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The Right Livelihood Foundation mourns
2004 Laureate Swami Agnivesh
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 Swami Agnivesh : Credit: Wolfgang Schmidt 
The Right Livelihood Foundation mourns the passing of

2004 Laureate Swami Agnivesh, who was a champion of
religious and communal co-existence and tolerance in India
and beyond. Agnivesh died at the age of 80 after a longer
illness on Friday, 11thSeptember, in New Delhi.

“Swami Agnivesh was a champion for the oppressed who
sought to create unity through religious tolerance,” said Ole
von Uexkull, Executive Director of the Right Livelihood
Foundation. “His legacy remains a guiding light for
communal co-existence at a time of widening social gaps
and increasing extremism. We are deeply saddened by the
passing of this extraordinary leader.”

”A compassionate champion for the most vulnerable,
Agnivesh worked on a number of social issues, including child
and bonded labour, the inclusion of Dalits in Indian religious
society, women’s rights, and religious tolerance and
reconciliation.

He was born as Vepa Shyam Rao on 21st September, 1939,
into an orthodox Hindu family. After practising law
andteaching, he gave up his career to work full time for the
Arya Samaj, a Hindu reformist movement, in 1968. Two years
later, he became a sanyasi, renouncing worldly possessions
and becoming, in the process, Swami Agnivesh.

Parallel to becoming a "renouncer," Agnivesh co-founded
a political party, the AryaSabha, to work for political order,
basedon Arya Samaj principles. This set of principles was
spelt out in a book published in 1974, Vaidik Samajvad (Vedic
Socialism). It rejects the lop sided materialism of both
capitalism and communism in favour of what the Arya Sabha
constitution calls "social spirituality".

When Prime Minister Indira Gandhi declared a state of
emergency in 1975, cracking down on opposition parties,
Agnivesh and some colleagues were arrested. He spent 14

months in prison. After the 1977 elections that swept Indira
Gandhi from office, Agnivesh was elected to the Haryana
state legislative assembly, being given the post of education
minister. However, he rapidly became disillusioned, resigned
and decided to devote all his energy and time to social justice
movements.

During this period, he began to denounce bonded labour,
which became one of his most emblematic causes. In 1981,
he founded the Bandhua Mukti Morcha (BMM, the Bonded
Labour Liberation Front), which has secured the release of
more than 1,78,000 Indian workers, including 26,000
children. The organisation has also helped create a number
of trade unions.

Besides bonded labour, Agnivesh campaigned to end
hepractice of sati, the immolation of widows on their
husband’s funeral pyres andalso fought to secure entry of
Dalits into Hindu temples. He has participated in a number
of people’s movements (including Narmada Bachao Andolan,
which also received the Right Livelihood Award) regarding
land, water, forests and fisheries issues.

In 1999, concerned about escalating religious
fundamentalism and obscurantism, he helped to launch a
multi-religious forum called Religions for Social Justice. After
the 2002 massacre in Gujarat, he organised a group of 72
eminent religious-social leaders who spent five days in the
violence-affected areas of Gujarat and denounced the Hindu
fundamentalist organisations and sectors responsible.

In later years, he remained committed to promoting
interfaith dialogue.

He received the 2004 Right Livelihood Award “for
promoting over many years in South Asia the values of
religious and communal co-existence, tolerance and mutual
understanding.”



3Date : 03-01-2021 Arya Jeevan



4Date : 18-12-2020 Arya Jeevan4Date : 03-01-2021 Arya Jeevan

The World Council of Churches (WCC) expressed deep
sorrow upon the demise of Swami Agnivesh, a longtime
Hindu partner for the WCC, and offered its heartfelt
condolences to grieving communities.

Swami Agnivesh was the president emeritus of the World
Council of AryaSamaj (Sarvadeshik Arya Pratinidhi Sabha)
and founder-chairperson of the Bonded Labour Liberation
Front (Bandhua Mukti Morcha), an organisation he founded
in 1981 to advocate for the rights of bonded labourers.

“In the demise of Swami Agnivesh we have lost a leader
whose passion for justice showed the compassionate side
of religion,” said Rev. Prof. Dr. Loan Sauca, WCC  Interim
general secretary. “As a selfless and to rele ss champion of
justice for the poor and one of the leading proponents of
inter religious dialogue from the Hindu community, he leaves
behind a legacy that will inspire many to pursue peace
between religions and justice for the poor.

”Swami Agnivesh also served as chairperson of the UN
Trust Fund on Contemporary Forms of Slavery from 1994-
2004. As“recognition his ongstiing (strugling ) engagement
to end bonded labour in India he was awarded the Right
Livelihood Award (Alternative Nobel Peace Prize) in
Sweden“and Freedom and Human Rights Award in Bern,
Switzerland.

“For his outspoken views on growing religious
fundamentalism Swami Agnivesh was attacked by a violent
mob of alleged fringe fundamentalist group in July 2018
The attack on leader drew widespread condemnation across
the globe, including from the WCC which viewed the attack
as an infringement on the right to freedom of religion and
expression, and a serious violation of basic human rights
and dignity.

The WCC holds the followers of Swami Agnivesh and
the communities he served in its thouhts at this time of
bereavement and hopes that they will find the strength to
persevere in Swami Agnivesh's path of religious harmony
and peaceful coexistence.
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Swami Agnivesh ji was an outspoken personality having bold
mental power and courage to fightout against injustice. He was
a crusader against bonded labour system, not only against
bonded labour- child labour  but against all social evils includ-
ing the “Sati Prathaa” or glorification of “Sati” .
He worked tirelessly to combat the caste system, dogmatism,
communality etc. Being a true Arya Samaji and follower of Swami
Dayanand Saraswati the founder of Arya Samaj, he was for just
Justice with an unique ideoloy of “Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam”.
He was a staunch believer in “Yatra Vishwam Bhavatyek
needam” . He advocated that this planet is for all living beings
without any discrimination. God created the human beings as
human beings only without making any discrimation as caste,
creed, religion, Hindu, Muslim, Christian etc. and this earth as
boundaryless. All differences are by man made policies. He ad-
vocated to fightout all these menaces to make noble world and
whole  Earth as one family. “his words left indelible marks, and
his courage was a true goad and an“ inspiration. He com-
bined a spiritual and worldly presence in unique“ ways. His
spirituality evoked the very essence of the spiritual quest“ for
meaning but still more for justice and goodness. His human-
ity, his prophetic voice, his “example, his courage will not be
forgotten.“
Bringingout this memorable book is our humble tribute to
Swami Agnivesh ji                             - Vithal Rao Arya

HUMBLE TRIBUTE TO SWAMI AGNIVESH

Swami Agnivesh

Swami Agnivesh who in critical condition currently battling
a debilitating liver and multiple organ affacted at ILBS, Vasant
Kunj, New Delhi has been conferred upon the prestigious
Hero of Humanity award by the Visioner's International
Network. Swami Agnivesh who has relentlessly crusaded for
the plight of the bonded and child labourers happens to be
the first Indian to receive this honour, which has been
bestowed upon luminaries like Florence Nightingale, Nina
Meyerhoff, Tony Buzan, Robert Muller etc. The saffron clad
social activist was attacked and beaten up by an orthodox
right wing crowd in Pakur, Jharkhand two years ago and has
been battling poor health since. His condition deteriorated in
March and he has been hospitalized since.

The jury recognised his efforts for the most marginalized
and the most voiceless and wrote- "We urgently pray for
your recovery. We know that you do your work as a natural
extension of who you are, without any expectation of reward,
since the work itself and the outcome for its recipients is
reward enough. At the same time, others, inspired by your
example of the work itself, or healed by your ministries,
internalize the ideas profoundly and extend the work beyond
your knowledge by their own newfound ability and energy.
In this way, you add to humanity’s reservoir of human
goodness. It is this human resource that the Visioneers project
is tapping into by showcasing the examples of yourself and
others."

The jury further reiterated-We will showcase and celebrate
your body of work on our Virtual Expo and in the Visioneers
Masterworks Emporium of the Great Works of Our Time, but
this Award Certificate is for you, to tell you how much of an
impact you are having and how much your work is appreciated.
Put it in your home in a place of honour, so you can see every
day how much, you, your work, and the spirit you bring to life
is valued by your peers, friends and colleagues. It is meant to
engender a secret smile and encourage you to continue.

Thank you for your service to humanity. We offer you the
Visioneers Lifetime Achievement Award as a Hero of
Humanity."

becomes the first Indian to receive
Hero of Humanity award
from Visioner's International Network

  President, Arya Pratinidhi Sabha AP- Telangana
      Hyderabad   Email: acharyavithal@gmail.com 9849560691
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It is imperative that a new and proactive
spiritual vision commensurate to the challenges

of the emerging world order be enunciated
without delay.

Right Livelihood : A Universal Goal
Hon’ble Mr. Speaker and distinguished friends,
I consider it a special privilege to be honoured
through the Right Livelihood Award, respected
globally as the "Alternate Nobel Prize".

I would like to thank the Right Livelihood Award
Foundation for finding me worthy of this unique
recognition.

I welcome this not just as a distinction conferred
on me personally, but as a global recognition of a
spiritual mission that I have had the privilege to
share with people of many faiths and cultures over
the last four decades specially with Islamic scholar
activist Dr. Asghar Ali Engineer and a Christian
priest of renown Rev. Valson Thampu. Additionally,
it is a tribute to the unique spiritual genius of India
that breeds a composite culture of harmony and
mutual respect. Sadly, this has come under assault
from organized vested interests in recent times.
But the soul of India spoke against it in decisive
terms through the idiom of democracy recently.
And I feel a sense of legitimate pride about the
spiritual goodness of my people who have
reasserted our shared spirituality and rejected
parochial and sectarian agendas and advocacies.

I see this is an occasion to share with you, albeit
briefly, the essence of my spiritual vision and
mission. To me, the essence of spirituality is the
duty to live to its full the glorious destiny of being
human. The purpose of religion should be to

ACCEPTANCE SPEECH – SWAMI AGNIVESH
empower all people in this adventure of living with
dignity and fulfilment. Sadly, the spiritual core of all
religions has decayed and the competitive agendas

of ghettoized religious establishments have become
a blatant contradiction of their spiritual mandate.
Religions have become a hindrance, rather than a
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help, to our shared pursuit of peace and progress.
They tend to make us meaner rather than better
human beings, less sensitive to the demands of
justice, compassion and fellow humanity in our
times. This is regrettable in the extreme.

Early enough in my spiritual pilgrimage it
dawned on me that the ultimate value in this world
is life in all its manifold forms and expressions. To

that extent I want to emphasize
that the focus on “right livelihood”
needs to be centered on a
commitment to value and
celebrate life. Spiritually, life is a
festival, a celebration. Joy is of the
essence of life; and, as per the
Indian spiritual worldview, joy is
of the essence of God as well. The
hallmark of God is ananda, or pure
bliss. Because we carry, deep
within us, the imprint of the nature
of our Creator, all human beings
have a right, and duty, to be joyful.
Anything that thwarts this spiritual
human right goes against the very
purpose of human being.
Spirituality mandates us to wage
a relentless war to eradicate
these forces of oppression and
disempowerment. But joy is not
merely a matter of obtaining some

material advantages alone. Material advantages
beyond basic needs tend to contribute to human
unhappiness. It is the result of the right relationship
between the Creator and the whole of creation.
Spirituality defines, directs and empowers that
relationship.

This explains why I attach special significance to
this award among all the awards conferred on me.
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To institute the "Right Livelihood Award" is to focus
attention on a wholesome approach to spirituality
as the foundation of life. I was born into an
orthodox south Indian brahmin family, practicing a
religion of multiple Gods & Goddesses, idol
worship, caste system, a superstitious, ritual ridden
way of life. At the age of 17, I came across the
universal Vaidic spiritual vision of Mahrshi
Dayanand–The founder of Arya Samaj Movement
in 1875. It demystified and simplified religion for
me and inspired me to be my own prophet. Based
on that vision, I want to place on record my spiritual
conviction that the religions of the world must be
assessed, not on the basis of their convoluted
theologies, but in terms of the extent to which they
serve as forces of liberation and empowerment.
Religion as the watchdog of the status quo is a
curse and a liability. It is high time we cast it out,
lock stock and barrel. That being the case, and
going by mounting contemporary evidence, I have
no hesitation in stating that the agenda of "Right
Livelihood" has two complementary dimensions.
First, we must liberate people from religion, as
religion is understood and practiced today. Second,
we must effect a paradigm shift from religiosity to
shared spirituality.

This agenda assumes unprecedented urgency
and significance in a globalizing world. The
retrograde and mutually antagonistic outlook of
religions is a liability we have inherited from the
era and mindset of nation states. In the fields of
economics and politics, in internal relations and
trans-national military enterprises, the global
outlook has shifted from competition to
cooperation. It is a matter of supreme irony that,

though the vision of globality was intuited first in
the sphere of spirituality, the religions of the world
shut their eyes willfully against its opportunities
and challenges, thanks to their narrow and
narcissistic dispositions.

The global village is shifting progressively from
antagonism to alliances. This does not mean that
peaceful coexistence will result automatically.
Alliances can continue to be possessed by the spirit
of antagonism and keep our world bleeding itself
to death. Peace among religions is a precondition
for world peace. But religions, as religions, can
never be at peace with each other. To enable
religions to be instruments for peace we need to
enable, first, religious communities to progress
from religion to spirituality.

For the world order to be one of peace and
justice, for the global village to be a theater of right
livelihood, it is imperative that a new and proactive
spiritual vision commensurate to the challenges of
the emerging world order be enunciated without
delay. The challenge is to make "right livelihood" a
universal goal. Recognizing this value in a symbolic
way through an award like this is a significant step
in the right direction. This is not, however, our
journey’s end. We must not rest until right livelihood
is within reach of every human being upon this earth
we love and cherish.

We all have a role to play in achieving this goal.
Today, the world is a gog with a Global Alliance

for War Against Terrorism and a re-elected born
again Christian President of a superpower has hiked
his country’s military budget to a whopping 400
billion US dollars in the current climate.

Can we who are committed to Global Peace with
Justice call for a 10% reduction in all military
spending worldwide ? Such a reduction would make
a staggering US$100 billion a year available to
provide millions of people the necessary amenities
to lead a life of dignity, a life of Right Livelihood.
Illiteracy, poverty and unemployment often create
fertile breeding grounds for religious
fundamentalism and eventual terrorism. One
hundred billion dollars annually would make the
difference to curb the spread of these influences.
In addition to this, each one of us who wants to
contribute to avoiding contributes to global inequity
avoidable and injustice should be able to cut down
on incremental 10% consumption of alcohol,
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MY HEART IS OVER WHELMED at the
passing away of my good friend Swami Agnivesh
with whom I had privilege to work on many
different projects through the many years in Delhi.
We also founded the Sarvadharma Sansad together.
Even when I left Delhi and came to Austria, our
relationship continued uninterrupted. Not only I
went to visit him in his hotel but he came twice
out to meet me in my place to see what type of
place I was living and working at. 

In 2015 when he visited my place on the
suburbs of Vienna, he was deeply impressed that
our center was housing nearly 300 refugees from
Afghanistan, Syria, Iran and other African
countries. He could hardly believe that a Christian
center was housing men, women and children
refugees, 99% of whom were Muslims. The scene
was so deeply imprinted in his mind, that when he
visited Vienna again for his meetings, he came
again to visit me. He also madea video of our talk
or interview together, which was later on put on
Youtube. 

The last contact he had with me was through an
email jointly written by him and Rev. Valson
Thampu, requesting me to write a chapter for the
forthcoming book they were planning on his 80th

birthday. Being agood friend and having journeyed
together to various destinations, I was more than
happy to put down as memory of our work
together. I sent the matter to them by the middle
of August and Swamiji did gratefully acknowledge
my contribution to the book. I am sure it will be
out soon. 

Hearing of his passing away came as a great
shock to me as, being away in Vienna, I was not
aware of his sickness. While we are all indeed
sorry for the great loss, we can be proud that his
passing away caused by the injury to his liver,
while fighting for a cause of the Tribals of
Jharkhand, that he died a martyr’s death. We should
resolve to carry out the great mission which he
with such deep love and commitment, dedicated
himself to. May he live long in our hearts !
Dominic Emmanuel SVD Missions haus,
St. Gabriel, “Gabrielstr, 171“ A-2340
Maria Enzersdorf“, Austria
Mobile: +43 6763637078
Fr Dominic Emmanuel <frdominic@gmail.com>
Saturday, September 19th, 2020 at 3-26 p.m.

My heart is over whelmed

tobacco and meat. Let us unite for a Global Alliance
for War Against Poverty and Exploitation and
Contemporary Forms of Slavery. Let us launch a
People’s Movement for Right Livelihood. In all
humility I offer myself and nearly one million
members of Arya Samaj to work for such a
movement.

In accepting this unique honour, I renew my
pledge to continue my spiritual struggle against all
forms and forces of oppression and exploitation,
of irrationality and obscurantism, and to endeavour
to cleanse the garden of life from the weeds of
discrimination, alienation and antagonism.
Universal kinship–the insight that we are all
children of God, equally–is the quint essence of a
spiritual vision. Today we pay lip service to this
glorious truth. Let us walk hand-in-hand to make
this a flesh and blood reality.

It is  said that the birth of every human being is
a God’s statement of faith in the potential goodness
of human life. I share this deep optimismabout life.
And it is my prayer that the global village will be a
garden of life and not a wilderness of death, marked
by hostility and destructiveness. I wish to conclude
by saying a prayer that millions in my country have
been saying from time immemorial:

Asatoma Sadgamay,
(O Divine ! Lead us from untruth to Truth)
Tamasoma Jyotirgamay,

(from darkness and ignorance to light & wisdom)
Mrityorma Amritamgamay
(from disease & death to immortality).
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Dr. Baburam Bhattarai
Former Prime Minister of , Nepal
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Swami Agnivesh was born Vepa Shyam Rao on
September 21, 1939 in an orthodox Hindu Brahmin
family of Srikakulam in Andhra Pradesh. He lost his
father at the age of four. He was brought up by his
maternal grandfather who in turn was the grandson
of the Diwan of a princely state called Shakti, now in
Chhattisgarh. He gained degrees in Law and
Commerce, became a lecturer in management at the
reputed St Xavier's College in Kolkata and for a while
practiced law as a junior to Sabyasachi Mukherji for a
while who later became the Chief Justice of India. In
his student days, he had come in contact with the
progressive
ideals of the
Arya Samaj
and began a
l i f e - l o n g
relationship
with it.
Restless in
leading the
life of an
a c a d e m i c
and lawyer,
a n d
impatient at
t h e
continuance
of social and
e c onom i c
injustice and
superstition
in the name
of faith
around him, he finally plunged into political and social
activism at a young age, leaving Kolkata for Haryana,
that became the platform for his action for decades to
come. It was the magnetic pull of Swami Indravesh, a
great scholar—activist of Haryana, which brought
about a radical transformation within him.

In 1968, he became a full-time worker at the Arya
Samaj, and two years later, embraced sanyas,
renouncing worldly possessions and relationships and
becoming, in the process, Swami Agnivesh. But
renunciation never meant escapism for Swamiji. On
the day of his sanyas, he co-founded a political party
with Swami Indravesh, the Arya Sabha, to work for
political order. This party was founded on Arya Samaj
principles which, as he spells out in his 1974 book Vaidik
Samajvad (Vedic Socialism), rejects the lopsided
materialism of both capitalism and communism in favor
of "social spirituality". Over the years, Swamiji has been
influenced by the thoughts and writings of thinkers as
diverse as Swami Dayanand Saraswati, Gandhiji and
Karl Marx. Social and economic justice and faith inspired

by spirituality as opposed to superstition have
remained the foundations of his philosophy.

Swamiji's political life started with the struggle for
Haryana's fair share as it was emerging as a state
separated from Punjab. A fiery orator, he was effective
and inspirational right from the beginning, and his style
of leading from the front soon brought him the taste
of police brutality and landed him behind bars for
several short spells. Together with Swami Indravesh,
he spear headed struggles for Total Prohibition in
Haryana and for remunerative prices for farmers'
produce. Within a few short years, he found himself a

part of "Total
Revolution"—
Ja i p r akash
N a r a y a n ' s
clarion call
against the
Indira Gandhi
r e g i m e .
Swamiji had to
g o
underground
when Prime
Minister Indira
G a n d h i -
d e c l a r e d
Emergency in
1975 cracking
down on
oppo s i t i o n
parties. Later,
he was
arrested with

some of his colleagues and was jailed for 14 months.
After the 1977 elections, which swept Indira Gandhi
off from office, Agnivesh was elected to the Haryana
State Legislative Assembly, and became the Education
Minister in Bhajan Lal's Cabinet. However, it took him
less than four months to become disillusioned. There
was police firing in the Faridabad industrial township
killing around 10 workers. Swamiji protested first in the
Cabinet and later publicly demanded a judicial enquiry
against his own government. He was asked to resign.
He resigned and decided to devote all his energy and
time to social justice movements. This is a brief history
of Swamiji's direct political career so far as elected office
is concerned, though neither his activism since then
has been far from political action, nor are his positions
apolitical. This has won him admirers across party lines
among major politicians of the country.

Parallel to his political journey, Swamiji's tireless social
activism became his main area of work after he stepped
down from ministership in Haryana. His very early
marches through Haryana acquainted him with the

LIFE JOURNEY OF SWAMI AGNIVESH
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CM KCR condoles death of
Swamy Agnivesh

By TelanganaToday  |  Published: 11th September 2020

Hyderabad: Chief Minister K. Chandrashekhar Rao has expressed shock over the death
of prominent social activist Swamy Agnivesh.

Recalling that Swami Agnivesh had extended support to the Telangana Statehood
movement from the beginning, the Chief Minister pointed out that he had participated
in meetings, conferences and programs of separate Statehood movement.
Chandrashekhar Rao conveyed his condolences to members of the bereaved family.
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havoc that liquor caused to the rural society and its
economy, and he began fighting for abolishing liquor
outlets early on. True to Gandhiji's principle of
Antyodaya—the service of the most deprived—Swamiji
took up the cause of bonded labor in the early 1980s,
a struggle he is best known and respected for the world
over. Destitute and virtually sold to slavery, this was a
group of people arguably at the very bottom of India's
socio-economic ladder; they did not even exist in
public records. Slavery has always been illegal in India
and abolition of bonded labor was heralded as a success
of Emergency because of the promulgation of the

Bonded Labor System (Abolition) Act, 1976. But the
distance between "laws in books" and "law in action"
has unfortunately been vast in India. The struggle—in
courts of justice and dusty stone-quarries—was a long
and uphill task. Arun Shourie chronicles this at length
in his book Courts and their Judgments. The beginning
was ominous enough. When he raised the issue with
Haryana's Chief Minister Bhajan Lal, he was threatened
with dire consequences, and soon, a case was
registered against him as a Naxalite, on the charge of
murdering an industrialist two years ago !

Swamiji founded the Bandhua Mukti Morcha (BMM
or the Bonded Labour Liberation Front) in 1981, an
organization he still heads as its chairperson. The
campaign involved convincing courts and their com-
missioners of the status of bonded labor. The Supreme
Court gave a landmark-ruling identifying any employee
earning less than the statutorily fixed minimum wages
as bonded labor. But that was hardly enough. The
government failed to implement Supreme Court

directives. Quarry-owners unleashed terror on the
laborers with murder before the eyes of the police,
and effectively shut them from formal inquiries. Swamiji
himself was imprisoned at Rohtak in 1985. Years
passed in conflicting court orders, repeated inquiry
commissions and government in action. Even now,
the struggle continues. Over the years, BMM has
secured the release of more than 1,72,000 Indian
workers, and has helped create a number of trade
unions, including the All India Brick Kiln Workers, the
Stone Quarry Workers, and the Construction Workers.
Working also at the international level, Swami Agnivesh

has thrice been elected as Chairperson of the UN Trust
Fund on Contemporary Forms of Slavery. As Justice
P.N. Bhagwati, a former Chief Justice of India and noted
Human Rights advocate, points out, "it was entirely
(Swami Agnivesh's) initiative which truly brought (the
plight of the bonded labor in India) into light."

