-led movement, called 
off its sit-in in the Indian capital 
in late July, one of its members 
offered a wry aside to a report-
er: young Indians had power, but 
no organised party built to carry 
it forward. It was a telling choice 
of words because CJP itself has 
never been a political party in any 
formal sense. It is not registered 
with India’s Election Commission, 
fields no candidates and describes 
itself as a satirical movement rath-
er than an electoral vehicle.
That single aside, though, cap-
tures the entire arc of the sum-
mer of 2026, a season in which 
a satirical Instagram page grew 
into the most serious challenge 
Modi’s government has faced in 
years, forced a sitting union min-
ister out of office and still left an-
alysts wondering whether India 
was about to become “the next 
Sri Lanka” or “the next Nepal”. It 
did not. It will not. But it came 
close enough to worry people 
who make a living tracking these 
things, left behind a movement 
and a set of grievances that have 
not gone away.
The spark was bureaucratic be-
fore it was political. In May 2026, 
the National Testing Agency (NTA) 
conducted NEET-UG, the en-
trance examination that decides 
admission to medical colleges 
for roughly two million aspiring 
doctors a year, in India. Within 
days, allegations surfaced that the 
question paper had been compro-
mised. The government cancelled 
the exam and ordered a re-test for 
June 21, launching a CBI investiga-
tion into the leak.
What followed was not just an 
administrative scandal but a hu-
man one. In the weeks between 
the cancellation and the re-test, 
reports emerged of NEET aspi-
rants dying by suicide across the 
country, from Ahmedabad to Ra-
jasthan to Uttar Pradesh. It was 
reported at least 11 such deaths 
happened in the 46-day window; 
later reports put the toll at 13. 
These were not abstract statistics. 
They were teenagers who had 
spent years and families who had 
spent their savings, preparing for 
a single exam, only to watch the 
rug pulled out from under them 
through no fault of their own. 
Almost simultaneously, a separate 
spark landed. On May 15, 2026, 
during a Supreme Court hearing, 
Chief Justice of India Surya Kant 
remarked that unemployed young 
people who turned to activism 
and social media were like “cock-
roaches,” a comment he later said 
was misunderstood. It didn’t mat-
ter. Within 78 hours, a satirical 
page calling itself the Cockroach 
Janta Party (CJP) had gathered 
millions of followers. Its founder, 
a 30-year-old Boston University 
graduate named Abhijeet Dipke, 
was in the United States finish-
ing a master’s in public relations 
when he posted a call on X, in-
viting “all cockroaches” to unite. 
What began as internet satire, 
complete with volunteers dressed 
in cockroach costumes at rallies, 
fused with the growing anger over 
the NEET deaths and evolved into 
a genuine protest movement, one 
that grew to more than 20 million 
followers within weeks.
Into this, Sonam Wangchuk 
stepped in as a moral anchor. 
Wangchuk, the Ladakhi engi-
neer-turned-educator and climate 
activist whose earlier hunger 
strikes for Ladakh’s statehood had 
already made him a familiar face 
of principled, non-violent protest, 

joined on June 28 and began an 
indefinite hunger strike in soli-
darity, demanding transparency 
and structural reform of India’s 
examination system. A man who 
has spent decades of his life on 
education reform and Himalayan 
ecology, lending his health and 
eventually his body to the cause, 
gave the student movement a 
gravity that a meme page alone 
could never have carried.
The protest, centred at Jantar 
Mantar, a historic public square 
in New Delhi long used as a des-
ignated site for demonstrations, 
had begun as early as June 6, but 
it hardened into something the 
government could not ignore 
once Wangchuk’s health began to 
fail. Twenty days into his fast, with 
doctors warning of serious dete-
rioration, police forcibly removed 
him from the protest site on the 
orders of the High Court and took 
him to hospital. Protesters said 
officers used excessive force in 
doing so; police called it a “slight 
commotion”.
That act of removing a 59-year-
old hunger striker by force did 
not end the protest. It escalated 
it. Abhijeet Dipke, CJP’s founder, 
announced on the spot that he 
would begin his own indefinite 
hunger strike, calling the govern-
ment’s move a “grave mistake”. 
Left-wing student organisations, 
including the All India Students 
Federation, the All India Students 
Association, and the Students’ 
Federation of India, formally 
joined the sit-in alongside CJP in 
the days that followed, turning 
what had been a loosely organ-
ised, internet-native movement 
into a broader coalition with or-
ganisational muscle and campus 
networks behind it.
Dipke himself became a study in 
how quickly an ordinary young 
Indian can be thrust into nation-
al politics. He has said he never 
planned to start a political move-
ment, only that he could not stay 
quiet after hearing his generation 
described as parasites. What-

ever his original intentions, his 
instincts for narrative and organ-
ising, honed in graduate school, 
proved decisive once real anger 
needed a shape. Alongside him, 
CJP’s spokesperson Saurav Das 
became the public face of the 
movement’s negotiations with 
the government, repeatedly brief-
ing press and demanding written 
guarantees rather than verbal 
assurances, a caution that would 
prove justified.
By late June and into July, the pro-
test had stopped being a story 
about one city. Rallies and sit-ins 
under the CJP banner spread to 
Pune, Bengaluru, Chennai, Bihar 
and beyond, with an online pe-
tition demanding the education 
minister’s resignation collecting 
more than 800,000 signatures. 
But the protest carried two dis-
tinct meanings depending on 
where you stood in the country, 
and this is the fault line that will 
outlast the summer of 2026.
In the north, the demand was 
for a fair NEET: an end to paper 
leaks, transparent evaluation, and 
a trustworthy National Testing 
Agency. In Tamil Nadu and much 