Decades of tireless struggle by Swamiji has now
brought media, public, and political attention to this
practically "invisible" underclass in India, visible, indeed
easy prey, only to their exploiters. Yet, Swami Agnivesh
puts the number of child laborers in India (despite
constitutional provisions) at 65 million even today.
Some are in debt bondage or have been pledged by
parents in return for financial advances; some are lured
by procurers who promise bright prospects after
training. Debabrata Bandopadhyay, one of the
contributors in this volume, puts a quick estimate of
the population of bonded labor even today at a
staggering 90 million.
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Rahul Gandhi
Member of  Parliament
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Emancipation and rehabilitation of bonded labor,
while perhaps the most sustained and prominent of
Swamiji's campaigns, is by no means his only campaign.
Over the years, he has participated in countless
struggles, giving voice to the voiceless, advocating for
the oppressed and the victims of injustice whether at
the hands of the state or of prejudices and intolerance
of sections of society. As Dr Manmohan Singh has aptly
said, "There is no endeavor to enlarge social justice
within the country and in the wider world in which
Swami Agnivesh is not in the forefront..."

Oppression of women remains a stigma in many
parts of traditional India. In 1987, Swamiji led an 18-
day long padyatra (march on foot) from Delhi to
Deorala in Rajasthan to protest against the most
gruesome incident of sati (the immolation of widows
on their husband's funeral pyres) of a young widow.
The march was stopped, and Swamiji was briefly put
behind bars, but both received widespread,
sympathetic coverage. The Indian Parliament later in
that year enacted the Sati Prevention Act. Back in
Delhi, he launched a campaign against female foeticide,
which also resulted in legislation. Recently, he
campaigned against the abortion of female fetuses
through Gujarat, Rajasthan, Punjab, Haryana, and
Delhi—the states with most skewed sex ratios in India.

The plight of the lower castes in India remains an
area in need of sustained and intense social action. In
1988-89, Swamiji led a widely-covered movement to
secure the traditionally barred entry of "untouchables"
into Nathdwara temple, near Udaipur, Rajasthan.
Again, he was arrested, but the action had a substantial
impact on public opinion.

All his life, Swamiji has fought against communalism
and intolerance in the name of religion. In 1989, he led
a multi-religious march from Delhi to Meerut to protest
against and defuse communal violence that had
claimed the lives of 45 Muslim youths. In 1999,
concerned about escalating religious fundamentalism
and obscurantism, he helped launch a multi-religious
forum called Religions for Social Justice, which led a
group of 55 religious leaders to the place where the
Australian Christian missionary Graham Steines and his
two sons were burned to death in their sleep by a
group of rightwing Hindu bigots. In the wake of Gujarat
riots of 2002, Swamiji organized a group of 72 eminent
religious–social leaders who spent five days in the
violence-affected areas of Gujarat and denounced the
Hindu fundamentalist organizations and sectors
responsible for the massacre. Swamiji launched the
Adhyatma Jagaran Manch (Movement for Spiritual
Awakening) to prevent the repetition of such genocide
in states like Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh. He was
unequivocal in the condemnation of the "Hindutva"
ideology, which, according to him, seeks to hijack

Hinduism with disastrous prospects for all concerned.
Over the years, Swamiji has participated in countless

people's move-ments, namely, All Assam Students'
Union (AASU) movement in Assam, Chhatra Yuva
Sangharsh Vahini movement in Bihar, Shetkari
Sangathana's and Bhartiya Kisan Union's struggles for
farmers, Unorganized Labor struggle in Tamil Nadu, the
Narmada Bachao Andolan and campaigned with
women's movements against alcohol in both Andhra
Pradesh and Haryana, winning total prohibition (though
for a short period) in both states.

More recently, he anchored a much-acclaimed multi-
part series on television titled "Manthan" that brought
together religious teachers from various faiths and
debated on major social issues like women's rights and
terrorism. It helped dispel several deep-rooted
misconceptions of people about other faiths (and often
their own) and highlighted the universal humanist
aspect of all faiths as well as their relevance to society.
He is currently involved in a major initiative, Sarva
Dharma Sansad (Parliament of Religions) that seeks
to set the stage for an atmosphere of cross-faith
dialogue, harmony, and understanding in India based
on a Common Minimum Program of Social Action. Time
and again, he has raised his voice against the stereo
typing of the association of Islam with terrorism. Never
at rest, Swamiji has traveled to Kashmir at the peak of
trouble in 2008 to counsel peace and dialogue and
has been mediating between feuding Sikh groups of
Dera Sachcha Sauda and Akal Takht.

In economic matters, Swamiji has campaigned
against naked consumerism that has gripped India
today and the base form of globalization that uproots
local people to reap profits for multinationals. Time and
again, he has reminded us that India has always
espoused globalization—indeed vasudhaiva
kutumbakam (the whole world is a family) which is a
timeless precept of India. And yet, today's globalization,
if it remains a globalization of greed rather than of
boundary-less understanding and compassion, is
bound to have disastrous consequences.

Recognition has come to him over the years in the
form of several national and international awards
including the Anti-Slavery International Award in
London, 1990, the Freedom and Human Rights Award
in Berne, 1994, and the Rajiv Gandhi Award for
Communal Harmony and the Right Livelihood Award
(the "alternative Nobel Prize") from Sweden, 2004. A
listing of campaigns and kudos, however impressive,
(and the awards list but a minuscule part of the massive
karmakanda Swamiji has been involved with) can
hardly provide a glimpse of the person that animates
these momentous actions; he is equally active and
consistent between the dates and years included in
the listing.
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Amarinder Singh
Chief Minister of Punjab

Pinarayi Vijayan
 Chief Minister of Kerala
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Tweet

Mamata Banerjee
@Mamata Official
11th September
Grieved at the passing of Swami Agnivesh, who gave up a career as a
professor in Kolkata to fight for many causes. My condolences to his
friends and followers

Ashok Gehlot ji
Chief Minister of Rajasthan

Bhupesh
Baghel
Chief

Minister
of

Chattisgarh
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ffcgkj% Lokeh vfXuos'k ds fu/ku ij
lh,e uhrh'k dqekj us trk;k 'kksd

lektlsoh vkSj vk;Z lekt ds usrk Lokeh vfXuos'k (Swami Agnivesh) dk fu/
ku gks x;k gS- eq[;ea=h uhrh'k dqekj vkSj mi eq[;ea=h lq'khy dqekj eksnh us Lokeh
vfXuos'k ds fu/ku ij 'kksd trk;k gS-

iVuk% lektlsoh vkSj vk;Z lekt ds usrk Lokeh vfXuos'k (Swami Agnivesh) dk fu/ku gks x;k
gS- eq[;ea=h uhrh'k dqekj vkSj mi eq[;ea=h lq'khy dqekj eksnh us Lokeh vfXuos'k ds fu/ku ij 'kksd
trk;k gS- lh,e us 'kksd lans'k esa dgk fd oks vkthou lekt lsok esa yxs jgs- bZ'oj mudh vkRek dks
'kkafr nsa-

lh,e us dgk fd fu/ku ns'k&lekt dks viw.khZ; {kfr gqbZ gS- mudh lkekftd lejlrk] lsok felky
gS vkSj oks çsj.kk ls lzksr Fks- vkidks crk nsa fd 80 o"khZ; Lokeh vfXuos'k dks eaxyokj dks rfc;r
fcxM+us ij fnYyh ds baLVhVîwV v‚Q fyoj ,aM fcysjh lkbalst ¼vkbZ,ych,l½ esa HkrhZ djk;k x;k Fkk-
tgka og osafVysVj ij Fks-

og fyoj fljksfll ls ihfM+r Fks vkSj bykt ds nkSjku mUgsa eYVh v‚xZu QsY;ksj dh leL;k ls Hkh
tw>uk iM+ jgk Fkk- vLirky dh rjQ ls tkjh c;ku ds eqrkfcd] Lokeh vfXuos'k dks 'kqØokj 'kke
djhc Ng cts fny dk nkSjk iM+k- M‚DVjksa dh dksf'k'kksa ds ckotwn mUgsa ugha cpk;k tk ldk- mUgksaus
djhc Ng ctdj 30 feuV ij vafre lkal yh-

lkekftd eqíksa ij [kqydj cksyrs Fks vfXuos'k % CM uhrh'k
      Nitish Kumar CM of Bihar                                iVuk] fgUnqLrku

Swami Agnivesh passed away : on Friday 11th September 2020

eq[;ea=h uhrh'k dqekj us tkus&ekus vk;Z lekth usrk] jktuhfrd ,oa lkekftd

fpard Lokeh vfXuos'k ds fu/ku ij xgjh 'kksd laosnuk çdV dh gSA

eq[;ea=h us dgk gS fd Lokeh vfXuos'k lkekftd eqíksa ij [kqydj viuh ckrsa j[krs FksA os gfj;k.kk
ljdkj esa f'k{kk ea=h Hkh jgsA mUgksaus dU;k H:.k gR;k ,oa efgykvksa ls tqM+s dbZ lekt lq/kkj vkUnksyu
pyk;sA muds fu/ku ls ns'k us ,d jktuhfrd ,oa lkekftd fpard [kks fn;k gSA eq[;ea=h us fnoaxr
vkRek dh fpj 'kkfUr rFkk muds ifjtuksa ,oa ç'kaldksa dks nq[k dh bl ?kM+h esa /kS;Z /kkj.k djus dh 'kfä
çnku djus dh bZ'oj ls çkFkZuk dh gSA
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Lok Sabha

Sitaram Yechury
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Tibetan Parliament
In Exile
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Prashant Bhusan
Senior Advocate

Supreme Court of India
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Raj Babbar
Former Member of Parliament

Ramchandra Guha
Renowned Historian of India
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September 10th, 2020 
Dear Swami Agnivesh, 

We urgently pray for your recovery. We knowthat you do your work as a natural
extension of who you are, without any expectation of reward, since the work itself and
the outcome for its recipientsis reward enough. 

At the same time, others, inspired by your example of the work itself, or healed by
your ministries, internalize the ideas profoundly and extend the work beyond your
knowledge by their own new foundability and energy. In this way, you add to humanity’s
reservoir of human goodness. It is this human resource that the Visioneers project is
tapping into by show casing the examples of yourself and others. 

We will show case and celebrate your body of work on our Virtual Expo and in the
Visioneers Master works Emporium of the Great Works of Our Time, but this Award
Certificate is for you, to tell you how much of an impact you are having and how much
your work is appreciated. Put it in your home in a place of honour, so you can see every
day how much, you, your work, and the spirit you bring to life is valued by yourpeers,
friends and colleagues. It is meant to engender a secret smile and encourage you to
continue. 

Thank you for your service to humanity. Weoffer you the Visioneers Lifetime
Achievement Award as a Hero of Humanity www.thevisioneers.ca/heroes-and-
heroines-of-humanity 

We look forward to incorporating your workas we build the Web of Good Work to
become a powerful impetus for spreadinggoodness in the world. 

May you receive the great blessings you sorichly deserve.
Sincerely, in friendship,

Geraldine Schwartz PhD DesmondBerghofer PhD
Co-Founder Co-Founder

Visioneers International Network Visioneers International Network  
www.thevisioneers.ca www.thevisioneers.ca  

President Chairman
International Foundation of Learning International Foundation ofLearning
www.internationalfoundationoflearning.com
www.internationalfoundationoflearning.com
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Swami Agnivesh, a  tireless activist on behalf of the poor and marginalised  and a  former  Board Member of
the International Dialogue Centre  (KAICIID)  has passed away aged 80 after succumbing to illness.

KAICIID Mourns
Loss of Swami Agnivesh

Swami Agnivesh, a tireless activist on behalf of the
poor and marginalised and a former Board Member of
the International Dialogue Centre (KAICIID) has passed
away aged 80 after succumbing to illness.

Swami Agnivesh, who campaigned for women’s rights
and against issues such as bonded labour, female foeticide
and the treatment of the so-called “untouchables” in his
native India, was a passionate advocate of interreligious
dialogue, pointing always to the common strands among
religious traditions defending the fundamental dignity of
all human beings and the overriding need for equal rights.

Faisal bin Muaammar, Secretary General of KAICIID,
mourned the loss of “a dear friend and dialogue advocate:

I am deeply saddened by the passing of Swami
Agnivesh, whom I worked alongside for years promoting
interreligious dialogue and world peace.  He will be missed,
but all we have learned from his journey will remain with
us as we continue our mission,” bin Muaammar said.

Throughout a life characterised by deep spirituality and
social and political activism, Swami Agnivesh was President
Emeritus, World Council of Arya Samaj, Chairperson of
the Bonded Labour Liberation Front and Founder and
Coordinator of the Parliament of All Faiths.  He was
awarded the Right Livelihood award, known as the

Alternative Nobel, in 2004 for his work in social justice.
Born part of an Orthodox Hindu family, he later obtained
Law and Business Management degrees, lectured in
Kolkata and practised law.

He began his association with the Hindu reformist Arya
Samaj in 1968 before renouncing worldly possessions
and becoming Swami Agnivesh. He served as Chairperson
of the United Nations Voluntary Trust Fund on
Contemporary Forms of Slavery from 1994 to 2004.

Swami Agnivesh was committed to dialogue as a lived
principle and was known among those who lived and
worked with him for his dynamism in seeking out
opportunities  to speak with, and on behalf of, those who
are different, excluded or marginalised by society. His
life, and work, were an embodiment of the ancient
Sanskrit adage, “Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam”, “the world is
one family.”

As a member of the first Board of Directors of KAICIID,
Swami Agnivesh was instrumental in pioneering this
unique institution. In Board meetings, he proved to be a
powerful advocate for a continued focus on the grassroots,
on the marginalised and dispossessed, for women, young
people, and indigenous communities everywhere.

Friday, September 11, 2020
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A FIERY, fearless and vocal leader who fought for
the rights and dignity for all. This was how many people
described Swami Agnivesh, a social activist and former
Arya Samaj leader, following his death on Friday, aged
80.

Agnivesh died at the Institute of Liver and Biliary
Sciences in New Delhi, India, due to multiple organ
failure. He had liver cirrhosis and was on a ventilator.
According to a historical account of his life’s journey on
swamiagnivesh.com, Agnivesh studied law and
commerce but he became a full-time worker at the Arya
Samaj in 1968. Two years later, here nounced all material
possessions and relationships-earning him the title of
Swami. He later for meda political party, Arya Sabha,
based on Arya Samaj principles.

In 1975, he went underground after the ruling party
began targeting opposing parties. He was soon arrested
and was jailed for 14 months. After the 1977 elections,
he became education minister in India but he was soon
asked to resign after helaunched a judicial inquiry into
his own government. In 1981, he founded the Bonded
Labour Liberation Front, which he still headed before
he died. The liberation front fought for the rights of
workers.

Swami Vedanand Saraswati, spiritual head of the
Arya Samaj South Africa, who shared a close bond with
Agnivesh, spoke of trips to India where he witnessed
bonded labour. “We saw women, men and children
working in the quarries, digging, breaking and loading
stones; a humanity reduced to and treated as beasts of
burden. We had the unforgettable heart-wrenching
experience of interacting with children rescued from
child labour by the organisation’s activists.” Saraswati
said hecried when he saw children in suffering and
bearing burn scars from heated ironrods as punishment.
“They were from Biharand, being a descendant of
indentured labourers from Bihar, I listened to their
exploitation andrelived their human tragedy through the
trials and tribulations of my forebears.

"Throughout the years, Agnivesh also encouraged
dialogue between religions and was a social activist who

campaigned for, among others, women’s rights. During
his frequent visits to South Africa, Saraswati said a special
relationship developed with Agnivesh and the people of
the country." "He leaves us with such treasured
memories of active engagement in the struggle for human
rights in this country, which he inspired in all of us.
"Saraswati reminisced on the first trip Agnivesh took to
South Africa many years ago. “He saw the Girmitiya
Diaspora in South Africa descendants of bonded
labourers, and realised how deep-rooted the plight and
fight for the rights of the oppressed was in the history of
India, and the global consequences of such social
injustice. "Agnivesh, at one point, visited a rural village
in the outskirts of Pietermaritzburg and met with the
locals. “I watched him play and dance with the village
folk and their children.

Inthe midst of their suffering, they were able to
celebrate life and Swamiji was delighted to be a partof
that simple happiness and joy. "During one of his trips,
Saraswati said he also visited Parliament, where he met
senior government officials." He was a warrior who not
only shaped my life personally but countless others, who
were called to serve the cause of the people. His life
was his message to stand for truth and justice.

"Bisraam Rambilass, president of the Arya Samaj
South Africa, said Agnivesh spared no effort in convincing
the Arya Samaj, other Hindu organisations, and all Indian
South Africans that they needed to commit to the new
democracy in South Africa.“ As faith-based leaders, it
was imperative that we ensured the pillars of the
emerging new nation were based on fundamental human
rights. "The government must be guided by a moral and
ethical compass, and faith-based organisations need to
help steer the government to avoid it veering from this
path." It is only with the onset of the corruption, at the
hands of some ruthless leaders of the ANC government,
that we realise how prophetic Swamiji’s advice was.
"Ashwin Trikamjee, president of the South African Hindu
Maha Sabha, described Agnivesh as a fearless exponent
of justice." Swami Agnivesh had a passion for justice
and righteousness. He actively campaigned for human
rights of the poor and downtrodden. He promoted the
rights of women and exposed the evils of child and
bonded labour. "Trikamjee said he remembered when,
during a visit to the country, Agnivesh pushed for religious
tolerance and peaceful co-existence." Swami
Agniveshargued that for the world order to be one of
peace and justice, it was imperative that a new and
proactive spiritual vision-commensurate to the challenges
of the emerging world order-be enunciated without
delay."

- Janine Moodley Durban-

Arya Samaj leader Swami Agnivesh :
Swami Agnivesh had a passion for justice
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This  past November, in a small  hamlet in the
Indian state of Haryana, several dozen activists from
around the country gathered to discuss how to
achieve world peace.

The state of affairs was looking grim, with
populist movements fanning out across
democracies. And in India too, the largest minority
group, Muslims, was being demonized by a rising
Hindu right.

Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam, the activists called
their meeting–the ancient Sanskrit adage meaning
“the world is one family.”

The group was convened by Swami Agnivesh, a
Hindu monk clothed head-to-toe in saffron, who is
also a renowned social activist. At 80, the swami
(meaning one who has control over the “self”) is a
truly eclectic figure–clothed and steeped in
tradition, yet defiant of it in many ways.

“The real seekers were the prophets, not
priests,” Mr. Agnivesh tells me, perched on a hard,
rustic cot in a room empty apart from the bare
essentials–the cot, some towels, a few identical
saffron robes, a chair, and a table strewn with
books. There is no air conditioning for the sweltering
hot months, no heat or hot water for the cold
months that sweep through northern India.

“The priest is a follower and the prophet is a
rebel and revolutionary,” Mr. Agnivesh continues.
“That’s what attracted me to this path–the prophet
and the revolutionary character.”

Over the years, Mr. Agnivesh has been many
things: an anti-corruption activist, a prisoner, and
a politician. He’s negotiated with Maoist rebels,
campaigned against sex-selective abortion, and
headed the World Council of Arya Samaj, a Hindu
reformist movement. But he’s best known for his
work for interfaith tolerance, and his organization
Bandhua Mukti Morcha (BMM), or the Bonded
Labour Liberation Front.

Nearly 8 million people are thought to live in
modern slavery in India today, according to the
Global Slavery Index. Bonded labor has been
outlawed for decades, but the practice persists in
industries like brick kilns, quarries, and carpet
factories. Many victims are children, and lower-
caste Hindus, whose families are trapped by debt.
Through BMM, Mr. Agnivesh and fellow activists
say they have released more than 200,000 workers
and helped to rehabilitate them. Three times, he
has served as chair of the United Nations Voluntary
Trust Fund on Contemporary Forms of Slavery.

A personal journey

- Soumya Shankar
Posted 6th July, 2020

The monk’s spiritual life feeds his political and
social rebellion–each one a long process of
transformation.

Born Vepa Shyam Rao into an upper-caste
Brahmin family from southern India, Mr. Agnivesh
grew up following traditional Hindu rituals. While
attending college in Kolkata, he discovered the Arya
Samaj movement, which emphasizes the ancient
Vedas, the oldest scriptures in Hinduism, over later
traditions. It “was all very universal, very
transformative,” he recalls.

What he calls his “inner evolution” continued
as he taught at Kolkata’s St. Xavier’s College, where
he worked alongside Jesuits. “I was very critical of
Christian missionaries. I’d accuse them of trying to
convert our poor tribal people and try to instigate a
Christian state here,” he says. Yet his views shifted
as he got a glimpse of their simple way of life: “A
small bed. Minimal eating.”

“These people worked here in the dust and
pollution, whereas I was wondering if I should leave
this country and lead a good comfortable life in the
U.S.? No!” Mr. Agnivesh says. “I asked myself what
my mission was and realized I had none. So I
decided, even though I am not a missionary, I must
have a mission.” This was the moment,
Mr. Agnivesh recalls, that he decided to become a
monk.

Yet he also made a name for himself in Haryana’s
politics, and was even jailed–long with much of the
opposition–by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi during
the two-year “Emergency” in the 1970s,
remembered for its civil liberties abuses. Afterward,
he was elected to the state legislature and became
minister for education. But he soon quit and threw
himself full time into freeing bonded workers,
founding the BMM in 1981.

Much of his activism has focused on tolerance,
at a time when there is fear both inside and outside
India that religious freedom is diminishing sharply,
particularly for Muslims. In May, the U.S.
Commission on International Religious Freedom
designated India a country “of particular concern,”
noting “government action … created a culture of
impunity for nationwide campaigns of harassment
and violence against religious minorities.” For years,
Mr. Agnivesh has led efforts to defuse tension after
Hindu-Muslim clashes, and denounce leadership he
considers responsible for failing to halt attacks–
including that of current Prime Minister Narendra
Modi.

(This article was originally published in The Christian Science Monitor,
with the support of  CRCC’s global project on engaged spirituality)

Swami Agnivesh :  How One Hindu Monk’s
"Inner Evolution" Fuels Social Justice Work
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But tolerance within a faith, his advocacy
underscores, is just as important as tolerance
between them. For decades, he has led campaigns
to change practices within Hindu culture that he
sees as unequal toward women or Dalits, the
people lowest in the caste hierarchy, such as his
effort to secure the entry of so called untouchables
into Hindu temples.

What next ?
As much as Mr. Agnivesh’s career is

multifaceted, his lifestyle is simple. The monk does
not own property and has little money in the bank.
Yet he has inspired social workers and activists of
all liks in India. Manohar Manav, a local activist
from the state of Bihar, spent 10 years as the
swami’s pupil. Also born into an upper-caste family,
Mr. Manav says he was compelled to drop his last
name–a signifier of one’s caste–after hearing the
swami speak. He adopted the caste-agnostic title
Manav, which literally means “human.”

“When a person rises from religion towards
spirituality, he situates himself in a bigger striving,”
says Mr. Manav, who is now director of the BMM.
“Then there is no Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Buddhist,
or Christian. This vision was given to me by
Swamiji.”

Frequently, the monk has come under attack
from a resurgent right-wing Hindu nationalist
movement, opposed to his criticisms of what he
considers “dogmatic” practices–and his visible
work on Hindu-Muslim solidarity, at a time when
many gurus seem to endorse the ruling party’s
“Hindutva” ideology. In 2018, as he was working
with marginalized communities in the eastern state
of Jharkhand, groups affiliated with the ruling party
protested against him, and a mob assaulted him,
hitting him until he fell into a lump on the ground.
The assailants accused him of being sympathetic
to Christian missionaries and prosely tizing to local
tribes.

But fear is not a factor for the monk, he says. “I
am a threat because I am showing them a mirror,”
he says. “I am telling them that the religion or gods
of Hinduism that you are talking about is not this;
you are perverting and corrupting it. You are
bringing shame on Hinduism.”

Eventually, he shares the concern that bites him
the most.

“Sometimes, I feel, who will take my work forward
? I am not completely sure about that,” he says.
So, should he have designated a successor? “No, I
have seen that no prophet’s children have truly
taken their work forward. No one has.”

(Click here to read the article on csmonitor.com.
Soumya Shankar is a journalist fellow with the

Spiritual Exemplars Project.)

With Swami ji’s passing, a great light has
left our lives. And now we have the opportunity
to rekindle the light of a great teacher in our
hearts and in our souls.

Swamiji was a 21st century man for all
seasons, and I was fortunate to have had a
professional time with Swamiji and also a
personal time. Professionally we worked to get
her on 2 projects. The first one was back in early
2001 on the Food Insecurity Atlas of India when
I was with the World Food Programme.

Swami ji was never afraid to ask the tough
questions- that we need, so that our planet can
create a system of sustainability. The second
time when we worked together professionally,
was last year in August of 2019 when he came
to Bhutan. And it was part of what is called the
Bhutan Dialogues when he gave a
magnificent  speech.  In doing so, he did it with
our local teacher, Dr. Karma Phuntsho. And it
was a memorable August session of Bhutan
Dialogues.

And I look back and realise it was not so
much thecontent of that session but rather
Swamiji’s presence, aura and energy that
radiated throughout that session. Your name
Swami Agnivesh most truly befits the
embodiment of fire and that came through so
clearly in that Bhutan Dialogues. I am aware of
my inadequacies when it comes to language.
But two words stand out for me when I think of
Swamiji and both of them are Sanskrit in roots.
One of them is Dayaalu and the other is Lokapal.

And I am sure, while many great people have
come from the great state of Andhra,

Swamiji will be remembered as one of the
greatest pearls from the great state of Andra. I
want to say thank you for giving us this
opportunity to say these few words today and
remember with great sadness the passing of a
great light from our world.

Kadinchela

Transcript of video message
from Mr. Gerald Daly,

UN Resident Coordinator of Bhutan
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POWER OF LOVE :
VASUDAIVA KUTUMBIKAM

(Inaugural address delivered at the International Conference  on Community Empowerment
: Copping, Resilience and Hope )

- by  Swami Agnivesh ji

 A very very warm hearty welcome to all our friends
from practically all over the globe. All over the world.
It’s like a mini human family meeting here. And what
we need to celebrate is “Vasudaiva Kutumbikam”.
It is a very very ancient concept. You may call it Vedic
concept found in the Upanishads in the Vedas. It’s called
Vasudaiva Kutumbikam. It means the whole universe
or the whole world, a family. I’ll come back to that but
I’m really grateful to Prof. Venkat, Prof. Radha, Prof.

Bharath Bhushan, Prof. P Balagopal and each one of
you, my friends, that you gave me this unique honor to
be present and you have given me this honor to share
my views, my work which I have been engaged in for
thelast 48 years. Voluntary work dedicated for social
causes, for the uplift of the weakest of the weak, of the
poorest of the poor, the most defenseless, the most
voiceless in this part of the world. Much as I was
inspired by the teachings of the Vedas and the
Upanishads, I started my journey on a different note
altogether.

My childhood days were difficult and different. I
was born to an very very orthodox family of Andhra
Pradesh, this part of the country, Telugu speaking,

Srikakulam area and when I lost my father at the age of
4, I was brought up [by my maternal grandfather who
was the Divan, like a Prime Minister of a Princely state.
So he brought me up but since he was also very devoted
to worshipping gods and goddesses all sorts of things,
he built this separate room for, a sort of a temple room
forthe house. So I would follow suit like a young child,
a 5, 6, 7 year old, and worship all those gods and
goddesses, multiple–so many heads and so many

different faces etcetera. And as a child I would have
childish questions to ask, which I was never answered.
I was told rather to shut up. “Why has this God got
three heads not one? And how does he use the pillow
when he goes tobed?”  So, funny questions. “How
does this god look like an elephant and another looks
like a lion and another one looks like a monkey ?
Inwhatlanguage  do they talk to each other?” Then I
would be told to shut up don’t talk nonsense about
Gods. And I would be very afraid of demons
or bhoot, ghosts, going to bed at night I would be told
to recite Hanuman Chalisa, to praise lord Hanuman so
he would protect me. Then I would start to recite and
my other brothers and sisters would tell me to recite
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this on their behalf also so I would do it five times. So
very early in life I got to know that in the world of religion
there is a certain department where you don’t have to
do things for yourself but others can do things for you
and you can derive the benefit. 

Now I realize that the whole World of religion, or
all the world’s religions, the organized ritualized with
religious superstitions and dogmas and miracle
mongering, are all the time, rather overtime busy praying
for others, praying to save the souls and religion is
nothing but a multibillion dollar soul saving industry. So
it’s a quite athriving industry. Anyway, there are many
other stories but I would cut it short and then I went
over to. No, yeah before that let me tell you that my
grandfather’s huge lands. He never cultivated it himself,
he was like a Chief Minister or Prime Minister.  He
owned the land but others would cultivate it for him,
the landless laborers. And I can still remember their
faces. In the evening after sunset they would come and
report for the day’s work. They would never venture
into the main area where we would live. They would
be out there in the court yard. And very poor,

emaciated, dark skinned working whole day in sun. 
And then taking pity on them, my elders would tell me
“okay they are very poor. Go and give them this left
over food or something–clothes. And invariably they
will tell me in my ears, “Don’t touch them; just throw it
at them”. I would ask them “Why ?” “You will have to
take bath you will have to change your clothes” and“Why
?” “Because they are untouchables.” So I would go
very dutifully and throw it at them and then run away
lest I would touch and then commit some sort of a sin. 
That was my childhood days. 

Coming back every day from the school, I had no
father so mother was all I had so I’d throw my bag and
go and sit in my mother’s lap and she would comfort
me for a few minutes and then I would go to play. But
on certain days every month, three days, I would be
told "No no, you will not go to your mother.” And why? 
We tell you this is our religion this is our custom this is
our tradition, you have to keep to our custom.  You will
not go and touch your mother.” And why ?  They would
tell me you will have to take a shower, and change your
clothes. Any why ? “is my mother also untouchable?”
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“Yes, for these three days
she is untouchable. She’s
sitting out there in the out
house. I was not allowed
to go. I would ask this
question why every time
my mother is untouchable
every month ? Never my
uncle ? Why is my elder
sister untouchable every
month but never my elder
brother ? No answers.
You have to accept it.
This is ritual, this is our
tradition this is religion.
And maters of religion, no
questioning. 

So that was how I
was broughtup till the age
of 17, I went to Kolkata
for my higher education,
because nobody was to
pay for my education I
had to earn my own.  So,
morning classes, evening
classes in the big
metropolitan city, I went
there. And there I met
with a very powerful
movement; reform
movement called Arya
Samaj which taught me
about the Vedas, which
brought me in touch with Swami Dayanand Saraswathi
who was quite a rebeland who rebelled against or
revolted against all of these religions and all of these so
called rituals and dogmas and everything everything,
and he inspired me most. He taught me some basic
three lessons. I mean he was not there, he was poisoned
to death at the age of 59 in 1883 for his unorthodox,
for his rebellious ideas he was killed, 1883. But he
inspired me most.  And why ? Because he taught me to
question. Question everything. Question authority,
scriptural authority or leaders authority, or who ever
who ever–Guru’s authority, prophets’ authority, all
authorities need to be questioned. And I learnt at the
age of 17, 18, these beautiful 3 Ds: to doubt, to debate
and if necessary, to dissent.  Sorry I don’t agree. So
three Ds became very integral to my college, university
days, and I completed my M.Com, LLB, I was teaching
business management and Law in St. Xavier’s College,

Kolkata, practicing Law in Kolkata High Court and
gave up everything in 1968 to work among the poorest
of the poor in this country to bring about revolution, to
bring about social change. Now nothing of that sort
has materialized, rather things have gone, uhh, from bad
to worse. But I am sharing my dream and I’m sharing
whatever I have to share with you in terms of the
ideology. 

Just now a beautiful hymn was sung here from the
Vedas :
samgaccha-dhwam samvadadhwam  

May I recite it once again? Why I am reciting is, it is
a beautiful, beautiful, millennia ago, how many thousands
and thousands of year ago this was composed, or sung,
we don’t know. But the meaning is very profound.  It
says, let’s all of us, human beings live a one family,
irrespective of our caste, creed, color whatever,
whatever nationality, as one family, one human family
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and we should walk together, talk together, and walk
the talk together collectively and share the bounties of
mother earth collectively, in the spirit of sharing and
caring. Not in terms of personal aggrandizement, or
exploiting the others. And the ownership of all means
of production should be community based. Community
ownership. That’s what struck me most. So I love this
hymn, this mantra. And when I saw the beautiful theme
of this conference, community empowerment,
resilience, and coping, hope, it is very very appropriate
for this Vedic mantra. It talks of a new paradigm
altogether, a spiritual paradigm, you can say, a paradigm
of sharing and caring and living simply. Gandhiji said
that we should all live simply so that others can simply
live. In times of grave crises like this, when 40000
children are dying of starvation every day, on this planet
earth. 40000 children are dying every day. We need to
think up and think about something–a new paradigm of
sharing and caring.   

samgacchadhwam samvadadhwam sam vo
manamsi janatam | deva bhagam yatha purve
sańjanana upasate || 

samano mantraha samitih samani
samanam  manaha sahachitta meSham
samanam mantramabhimantraye vah 
samanena vo havi Sha juhomi ||

      Thank you, thank you.
Now I feel challenged everytime I meet people from

other parts of the world, and when I am called upon
toshare my own experiences, I find that a person who
renounced any of these organized religions, though he
puts up the appearance of a religious person-I look
like a religious person. And I am chanting thee Veda
mantras.  And invariably, I mean if I allow myself to
become a guru, then you can see hundreds and
thousands of my followers. I don’thave a single
follower. I only make friends, comrades. Because
followers means blind followers. They don’t think for
themselves, they all follow. So we don’t need sheep
we need human beings with their own brains to think
and decide. 

Now when we talk of a development paradigm,
and to talk about community empowerment, and hope
and resilience and coping, what is the most important
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thing? After coming to this room and looking at this
team etcetera, this came up to my mind.  The most
important thing is community ownership of the means
of production and distribution. And this is what is being
threatened. World wide. Worldwide and particularly
into his country where the largest number of tribal people
live. The indigenous people in the world. They have
been uprooted, they have been hunted, they have been
you know, disadvantaged, disenfranchised in their own
land for no fault of theirs by us,by people like us who
are more civilized or so called civilized.  We went to
civilize them so went to kill them we went to grab them
and we usurped all their natural resources. Land mineral
wealth, water resources, forest wealth, everything,
everything. And they have been dispossessed. You might
have seen the famous film, “Avataar”. How many of
you have seen that film?  Wow, quite a few.  And when
I was going to Bastar in the Chhattisgarh area.  It’s
considered to be Maoist or Naxalite infested, the left
wing extremist area, I had gone there once inside to
bring back 5 soldiers who had been kidnapped by these
extremists and they had kept them in their captivity for
18 long days. And parents and Governments and
Central Government, they had all lost hope. Till I got a
phone call and they said “Swamiji, can you come?  And
we will hand over these soldiers to you.” I was
surprised. And then I went with my colleagues, very
committed, and some media people and deep inside
the forest, the Maoists they gave me a guard of honor
with their guns and everything and then they handed
over those 5 soldiers. So while I was walking in those

forests, there was a reporter from Times of India and I
was talking to her and I said they don’t .

James Cameroon didn’t have to invent another
planet, um? To bring these people there from the earth
and then show them how the otherplanet has go mineral
wealth and that is being plundered. That’s the basic
story. He could easily have come to this Bastar or
Chhattisgarh in India. And for seeing with his naked
eyes, exactly the same thing happening day in and day
out. Hundreds and thousands of them are being
displaced. Hundreds and thousands of them are being
killed and sort of a cultural and other genocide taking
place today in our country. You are very close. Sitting
in Hyderabad it is not very far away from the scene
where I’ve been working for quite sometime. 

So friends, the world over–go to Latin America, go
to, Africa, you will find most of these poor people, hard
working they are being uprooted from their own home
and hearth and we are talking about a development
paradigm, uhh big cities and metro cities and smart cities
and what not. So we should ask ourselves, “Who are
important?” Are the people important or are our ideas
important, our academics are important. If only people
mattered then we should feel humbled and ask ourselves
“what can we learn from these so-called uncivilized
people?” Instead of trying to civilize them we should
try to learn something from them. Even now in my
country they own the land collectively. It’s not a
government established institution but land ownership
among them is all collective. And their sharing and caring
lifestyle.  Simple lifestyle. Even if you give them lot of
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wealth, they don’t know how to use it. If you bring
them to this hotel in Hyderabad, they will feel very very
uneasy, not comfortable. What’s that?

Long ago I was invited to Canada.  My first ever
visit to...only visit and that too, I got down in Edmonton
Airport and from there I was driven 8 hours deep into
the forest and the natives there. They welcomed me
and I spent some 6, 7 days there. Red Indians. And I
could see so much of similarity between those Red
Indians and our people here. The same traditions, the
same link with the nature and simple living, and sharing,
caring and everything. And when I went to Australia,
to Brisbane, very close to your place and deep into the
forest and Melbourne and many other places where I
have got many of my friends from the aborigine
communities, I went to New Zealand, met the Maoris.
Every where I find the same. They don’t have any
internet, they don’t have any mobile phone sit don’t
know if they have some of them but here is a human
culture, a human culture. We are destroying it and
replacing it with a culture of self-aggrandizement,
plunder, loot, consumerism–consume, consume and
becondemned to consume. Greed has been glorified.

  On this note I remember, some 15 years ago the
then president of World Bank, James Wolfensohn made
his first ever visit to India as the president of World
Bank. So he was in New Delhi office, and I was holding
a placard on the other side of the street “Go Back”
protesting against the World Bank. And I was the part
of the demonstration for the Sardar Narmada Sagar

Narmada Bachao Andolan with Medha Patkar and
others and we were shouting slogans. But very
interestingly, this man, instead of getting annoyed,
irritated, he invited us inside his office. First time. Our
own ministers would never do that. So he invited us
and said “Why are you angry? Why are you
protesting?”  So then he discussed with us something. 
A few days later I got an invitation from him to come
and talk to him in the World Bank’s office, the Head
quarter office in Washington DC. He said “Swami we
want to know why you are angry with us, why you are
protesting against our economic policies on
globalization?” I said, “Well I am not against globalization
per se but your connotation of globalization is very
disturbing. He said “What?” I said we also have a
concept of globalization which is called Vasudaiva
Kutumbikam, the whole world is a family, the whole
humanity is a family, sharing, caring, etc. cetera. But
yours is a market. Market forces where everything is a
commodity. Even human relations have been
commoditized with a price tag. That’s creating a
problem. Here the rich and the powerful, they dominate,
they dictate, where as in our system of a family, global
family, human family, it is the youngest, the weakest in
the family, the young little child claims his or her share
the first as a matter of right and the bread winner of the
family takes his or her share the last. How does it work?”
He wanted to understand. I said “well it’s difficult for
you to understand because it is a spiritual paradigm. Its
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not a material paradigm. 
Now friends, what is this spiritual paradigm? What

is it that connects you and me in this whole universe
and this whole world? I don’t know ifyou share this
particular concept, the creator concept. There is a
creator. You call it divine, callit God, Allah, Vahe Guru,
Eshwar, Paramatma, whatever name you like but it has
to be universal. And if it is universal then it is bound to
be formless. Without form. Un-aging, no birth something
like that. So what the Vedas talk about, the God concept
where God is eternal, God is all seeing. Omni potent,
omni scient omni–whatever you call it Omni present.
Such a God is to be worshipped alone. Such a God is
to be communed alone. That no other God. And how
do you commune with such a God? I told you at the
age of 17, 18 when I was looking for my own liberation
from those multiple Gods and Goddesses, I was told
that I don’t have to go anywhere outside to the temple
or even one step outside, because God who is omni
present, is also present inside of me.  My whole body,
with hundred trillion cells is pulsating and throbbing
every second, every hundredth and thousandth of a
second in my own body, hundred trillion cells. I am
breathing and I am doing whatever is god’s compassion.
And god is truth and love and compassion and justice.
In god’s world and God’s universe everyone is equal. 
The principle of equity and justice works so beautifully,
the sun shines equally, black or white, no problem. Rich
or poor no problem. No difference, no discrimination. 

The waterfalls, the rains, all equal. The air we breat he,
in the creation, its all equal. 

So God’s creation itself is a very very strong
message. Very strong message of equity and justice,
equality. Of all human beings. We are all born equal,
that’s what the UN tells us, the UN Charter but we are
really not that equal at all. There is inequality, there is
discrimination, there is injustice and that’s what I call
violence. The structural violence is all based on birth.
The color of the skin is number one. Gender? In this
country, I don’t know about your other countries but
atleast in this country millions and millions of our girl
children are being slaughtered every day in their mother’s
womb for no fault than they being a girl child. They will
be born a girl child, they cannot be born like a male
child, that’s all. And they will be finished. Cut to pieces,
and thrown out in the drain. And why? Gender
inequality. World over I find. . .I  travel, I find women
do not enjoy equality with men. Second class citizens.
This is violence. Structural violence.  And why? You
ask anybody, why?  They can’t explain but they have
been relegated to second class position. The Blacks of
the world, they have been denied, human dignity, human
right or whatever goes with it. Why? Just the color of
the skin. People say “no no no, it’s not like that, this
and that” I say even now today you take the whole
Globe, the UN talks about two types of nations some
developing, and others developed. Yes? And you draw
a line in between. Developed ion the one side and



50Date : 18-12-2020 Arya Jeevan50Date : 03-01-2021 Arya Jeevan

developing on the other side and you will find invariably,
the color of the skin coming out. The developed have
got a distinct white color, and those who are still
developing have not so white. 

So, why? With all the science, technology and the
economics and all those people the high academics and
all policy makers. Why is it so? This is the reality of the
day.  And in our country we have got a caste system
which is unique to this land and our people. Here the
Hindu shave the caste system, you are born into a caste,
high or low, you can’t wish it away in any way. Your
whole life is dictated by this caste system. Social status.
I was born into this Brahmin family. I didn’t know that
I was going to be born a Hindu and born to be a
Brahmin. Later on when I realized it, it was something
very superficial, I gave it up. I’m no longer a Brahmin,
I’m no longer a Hindu, I’m just a human being. That’s
my decision. How many of you can decide? How many
of us in the world can decide? Most of us get born a
Hindu or a Muslim or a Christian. Or our nationalities.
I was born in Hindustan and the other was born in
Pakistan. Then huhh, we are different. Who draws these
lines, boundaries?  Not god, not the creator. Some
clever people do that. Who says women are second
class people? Some clever people. Who says caste
system? Some clever criminal people. Criminal. They
divide us. And then finally, finally comes the rich andthe
poor. 

Millions of children in India and I have been fighting
against child slavery. I’ve been chairperson for 9 years

forthe UN trust fund on contemporary forms of slavery
in Geneva. And whenever figures would come in front
of all our board members, India would be top, number
one. Slavery and slavery-like practices, modern slavery,
India, top. So I have to end because time is over and
we will have some little more time. Q and A, hopefully?
Yes? So, I am trying that the world needs a vision. Not
this not a vision but a layer, something. A clear vision, a
spiritual vision a global vision. Humanity is one family.
Vasudaiva Kutumbikam. If only all of you can endorse
this vision, then we can work out a paradigm. A
paradigm shift. All our discussions and all our voluntary
work and everything can become sustainable. Creating
more hope and giving more strength to those basic
communities. They need hope. For them you need to
come up with this vision that we are one, we are one
that basically we are one and those who have divided
us are all our enemies. Those are all clever criminal
people. We are all one and therefore any form of
inequality, any form of discrimination, is just not
acceptable. Once we say that we are human beings
and then we have to love the animals and birds also.
It’s not that. . .we cannot be anthro pocentric world
view that we human beings are the supreme creation
and the rest are all made for us to gobble and grab and
kill them and eat. One billion birds and animals are being
killed every day. One billion, everyday. And to feed
those cattle and pigs they are clearing the Amazon forest
and all all those rain forests and growing soya and corn
so that they can be fattened. And the food from the
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plate of the children is being taken away that’s why
40000 children are dying every day of starvation and
the meat industry in the World is flourishing like anything. 

So a whole paradigm. What is the paradigm shift?
There is one paradigm. Those who are powerful people,
their paradigm I would call “Love of Power”. “Love of
Power”. The politicians, the corporates, the big people,
the powerful people. “Love of Power”. The other
paradigm is you, me, small people, humble people. Our
paradigm is “Power of Love”. From “Love of Power”
to “Power of Love”. If only we can make this transition
it will be a little more easy, things will become much
more holistic. And that will give us hope. Humanity needs
hope. We can all of us march together, we can all live
together. Gandhiji said, “Mother earth has got enough,
enough, enough for each one of us. If you want to meet
our needs, there is enough. But if we want to meet our
greed, then it is not enough for even one person. 

So let us make a need-based society where basic
needs of all human beings are met without plundering
the nature.  Look upon the nature as friend. 
Mitrasya, Chakshusa sarvani bhuthaani
samikshamahe

Look at all of creation with the eye of a friend and
not try to kill and take away and plunder. So these are
some of the thoughts which I made, I mean it came
spontaneously to me and I’ve just spoken to you, shared
my vision with you. And I’ll be here for the whole of
the evening and tomorrow morning few hours early
hours and then I’ll be gone back to my work in Delhi.
Thankyou so much.

I’ve a small book with me, not enough copies but ...
It’s called “Applied Spirituality”.  A pro-active dialogue
we need to build. 

About inclusion of the disabled in the concept
of Vasudhaiva Kutumbikam

I really apologize. You know, Iinclude all of our
disabled friends, brothers and sisters as part of our
human family. So if I was misunderstood, please correct
me. Because each one of us, each one of use is equally
blessed by our creator. Call the creator by any name
or no name no problem but we’re all born equal and
we have equal claim to there sources of nature, life
sustaining nature and everything. So disabled people,
we call them Specially Abled people. Differently abled
people, not disabled. They are differently abled. They

have got some extra qualities which normal people don’t
have. So I apologize if I did not make that clear earlier.
How touse and put into practice the concept of
love?

What I mean by this paradigm of love is that
whenever we approach a problem, there’s a way of
approaching. We think the other person deserves some
pity, some charity, and religious organizations are very
well, very good at organizing this charity into a business.
Without taking pity on those poor people, the starving

people, let’s ask ourselves who is responsible for their
starvation and their hunger or their poverty?  There is
one type of Social Work; NGOs. All very dedicated
and doing lot of good work. Feeding the poor, soup
kitchens, I’ve seen so many of them being run in the
United States. People keep all sorts of food, everything
outside, out at the door and poor people come and
pick them up. So there was an Arch bishop in Latin
America.  You might have heard about him. Hélder
Cāmara is his name. It’s a beautiful thing to say which I
very often quote in my speeches. He said, “When I
give bread to the poor, they call me a saint. When I
give bread to the poor, they call me a saint. But when I
ask why the poor do not have bread they call me
acommunist.” See? What is the difference? It is the
poor who are producing the bread. And they are hungry.
I work among the brick kiln workers. Brick kiln. And
they are baking the bricks, red hot bricks. I tell them it
is not just the coal which is being used to burn the bricks;
your blood is also being used. That’s why the color of
the brick is little red. And the poor girl carrying a three
four month old child in her bosom, she is climbing those
dilapidated stairs, several stairs to build this beautiful
beautiful hotel or building ormansion or whatever. And
invariably you will never find a single hut or room over
their head. Those who build houses for others have no
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houses. Those who grow food for others are going
hungry. Those who weave clothes for others are without
clothes. It’s a systemic failure. It’s a paradigm failure.
This is what I call structural violence.  Structural
violence. So unless and until doing a little work locally
unless you address the global structure of structural
violence, you will not be doing your work in the desired
way. So you need to understand “Why is this poor person
poor, or hungry?” 

The structure in some way is responsible, and if you
can simultaneously, while feeding the poor you raise
questions about those structures then you can over come
poverty sooner than later. Otherwise you will be fighting
the shadow and you will never go to the real work or
real purpose. So this is what I humbly submit. And
Gandhiji understood this very well that’s why he talked
about a paradigm shift.  Buddha understood it very well.
All our great. . .Jesus of Nazareth perhaps understood
it very well. Each one of them has thrown us. E.F.
Schumacher when he talks about “Small is Beautiful”.
Please read that little small book. It is like a Bible for all
of us. I was fascinated when I read it first time ever
when I went abroad to a place called Cheng Mai in
Thailand and there I read that book it was so fascinating.
In 1975 I read that book. So Gandhi, EF Schumacher,
so many others. There is no dearth of knowledge,
wisdom. Tolstoy, read him and you will find wealth. So
all of this is there inabundance but we need to find a
working order, a vision of this new paradigm.  How do
you translate? Being very good at academic studies, you
canput them down, break them in steps or whatever, of
this is the way to go about.