of the south, the demand has long 
been more radical, and it predates 
this year’s crisis by a decade. The 
former Tamil Nadu government, 
under M.K. Stalin, has argued for 
years that NEET itself should be 
scrapped entirely, not fixed, point-
ing out that the exam structurally 
favours students who can afford 
expensive private coaching over 
government-school students who 
cannot, even when both groups 
are equally capable. Tamil Nadu’s 
assembly has repeatedly passed 
bills seeking exemption from 
NEET and the party’s data over 
the years has pointed to a grim, 
disproportionate toll of student 
suicides in the state tied to the 
exam. When the national protest 
reached its climax, communist-af-
filiated youth and student federa-
tions marched on the Chennai res-
idence of Tamil Nadu’s Governor 
demanding NEET’s outright ab-
olition and police detained more 
than 200 of them. That divide, fair 
exam in the north, no exam at all 
in the south, remains unresolved 
even after the immediate crisis 
passed.
The state’s response, in several 
places, was heavy-handed in a 
way that only fed the movement. 
Police in multiple states arrested 
and detained students partici-
pating in CJP-linked demonstra-
tions, from New Delhi to Mumbai 
to Chennai to Patna. When more 

than 10,000 protesters marched 
toward Parliament on July 20, 
police responded with tear gas 
and batons, injuring roughly 150 
demonstrators by some estimates 
and detaining many more. Dipke 
accused officers of tearing the 
clothes off female protesters and 
beating them badly, and told re-
porters afterward that he no lon-
ger believed Modi deserved to be 
called a democratically account-
able prime minister. Dharmendra 
Pradhan, for his part, dismissed 
the protesters as a “B-team of 
terrorists,” a remark that only 
hardened public sympathy for the 
demonstrators, especially with 
grieving families of the dead still 
very much part of the movement’s 
moral core.
The pressure told. On the night 
of July 25, 2026, Dharmendra 
Pradhan resigned as Union Edu-
cation Minister, telling the Prime 
Minister in his resignation letter 
that the matter was not one of 
personal prestige and that public 
confidence needed to be restored. 
President Droupadi Murmu ac-
cepted the resignation, and the 
government moved quickly to fill 
the vacancy with Pralhad Joshi, 
who took on the education port-
folio in addition to his existing 
charge of new and renewable en-
ergy and consumer affairs.
With its central demand met, 
CJP called off its 36-day protest 
that Saturday. “We have done it,” 
Das told reporters. Dipke, asked 
what came next for the cockroach 
movement, said only that a new 
strategy would be shared once 
they had “a little time”. It was a 
strikingly modest note to end a 
campaign that had just unseated 
a union minister.
The government’s other major 
promise, that no criminal cases 
would be filed against students 
who had participated peacefully, 
did not hold cleanly everywhere. 
In Bihar, cases were in fact regis-
tered against protesters even as 
talks were ongoing, prompting 
CJP to threaten a fresh round of 
agitation unless the FIRs were 
withdrawn and detainees re-
leased. Under that pressure, the 
Bihar Home Department ulti-
mately ordered the dismissal of 
all cases registered before July 26, 
2026, and directed the immedi-
ate release of anyone still in cus-
tody in connection with them, a 
notification the Centre and other 
BJP-ruled states were pressed to 
match. Even after that, CJP had to 
publicly flag a Supreme Court in-
terim order that appeared to leave 
room for state governments to 
continue existing investigations, 
arguing it undercut the written 
assurances they had just secured, 
a reminder that promises ex-
tracted from a government under 
pressure can be slippery things.
None of this scale would have 
been possible without the inter-
net and it is worth being honest 
about that. A throwaway insult 
from a sitting Chief Justice be-
came a rallying cry within 78 
hours because a 30-year-old stu-
dent understood exactly how to 
turn outrage into infrastructure: 
a logo, a slogan, a sign-up form, 
and a satirical identity that peo-
ple from Kerala to Kashmir could 
adopt without needing to belong 
to any existing party. Students in  

A demonstrator wears a cockroach 
mask during a protest organized by the 
Cockroach Janta Party (CJP) in Mumbai, 
India, on July 16, 2026.
  INDRANIL ADITYA/NURPHOTO

Abhijeet Dipke (C), founder of the Cockroach 
Janta Party, starts his indefinite hunger strike 
during a protest demanding the resignation 
of Education Minister Dharmendra Pradhan 
over alleged examination irregularities and 
repeated paper leaks in New Delhi, India, on 
July 18, 2026.
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Cockroaches rising

How India’s youth forced  
a union minister to resign

During a Supreme 
Court hearing, Chief 
Justice of India Surya 
Kant remarked that 
unemployed young 
people who turned 
to activism and 
social media were 
like “cockroaches,” 
a comment he 
later said was 
misunderstood. It 
didn’t matter. Within 
78 hours, a satirical 
page calling itself 
the Cockroach Janta 
Party (CJP), had 
gathered millions 
of followers. What 
began as internet 
satire, complete 
with volunteers 
dressed in cockroach 
costumes at rallies, 
fused with the 
growing anger over 
the NEET deaths 
and evolved into 
a genuine protest 
movement, one that 
grew to more than 
20 million followers 
within weeks.