Empower the people. The community has to be
empowered. In our own constitution it talks about
Gram Sabha. Gram Sabha means the village
community where direct democracy–in our state
assemblies or in parliament, it is not direct
democracy. There are representatives of the people
who are debating and legislating. No. Our constitution
talks about a fundamental institution called direct
democracy of the people, Gram Sabha. And it is more
powerful than stat assemblies or parliament. But in real
terms they do not have that strength. Giving them
strength, real constitutional strength that they own the
land of that village. They own the natural resources of
the village. And no, nothing can be taken away from
them without their consent. That should be
fundamental. That’s not being practiced. Gandhiji
dreamt of millions of village republics in India. Village
republics, he called them. Can you imagine? He was
such a anarchic. Anarchist, Gandhiji was an anarchist
because he talked about village republic–every village,
a republic. So he was trying to say that the village
people, the community of the village, they are the
supreme. Can we give them that type of recognition?
Social, economic and political? That’s the question.
And if you do that I think, I’m sure love means truth
and truth means compassion and compassion means
justice. It is not just one love. Truth love compassion
and justice. Justice is integral. If you have love, then
justice is bound to be there. Without justice there can
be no peace, without justice there can be no love, no
compassion. So we have to be very clear. Justice,
Justice and Justice unlimited. That should be our goal.

Possibility of students working in your
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movement and contributing and learning from it. 
Thank you very much, thank you. This is what I wanted

to hear. It is music to my ears that you have asked the
question which I look forward to. See I’m looking forward
to a global community you know? Community, when we
say community we always mean a small small village or
forest community. No. It’s a global community. If we can
broadly agree on this paradigm, then we can become a
nucleus. The world needs a new nucleus. From the
materialistic paradigm, consumeristic paradigm, and the
power of the corporates and the other paradigm, we need
a humane paradigm, a spiritual paradigm. If most of us or
some of us can agree that “Yes this is what we should be
working towards” then it can be the starting of the
Vasudaiva Kutumbikam. This is the movement I want to
launch from 1st of January 2015. It just so happened that
I happen to be here in Hyderabad. And Venkat, he was
very kind, he chose me to. . .he brought me from Delhi
this morning, asked me to launch or sort of inaugurate. So
we all lit this little lamp to begin with. What does it mean?
There is enveloping darkness; there is so much of cynicism.

Individual citizens are feeling helpless. And hopeless.
And hapless. In this moment of darkness all around, they
say that instead of cursing the darkness, let’s light a candle. 
That’s precisely what we did to begin with. We lit a candle.
And every human heart has a spark. Every human heart.
If only we can properly enkindle it, with compassion we
can globalize love, we can globalize justice and we can
globalize truth. And truth means what? Speaking truth to
power. There was a great communist leader in South
Africa and my email always carries this quotation at the
bottom, with my address and date: Speaking truth to power,
. . .it was Jeremy Cronin–South African leader, a
communist leader who said “Most important thing is to
speak truth to power and to make powerful truthful and
thereby, truth, powerful”.  That’s it, that’s the spirit. So if
we canall join hands, that’s all I want. No need for money

or charity or contribution. Let’s join hands as equal
partners. Don’t call me a great Swamiji or I’m not a
preacher, I’m like you,one of you. So if we can all join
hands on the basis of being partners increating this new
hope, this new human family where the least among the
last. Gandhiji had this idea. He himself was empowered
by European philosophers but when he planted this here
on this land, a “Anthyodaya” that means. . .and this was
the idea he gave to our first prime minister interestingly.
When I was in jail for 13, 14 months during Emergency, I
was incarcerated because of my activism because of my
social activism. I was too much for the powers that be so
they put me in jail. They put me in jail 11 times for many
of my protests and fights. There have been 6 attempts on
my life. I am still surviving, going strong, running 76 years
and now completed 75 years so no regrets. What I’m
saying is that when I was in jail, I read about Gandhiji’s
charisma, that is his one sentence sage advice which he
gave to the first Prime minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru.
He summoned him and told him alone, that “Look Nehru,
as Prime Minister of this great nation you will have difficult
moments to make decisions to choose from this policy or
that policy. At a moment of confusion” he said “My simple
advice is, you will close the door of your office and you
will close your own eye and imagine the face of the poorest
of the poor you have ever come across. Poorest of the
poor; the most hapless, hopeless person you have come
across in your life. If you imagine the face of that poor
person and ask yourself a simple question: whether this
decision, this policy is going to empower that least among
the last first to begin with; bottom upwards. And if your
heart and mind tells you, “Yes, Yes, Yes”, then implement
that policy with full fury. But if you have doubts that it will
start from the poorest upwards, it will make the rich, richer,
it will make the powerful more powerful, and incourse of
time five, ten, fifty years it will trickle down, it will
percolate, then don’t trust this theory of development” he
said. That’s the simple sentence.  It is engraved on stone
when you go to Delhi. There is a place where Gandhi has
been cremated. It is called Raj Ghat and it is a ritual for
all heads of state when they come, they visit that place,
they put flowers on his Samadhi, but they don’t read that
sentence. It is engraved one side in Hindi and another
side in English. It says, “this is my life’s whole teaching”.
One sentence he says, the poorest of the poor should be
the one to begin with and that person should be the yard
stick to measure your development every year, every five
years. If development has taken place there first, and then
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gone upwards it is right. Ifit is the other way round–bottom
and then trickling down, percolating down, then reject it.
Unfortunately globalization is all about, globalization is all
about, market forces are all about percolation, about trickle-
down theory. So Gandhi has been given up in his own
land. You can become new Gandhis. All of you and you
can create a new hope. Thank you.

How does the Economic Market place look as
per the new paradigm ?

As I said, earlier, sharing and caring so that others
can simply live. More than a billion people are going
hungry. On the other side 40000 children are dying
everyday.  And we have a flourishing meat industry inthe
world. The UN report on Climate Change. The UN report
prepared by Al Gore and our own Nobel Laureate, Dr.
Pachauri. It says. . .that report is named Long Shadow
of Live stock industry remain the main main culprit of the
climate change crisis. Live stock industry, animal farm
industry. 1 billion birds, animal being killed every day.
Now this is a challenge. Can we address this our life
style? What we should we eat? What we should drink?
To start with. Be the change you want to see in the world.
That’s what Gandhi said. So you start with yourself, what
you eat, and then you can ask other people. Persuade
them and in this way we create whole of humanity where
we don’t have to kill any bird or animal to satiate our
taste buds. Yes? That’s one simple way. Similarly, don’t
consume much. When I told the World Bank President

he invited me to Canterbury, the Archbishop of
Canterbury. The then Archbishop of Canterbury George
Carey, and the president of World Bank formed one
beautiful body called World Faith Development Dialogue
and Catherine Marshall from Washington University, she
was there to coordinate. So, there I questioned and I
said, this alcohol industry, arms industry; billions and
billions are being spent on armament, in the name of
defense. While poor are dying of hunger, countries and
nations and big powerful people are spending billions on
arms. Billions. Why? Can’t we stop it? One week, one
week’s arms spending can bring education to all the
children on this planet earth. One week. Cut down one
week expenditure on armaments and then you have got
enough. You can provide clean drinking water all over
theworld. You can mitigate hunger and suffering and
medical, everything if you can just cut down one month’s
armament expenditure. So there is enough resources. But
nobody is questioning that. Sometimes when we
question, “Oh why are you saying all this? You should be
saying goody goody things” people tell me. My good
friends tell me, “Swamiji you always tell something nasty
and so, then you will not be popular” I said “Well, what
can I do?  Better be not popular, but I must speak the
truth.” Speaking the truth is something which I like and
which. . .I don’t go to any temple to worship, speaking
truth is my worship. So if you analyze all of this system
on which all of the present day economics is built, you
will find one after the other, the big big ones are all
unnecessary, they are polluting, they are taking away the
rights and dignity of millions and millions of the people,
they are denuding the forests, everything you will find the
answers there. Yes? So, but we need to do our research,
present papers and demolish these structures. Structural
violence is there and until and unless you identify each
one of these structures which are very very big and
growing bigger every day, that can be your contribution
you are in a position where from you can academically,
intellectually demolish these so called structures. And that
will empower the poor. More than giving them any money
or bread or clothes, give them this hope that we can
overcome. We shall overcome one day. Yes? Thank you.

(Transcription of Inaugural Address delivered
by Swami Agniveshji on December 14th, 2014 at the
‘International Conference on Community
Empowerment : Coping, Resilience and Hope’
jointly organised by Centre for Action Research
and People’s Development and The Brisbane
Institute of Strengths Based Practice Inc at
Marigold by Greenpark, Hyderabad, India,
December 14th to 16th 2014)
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Namaste,
Dear Swamiji, or also: dear Agni, this is how I often addressed 

Swami  Agniveshin a letter or app, expressing both, my admiration
and respect for him as aspiritual leader of great wisdom and
dedication to the cause of the poorest,but at the same time as the
very dear and close friend since 25 years.  

He allowed me to contribute with my small foundation, the
AGNI Foundation, to his large projects,to improve the lives of the
poorest, children and their parents, looking at uswith big desperate
eyes. We touched them, the untouchables, we embraced them,
showed them compassion and respect for their perseverance to
make a living, helped the parents to educate their children. Our
main goal was to change the deprivation of these tribal people, to
help them to overcome their sense of being worthless  by teaching
them self confidence and dignity,by education, our material and
moral support and our attitude of respect.  With BMM our
foundation worked on there habilitation of liberated slaves,
founding a school and a Health Centre, thislast now being managed
by BMM. We visited the projects, either with Swamij, or with a
staff member. With Swamiji we went to check the reconstruction
ofa village destroyed by the earthquake in 2001.  Once we
participated in a march. Whatever we did with him, we always
had long discussions about spiritual issues, social injustice, our
work for the poor.   

Swamiji, in his saffron activist’s clothes, “signalling color”, as
he called it, was organizing and leading demonstrations, marches,
protests, waving his fists, shouting at huge crowds, working day
and night for his cause, being at the same time, just as much, the
compassionate, loving, tender man, who fought against injustice,
because he suffered with the oppressed and the abused. Once
we were having dinner in Shivpuri with him and Swami Aryavesh,
when the news came about the shooting at farmers who defended
their land, their lives. He was terribly shocked and sad, suffering
and unable to conceal his distress. Becoming furious and planning
action helped him in such situations to cope with his emotions. He
was vulnerable too, could be hurt if he felt that someone betrayed
him, but very happy with affection and support by afriend.
Whenever we stayed in his apartment, we saw another side of
him: witty, charming, open and honest, the perfect host, who
organized tea with a neighbour when he was late for our
appointment.

Beyond doubt he will  be remembered as the social activist/
priest, the Holy Man, who sacrificed a personal life and career to
his struggle for the poor, the deprived. His important awards,the
Swiss Freedom and Human Rights Award in 1984, the Right
Livelihood Award in 2004 and recently the last:the Hero of
Humanity Award, are fully deserved.

Dear Agni, just before you passed away I sent you a quote
(not knowing that you would be too sick to read it) from a French
song, saying that the things that are the most important between
people are not being said, because there are no words toexpress
the core of them, the emotion. How true…

It was a privilege to me to have known you, you gave us so
much to be grateful for. Thank you so much for everything, I will
always remember you, our long talks, our lunches at Jantar Mantar,
our meetings in Stuttgart and Vienna, your stay in Hengelo.  Thank
you, thank you. 

(Ardy Hulsbergen-Sluyter, Preident of the AGNI
Foundation Jan Hulsbergen,M.D., treasurer and medical
advisor Quirine Langeveld, secretary, Margreet van der

Meer, member 21-9-2020)

ARDY HULSBERGEN 

I have been afriend of Swamiji for almost
40 years. I still remember the first time I
sawhim, at 7- Jantar Mantar Road. New
Delhi He radiated goodwill and intensity in
a way I have almost never experienced in
my life.  And he never lost this quality. 

What made me keen to meet Swamiji
was his commitment to those toiling at the
bottom of India’s social and industrial
hierarchy–the bonded migrant labourers
working in stone quarries, brick kilns and
other sites of hard and dangerous work
across India. I met him as an academic
writing a book about these people. More
than any one else, he made the dreadful
situation of these people politically and
legally visible. It was one of the great
privileges of my life to go with Swamiji to
the Faridabad and other quarries on a
number of occasions. 

Some years later Swamiji came to a
conference we organised in Melbourne. On
yet another visit to Melbourne he stayed at
our house and even spoke to my daughter’s
classroom at her school. She reported that
Swamiji began his talk by asking the
Australian teenagers to join him in a Yogic
breathing exercise. From that moment he
had the whole class eating out of his hand.
He always had a`great capacity to transcend
nations and cultures. The last substantial
conversation I had with Swamiji late last
year he talked to me about his organisation
to promote world peace. Swamiji never
lacked for ambition ! In someone else this
might have appeared simply native, but from
him, the goal of world peace looked not only
appropriate but even possible.

We desperately need people like Swami
Agnivesh. But in reality, there is only one of
him. I will miss him deeply as a friend and
as someone who matters to the World. 

Oliver MendelsohnLa Trobe University,
Melbourne, Australia

OLIVER
MENDELSON

La Trobe University,
Melbourne, Australia
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Worship must be to spiritual life what breathing is
to physical life. Just as there are no middle men in
our breathing-except the deadly middle man of
pollution- in the spiritual breathing of worship too,
there must be no middle men.

Written by Swami Agnivesh, Valson Thampu
Misusing faith, religious establishments and the

priestly class distorted religious culture and made the
life of religious communities centred not on God, but
places of worship.

We are living, said Pope Francis, not so much in an
era of change as in achange of era. The COVID-19
pandemicis a water shed moment in history. The
present disarray, destruction and suffering are the
birthing pangs of a new era. We hear the foot falls of
the departing gods fading behind us, even if we don’t
see the foot prints of the incoming gods in front of us.

The brunt of this transition falls on religions
because they thrive on the past. All religions claim to
be inheritors of exclusive spiritual legacies, which
they treat as closed systems. They hold zealously to
the letter andlitter of it, even though the world
around them has changed beyond recognition. As a
result, religions remain enclaves of regression in an
ever-changing World.

This results from the supremacy that religions
attach to “faith”. Faith is pitted against reason. Surely,
this cannot be faith in God; for God is Supreme
Reason. It is faith in the religious establishment and
its agendas. This specious faith is used to suppress in
human beings the divine attributes of love, truth,
justice and compassion. This goes against the grain of
scriptures. For that reason, the light of scriptures is
kept hidden from believers. Historically, it was the
priestly class that exalted faith above the attributes
of God. This had the effect of the dethroning of God.
Opinion|Resetting civilisation in post-Covid-19 world

Misusing faith, religious establishments and the
priestly class distorted religious culture and made the
life of religious communities centred not on God, but
places of worship. To hide the irrationality this
entailed, they distorted the idea of God.
Consequently, the omni present God became a local
deity who stays tamely confined within the narrow
radius of priestly interests and sleights of hand. God
was turned into an alibi for fragmenting human kind,
and an excuse for spreading communal poison. God
of love became God of hate. God of truth became
God of untruth. God of light became God of darkness.

It looks as though the COVID pandemic has come

to emancipate us from this sub human religiosity. The
virus has freed us from our addiction to priestly
potions in temples, churches, and mosques. The fact
that the rupture in people’s addiction to places of
worship is enabling many to recognise the super fluity
of priest-manipulated, temple-centred religiosity, is
troubling the priestly class as a whole. It is now fairly
clear that religiosity of this kind was not for the sake
of the people, but people were being used for the
profit of religious establishments.

Unlike love, which is universal, faith is inherently
parochial. Faith is exclusive to religious groups. Zeal
for one’s faith breeds hate and hostility to the faiths
of others. It is this naiveté that custodians of religions
breed and exploit to deadly effect.

The priestly class can be trusted to import their
agenda into the post-COVID era. It is in the interest of
humanity that they be not allowed to do this. A new
age needs a new spiritual vision. That vision has to be
informed by the godly attributes of love, truth, justice
and compassion. The priestly class has no use for
these values. They are incompatible with priestly
interests. The new World cannot live on their
regressive menu from the past. It is spirituality, not
religion, that human kind in the new world needs.

Opinion | Social distancing is antithetical to
festivals, but it is the only way The virus has
undermined every aspect of priest-driven religiosity.
Temples, mosques and churches are closed. Most
people do not miss them ! The tinkling of coins is no
longer heard in sanctuaries, and that does not seem
to upset gods. The communal nexus between religion
and politics stands paralysed. Post-COVID, religion
must be God-centred and priest-free, unburdened
with places of worship. Worship, free from rituals,
dogmas, deception and priestly hypocrisy, must
nourish life. Worship must be to spiritual life what
breathing is to physical life. Just as there are no middle
men in our breathing—except the deadly middle man
of pollution—in the spiritual breathing of worship
too, there must be no middle men.

The emphasis must shift from salvation to social
justice, from piety to peace, from rituals to human
development, from divisive faith to universal love.
Humanity must be free at last to recognise the God of
justice who has no favourites or special agents.

This article first appeared in the print edition on
June 30, 2020 under the title "Emancipated By Virus".
Agnivesh is a Vedic scholar and social activist and
Thampu was principal of St. Stephen’s College, Delhi.

Post-COVID,
religion must be God-centred and priest-free
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Tribute
Agnivesh (1939-2020) :

The man who tried to reclaim the colour saffron from
political opportunists

He devoted his life to India’s most marginalised
and to the cause of secularism -John Dayal

Vepa Shyam Rao died ten days short of a precise
81 years in the Intensive Care Unit of a Delhi hospital,
of the long-term impact of injuries sustained two years
ago when the lone unarmed man was surrounded and
beaten by armed assailants in Jharkhand. A lynch mob,
you could call them.

Even for people who did not read newspapers or
did not watch television, it was not difficult to spot
Agnivesh, the name that Rao later assumed. If anyone
had seen a calendar painting of Swami Vivekananda,
they would recognise Agnivesh, by colour, clothes and
stance.

 As Swami Agnivesh, the global chief of the break
away denomination of the Arya Samaj, the man from
Srikakulam in Andhra Pradesh fought for more than
half a century to reclaim the sanctity and honour of the
bhagwa, or ochre-saffron ofthe ascetic, from charlatans
and political opportunists who had used itsuccessfully
to propel religious nationalism to power in India. Those
were his words to me.

He challenged them on their turf, and defeated them
more often than not. They learnt not to confront him
face to face, even if they continued to occasionally nip
at his heels, or, in later days, troll him in paid packs.
Learned and conscientious

 Perhaps it will be said that Agnivesh, in the end,
lost what he had set out to achieve as a young
management graduate, who later collected degrees in
law and commerce, taught in Jesuit institutions, and one
day, sort of, gave it upto become an human rights activist
and the Hindu version of a Jesuit–learned, conscientious
and singular in pursuit.

That is the Swami I encountered early in my
reporting days, and grew up with as a friend, occasional
colleague and often comrade in activism against
communalism and the erosion of civil liberties.

We shared hundreds of platforms in India and in the
West, arguing why it was so important not just for us as
Indian citizens, but for the world and its peace, that our
home land remained secular, democratic, a respecter
of human rights, and if possible, an example to the world.

He was absolutely the darling of the international
media, world leaders and fellow activists, striding the
public platform as a colossal in his ochrekurta-dhoti,
and the trade mark turban of the same flaming hue
adding even more stature to his tall and strong frame.

Little wonder that he could hold his own in Haryana
where, for a short while, he fought and won an election

to the state assembly and was made a minister. Not for
long, but it did give him an insight into the way politics
is played in India.

It was in Haryana he discovered a modern form of
slavery–the phenomenon of bonded labour. A marginal
farmer or a landless laborer would borrow money, sign
a paper, and then discover that just to pay off the
interest, he and his wife would have to serve the lender
for the rest of their life. And then the children would
inherit the debt, and the bondage.

 Agnivesh devoted his life to eradicate this menace
He would expose it in India in meetings and seminars,
leading his band of followers to rescue bonded labour
from brick kilns in villages and outside towns. It could
become a street fight.
Fighting India’s inequities

Agnivesh once led a band of a few score ragged
children and adults to raid the Ashoka Hotel, crying
out how could seven-star edifices co-exist with people
who had no present, and no future. The police and the
governments were not amused.

But Agnivesh made the world conscious of this and
many other inequities that still be set India–including
the inequities of caste, and the worst manifestation of
caste, manual scavenging.

We have together been a part of movements against
this. And once in the birth place of Bhim Rao Ambedkar,
in Mhow, Madhya Pradesh, both of us had the privilege
of washing the feet of manual scavengers. Among them
was a woman who had vowed to give it up and get
everyone else to also do so. Her daughter was astudent
of law. Agnivesh was in tears. He was not the only one.

At home as much on the street and in demonstrations
at one or another of the many offices in Delhi or
elsewhere, Agnivesh was in full flow on the global stage.
We were at the World Parliament of Religions where
once, in Chicago, Swami Vivekanand had spoken of
the greatness Hinduism. Agnivesh mounted the stage
and cautioned the world what would become of
Vivekananda’s words if the communalism gnawed away
at the very super structure of Indian democracy. The
many thousands gathered rose in acclamation. Days
later, I spoke at the valedictory on the underbelly of
South Asia.

As Agnivesh recovered from being attacked in
Jharkhand in 2018, he met with Delhi Arch bishop Anil
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Couto, activist John Dayal and Father Felix of the
Catholi carchdiocese commission for inter faith
dialogue. Credit: John Dayal via Facebook

International wards and honorary positions sat easy
on his frame. He had been the international chair of one
of the United Nation’s committees on Modern Forms
of Slavery.

The Swami had his quirks, if I may so call them. A
celibate, teetotaler, a vegetarian, he followed an Arya
Samaj that did not believe in idols and idol worship, or
things others of his faith held sacred. He surprised many
audiences greeting them in Urdu and a few words of
Arabic he had picked up in his globe-trotting.

He often said, repeating the words of Mahatma
Gandhi, that he loved Jesus, but perhaps not some of
those who claimed to follow him. He was a verse to
evangelisation, and opposed conversions. He stuck to
his point of view even if one told him opposing
conversions–not just to Christianity–also meant thatone
did not accept that the poor, dispossessed and the so
called outcastes had agency in matters of faith, but were
doomed to die in bondage both to religion and to caste.

A charasmatic, brave man

I salute one of the most charismatic and bravest men
I’ve ever met.

Who else, clad in the dress once worn by Swami
Vivekanand, could argue with and answer back
everyone from a Shankaracharya down to the knife-
wielding thug who said he was protecting India?

Of course they attacked him, more than once,
grievously injuring him sometimes. But they got a taste
of his whiplash tongue that they would remember.

He once whiplashed the Israeli border guards at the
Jordan crossing when they refused us–a small delegation
invited by the Palestinian sand with proper visas from
both Jordanand Israel–ermission to enter Israel. The
Israeli guards had confiscated our passports and would
not return them. The Swami sat on a dharna, screaming
at the officials, giving a speech to the motley gathering
of refugees, visitors, Israeli nationals and Palestinians
crowded in the hall.

 The officers did not know what hit them. Interpreters
were called, officials and diplomats were mobilised, and
we were out on a bus back to Jordan, and back home.

That was my last trip outside India with Agnivesh.
Now, the Covid-19 pandemic has prevented us from

paying personal homage to a friend, and a crusader.
-John Dayal is a journalist and human rights activist

Gautam Buddha once said, “There have been
many Buddhas before me and will be many
Buddhas in the future. "All living beings have the
Buddha nature and can become Buddhas."

These words came to my mind when the news
of demise of Swami Agnivesh ji was announced.
Enlightened people never die. It will be wrong to
use word RIP ("Rest in Peace") for him. I would
never use that word for him. I would rather say,
"Please Come back Soon." He never rested in his
life. I am sure that he will be back soon in a new
form to finish unfinished work of his life. He is not
a kind of person, who would like to rest in peace.
He was true to his name "Agni" or "Fire" –he came
to burn the impurities of our society–he fought for
justice—he never compromised with his values. I
am sure that he will continue this mission in his
next innings too.

According to Vedas, the aim of human life is
"Manur bhava": i.e. become a human in “True”
sense. One must rise above false identities that
one gets with birth: Indian, Pakistani, American,
Hindu, Muslim, Brahmin, Kshatriya etc. We become
slave of these false identities for the brief period
that we sojourn in the "physical" self. This is what
Swamiji tried to convey through his writings and
speeches. I noticed that Swamiji’s critics are slave
of their "false" identities and ego associated with
those identities. One must unshackle oneself from
these assumed identities to understand his
message.

Learned people say, "Humans are spiritual
beings having human experiences." If we could
look back at our spiritual journey using a large time
scale of thousands or millions of years then we
would realize that we had taken.

Several "false" identities  in this journey—a
"Hindu" of present life could be a "Muslim" in his/
her previous sojourn on this mother earth. An
enlightened person or "Buddha" raises himself/
herself above these false identities. Swami
Agnivesh ji was "Buddha" of our times.

Lastly, I have a message for friends of Swamiji.
Please do not make a statue in his name or write
a bhajan in his praise. If you are his true friend
then take his message of Truth, Love, Compassion
and Justice to every nook and corner of the world.
That will be a true Tribute to this great soul.

MY TRIBUTE TO SWAMI
AGNIVESH JI

-Sanjiv Varma
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I first encountered Swami Agnivesh through
the television. By chance one evening while at
home in the UK, I found myself watching a
programme about a Hindu swami working with
bonded labourers in India. At the time Swamiji
was Chairman of the UN Committee against
Modern Forms of Slavery and he spoke
eloquently about global slavery and its
particular form in India as bonded labour.

A frequent traveller to India at the time, I
decided to try and meet him on my next trip. A
fellow monastic in an ashram at the Himalayan
foot hills, Swami Narasimhulu ji, tracked him
down for me and found me a contact number. I
always stopped in Delhi for a few days on my
way north, so the next time my feet touched
the blessed soil of India, I phoned the number.
To my surprise Swami Agnivesh himself
answered and immediately invited me to the
offices of Bandhua Mukti Morcha The Bonded
Labour Liberation Movement.

I  was intrigued and looked forward to my
first meeting with him. He did not disappoint.
Unlike many men in orange he had not adopted
the role of the ‘holy man’. I had encountered
many of them: men who have morphed their
weighty egos into ‘contemplative’ masks always
smiling gently, always talking in solemn tones
to those whom they consider to be so much

Not All Orange is Equal

less than they. Right from the start, Swami
Agnivesh ji greeted me with respect as a human
being and as an equal.

He explained the work they were doing, its
multi-faceted requirements: from running
schools on the sites of bonded labour (usually
building works on the outskirts of major cities
like New Delhi) for the children of the bonded
“labourers who would otherwise have been
excluded from education, to talking to and
organising the bonded labourers themselves.
Bonded labour is illegal in India and Swamiji’s
major work was to help those trapped in it
often for generations to use the law to free
themselves. Over the next few years I got to
know both Swamiji and his work as, together
with a few friends, we began fund-raising for
him inthe UK.  My encounters with him always
left me feeling that justice and freedom are a
part of dharma that are not simply to be talked
about as abstract ideas, but turned into a reality
for all; that working towards social justice is as
sacred a work as working on one’s own spiritual
liberation (moksha). That, he always made clear,
is the spiritual path: you have to live, to put
into practice your own spiritual transformation
in this world of inequalities and injustices. I can
still hear his clear tones, laughingly but also
seriously intoning, “You’re either a missionary

A tribute to Swami Agnivesh ji from Swami Ambikananda Saraswati
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or a mercenary in this world. Your choice.”
As with my own guru, Swami

Venkatesanandaji (a disciple of the venerated
Swami Sivananda), Swami Agnivesh never in all
the years I worked with him showed any kind
of prejudice against women or people born into
lesser circumstances in life. This might seem the
minimum requirement for a man of the cloth,
but sadly I had encountered both male and
social prejudice in too many of the men in
orange, to take it for granted.

I watched Swamij i as he spoke to and worked
with the poorest and most wretched men and
women and always there was that same respect
and ease: all were his equal and he had a
wonderful knack of making people feel, as he
worked tirelessly on their behalf, that he was
working with friends, in friendship. Everyone
left his company feeling elevated.  Swamiji
understood clearly the devastation that can be
caused to religious communities by missionary
work and conversion. However, he dealt with it
in“amanner that kept dialogue open. I recall one
occasion where Christian missionaries working
in a part of India were reportedly paying people
to convert. A newspaper phoned Swamiji and
asked him to comment. Swamiji knew only too
well the awful conditions of poverty that these
people had to live under, and so responded to
the reporter on the phone, “If they’re doing it
for money, I advise them to do it three times a
day.” It was a damning dismissal of this kind of
missionary work without elevating it to a crisis
that would create a conflict that would jeo
pardise the already vulnerable.

The real enemy is poverty and Swamiji always
clearly understood that. That is not to say that
Swami Agnivesh was devoted to entirely secular
values. On the contrary, his spiritual life was lived
in the same vigorous manner as his life in the
world. The esteem and love of Swami Dayananda
the fire-brand founder of Arya Samaj was clear
whenever he spoke of him, which was often.
Indeed, the ground of his path in this world was
aspiritual path. What makes him different is that
he has actually lived it, rather than simply talking
about it.

For Swami Agnivesh, his own subjective
experience of the Divine never got isolated and
elevated to an idol of worship. And this is what
has made him stand out; that is what has made his
orange robe truly become the fire rather than the
dressing: his commitment to the belief that the
experience of our divinity lived and practised in the
movement for social justice is open to all, and that
in the seeking of it we are all equal.

Hari OM Tat Sat !
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Swami Agnivesh: Activist in saffron
( Print Edition : 9th October, 2020) - T.K. Rajalakshmi

He was the kind of seer who did not sound like
one. There was little of the “swami” in him. His saffron
habit, with the trademark turban, appeared patterned
on Swami Vivekananda. He was the original man in
saffron robes, much before it was politically
appropriated by aggressive Hindu cultural
nationalists. In the media he was mainly identified as
the man who worked to rescue bonded labourers in
north India, mainly Punjab and Haryana. But Swami
Agnivesh, who passed away on 11th September in a
New Delhi hospital following a liver-related illness,
was more than that. He was a social activist,
academician, politician, reformer and Arya Samaj
proponent.

Originally from Andhra Pradesh, he was born Vepa
Shyam Rao into an upper-caste family. He was
educated in Calcutta (now Kolkata). He obtained
degrees in law and management but gave up the
pursuit of a career. He emerged as an Arya Samaj
leader and used his background to work for an end to
bonded labour, then widely prevalent in parts of north
India. He founded the Bandhua Mukti Morcha
(Bonded Labour Liberation Front) in the early 1980s.
In 1994, he was made the chairperson of the United
Nations Trust Fund on Contemporary Forms of Slavery.
Role in social campaigns

Born a Hindu, Swami Agnivesh was primarily a
reformer with liberal values and was deeply bothered
about the politicisation of Hinduism. His concerns
ranged from the eradication of bonded labour to gender
equity. He did not mind if people chose to address him

Swami Agnivesh (1939-2020), a voice of reason amid the shrillness of religious bigotry,
worked tirelessly to eradicate social evils and uphold constitutional values.

Swami Agnivesh, a 2013 picture. Photo: Rohit Jain Paras
5th December, 1987: Swami Agnivesh leading sadhus and Arya Samaj activists against sati on a pada yatra

from Delhi to Deorala.  Photo: THE HINDU ARCHIVES
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without the prefix of “swami”, which was a reason
why he was not viewed as a person with rigid ideas.
He worked alongside many groups involved in civil
liberties across India and had little difficulty
identifying himself with their causes.

He campaigned against female foeticide,
alcoholism and violence against Dalits, tribal people
and women. He was against obscurantism, ritual-
driven religion, superstition and the caste system.
The bonded labourers he rescued were invariably
from landless Dalit communities, and the people he
took up the cudgels against were politically influential
upper-caste agriculturists. Swami Agnivesh identified
himself with campaigns for social, economic and
political justice. He spoke out against caste
panchayats and exhorted the Arya Samaj to take on
the self-styled custodians of society. He was seen on
anti-imperialist and anti-globalisation platforms too.
Since he deplored communalism and casteism
equally, his presence on podiums along with leaders
of secular and democratic parties was a given. In 2010,
the then Central government entrusted him with the
task of brokering peace talks with the Maoists.

It was not for no reason that his demise was
condoled across the progressive political spectrum.
Congress president Sonia Gandhi and vice president
Rahul Gandhi, Communist Party of India (Marxist)
general secretary Sitaram Yechury, Communist Party
of India (Marxist-Leninist) general secretary Dipankar
Bhattacharya, and the Chief Ministers of Andhra
Pradesh, Telangana and Rajasthan sent condolence
messages. Actors Swara Bhasker and Divya Dutta and
former Rajya Sabha member and poet Javed Akhtar
also tweeted their condolences.

A right-wing news portal remarked caustically that
it was only the “liberals” who had expressed their
condolences while other political parties remained
silent or indifferent. This indifference was most
noticeable when, a day after his death, a former
Central Bureau of Investigation chief described his
death as “good riddance” and abused him with casteist
slurs on social media, but there was hardly any
condemnation from his political patrons.
Thorn for the Right

Swami Agnivesh took political positions that were
deeply uncomfortable to the political Right. He
viewed the Ram Janmabhoomi movement itself as a
political ploy. Writing in The Indian Express on 12th

February, 2018, he said that there was not a shred of
evidence for the claims made by the Rashtriya
Swayamsewak Sangh (RSS) and the Vishwa Hindu
Parishad on the disputed site. He blamed the Congress
for its appease-ment politics and stated that the then
government had lost an opportunity to resolve the
issue.

His main concern, he wrote, was that the people
were being “perversely misled and their credulity was
exploited for political gains by those who do not care

a pin for the spiritual greatness of the Vedic faith. As
an ardent devotee of this spiritual heritage, I feel
cheated and violated.” He called the movement a
“dance of aggression” that “mocks God”. He said that
what hurt him most was the “utter irrationality of the
communal agenda”.

In 1987, he took out a march against the practice of
sati from New Delhi to Deorala in Rajasthan with 101
sanyasis. The march was in protest against the burning
of a woman named Roop Kanwar on the funeral pyre
of her husband in September that year, and against
other social evils such as child marriage, dowry and
the persecution of widows. He told media persons
that he had received threats from those who glorified
sati. He took on the Dharma Raksha Samiti, a pro-sati
group, on this issue. He was finally arrested for
violating prohibitory orders.

In 1970, Swami Agnivesh formed the Arya Sabha, a
political front, along with others. In 1977, he was
elected to the Haryana Assembly. He joined the Janata
Party and served as Education Minister but quit after
two years to protest against the government’s
inaction on the issue of police firing on a march against
bonded labour. He became a popular figure among
the socially and economically oppressed. Later, he
supported anti-corruption movements and backed
Anna Hazare and his movement in New Delhi.

He went to Gujarat with Valson Thampu, former
principal of Delhi’s St. Stephens College, after the riots
of 2002, where they visited the camps and wrote about
the unprecedented “cruelty”. A peace march that he
had planned along with others could not be held. In a
co-authored article on his website, reminiscing about
the situation there, he wrote that Gujarat might not
have happened but for the United States-led antipathy
towards Muslims where the war on terror had made
“Muslim-bashing a popular sport” just like “bear-
baiting in Elizebathean England” or “Christian baiting
in Nero’s Rome”.

In a previous article, reflecting on the murder of
the Australian missionary Graham Staines and his two
children in Baripada, Odisha, and after meeting
Staines’ wife, Gladys Staines, he wondered what was
the worth of religion if “it was not to nurture us in a
sense of compassion and fellow feeling that denies
us peace unless we practice justice and uphold the
truth”. He took out a “multi-religious” pilgrimage to
Manoharpur where the incident had occurred.

In one article, he regretted that the Arya Samaj
had done little for the empowerment of Dalits. He
remarked that it was an “astonishing reality that
despite the ardent and admirable work” of reformers
such as Kabir, Guru Nanak, the Buddha, Mahavira,
Dayanand Saraswati, Mahatma Gandhi and Dr.
Ambedkar, “no dent could be made in the oppressive
caste system”.

According to him, vote-bank politics had increased
the power of the caste system. He did not see
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“conversions” as a way out since discrimination was
not uncommon even in the religions Dalits
converted to. The Arya Samaj too had failed. Its
agenda for “liberation had been diluted by a spirit
of compromise and accommodation with the caste
agenda”, he wrote. Caste interests had infiltrated
and hijacked the movement, and Dalits could not
distinguish between the Arya Samaj and upper-
caste practices, he said. He believed that since
“Hindus had invented the caste system”, they ought
to be the first to dismantle and disown it.

He believed that the Arya Samaj was an option
for Dalits in terms of their social and religious
rehabilitation, but said that it had to reform itself
from its current state. His solutions for getting rid of
caste-based oppression seemed simplistic, as if it
was a case of offering a “humane” social order for
Dalits within the fold of the Arya Samaj where Arya
stood for “nobleness”. His views did not go down
well with caste Hindus.

Swami Agnivesh was also openly critical of the
various “babas” and “gurus” and their commercial
ventures. He came out publicly against a very famous
yoga guru in one of his columns in a leading English
daily. He wrote that “Hinduism was truly in peril”.
According to him, the “cocktail of politics,
corporatisation and communalism under the name
and colour of Hinduism today threatens its
authenticity”. He was also openly critical of the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and its role in the rise
of communalism in the country.

Inderjit Singh, vice president of the Haryana unit
of the Kisan Sabha, said that Swami Agnivesh was
critical of the Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA)
and was supportive of the protests against it. “It is a
loss in a political sense as well. At a personal level
too, many of us have felt a deep sense of loss. We
disagreed with him on issues, but he was never
strident in his disagreement with us,” he said.
Despite being a proponent of the Arya Samaj, his
approach was different from that of other
proponents of the order. There was potential for
the growth of progressive elements within the Arya
Samaj in Haryana. But that progressive streak did
not continue for long. There was criticism that the
Arya Samaj had become very “mutth-oriented”.

Inderjit Singh said that Swami Agnivesh, who was
jailed during the Emergency for 19 months,
identified himself with the progressive liberal
sections, many of whom ascribed to Leftist ideology.
“The RSS and its affiliates were always irritated with
him as he openly criticised their version of
Hinduism,” said Inderjit Singh.

In August 2018, when he went to pay his respects
to former Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee at the
BJP office in New Delhi, he was attacked by BJP
workers who tore his turban and punched him as
the police looked on. A month earlier, he had been
physically attacked in Pakur, Jharkhand, by Bharatiya
Janata Yuva Morcha workers for supporting “cow

slaughter”. Swami Agnivesh had spoken out against
lynchings in the name of cow protection and blamed
the BJP leadership for the polarisation.

His views on majority communalism were well
known although he spoke out more frequently and
sharply after the National Democratic Alliance (NDA)
government was formed in 2014 and incidents of
vigilante mob justice were on the rise. He was openly
critical of Prime Minister Narendra Modi and the RSS.
In a 2018 seminar organised by the Rajiv Gandhi
Insitute of Development Studies, he likened Modi to
Adolf Hitler, who he said had also got elected
democratically.

“I have opposed the RSS agenda of imposing Hindu
Rashtra on India because it forebodes a vulgarisation
of our spiritual heritage. This bigotry is an aberration.
It breeds violence and intolerance. We should never
degenerate into a theological state and regress to the
pre-modern misery of religious obscurantism and
communal bigotry,” he wrote in a press statement in
response to RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat’s statement
that “all Indians were Hindus”.

Jagmati Sangwan, former general secretary of the
All India Democratic Women’s Association (AIDWA),
said that his passing away was a great loss as he
represented a radical revolutionary stream of the Arya
Samaj which openly challenged the caste system.

“He had a special relationship with Haryana. It was
unfortunate that he was attacked by communal
elements despite being advanced in age. One hopes
that at least now they would express regret after his
demise,” she said.

In a statement, the All India Democratic Women’s
Association AIDWA described him as a “strong
supporter of women’s rights” who participated in
campaigns against sex-selective abortions, sati, dowry
deaths and the plight of child widows.

Swami Agnivesh was a voice of reason amid the
shrillness of religious bigotry. Among the current
breed of seers and sadhus, he stood out in his saffron
robes as one clearly in favour of social, religious and
economic reform in the democratic secular framework
of the Constitution.

With Planning commission chairman
 Sri Montek Singh Ahluwalia
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TODAY THE 21st SEPTEMBER IS THE BIRTHDAY OF
SWAMI AGNIVESH

 (1939-2020)
-  WORLD PEACE DAY

Swami  Agnivesh was a Revolutionary Saint Born
on 21st September, 1939 in Varanasi, winner of the
Alternative Nobel Peace Prize (the Right Livelihood
Award), 2004, is a cyclonic Swami. At the young age of
28, he abandoned a promising career as a professor
of law and management in Calcutta for a life of
activism. Born into a Brahmin-upper caste-South
Indian family, he shed his name, caste, religion, family,
and all his belongings and property to adopt the life
of a 'Swami' or renunciate, and began his life's crusade
for social justice and compassion. The term 'Swami' is
misused and misunderstood. It denotes, as with
Christian or Buddhist monks and renunciates, one who
gives up all his individual, social and birth based
identities and belongings to serve humanity and
pursue spiritual truth.

About Eighty one year old Swami Agnivesh was
the most distinguished leader of the Arya Samaj. In
1994, he was appointed the Chairperson of the UN
Trust Fund on Contemporary Forms of Slavery. He is
better known across the globe in general and India in
particular for his campaigns against bonded labor, and
is founder Chairperson of the Bandhua Mukti Morcha
(Bonded Labor Liberation Front). He also worked as

the President of the World Council of Arya Samaj
(Sarvadeshik Arya Pratinidhi Sabha) during the year
2004-2016.

Whether it was Gandhi, Dayanand, Ambedkar all
worked for the betterment of the society and the
people with a few differences in their methods and
ideals. They all styled themselves in particular ways.
Swami Agnivesh too had his own style but with clear
reasons and commitments. He was clad in saffron from
top to bottom. However, we often find Swami say
that the saffron, 'is my uniform for socio-spiritual
action, a call to battle on behalf of the oppressed.'
Saffron is the color of sacrifice, commitment and
purity and he believes it helps him in his work of love,
truth, compassion and justice. However he also makes
it absolutely clear and says with utmost realism and
practicality that, "If my clothes come in the way of
this, I won't mind renouncing them. It matters little if
you call me "Swami Agnivesh or simply "Agnivesh".
All that matters is the fire inside me, the presence of
the divine in the inner temple of my being, should
continue to blaze till the end."

Swami Agnivesh was a man of action. He preached
but preached only what he practices. His words catch

On birth day occussion  Swami ji with the then Vice President of India  Janab Mohammad Ansari ji,
Sri Susheel Goswami ji, Swami Chidanand . Moulana Wahiduddin Khan Islamic Scholar
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fire in the heat of his involvement imprinted with
the zeal of compassion. He has given proof of being
an outstanding leader and has inspired many young
minds to strive towards making this world better place
to live in. His dedication to work with the oppressed
and passion for social justice are as old as his political
career which goes back many years to his entry into
the Haryana Assembly in 1977. His activism,
appearance and understanding leaves a lot of us
astonished and at the same time provokes us to strive
hard for social amelioration while generating love and
respect among the masses. He looked like a sadhu
(holy man), talked like a politician and-most
importantly-voiced the case of the underprivileged
millions of India. Unlike the politicians who mouth
religion between the teeth of communalism, Swami
Agnivesh participated in politics as an outworking of
his spirituality. He bridged politics and religion with
the plank of social justice.

For over four decades Swami Agnivesh had
campaigned for the rights and dignity of 'bonded
labour' or inter-generational slaves, and child labour,
and restored their freedom through path-breaking
new legislation. Swami Agnivesh was one of the very
few people who have seriously taken up the
responsibility to fight for the poor and the
underprivileged. He has continuously waged battles
in order to fulfill his duty towards this cause. Swami
Agnivesh's campaigns had led him to fight alcoholism,
female foeticide, bonded labor, child labor, injustice
to Tribals and Adivasis, as well as struggle for the
emancipation of women and even the violence
against animals. His 'mission' included fighting the
consumer culture and the Western model of

development in India, opposing Western cultural
imperialism, and battling casteism, obscurantism and
communalism.

He established the Movement for the Freedom of
Bonded Labour (Bandhua Mukti Morcha). He has
advocated relentlessly for women's rights, taking on
the most controversial issues. In turns, he has
addressed the plight of child widows, the shameful
practice of sati, the burning of widows on the
husband's funeral pyres, dowry deaths where greedy
parents-in-laws murder their young brides for more
money. He has actively crusaded against the crime of
female foeticide, which has reduced India's
population by about 60 million females ! An
environmental activist, he draws on Gandhi an
wisdom to advocate simplicity and sustainability and
economic rights, and to deplore the economics of
greed that accompanies globalization.

While Swami Agnivesh's chief pre-occupation was
social justice and rights, he had also championed the
search for peace in violent conflicts. He had led
numerous initiatives to foster peace and interfaith
harmony in Kashmir during the worst periods of
violence. He partook in a peace march to Palestine
2012. His particular concern at present was the Maoist
conflict that is spreading across large swathes of
central India. In 2010 Swami Agnivesh was appointed
by the Government of India as the mediator to foster
dialogue between the government and the Maoist
leadership. He is at present deeply concerned with
the plight of the aboriginal Indians called Adivasis
dwelling in this area for millennia, who are facing the
brunt of this conflict. He was actively involved in
advocating for their protection and rights.
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Swami Agnivesh had spearheaded the interfaith and
inter-religious movement nationally and globally. He
had steered it towards genuine responsible
engagement in overturning many of the social scourges
that religions inadvertently or deliberately support. The
Sarva Dharma Sansad or All Faiths Parliament he
established in India in 2007 is the first interfaith
movement that includes both women and men leaders.
Its purpose was to overcome the seven principal
scourges of Indian society:casteism and discrimination;
injustice and violence against women; extremism;
dogma and communalism; drug and alcohol abuse-that
is also linked to violent abuse of women and children;
poverty and exploitation; and corruption. Swami
Agnivesh also hosted a weekly television debate on
parliamentary TV called 'Vichar Manthan' or Thought
Forum where eminent experts addressed burning social
and political issues amongst a live audience of youth
from diverse cultural and religious backgrounds.

Swami Agnivesh stressed his faith in spirituality, and
he makes it very clear that spirituality ought to be 'social
spirituality'. In other words, it ought not to be of an
individualistic or escapist variety. He stresses the need
to keep the interest of various people in society intact
and above the interest of individuals. His education in
Arya Samaj persuaded him to believe that the spiritual
quest of an individual is inextricably linked with his
social life. Spiritual quest of an individual and one's
social life complement each other like two sides of the
same coin. Religion should thus, never degenerate into
an exercise of escapism.

He was unsparing in his critique of the 'bankruptcy
of the political leadership' of India. Issues taken up
during the freedom movement, like pledges to stop
the proliferation of liquor, have been fast forgotten.
What has been taking deeper roots instead is
communalism religious fundamentalism and
obscurantism. For him spirituality should be made into
a resource for social transformation. If one is seriously
committed to change and transformation in society,
then obscurantist, ritual-ridden, superstition-
mongering religion needs to be given a prompt burial.
And this is what he strongly insisted on.

According to him, 'Our real issues are poverty and
the glaring socio-economic inequalities which need
immediate attention.' These are the biggest issues and
challenges that we are faced with.' He points out that
the values common to all religions have been neglected
and the vacuum thus created has been filled by
communal politics. For Swami Agnivesh belief, faith
and action cannot be compartmentalized. He was out
spoken about the ironies of religion. India has the
largest number of temples and shrines in the world.
The goddess of wealth (Laxmi) is in India; yet our
country is beset with abject poverty. Saraswati, the

goddess of learning, is worshipped in India, but our
country continues to be plagued with illiteracy.

Well-informed and up-to-date with social issues, the
swami had clear perspectives on a wide range of issues
-ranging from the ruinous debts of the Third World
nations (which he wants to be abrogated), to cultural
imperialism, to an appropriate developmental pattern,
unsustainable over-consumption by the rich, and of
course, the need to make religion more people-
friendly. Swami Agnivesh was a man of word and
practice absolutely determined to achieve his goals.
The Light of Truth i.e. Satyarth Prakash by Maharishi
Dayanand is the book which changed his whole life.

Applied Spirituality by Swami Agnivesh is being
taught in University of America. Glen Martin prescribes
this book in Radford University. Glen Martin wrote
Swami Agnivesh as follows :-

Dear Swami Agnivesh, Thank you for this thoughtful
and truthful response to the attacks of extremists on
you and the work of Arya Samaj. Your distinction
between reason and spirituality, on the one hand, and
dogmatic religious beliefs and practices, on the other
hand, I believe is accurate and profoundly important.I
have made a similar distinction in my new book Global
Democracy and Human Self-Transcendence (Cambridge
Scholars Press, 2018). I entirely agree with the way you
develop this distinction and would like to point out
that (as you know) the distinction is not limited to the
Indian religious traditions, such as Hinduism. The
distinction is universal. People may profess and practice
a religion or no religion. But the essence of any religion,
if authentically practiced, will be reason and spiritual
development to the point of affirming the all human
beings are one family who need to be liberated under
conditions in which they can live their lives with
meaning and dignity. As you know, I have used your
book Applied Spirituality (Harper-Collins, 2015) in my
Philosophy of Religion classes at Radford University as
pointing to the essence of authentic religion and our
human situation. The conflict with dogmatic religion,
therefore, is not limited to Hinduism versus the Vedas,
as  you know, but is between all forms of
fundamentalist and dogmatic religion worldwide and
authentic spirituality informed by reason, which is a
reality not only affirmed by Arya Samaj but is true of all
forms of authentic religion and spirituality. Thank you
again for your great and courageous work on behalf of
human liberation.

Glen Martin (Dr. Glen T. Martin)
President, World Constitution and Parliament

Association (WCPA)  www.earth-constitution.org
President, Institute on World Problems (IOWP)
President, Provisional World Parliament (PWP)
Professor of Philosophy and Chair Emeritus Peace Studies,

Radford University  www.radford.edu/gmartin
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I first met Swami Agnivesh when we were both
guest speakers at Aligarh Islamic University near
New Delhi on 17th December 2015. He said some
things that inspired me very much and, when my
turn came, I spoke about the Earth Constitution in
relation to Islam. I gave him my business card. The
next day, I received an email from him inviting me
to come to his apartments and talk about the Earth
Constitution. He soon became a major supporter
of our work and the following year in India my wife
and I stayed with him in his apartments in New
Delhi, as we have every year since that time, and
sometimes we stayed with him at his ashram just
south of New Delhi.

Swamiji not only began speaking to audiences
about the Earth Constitution, he secured for us
complementary venues of our WCPA Conferences
in India for the next four years, first at the World
Peace Center of MIT Pune and then at O.P. Jindal
Global University near New Delhi. He paid to have
one of the buildings in his office compound at 7
Jantar-Mantar Road renovated to be a home for
the WCPA Global Communications Center and
allowed us to use that address as our main India
office.  He invited me to speak at his events
thatwere happening while I was in India and he
often served as a keynote speaker for WCPA events.

In Memory of Swami Agnivesh
Our friend, leader and inspiration

- Glen T. Martin

We soon added him to our WCPA Board of Trustees
as our most special “Distinguished Advisor.”

As the illness related to his liver advanced over
the past year or so, he had to make a decision of
whether to risk surgery, a decision I learned about
in May of this year.  It seems to me, in this
memorial, that the best honor I can do for Swami’s
memory is not to recite his many accomplishments
and contributions to our common human project,
but to make public the personal letter I sent to him
on 28th May. It speaks directly about the impact
that Swami had on my own life.
28th May 2020

Dear Swami Agnivesh, Phyllis and I are deeply
distraught that you are faced with this terrible
decision which threatens your life.  We love you,
and our hearts and prayers are with you.

I want to tell you how much knowing you has
impacted my own life and thought. Since I entered
into the struggle for human liberation decades ago,
I have met many extraordinary people, some of
whom, such as Dr. Terence P. Amerasing he from
Sri Lanka, I have gotten to know very well. But
getting to know you has been one of the greatest
honors of my life.

It is not that you have taught me something I
did not previously know. It is rather that you have
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Glen T. Martin

given me great hope for humanity by showing what
is possible for all of us—that God can live within
us and through us in such a way that tolerance,
love, compassion, and justice can become manifest
in our lives. And that our public lives and private
lives are not two different things. If love is there it
will be revolutionary love, directed to transforming
society.

There are many who may advocate such ideas
through promoting some religious or ideological
formulas. But you are free of all that, and that is
the truth and beauty that I have experienced from
you. The actualization of the divine within our lives
will manifest itself directly in love and justice apart
from dogmas or formulas.

As you have said from the beginning, we need
to create the conditions on this Earth in which each
person can live within a political, economic, and
cultural frame work that make this possible for him
or her. If we create a world in which the horrors of
exploitation and injustice are gone, then we are
simultaneously creating a world in which God can
and will be present.

And God can be present in this world without
even being named, for love and compassion and
justice are God. If people live as the brothers and
sisters on this planet that we really are, then the
divine will be everywhere and now here, and human
life will come to fulfillment.

Knowing you has confirmed by faith and my
understanding of these truths, and for that I am
deeply grateful that you took us into your circle of
those who  know you well and allowed us to be
your friends.

 I know that your work for the Bonded Labor
Liberation Front and the renewed Arya Samaj is not
finished, and even though I am now also in older
age, my own work on behalf of the Earth
Constitution is far from finished. I hope with all my
heart that you live through this to continue your
work and that we will work together for years to
come.

But I want you to know here and now the honor
it has been for me to be your friend, and how much
knowing you has re-inspired my own hope and
vision for humanity.
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I have received a mail regarding an illness of a
personwho is well known among public forums by his
saffron attire-Swami Agnivesh. I was surprised when I
received a direct call from Delhi Javedbhai, whom I
would rather consult him and Hyderabad's Arya Samaj
Vithal Rao for summoning Swamiji as a guest for
frequent public meetings. The gist of the conversation
was that theywere in the process of recording the
experiences with those who are acquaintedwith
Agnivesh, who is in his early eighties, is being shifted to
Keraladue to liver disorders. I even received a mail from
Dr. Valson Thampu on 6th July, 2020 regarding the same.
My conversation with Swamiji, who could understand
and speak the Telugulanguage with ease, used to be
unchallenging. I found out that he was ill during my strive
to invite him to the All India Federation of Trade Unions
(AIFTU) Telangana state conference held in 2019
August 11th, but didn't know that the condition was such
plight. Eventually my thoughts progressed towards
Agnivesh, who describes himself or known as a
Vedicsocialist.

Born into a revolutionary traditionalfamily, I have
come to understand the diversity between red and saffron
from anearly age. I have fond memories of my childhood,
such as emergency situationduring 1975-77, visiting
multiple jails for mulakatswhere my
fatherBandruNarasimhulu was held as a detenue, singing
several songs with political prisoners. The first time Swami
Agnivesh was seen and heard at was during
thedemocratic movements that erupted after the lifting
of the Emergency. Itwas astonishing to me to see a person
with saffron attire on acrimson platform like that. Given
the situation that with frequentattacks on saffron attire
Swamiji  by saffron forces (sangh parivar forces), I
understood that itsnot the attire,but the ambition that is
important and even the world would knew that. I haveonly
had the opportunity to share some platforms with a
saffronattire person, who on the contrary is constantly
raising philosophical questions with his democratic-
practices. One such instance would be duringthe peace
talks held between Andhra Pradesh Government and
naxalites in 2004, and other was during the context of
struggle for Telangana statehood.

His work with GeetaRamaswamy on bonded labour
issues, especially their concern over the problems of
quarry workers, has beenwell-known throughout the
Telugu states. The destruction of hills and natural
resources around the city of Hyderabad has led to the
emergence of monopoly capitalist'sparadise. It was a
business that lends money in advance to Cheap Labour
from allcorners of the backward Telugu State along with
Orissa and Bihar. It was a greatclass struggle against

SWAMY AGNIVESH-A VEDIC SOCIALIST
the quarry and land mafia, domestic and
internationalMNC's, labour contractor mafia, etc.,
Despite the struggle against bonded labour, the destructive
development pattern of the region over the past three
decades is apparent. Later we had to strongly face those
obstinate internal colonial capitalists during the
Telanganamovement. It led to Telangana's cultural
alienation and destruction of civilization through
demolition of natural mountains, thick forests, lakes,rivers,
ponds, canals and local crops. The Telangana regional
democratic movement has proved that the multinational
corporations have destroyed the local culture along with
Telangana mode of production in order for their financial
roots to be strengthened. The form of “feudal exploitation
of bonded labour, the surplus value it has created, and
the struggles waged by Swami Agnivesh to predictits
consequences to some extent still need to be analyzed in
depth. Born and raised in Telangana, I being people
cultural activist before and after the achievement of the
state for green Telangana, I am still struggling day-to-
day state repression and harassmentIs it not an
exaggeration to say that the movements those days
directly or indirectly inspired us to go forward. The
movement slogan goes by: "Those who protect the
panchabhutas are Bahujans-those who destroy  the mare
multinational companies"! ("PAN CHA BUTHALANU
NA:MIMI:KU-NE VALLU BAH-LUNN-ULU-ASV B IUKUNE
VALLU BAHULAJATHI COMPANEELU"). The work of
Swami Agnivesh, Geetaramaswamy etc. is very
muchappreciated in that scenario. Heaccepted and
attended our invitation to the Telangana United Front
(TUF) conference during the Telangana movement and
gave a valuable message. In additionto attending the
event, Swamiji left an indelible mark on all of us with his
affability.

The Congress government's peace talks with the
Naxalites in erst while Andhra Pradesh state during 2004
on three issues, "peace-land-development", are very
special and unique. On this occasion, the People's War
and Janashakti Parties jointly held a large public meeting
at Nizam College ground (in Hyderabad), focusing on
their agenda, and a book was released on this occasion.
Swamiji addressed the gathering and we delivered
messages through our cultural performances. The peace
talks finally turned vicious and hundreds of revolutionaries,
including comrade Riaz, delegate for the “Janashakti
peace talks, mourned. All these consequences had
greater influence on him. This was followed by news
that Swamy Agnivesh had mediated the Maoist party's
peace talk's proposal with the UPA government at all
India level. But at the level of the preliminary
stage, comrade “Cherukuri Rajkumar (AZAD), the

VIMALAKKA"  Arunodaya Cultural Federation
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Maoist party leader and the proposed spokes person for
the peace talks, met with an encounter, and peace talks
never seen the face of light. When Azad's corpse arrived
at Hyderabad, my life partner comrade AMAR
(janashakthi party representative of the former peace
talks) and I, went and paid tribute. It led to an outrage
when it was later challenged in court as a bogus
encounter, with the Adilabad District Muncif Court
(JFCM) claiming that there was prima facie evidence
for it. Agnivesh's efforts for peace talks were the subject
of much discussion during this period.

Through feudal exploitation and caste suppression,
Indian society became undemocratic, caste-class society.
In order to democratize it, various struggles and
movements have to take place. It all has to come under
one roof on consensus grounds. The great social
revolutionary Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar who coined state
socialism and calls for the annihilation of caste. In order
for it to take place, he rejected Hindu traditions which is
based on caste system. But Swami, known as vedic
socialist, opposed caste in equalities and fought against
all exploitations. Even though there are differences in
ideology, one might have unanimity in similar issues, and
Swami Agnivesh is one among them. Despite being a
saffron attire democrat, his life journey will always be
under duress. Being born in Srikakulam Dist., raised in
Chhattisgarh, Studied at Calcutta University and worked
as a minister in Haryana, it was not uncommon for him
to travel across the “country to build peoples movements
centered in Delhi. So I had the opportunity to write a
couple of things. I thank for the initiative that was shown
by Dr. Valson Thampu. I wish Swamiji to get well soon.
Finally, to the best of my knowledge, I think the following
quote of Gautama Buddha will be apt for Swami Agnivesh

"The essence of life is to know why you are
living, and to stabilize your mind for that goal."

-Gautama Buddha.
Swami Agnivesh's objective of enriching lives of

people is the source of my response.
With Revolutionary Greetings,

("VIMALAKKA" Arunodaya Cultural Federation (ACF) Activist &
President of Telangana United Front (TUF) August 11, 2020,

Hyderabad.)

GREETINGS
Dear Prof. Baxi,

I take the liberty to approach you for a purpose which I
consider as of great significance. It has been my privilege to
have known and worked with Swami Agnivesh for over a quarter
century. You too have had the same privilege, perhaps to a
greater extent.

Swami Agnivesh has led a remarkable and significant life,
worthy to be recorded and preserved for the posterity. It will
be of immense value to the youth of India.

Swamiji is now 81 years of age and is suffering from a
chronic health condition. He is under treatment and is, if all
goes well, scheduled to undergo liver transplant in the near
future. This adds urgency to the goal of writing out the saga
of his life. I have been trying hard over the last several years
to persuade Swamiji to agree to such an endeavour. I’m glad
to say he has finally consented.

The proposed work is currently envisaged to have two
parts. The first will tell the story. The second part will comprise
impressions contributed by a host of writers, thinkers, national
leaders and women and men of letters like you. They will be
drawn from across the states and UTs of the country, reflecting
an assortment of professional backgrounds.

You are requested to kindly provide an account of your
experiences with Swamiji, highlighting in particular the more
enduring aspects of his initiatives, interventions and
advocacies. There is no word limit. There is a deadline, though.
Kindly send in your text as email attachment latest by 1st July
2010 on agnivesh70@gmail.com with copy to me on
vthampu@gmail.com

The text may be in English, Hindi or Urdu. The book is
envisaged to be, inter alia, a resource for the youth of India,
given that the story of Swamiji can be a great source of
inspiration for them. It is suggested, hence, that this be given
due emphasis in your account.

Contributions to this proposed volume, conceived along
the lines of a Festschrift, will also include the friends and
associates of Swamiji drawn from several countries.

Kindly treat this as an urgent request and facilitate the
completion of this project by providing your invaluable
contribution expeditiously.

Thanking you in anticipation,
Yours sincerely,
Dr. Valson Thampu, Trivandrum, Kerala
Former Principal, St. Stephen’s College,Delhi-110007

      Email: vthampu@gmail.com, Mob: 8848339230

On Thrsday, 6th August 2020
You were very kind in your remarks on the essay but I

was taken aback by  the typoes. Here is a cleaned up version
though some residual may still remain.

Thanks for this invigorating comment ! It was written in
one sitting as what Swamiji says and does is always soulful
and heartfelt. I haven't found yet his Applied Spirituality, of
which he was kind enough to give a copy. But the transition
to new home has involved a near fatal casualty,  still looking
for but I write this to ask whether there would be a scope for
some more insertions by the end of next week ?

Take care and with warm regards,
Upen,  Dr. Upendra Baxi, Emeritus Professor of Law

University of Warwick and Delhi, B-10/7201, Vasant Kunj. New
Delhi-110070 Website: http://www.upendrabaxi.in, https://
warwick.academia.edu/UBaxi, Email: U.Baxi@warwick.ac.uk

ALAS, TO THE WORLD BELONGS
THE SORROW OF AN EPIC LOSS...

Swami Agnivesh participating in Telangana moveent along with former
Supreme Court Justice Sri Sudarashan Reddy and Prof. Kodandram,
Chukka Ramaih, Mallepalli Laxmaiah and Ramchandra murti etc
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‘Life’ matters a good deal for contemporary
practices of governance, development, and resistance,
nationally and globally. The criterion of a life lived well
(despite the meta physical industry of nice reflexivity
by some global North colleagues) is eminently met by
Swami Agnivesh. Like the common man, woman, and
child he served all his life Swamiji has one motto: All
human life is struggle for justice and well being of the
impoverished peoples and care for every living creature
and being in one’s own society and the world at large.
Serving humanity, and all Nature’s creatures was a
both a duty of struggle and solidarity, what he was
later to call ‘applied spirituality’. 1 It consisted in
summoning the potentiality of every being and creature
to be (to here borrow what Swami Vivekananda
stressed) the divine eptential in every being. Agnivesh
was never in doubt about that potential, which
recognized, the freedom, dignity, subsistence, and the
right to have rights (to recall Hannah Arendt) for each
and every human being as natural (God-given) rights
of humans everywhere. His rock-like allegiance to
contemporary human rights norms, standards,
doctrines ( or, in other words, to human rights
discursivity ) is grounded in the belief and faith in God.
But the  “God that dwells in every human being and
creature is not sakar (fully formed) but nirakar
(formless). I was privileged to witness the performance
of this duty of belief, dialogue, and solidarity closely.
His irresistible charm is known to us all, but it was
different to see him in person at the Delhi University
Law School in late Seventies. He began in chaste
Sanskrit with an invocation and prayer from the Rig
Veda and then spoke to students and colleagues on
how to bridge the distance between law and justice. It
was an incredible experience listening to him. He
brought alive the meaning of justice, not as a means to
an end but end in itself. And he was himself remains an
exemplar in applied spirituality that expounds the

AN INCREDIBLE PRESENCE
Finitude is the destiny of all human beings but what one

achieves in the short interlude called

meaning of religion as a co-mingling of all faiths, as a
dialogue, rather than a coercive narrative of social and
political change. For many of us that day, it was love at
first sight—a love that has been strengthened in my
association with him throughout, chiselled by respectful
deference at times, and at others with equally deferential
agreement His own chosen religion was baptized by
iconoclasm, in aliteral sense. Distrust of idolatry in all is
spritual, political, and social forms defines Agnivesh.
His is amission of an activist nihilist in the Nietzschean
sense, who destroys all idols (and icons) but not inorder
not to leave the sacred spaceempty and meaningless
but to fill them again with new ones—a“ ‘transvaluation
of values’ as Nietzsche called it. 2 That is hard labour,
a Sisyphean endeavour- but as but as Albert Camus
says : ‘...almost I leave Sisyphus at the foot of the
mountain. One always finds one’s burden again. But
Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity that negates the gods
and raises rocks. He too concludes that all is well. This
universe hence forth without a master seems to him
neither sterile nor futile. Each atom of that stone, each
mineral flake of that night-filled mountain, in itself, forms
a world. The struggle itself toward the heights is enough
to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphushappy’.
3 His spiritual name tells many stories, I do not know
whether he has anglicised his name but surely there is a
close family resemblance with sage Agnivesh a (Sanskrit:
, Agnivesasa, alegendary rishi (sage), one of the earliest
authors on Ayurveda (Indian medicine). He wrote the
Agnivesh tantra or Agnivesha Samhita), now a lost text
on Ayurveda. Unlike the Sage, the Swami who belongs
Arya Samaj has written no text but like Mahatma
Gandhi his own life is a luminous message. In non-
spiritual ways, the name stands for one who is dressed
in fire; and as a social movement (he founded, for

Prof. UPENDRA BAXI

1 Swami Agnivesh, Applied Spirituality:: A Spiritual
Vision for the Dialogue of Religions’ (Delhi, Harper-
Collin, 2005)

2 See also, The Movement of Nihilism: Heidegger’s
Thinking About Nietzsche (London, Bloomsbury, 2011;
Laurence Paul Hemming, Bogdan Kostea, Coast as
Amiridis, ed).

33 Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other
Essays, 2 (New York, Vintage, 1991; emphasis added).



72Date : 18-12-2020 Arya Jeevan72Date :03-01-2021 Arya Jeevan

example, the Bandhua Mukti Morcha, the word
‘morcha’ standing for a movement and ‘mukti’ standing
here   “for a secular moksha or liberation from all forms
of exploitation and repression. Activism, for Swami
Agnivesh, is the eternal fire that devours evil and
cleanses and purifies the soul. As an Indian avatar of
Sisyphus, we must consider him happy and not like a
raging Samson Agonistes, whom the great poet John
Milton memorialized (1671, in Paradise Regained 0 as
‘eyeless in Gaza, at mill with slaves. The moksha here
stood not so much for cosmic freedom but earthly
emancipation from exploitation and rank denial of
human dignity. In this struggle, he emergesas a further
exponent of Ambdekarite vision of justice as social
emancipation. 4

Swamiji had brief involvement with party politics and
was a minister in the State of Haryana. He must have
toyed with idea of changing the social values and
orderings from positions of power but was, soon
alienated from these. He decided to follow a dangerous
path of social change and reform without any party-
political patronage. He chose the path of (what
Professor Richard Falk calls) a ‘citizen pilgrim’ 5; and
courted, among other things violent attacks, including
assassination attempts, from interests that felt threatened
by his continuing espousal of the cause of labour and

social justice—the cause of forced and attached labour,
and the brickkiln labour. All his life he has met with
violence and virulence; but he has served the social
reform causes with the courage of  dedication. I believe
this heroic endurance comes from deep spiritual
strength, even traditions of sacrificial life which is the
hallmark of a renunciate.

The political class 6 has always disliked him as a
troublemaker—and of course, always, and everywhere,
any meaningful dissent from power politicsspells trouble
for those who pursue self-aggrandizement at the costs
of continually disenfranchising the disadvantaged,
disabled, and disenfranchised individuals and groups.
There is always a wide chasm between power and
service, and it is always a mark of socio-ethical
entrepreneurship that succeeds in causing ‘trouble’-- if
by ‘trouble’ is meant peaceful and constitutional dissent
calling for a far more humane and ethical just
governance.

I know how in the 80s, the Swami was publicly
reviled by super-patriots for taking active part in the
United Nations movement against modern slavery. And
that wasnot a solo experience; Agnivesh has always
borne with grace, dignity, and equipoise all the
aspersions hurled at him in the pursuit of justice to the
constitutional have-nots. While giving close and “anxious
attention to rational critique of his leadership, which aims
to foster the pursuit of justice, dignity, and freedom as
a solemn fundamental constitutional duty of the state
and the citizen, he has no time for idle or hyper partisan
criticism which I name respectively as niskam ninda and
sakam ninda).

It was probably his greatest contribution to the
worlds of constitutional law to have been the principal
petitioner in Bandha Mukti Morcha case. The normative
victory was enormously significant. Not merely did Mr.
Justice P. N. Bhagwati (for the Supreme Court) insisted
that the Bonded Labour Act must be observed in lettter
and spirit, but it was also held that the Act extended to
all forms of ‘unfree’ labour. ' But a whole year passed
and the situation on the ground did not change much.

4 See, on this, Upendra Baxi, ‘ Justice as
Emancipation: ‘The Legacy of Baba Saheb Ambedkar’
in Upendra Baxi and Bhikhu Parekh (ed.), Crisis and
Change in Contemporary India 122–49 (New Delhi,
Sage, 1995). 5 See, RichardFalk, Explorations at the
Edge of Time: The Prospects of a World Order 101-103
(NJ, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1995)“

6 We must distinguish between individuals qua
individuals belonging to political class and the class
itself. Swami ji has excellent relationships with
individuals within the State; yet he has always echoed
the criticism of polical class. Like St. Augustine, has
always asked: ‘without justice, what else is the State
but a great band of robbers?’ See, Chapter 4, Book IV
of The City of God. This chapter ends with an significant
story, a dialog between a pirate and an Emperor: “For
when that king had asked the man what he meant by
keeping hostile possession of the sea, he answered
with bold pride, ‘What you mean by seizing the whole
earth; but because I do it with a pettyship, I am called
a robber, while you who does it with a great fleet are
styled emperor’

' See, Upendra Baxi, ‘Uprooting Injustice, Organizing
Negation: The Enduring Contribution of Justice
Bhagwati’ in Law, Justice, and Judicial Power 111-132
(New Delhi, Oak Bridge Publications, 2019).
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Swami Agnivesh expressed is anguish to me very often
but I too was helpless! Ultimately, Swamiji announced
his plans to take a funeral march of the judgment which
was to end at the door step of the Supreme Court. No
doubt, this was a very innovative proposal for social
protest but there was this equally for midable challenge
of a suo motu contempt action on the ground of
scandalizing the Court. After a long dialogue, he agreed
with my suggestion to a committee of eminent citizens
discussing the matter with Justice Bhagwati and his
brethren. Justice D. A. Desai (who had retired from
the Supreme Court), Shri P. N. Haksar, and Nikhil
Chakravarthy agreed with the draft letter that I had
prepared, and it “was sent. Probably, some glacially
slow developments occurred but the missionary zeal
was lacking, making the implementation of directions
of the Court an uphill task. 8

Inarrate this incident because it teaches us all not to
despair at non-implementation but also to explore new
forms of protest. What is more Agnivesh stressed that
a struggle for constitutional justice does not begin and
end with reliance merely on the issuance of judicial
directions. These have to be followed up at all levels
and it is the task of just forms of indignation and action
at all the levels of the State. That task can only be
performed when social movements are vibrant, not mori
bund. I share this way of thinking with Agnivesh. I also
share his view, which he boldly expressed at the
felicitation function of Chief Justice A. P. Shah, that what
should be avoided at all costs in a ‘vyakti-vishesh’
view of institutions (that is, identification of institutions
with names of individual persons). While a strong critic
of judical inaction and delays, Agnivesh has developed
a warm appreciationof institutions, especially
adjudicatory institutions which endeavour to preserve,
protect, and promote (in my words) the right to be,
and to remain, human. This does not mean that justice
institutions are perfect; no human institution is. But in a
quest for justice here-and now—there is no scope for

roseate  Optimism but there always are wide and open
margins for the pedagogies of freedom and human
rights. Activism lies in the conquest of this space. For
example he recently queried: ‘Wouldn’t the eagerness
to protect the independence and inviolability of the
judiciary seem unconvincing and defensive, if it is not
matched by an authentic eagerness on the part of judge
sat the higher levels of the judiciary to uphold its
majesty?’ And he said further that ‘ If the impression
gathers ground in public perception that the judiciary is
pro-establishment and pro-status-quoist, and that it has
a soft corner forthe socio-economic elite, how can this
anti democratic streak endear itself to “We, the
People”? ‘9

The mission and the legacy for even the residues of
justice are long and hard. The Swami teaches us that
these are always a work in progress. And one also learns
that there is no resting place for nonviolent struggle which
has to be ceaseless and vigilant, and that there may be
need for (as I say) reversing Antonio Gramsci who
spoke of activism as the optimism of the will and
pessimism of the intellect.

The author of Applied Spirituality counsels us all to
espouse the traditions of the Rig Veda (1.81.9) ‘Let
noble thoughts come to us from all sides. This robust
counsel is accompanied by an insistence on an inter
generational theory of justice, echoing the call of Prophet
Isiah who urged us all openly to confront the sins of
oppressive political leaders: those that’ make iniquitous
decrees, who write oppressive statutes, to turn aside
the needy from justice and to rob the poor of my people
of their right’ (Isaiah 10:1-2; see also Matt 23:23) and
to remind us all to ‘Maintain justice, and do what is
right, for so on my salvation will come, and my
deliverance berevealed’ (Isaiah 56:1).

Agnivesh relied on law and human rights but also
counselled a return to true religious belief and faith which
accords equal dignity of discourse to all faiths and
identifies justice with Mukti from all forms of repression
and exploitation. Surely, this form of living for others is
to be cherished in all generations.8 See, the trenchant account in Chapter 1 of Arun

Shourie, Courts and their Judgments (Delhi, Rupa &
Co., 2001). Shourie recalls the contempt petition filed
by Swami Agnivesh from detention in Rohtak jail—a
petition that was also of no avail to trigger further
judicial action.

9 Agnivesh, ‘The Judiciary and Us’ in The Statesman,
14th May 2019. This sober and responsible questioning
reinforces claims for wider judicial responsibility.“
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I was deeply distressed and shocked to hear from
the internet about the sad demise of our beloved Swamiji
at 1830 hours on 11th. Even though I knew that he was
not in the best of his health and had been hospitalised for
cirrhosis of liver about a fortnight ago, I could not easily
reconcile to the tragic  thought that the cruel hands of
some unseen force would snatch away a noble and
venerable soul like him so soon.

I came in intimate personal contact with venerable
Swamiji in December 1983 when the apex court while

Subject : Condolence message from Dr L. Mishra
To all members of

Bandhua Mukti Morcha family
From : Laxmidhar Mishra  I.A.S.

Former Union Secretary (Labour),
months. It is only with the tacit support and full
cooperation of Swamiji which was also full of empathy
and sensitivity that I was able to complete this marathon
assignment and submit 2 voluminous reports to the apex
court 15 days ahead of the schedule.

This was the beginning of a very warm and convivial
relationship which matured and ripened for over a period
of nearly 4 decades (1983-2020). Whether it was an
issue related to minimum wage or migration or trafficking
or bondage or for that matter any issue relating to violation

speak colloquial Hindi. I was from a non-Hindi speaking
belt (Odisha) and social communication with them in the
in bolchal Hindi would be extremely difficult.. Besides,
the quarries and crushers were at scattered locations in
the Suraj Kund area and I had no proper understanding
thereof (being un-familiar with the geography and
topography of the region). The geographical distance was
considerable between the place of my stay at Delhi and
the location of the quarries. I did not have any transport
to cover them. I did not have any logistic or secretarial
support to complete the assignment  and submit the report
to the apex court in an incredibly short time span of 3

allowing Writ Petition number 2135 filed by Swamiji in
February 1982 appointed me as a Socio-legal investigating
commissioner with a direction to visit the quarries and
crushers in Faridabad, interrogate over 10,000 quarry
and crusher workers and submit a detailed report to the
court within a period of 3 months w.e.f 16-12-1983.
clearly and un-ambiguously stating if the workers were
living under bonded and slave-like conditions as alleged
in the WP. This was a stupendous task for me on more
than one count. The inter-State migrant workmen
working in the quarries and crushers of Faridabad were
from Bihar, UP, MP and Rajasthan and were used to

74Arya Jeevan Date : 18-12-2020
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of human dignity, decency, equality and freedom
(amniocentesis or sex determination test, foeticide,
female infanticide, denial of schooling of girls, denial of
equal wages to women visa-vis their male counter parts
for doing work of equal value) or entry of members of
SC community to Hindu temple at Nathadwara in
Rajasthan or total abolition of un- touchability and caste-
based discrimination, Swamiji was always in the forefront
of the struggle. He was a Sanyasi who had renounced
the world but was not a recluse who had gone to the
Himalayas to do penance. He was a true Karmayogi
who had totally identified himself with "Niskama Karma"
for the good of the people and society and, in particular,
for the poor, deprived, displaced and disadvantaged
without any desire either for the loaves and fishes of
office or for any award, reward and incentive, far less
for any public recognition. In the process of waging a
relentless struggle against tyranny, injustice and
oppression as a self-less and passionate crusader he has
fallen and bled on more than one occasion but never
gave up. His grit, courage and determination to pursue
what he considered  as socially desirable and carry it to
a logical close were extraordinary. In the process he has
eventually sacrificed himself at the altar of justice and
freedom so that those who have languished in the
darkness of ignorance and illeteracy, deprivation and
exploitation for generations could see the light of freedom
and deliverance.

Swamiji had an admirable appetite to study, understand
and interpret nuances of all religious tenets-be it Islam
or Christianity or Zorostrianism or Buddhism or Jainism
or Sikhism or Hinduism. He was a religious scholar who
looked at all religions and the philosophies associated
there with with objectivity and profound respect. Viewed
in this sense, he admirably lived up to the essence of
what is propounded in the Srimad Bhagawat Geeta and
I quote the English translation of the original: "He who
bears no ill-will to any being, friendly and compassionate,
without attachment and egoism, balanced in pleasure and

pain and supremely forgiving". I un-quote.
All partings are sad. They are particularly sad when

one loses some one with whom he was on the same
wave-length, spoke with the same voice, same energy,
same conscience and same force for more than 3
decades and it becomes extremely difficult to reconcile
to the tragic reality that some one has departed to his
eternal abode from where he  is unlikely to come back.

Swamiji is no more. The radiant face ever smiling
and yet pulsating with a rare energy and vitality is not to
be seen again. How many withered and forlorn hearts
had he quieted, solaced and re-vitalised ! How many
weary souls had he energised and illuminated !

The best way of offering our obeisance to the departed
soul is to document the ideas, ideals, values and principles
he stood for and propagated with clarity and conviction
and disseminate them across the length and breadth of
the globe with the same passion and fervour as he did so
that a humanity torn as under by mindless hatred and
violence, fear and insecuruty could resuscitate itself
amidst what Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore had once
aspired for and I quote and conclude:

"I do not wish to die, Amidst  this beautiful planet
I wish to live amidst my fellow human beings
Amidst the rays of the rising and setting sun
Amidst the verdant green flowers and foliages
Of this beautiful garden, How I wish !
I could get a place, Amidst the hearts of
the living beings"

                      Thanks and regards,   I remain.
Yours sincerely,

Dr. L. Mishra, IAS (Retd.)
Landline: (011) 21200125,

  Mobile: 9560202352
<ldmishraias@gmail.com>

Saturday, 12th September, 2020.
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Swami Agnivesh’s commitment to
plurality, rationality within faith never wavered

For this saffron-robed modern-day Swami,
the colour of the robes

Agnivesh proudly sported meant
sacrifice, purity and commitment.

In a life well and fully lived–one that should be celebrated—he brought a
renewed faith in the colour saffron.

Written by Teesta Setalvad , Updated : 17th September, 2020

For those of us battling the corrosive cancer of
communalism, it was Swamiji’s vision of Indian
society and state as multi-hued and diverse, based
on an unflinching commitment to secularism and
rationality, that was so special.

Swami Agnivesh’s unique person a brought special
meaning to the saffron robe. Drawing deep spiritual
and meta physical strength from the faith of the Arya
Samaj, a religion that was associated with power and
hegemony and had no role in social transformation
or justice was of no use to him. Through the 28 years
of our association, what could have been the
relationship between this Swami and a woman, an
agnostic and her partner, Javed Anand the same?

This is probably best summed up in the tribute
that he paid to our monthly magazine, Communalism
Combat on its 10th anniversary in August 2003, a year
after the Gujarat violence of 2002: "The passionate
commitment that Communalism Combat exemplifies
to disinfect the soul of India, countering the cancer of
communalism with the antidote of trans-religious
solidarity and uncompromising commitment to
justice and equality, makes it the foremost bastion of

inspired journalism in our times… this association is
an engagement of true spirituality."

Swamiji's journey into Indian public life is best
remembered through the efforts of the Bandhua Mukti
Morcha established in 1981 that culminated into the
Bandhua Mukti Morcha vs Union of India judgment,
the passing of the law to abolish child labour in India
and further explorations in the courts on the
deepening of constitutional rights of the most
marginalised. This commitment never wavered and
we saw him take this into the dark reaches of
Chhattisgarh for peace talks with Maoists in 2010,
where he was attacked by a Salwa Judum mob while
on his way to provide relief to hapless villagers. The
experience led him to file an affidavit in the Supreme
Court, which had an impact on the judgment banning
Salwa Judum a year later.

But for those of us battling the corrosive cancer of
communalism, it was the Swamiji’s vision of Indian
society and state as a multi-hued and diverse, based
on an unflinching commitment to secularism and
rationality that was so special. He stood tall and proud
in his Hindusim at the Allahabad’s Kumbh Mela,
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opposite the stall of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP)
reclaiming a faith that he saw being both militarised
and hegemonised. He marched against the practice of
Sati in Rajasthan and he argued with his counterparts
from other faiths, questioning notions of "Hell" and
"Damnation" and exclusive evangelisation. His
commitment to rationality within faith never wavered.
"When the Kumbh fair takes place every year, many
die in the stampede. People come to ‘wash their sins.
I roam around the fair distributing pamphlets about
how all this is a spectacle. How washing in dirty waters
[of Ganges] won’t wash off one’s sins, but will cause
disease!"
The Swami as a social activist, crusader against bonded
labour

We had many disagreements, including over the
interpretations of revivalist and reformist strains
within faiths, but on no issues of real consequence was
Swamiji ever on the wrong side. If there was one blip
in this association, it was with events that led to some
disillusionment and questions among other, fellow
participants in a Peace Train from Delhi to Gujarat in
2002 weeks after the violence. Most relationships
endured, however, even as the Swami emerged, albeit
with flaws. Who among us, however, can be blemish-
less ?

Swami Agnivesh’s was an unwavering rejection of
an exclusivist Hinduism—as also any such competitive
rendering of Islam or Christianity (younger activists
could learn from reading his Keynote Address at the
World Conference of Religions, a century after Swami
Vivekanand’s historic speech). He berated himself and
other religious persons from Abrahamic faiths: "As a
religious person, I have no hesitation in recognising
that religions have failed human beings."

In 1998, when the Kalyan Singh government was set
to make Saraswati Vandana compulsory in UP’s schools,
Agnivesh’s sharp detraction was unique. Praising what
the Hindu goddess epitomised, he queried: "The wry
humour of the situation becomes apparent when we
recall that Saraswati is supposed to be the goddess of
learning. U.P. is a state where illiteracy is endemic.
Universal education for all children under 14 years of
age, as mandated by the Constitution, has not been a
priority with any of the successive governments this
state has had since Independence… Could it be that
the insult to the goddess of learning in keeping millions
of people illiterate is sought to be compensated by
forcing school children to do in ritual what the
government won’t do in reality ?… If we forfeit
discernment at this juncture, Saraswati Vandana could
well end up as a litany in the cult of political power…

"In 2006, when Kashi first, and thereafter Mumbai,
our city, was ripped by bomb blasts and terror attacks,
it was Agnivesh, Father Frazer Mascarenhas and Mufti
Fuzail-ur-Rahman Hilal Usmani, who delivered sermons
of wise caution instead of allowing us to collapse into
an abyss driven by hate. No wonder, then, that it is the
pallbearers of an exclusivist faith who–intolerant of a
powerful symbol in saffron that spoke for a more

eclectic Hinduism—who attacked him brutally in
Jharkand in 2018 again, in an attempt at public
humiliation, disrobing, even lynching. He escaped
narrowly but the damage done to an 80-year-old’s
health was near-fatal.

Since 2014, he engaged publicly in a direct satire
of obscurantist utterances from men in power, even
those at the very top. Videos of these speeches drew
support in far-flung villages and towns. He can be seen
in one expressing his utter disbelief at the Prime
Minister’s contention that in ancient India, the Hindu
deity, Ganesha, underwent plastic surgery and his
head was replaced by an elephant’s. Or another, in
which Agnivesh points out, “The P.M. said that the
Kauravas (characters from a well-known Hindu epic,
Mahabharata), multiplied themselves into hundreds.
This, they achieved through stem-cell transplants”.
Agnivesh laments: "Such lies, such pageantry, such
superstitions, and India’s P.M. is perpetuating these !
The country will move towards a deep abyss."

OPINION :
Swami Agnivesh believed that
a theocratic state was dangerous

The physical attacks did not stop after 17th July,
2018. In August, a month later, he was again seriously
attacked, even by a woman as he went to the BJP
headquarters in Delhi to pay respects to former Prime
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee. The last such attack was
in Thiruvanthapuram October last year when RSS
cadres attempted to manhandle him at a function
which the governor was also slated to attend.

For this saffron-robed modern-day Swami, the
colour of the robes he proudly sported meant
sacrifice, purity and commitment. In a life well and
fully lived–one that should be celebrated—he brought
a renewed faith in the colour saffron.

This article first appeared in the print edition on
17th, September 2020 under the title ‘Saffron and
Secular’. The author, previously co-editor
Communalism Combat today co-edits
Sabrangindia.in and is Secretary, Citizens for Justice
and Peace.

With Medha patkar
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India celebrates anti-slavery pioneer
Swami Agnivesh's 'life of rebellion'

Thomson Reuters Foundation
(By Anuradha Nagaraj CHENNAI, India, September 16th (Thomson Reuters Foundation, Wednesday, 16th September 2020)

-Anuradha NagarajAbout our Slavery coverage
We shine a light on human trafficking, forced labour

and modern-day slavery. Snakes and sewage: Housing
troubles grow in S. Africa's So we to Caught by deluges
and droughts, India's cities look to become climate
smarter.

A decade after U.N.-linked cholera outbreak,
Haitians demand justice Africa's miners face new TB
threat as pandemic disrupts treatment.  As disaster
train gathers speed, efforts gear up to clear the track .
Anti-slavery activist Swami Agnivesh, who died this
month, campaigned tirelessly for human rights.

The death of anti-slavery campaigner Swami
Agnivesh, who was jailed, beaten and became a reality
TV star for his work to help women and the
untouchables, is to be marked in India with a fitting
tribute-a protest march.

Thousands of workers will take to the streets this
month to call for better housing and an end to
unemployment as they mourn the passing of Agnivesh,
80, who died in a Delhi hospital on September 11th

after battling liver disease. Supporters believed this
was a fitting way to pay tribute to the charismatic man
who pushed for legal changes to benefit the under-
privileged and was credited for helping to rescue
1,80,000 people trapped in debt bondage. "He would
have liked that," said Nirmal Gorana, general secretary
of the Bandhua Mukti Morcha, or Bonded Labour
Liberation Front, which Agnivesh founded in 1981 as a
frontline organisation to identify and rescue bonded
workers in India.

"He may have passed away, but there are
thousands of Agniveshs he has inspired who will carry
his legacy forward ...the movement he started will
continue with renewed vigour to tackle modern forms
of slavery."

For more than four decades, Agnivesh campaigned
for the rights of bonded workers in quarries, brick kilns
and carpet weaving units, and against child labour,
filing cases in the public interest that resulted in
ground-breaking judgments.

The saffron-clad activist was also a campaigner for
women's rights and religious tolerance. In 2011, he
appeared on reality show Bigg Boss, India's version of
primetime hit Big Brother, in which contestants are
under house arrest for three months with round-the-
clock camera surveillance.

In response to critics who labelled it a "publicity
stunt", Agnivesh said he saw it as an important medium
to fight against exploitation, violence against women
and the killing of unborn baby girls.

Trained as a lawyer, he spent years going to police
stations, government offices and courts trying to
convince officials of the reality of bonded labour, one

of the most prevalent forms of slavery in India.
India is home to about 8 million modern-day

slaves, according to the Australia-based Walk Free's
Global Slavery Index. The government says 300,000
people have been freed since bonded labour was out
lawed in 1976 and it aims to free millions more.
[nL4N2D21H3]

"It is because of his efforts that courts ruled in
favour of workers, saying that if they were paid even
1 Indian rupee  ($0.01) less than the promised
minimum wage, it amounted to forced labour,"
Gorana told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
ATTACKED FOR HIS WORK

Born in south India as Vepa Shyam Rao, Agnivesh
started out a professor in a management institute
before becoming a sanyasi, a Hindu holy man who
renounces all possessions and becoming Swami
Agnivesh in the process.

He went on to found a political party and was
arrested during the 1975-1977 emergency when civil
liberties were suspended in India, spending 14
months in jail. He later became a minister in northern
Haryana state.

The outspoken activist left politics to focus on
social issues, campaigning for land, water and forest
rights, and in 2004 won Sweden's alternative Nobel
Prize, the Right Livelihood Award.

In interviews he often said that he wanted to use
"spirituality as an instrument for social
transformation".

In a television interview in 2018, he said that he
had "lived a life of rebellion" and would always fight
against injustices.

He marched for days and was jailed for his
campaign against sati, the ancient practice of widows
burning themselves alive on their husband's funeral
pyre, which led to stronger legislation.

He never stopped campaigning despite coming
under attack from a violent mob in 2018 in Pakur
district in Jharkhand state where he was supporting a
tribal communities' campaign against state land
acquisition.

He was even fighting for worker rights during
India's stringent coronavirus lockdown that was
imposed in March and left millions without work. He
tweeted frequently about the need for relief grants
for those affected.

Among those to issue public condolences was
another renowned Indian social reformer, Nobel
Laureate Kailash Satyarthi, who tweeted that his "old
friend" had been a "crusader" against bonded labour.
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Swami Agnivesh has left us. And yet he is still with
us. Swami Agnivesh died in a Delhi hospital on the
11th of September 2020 while awaiting a liver
transplant operation.

He was undoubtedly one of the most courageous
fighters against religious fanaticism and religious
bigotry of our time. He spoke out without hesitation
against fanatical Hindus who distorted religious
teachings to justify exclusive interpretations of the
faith. Chauvinistic trends within the community that
have been gaining currency in recent years—trends
that demean Hinduism’s inclusivism and
universalism—earned Agnivesh’s wrath. He
denounced those who resorted to narrow, bigoted
interpretations of the religion’s perennial truths as
traitors and opportunists.

Even before some of these more recent trends in
the community, Agnivesh was already a vocal critic of
caste practices and the entire caste system just as he
was an uncompromising opponent of Brahminical
power and influence. Widow immolation in some
rural localities in India and other traditions which
degraded women also incensed the reformer.

Conventional Hindu leaders like their counter parts
in other religions often allowed attitudes and
practices that contradicted the essence of their faith
to flourish partly because they did not want to
antagonise the powerful within their respective
communities or because they to obenefitted from the
prevalence of such attitudes and practices. One such
practice which Agnivesh the activist combated with
all his energy for decades was bonded labour. He
rightly sawit as a blot upon human dignity.

Even more abhorrent institutions and systems
have co-existed with religions for millennia. Slavery
and racism would be two such examples. Religion
should cease to provide the cloak of legitimacy to such
blatant wrong doings including ‘Casino Capitalism’ in
our age, Agnivesh insisted. Only then will faith in the
Divine, belief in the Almighty, become a conduit for
the expressionof justice, compassion, love and other
such virtues.

For Agnivesh it was the triumph of these values
through human action that was the real purpose of
life. Organised religion as it is presently constituted
will not allow these values to reign supreme. This is
why he often espoused a deeper, broader spirituality
that went beyond religion as it is normally
understood.

The advocacy of a deeper spirituality at the level
of the real and concrete meant defending the
legitimate rights of all human beings. Agnivesh did
this on numerous occasions. The rights of minorities

Twiter : justinternat
just-international.orgmediastatement/swami-agnivesh-a-tribute/

By Chandra Muzaffar

such as Muslims and Christians in India were also his
concern. It is believed that it is for championing such
causes that he was assaulted by a group of hoodlums“
in July 2018 in the Pakur area of Jharkand state. It is
alleged that Agnivesh’s as sailants were linked to
power and authority. They and their ilkoften claim
that they are defending their faith.

By standing up against such ugly forces, Agvinesh
has set an outstanding example for all of us. This is
why he remains eternally relevant. This is why I had
opened this obituary by emphasising that he is still
with us. Indeed, Agnivesh’s words and deeds
resonant much more with us today than ever before
because bigotry and fanaticism are getting stronger
inmany parts of the world. Our resistance—
purportedly Agnivesh’s last message as conveyed to
a friend—should therefore also get more organised
and more focussed.

There is no better way of honouring the man than
by continuing his struggle which is our struggle—the
struggle to nurture a true spirituality expressed
through our lives while exposing a false religiosity
that conceals stark hypocrisy.

Dr. Chandra Muzaffar is the President of the
International Movement of a Just World (JUST).
Chandra was a friend of Agnivesh for  almost 30 years.
They took part in a number of JUST and other
programmes together in various parts of the world
during that period.

Malaysia,  16th September 2020
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Swami Agnivesh :
CHAMPION OF HUMANITY

There are few more inspiring Christian houses
of worship than the great cathedral at Canterbury
in the UK. It is of course associated with the killing
of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Saint Thomas
Becket, and his rivalry with his former friend King
Henry. Those who would like to know more about
that episode in English history could do no better
than to see the classic film, Becket. It is one of my
favorite films and it has two of the most outstanding
British stage actors who went on to star in
Hollywood films, Richard Burton and Peter O’Toole.

In Canter bury there I was, having to negotiate
the steep narrow staircase in the belly of the
cathedral up to the roof accompanying Swami
Agnivesh wearing his saffron-purple turban and
robes. As we reached the top and viewed the rolling
English landscape we talked of religion, of identity,
and of history. We discussed our efforts to build
bridges. It was a strange but inspiring moment
when a Hindu Swami and a Muslim scholar climbed
to the top of a Christian Cathedral and formed a
bond of friendship.

It was appropriate because we had been invited
to participate in an extraordinary interfaith
gathering hosted by Dr. George Carey, the Arch
Bishop of Canterbury, and his friend Jim
Wolfensohn, the president of the World Bank in
October 2002. It was a brilliant idea to combine
spirituality with issues of economic development.
Here were two visionaries wanting to change the
world for the better. Neither of them knew how
critically important their simple idea would become
after 9/11 when the planes hit the World Trade
Center and the Pentagon in the United States.

This meeting was a gathering of the high and
the mighty. There were chief rabbis, cardinals,

lords, secretaries of state, and of course his
Holiness Swami Agnivesh from India. In addition
to these luminaires there was Bono, Mr. Paul
Hewson, the lead singer of the band U2. Bono was
then riding high as the knight in shining armor
charging all over the world helping to alleviate
poverty, debt, and AIDS. Time magazine on the cover
of its March 2002 issue asked, "Can Bono Save the
World ?" Nafees, my daughter then at high school
in Bethesda, Maryland, was not particularly
impressed by any of the grand religious leaders I
mentioned, but when I told her Bono was there too
her face lit up.

There was an urgency in the gathering which
Dr. Carey summed up in these terse words : "The
world is in a terrible mess." There was controversy
at the time about attacks in the media on the
Prophet of Islam and I discussed this with the
Archbishop at the meeting. He said he wished to
go on record calling these remarks "outrageous."
He said the Prophet of Islam was a great teacher
and he admired the Abrahamic spirituality of Islam.
Such attacks on Islam appalled him as they
degraded Christianity itself. Christianity by
definition, he explained, is about compassion and
hope. Archbishop Carey, now Lord Carey, has
continued to play a major international role in
promoting interfaith understanding and friendship.

The Swami had already written about the
tensions in his homeland and condemned the
actions of his co-religionists who were attacking
minorities, especially the Muslims, which he
described in his book Harvest of Hate : Gujarat
Under Siege. His approach to peace building and
minorities can be seen in his admiration for
Mahatma Gandhi, and the Swami often quotes the

-  Akbar Ahmed
September 13th, 2020
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popular Indian slogan, "O Gandhi ! We are ashamed
your assassins are alive and well.”

The Swami was also an activist in promoting
dialogue between India and Pakistan. He prayed
for peace between the two neighbors.

I was impressed enough by Swami Agnivesh
even in that company to mention my meeting with
him in my book Islam Under Siege published by
Polity Press, Cambridge, the next year in 2003. That
meeting at Canter bury began a friendship with the
Swami that has lasted for two decades and been
kept in place by letters, occasional meetings, and
even by the Swami’s visits to my class and his
lectures to my students at American University.
When he last came to my university in 2018
dressed in saffron robes wearing a saffron turban
and accompanied by younger swamis dressed in a
similar style, he made an impression on my
students. He preached peace and compassion and
spoke intelligently about the problems of the world.

One of my bright students, Will Shriver,
described the visit of the Swami to the class: “As a
student studying South Asia and trying to
understand the complexities of the pluralistic
region, it was an excellent opportunity to hear from
the Swami on his interfaith work and the violent
opposition he faces by some Hindu nationalists in
India. Professor Ahmed and the Swami discussed
the internal resistance the Swami was facing by
Hindu nationalists in India. He discussed the attacks
by the RSS and the BJP on his life because of what
he stood for. They also talked about his interfaith
efforts in India with different communities. The
conversations the Swami had with Professor Ahmed
inside our classroom were invaluable to
understanding Islamic-Hindu relations and South
Asia.”

But speaking of religious tolerance and
compassion in my class or in the peaceful pastures
of England is one thing and quite another in the
overheated and passionate environment of the
Swami’s homeland. While his supporters admired
him, his critics waited to punish him. It happened
in the summer of 2018 : the Swami, at the age of
80, was set upon by a gang of thugs who were
waiting to ambush him outside his hotel in
Jharkhand. When he appeared, they pounced on
him. They beat him violently, tearing his clothes
off and injuring him so badly he had to be
hospitalized. It was touch and go and the Swami
was aware that he had escaped with his life. “I’m
alive today by God’s grace,” he reflected.

A shadowy group aligned to the ruling party
accused him of instigating Christians who in turn
were accused of misleading tribal peoples into
opposing the government. The next year in the same
region Tabrez Ansari, a young Muslim man, was
tied to a tree by a Hindu lynch mob and beaten
until he eventually died. It was the season of
lynching and mob murders. The Swami was lucky
to have gotten away with his life.

This July as the pandemic raged in the US, I
received the following personal email from the
Swami which I could not ignore given the fact that
he was in hospital and it was written from his sick
bed. Besides, he was 82 years old and not in good
health. The Swami wanted me to contribute a
chapter to a volume dedicated to him. I set
everything aside and sat down to write it. There
are prominent world figures who have contributed
to the volume on the Swami. The Swami’s inclusive
attitude to humanity can be seen by his insistence
from his hospital bed that I, with my Pakistani
background, be invited to join his circle of friends
and admirers which include, among others, the
Dalai Lama and Justice Krishna Iyer. “My dearest
ambassador Akbar Ahmed, Since I know your
contribution will be one of the most valuable I
would urge you to extend the time up to 15th August
and see if you can find time to do a good write up.
If you have any other suggestion please let me
know. I am going to have liver transplant very soon
and continuously in the hospital. Thank you once
again for your very kind response, Yours Swami
Agnivesh.”

Reflecting on his life, the two points that strike
me in the Swami’s life are first, his consistency in
his interfaith work in promoting understanding and
peace and second, his bold and unambiguous
interpretation of what true interfaith means. From
support of tribals to minorities in India facing
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persecution and oppression to larger causes for
humanity, the Swami is there making his voice heard.
He represents a continuous and unbroken tradition
within Hinduism which has fostered the key concepts
of shanti or peace and ahimsa or non-violence. His
renouncing the material world too, he was at one
stage a government minister, is part of his religious
tradition.

It is his love of humanity that creates his
exasperation with the political situation in India
which engenders communal violence: “But this one
thing I know:the Modi show is based on violence and
malevolence—linguistic, sentimental, ideological
and communal. His idea of patriotism is no more than
hostility towards Pakistan. But time will prove that
reducing the outcome of the world’s largest
democratic franchise to settling scores with a
neighbouring country, in utter indifference to pan-
Indian lived realities, is at once idiotic and
irresponsible” (“A lot to say, but little to offer,” The
Hindu, April 16th, 2019).

For my current academic project inspired by the
mystic Dara Shikoh, the eldest son of the Mughal
Emperor Shah Jehan, which takes its title from the
great work of the prince, The Mingling of the Oceans,
I asked the Swami to define God in the Hindu tradition
and share with me the essence of the faith in January
2019. He replied promptly from Delhi, in spite of
illness: “One God of the whole universe,” he wrote.
“Creator, sustainer and destroyer and there is
integrity of creation and interdependence of all living
creatures. God is formless, all pervasive, all powerful
and energy of all truth, all compassion, all love and
all justice. God is supreme existence, supreme
consciousness and supreme source of all bliss. God
worship is therefore the most central theme of all
human beings to attain bliss and liberation.”

Was Hinduism a universal religion? The Swami’s
answer was unequivocal: “All of humanity is one
single family negating all discriminations in the name

of caste, colour, creed, nationality, gender bias and
the rich and poor divide.”

Based  on a lifetime of practical experience and
spiritual seeking, the Swami had ideas for the way
forward: “The most important aspect is to create a
World Parliament and the World Government based
on the Constitution of the Federation of Earth in
order to realise the above Goal. The whole of
humanity is equal partner in all the resources of the
world and therefore we need to create an Egalitarian
Society. Only that which is Universal and is applicable
for the whole of humanity on the basis of equal
human dignity is my Dharma, my Faith.

It is out of profound love and compassion for all
of humanity as my own family I share my thoughts
through my actions and my writings. This is what I
call pro active social spirituality on the basis of which
I strive for Justice, social economic and political
Justice for those who are least among the last, the
victims of modern day slavery. There can be no place
for any use of force, let alone any type of violence.
Nonviolence is therefore my culture, my dharma and
is not confined to human beings but also to my
extended family of birds, animals and bees.”

Mahatma Gandhi who lived and died promoting
interfaith harmony recited the following verses as
his favorite: “ishwar allah tero naam, sab ko sanmati
de bhagavan” (“All names of God refer to the same
Supreme Being, including Ishwar and Allah. O
Bhagwan, please give peace and brotherhood to
everyone”).

Swami Agnivesh cited these verses in my class in
Washington, DC in November, 2018: “Ekam sat vipra
bahudha vadanti” meaning, “There is one God or
truth, [but] people call it by different names.” As
the Maha Upanishad tells us, “Vasudhaiva
Kutumbakum—the whole world is a family.”

The Hindu philosophy of universal compassion,
sacrifice and service preached by the Mahatma and
the Swami is captured in a popular song from Baazi,
a 1951 Guru Dutt film starring Dev Anand: “Kiya khak
wo jeena hey jo apney hi ley ho—khud mit key kisi
aur ko mitney say bacha ley—apney par bharosa hey
to yeh dawo laga ley” (“What is the point of living if
it is for yourself alone; save someone from being
destroyed even if you destroy yourself; if you have
confidence in yourself step forward and take the
plunge”).

When I shared my writeup of his comments with
him in January 2019, he responded: “Thank you,
thank you, thank you, Ambassador Akbar Ahmed, for
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beautifully placing what I had sent you as answers
to your simple three questions. I had not realized
the importance you have given to my simple
thoughts. Indeed you are a man of pure heart. Warm
personal regards, Swami Agnivesh.”

Four months later, in April 2019, the Swami
reacted to an article my daughter, the scholar Dr.
Amineh Hoti, had written about the Kalasha people
of northwest Pakistan: “Congratulations Dr. Hoti for
the beautiful article about beautiful Kalasha people.
I hope I will be able to visit these people one day
and share their unique culture. They seem to be like
a tribal culture which has more of gender equality
and close to nature, of simplicity not given to
consumerism. Thank you so.”

The profoundly moving words of the Dalai Lama
and Justice Krishna Iyer about the Swami are worth
repeating as they sum up the man. Here is the Dalai
Lama:

“Swami Agnivesh, who it has been my privilege
to know and meet on many occasions, is a
contemporary exemplar of these ancient values. He
is someone who doesn’t simply hold fast to his
principles, but whose practical turn of mind moves
him to take whatever opportunity he can to put them
into effect. He has been unflinching in his work to
improve the lot of the underprivileged and
downtrodden, especially bonded labourers and child
labourers, and has been vocal in his support for equal
rights for women, such as their right to education
and to read scripture. His work to foster inter-
religious harmony is reflected in the respect in which
he is held by the Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Christian, Jain,
Buddhist, Bahai, and Jewish communities in this
country. He has also stood firm in his resolve to
create peace and defeat terrorism by engaging in
dialogue and cementing the bonds of friendship.”

Justice Krishna Iyer, himself a towering literary
figure and former Justice of the Supreme Court of
India, has written: “My poetic mood, viewing India
and the world and the hidden agendas of those who

control society, is unhappy. At the sunset of life,
my brief hour sees the darkling hues in the sky. But
when I meet Agnivesh I remember Shakespeare:
What a piece of work is a man ! How noble in
reason ! How infinite in faculty ! in form in moving,
how express and admirable! in action how like an
angel ! in apprehension how like a God !”

Following these great names and the others who
have contributed to the volume I am truly humbled.
My assessment, indeed tribute, to the Swami is
based entirely upon empirical evidence. This is how
it should be as I have been trained as an
anthropologist. For me facts based on what I see
and observe are the basis of my judgement.

As long as Indian society can produce a Swami
Agnivesh there will be hope for those who value
humanity and compassion and intelligence and
wisdom. May I add my humble voice to those who
have already paid him the highest compliments. I
offer him my salute and also my dua. The salute is
for his unflinching humanity. The world needs the

Swami; my dua is to his fellow country men to value
him and keep him safe away from the hatred with
its knives and pistols.

My plea to those thugs who almost killed the
Swami and are perhaps waiting to finish the job:
leave him alone. Value him as a guru and guide.
You have not spared swamis, Muslims, nor even
nuns. This is neither spirituality nor religion, as the
Swami teaches us.

That is why I was saddened to hear the news
that Swami Agnivesh had just passed away. My
prayers go for his noble soul and his grief-stricken
family. Great clouds of hatred and violence hang
low over the South Asian region and will only be
dispersed by love and universal compassion. The
world has lost a champion of humanity.

(Akbar Ahmed is the Ibn Khaldun Chair of
Islamic Studies, School of International Service,
American University, Washington, DC and former
High Commissioner from Pakistan to the UK and
Ireland)
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I deem it my cherished privilege to have been a
fellow worker with Swami Agnivesh in the service of
humanity. He stands tallest among the religious souls
that influenced me, and changed my spiritual outlook.
As I pay grateful tributes to Swamiji, I place on record
some of the things I learned from him.

First, He taught me that if light is to prevail in this
world there must be fire in the minds of human
beings. It is our inner fire that becomes the light to
the world. That inner fire is nothing but burning love
for humanity, which becomes the passion for social
justice.

Secondly, I learned from him that it is impossible,
in an era religious rot, to love God and religion at the
same time. He taught me to love God above religion.
To love God is to love fellow human beings; especially
those who are poor and oppressed. Swamiji was truly
a friend to the poor. He had an instinctive affinity to
them. They loved him. In him they found ready help.

Thirdly, he made me aware that religion without
reason is dangerous to humanity. Swamiji was quint
essentially rational. He believed that God is rational;
else God cannot be truth. Maharshi Dayanand’s idea
of God as the LIGHT OF TRUTH guided Swamiji all
through his life. His passion for justice, which made
him fight powerful vested interests in diverse sectors,
was the political expression of his spirituality. This
made smaller people suspect his spirituality.

Fourthly, Swamiji taught me that those who claim
to be godly, but do not care to practise godly values
like love, truth, justice and compassion, are
hypocrites. This made him think poorly of priests in
all religions. He saw them as religious parasites. Even
so, he loved individual priests who struggled to be
true to their calling. He had friends among leaders in
all religions. But disenchantment with religion grew

WHAT I LEARNED FROM
SWAMI AGNIVESH - Valson Thampu 

upon him, all the same. At the fag end of his life, he
came to believe that human beings need to be
liberated from religion, for peace and human welfare
to prevail in the world. 

Fifthly, be taught me that if one is to grow in
character and in stature, one needs to emerge from
one’s own religious ghetto. Swamiji and I travelled
together to different countries as well as different
parts of India. I found him universally loved. Man-
made labels and identities did not restrict his sense
of belonging. Swamiji was truly a world citizen. He
lived the Vedic ideal of vasudaiva kutumbakam. To
him, people of every race, clime and culture were
truly sisters and brothers.

Swami Agnivesh is the best ambassador of Vedic
spirituality, though he got branded as a Hinduism
baiter. Swamiji believed that Vedic spirituality was
the ultimate spiritual treasure of human kind. But he
was sad that the Arya Samaj lost its spiritual
foundation and became a conformist out fit. He tried
till the end to breath fire into the Samaj. In this he did
not succeed. He dreamt of people being liberated
from religion so that they become free to love God
and one another as human beings.

I pay my affectionate respects to the great soul
departed from our midst, leaving us a legacy worth
cherishing and fulfilling. I believe that he has entered
the light of truth and is, very likely, having a healthy
debate with Maharshi Dayanand on some of the texts
in Sathyarth Prakash with which he did not feel wholly
at home.

(Rev. Prof. Valson Thampu [Former Member,
National Commission for Minority Educational
Institutions, Govt. of India; Member, National
Integration Council and ex-Principal, St. Stephen’s
College, Delhi)
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Press Release

MODI GOVERNEMNT IS MOCKING
THE SUFFERING OF THE POOR

-Statement by Swami Agnivesh
New Delhi 16th May, 2020

Prime Minister Modi’s dramatic announcement of
the largest relief package in our history (misleadingly)
totalling Rs. 20 lakh crores raised expectations
especially among the poor, who stand in need of
urgent relief. But as the details trickle out, hope is
beginning to sour into despair.

 Barring the offer to provide 5 KG of wheat/rice
and 1 KG of Bengal gram per migrant labourer’s family
for the next two months, there seems to be nothing
in this mega package for the poor and the sorely
distressed. The least that the central government
could have done, and can still do, is to provide free
transport to migrant labourers to their homes. This
would have averted the tragedy of so many of them
perishing while walking hundreds of kilometres to
get back home. The government has chosen to turn a
blind eye to this vast human tragedy. This will remain
apermanent blot on its face.

It was with growing disappointment that I listened
to the announcements of the Finance Minister on how
the package is going to relieve the distress of farmers,
including those in dairy-farming and fisheries.
Everything is about infrastructure, which, of course,
needs to be developed. But this is not the time to talk
about what are essentially long-term policy matters,
important as they are. This is the time to mitigate
distress; and there is next-to-nothing of that kind in
what has been announced. The spirit of today’s
announcement is similar to a mother’s telling her
children crying for food that she intends to buy better
cooking vessels nextyear. It mocks human
wretchedness and helplessness.

Perhaps the most atrocious thing, which deserves
universal condemnation that the government is doing
is to abuse the abnormal situation created by the virus
to dismantle what little protection that workers
enjoyed at least on paper.  They are being turned into
easy fodder for corporate whales who can swallow
them at will. It is immoral for a nation to thrive at the
expense of its poor and helpless workers. Even if this
helps India to emerge as the greatest economic power
in the world, this anti-worker measure is
reprehensible and unjustifiable. Such immoral
wealth, if wealth is indeed generated in this manner
which is doubtful, will make India poorer and
undignified even in our eyes.

The terrible thing is that the political class,

especially the opposition, has chosen to be complicit
in this atrocity through their studied silence. They
could have alleviated the suffering of the poor,
especially the tormented migrant labourers at least
by offering relief work, as some NGOs have done.
Where is the RSS, with its vast army of volunteers
who are quick to reach disaster sites, when it secures
publicity ? No body is seen. The poor have no friend
in India. That is a national condemnation.

It is not late even now for Modi to make amends
for this terrible betrayal of those who need his
attention and help most. The concern for them he
professes in his speeches needs to be translated into
action. Modi could learn something from his bosom
friend, Trump. His administration, together with the
Congress, has ensured that US $ 1500/- month reaches
every citizen for the next three months as direct cash
transfer. Incomparison, the Indian citizen gets
nothing, except a slew of speeches. Peopleare
suffering. Holding out promises of relief and fooling
them with long-termmeasures is tant amount to
deliberate malice.

I appeal to the central government to alleviate the
suffering of the poor by transferring to those in the
BPL category Rs. 7500/- per family, per month till
normalcy is established. Swami Agnivesh Arya Samaj
Leader Chairperson–Bandhua Mukti Morcha

Dear Swami Aryavesh,
On behalf of the Sachar family, I am writing to you

to offer our heartfelt condolences on the passing away
of our respected Swami Agnivesh ji My dear father
Rajndar Sahar had a very special friendship with
Swamiji and they were always together in raising their
voice against any violation of  human rights and worked
very hard in improving the lives of the poor and needy
people. I personally was very fortunate to have met
with Swamiji number of times and just couple of
months back I had a very enrching conversation with
him, when he very kind gave his endorsement
comments on my fathers forthcoming autobiography.

We will miss the positive energy and warm
kindness of Swamiji and his inspirational drive to
protect the rights of the under privileged sections of
our society.

sanjivsachar57@gmail.com Warm Regards,
agnivesh70@gmail.com Sanjiv Sachar
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12th September 2020 PRESS RELEASE 
The demise of Swami Agnivesh is a loss that the Indian

diaspora has felt not only personally, but also politically.
Besides the thousands of lives that he touched directly,
the ideas that he stood for gained him traction far beyond
what physical boundaries would permit.

An independent and rational thinker, he strongly
believed that spirituality should not translate into an
exercise of escapism, for belief, faith and action cannot,
and should not be compartmentalized. For him, spirituality
was to be used as a tool to achieve social transformation,
and to achieve that, the obscurantist, ritual-ridden,
superstition-mongering religion needed to be given a
prompt burial. He preached, but he preached only what
he practiced. He did not shy away from expressing his
strong opinions, and was openly critical of cultural
imperialism, consumerism and the ironies of religion in
our country. From participating in the International Peace
Protest for Palestine in 2012, to being elected thrice as
the Chairperson of the UN Trust Fund on Contemporary
Forms of Slavery, he was passionately vocal, and
unapologetically so. He was unsparing of his critique of
the ‘bankruptcy of the political leadership of India’, and
was far from taking the convenient path of being ‘a
political’. From being a part of Jaiprakash Narayan’s
‘Total Revolution’, to being jailed for his sharp critiques
against the imposition of Emergency in 1975, he stood
true to his principles until his last breath. 

At a time when we are seeing gagging of dissenting
voices, many of us continued to find strength from this
man, who had gone to the extent of demanding a judicial
enquiry against the government he himself was a part
of. He never regretted resigning from his political office
as the Education Minister in Bhajan Lal’s cabinet  in the
Haryana Legislative Assembly-for him, his loyalty to the
working class surpassed these conventionalities, so how
could he be silent when 10 workers were murdered in a
police firing in Faridabad’s industrial township ? 

Swami Agnivesh’s most poignant journey however,
has been with his endeavour to eradicate bonded and
forced labour in India, and to ensure a dignified life for
the working class. With this mission, he founded the
Bandhua Mukti Morcha (Bonded Labour Liberation
Front) in 1981, an organization which is known for its
tireless work to identify and rescue bonded labour. He
spent years wandering from Government Offices to
police stations, trying to convince courts and
Commissioners of the reality of bonded labourers which

had been systematically invisibilized. It is because of his
efforts that India enacted a law that is far more
progressive than its counter part nations-one that
acknowledges non-payment of wages as slavery. Till
date, Bandhua Mukti Morcha has rescued over 1,80,000
individuals who were working in bondage, out of which
26,000 have been children.

All his life, Swami Agnivesh fought against
communalism and intolerance in the name of religion.
In1989, he led a multi-religious march
from Delhi to Meerut to protest against and defuse
communal violence that had claimed the lives of 45
Muslim youths. In 1999, concerned about escalating
religious fundamentalism and obscurantism, he helped
launch a multi-religious forum called Religions for Social
Justice, which led a group of 55 religious leaders to the
place where the Australian Christian missionary Graham
Steines and his two sons were burned to death in their
sleep by a group of right wing Hindu bigots.

In  the wake of Gujarat riots of 2002, Swami Agnivesh
organized a group of 72 eminent religious and social
leaders who spent five days in the violence-affected
areas of Gujarat and denounced the Hindu fundamentalist
organizations and sectors responsible for the massacre.
He was actively involved in Sarva Dharma Sansad
(Parliament of Religions), which aimed to create an
atmosphere of cross-faith dialogue, harmony, and
understanding in India based on a Common Minimum
Program of Social Action. Time and again, he raised his
voice against the stereo typing of the association of Islam
with terrorism.

 Swami Agnivesh was staunchly critical of casteism,
and led awidely covered movement ro secure the
traditionally banned entry of the bahujan community into
Nathdwara temple in Rajasthan. He organized a 18 day
long march on foot from Red Fort in Delhi, to Deorala in
Rajasthan, in which 180 sanyasis had participated to show
their opposition to the glorification of the murderous
practice called sati. This march played a critical role in
bringing about the 1987 Sati Prevention Act, with its impact
being so strong that the then Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi
as forced to summon the Parliament and pass the Act.
His national campaign against female foeticide was a
historical moment in bringing about this issue to the fore
front. He was cognizant of the structural vulnerability
that casteism and gender played in all aspects of life,
and wasthus a strong proponent of 'putting the last person
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first' in every action. As Dr. Manmohan Singh has aptly
said, "There is no endeavour to enlarge social justice
within the country and in the wider world in which Swami
Agnivesh is not in the forefront...

"Swami Agnivesh was far beyond the times that we
are in, and was a striking paradox to see a figure in saffron
stand strongly against the ills of Hindutva. From travelling
to Kashmir at the peak of trouble in 2008 to counsel
peace and dialogue, to mediating between feuding Sikh
groups of Dera Sachcha Sauda and Akal Takht, to being
appointed as the mediator to foster dialogue between
the government and Maoist leadership, he was
unstoppable in his efforts to harbour peace. Swami
Agnivesh was the recipient of the Right to Livelihood
Award (2004) and Rajiv Gandhi Sadbhavna Puraskar
(2004), amongst many other honours bestowed upon him.

Swami Agnivesh left his bodily abode at 6:45 p.m. on
11th September 2020, ten days before he was to turn 81. 
He breathed his last in the IBLS Hospital, Vasant Kunj,
Delhi. He could never recover from the lynching attack
that the right wing had launched on him in 2018 in
Jharkhand, when he was participatingin a public meeting
for the rights of the adivasi community. Swami Agnivesh
ignited hundreds of lives with his revolutionary thoughts.
The following people paid their tributes to him-· 
Harsh Mander, writer and activist·       
Yogendra Yadav, scholar and politician·       
Anil JT Couto, Archbishop of Delhi and Chairman,
Commission for Migrants·       

Paramjeet Singh Chandokh,
Delhi Gurudwara Prabandh Committee.       
Ali Merchant, Bahai leader· Isaac Malekar, Rabbi and
Honorary Secretary of the Jewish Welfare
Association·       
Goswami Sushil Maharaj, Sarva Dharma Sansad·      
 Prof. Salim Engineer,  Vice President of Jamaat-e-
Islami  hind.
Chaudhary Birendra Singh, ex Cabinet Minister·       
Sudhira Sham, follower from South Africa· 
Ram Singh, Joint Secretary of World Council of Arya Samaj·       
Swami Yatishwaranand, MLA from Haridwar·      
Choudary Ajeet Singh, ex MLA, Haryana·      
Acharya Ved Prakash, International Preacher·       
D. Raja, General Secretary of CPI-M·       
R. Venkataraman, son of Ex-President

Swami Agnivesh’s last rites were performed by Swami
Aryavesh, his successor and the President of World
Council of Arya Samaj, at his Agniyoga Aashram in
Behlpa, Gurugram, at 4-00 p.m. on 12th September 2020.
His last rites were attended by Dr. Ved Pratap Vedic,
Naresh Yadav (Ex. MLA), Kavita Srivastava (General
Secretary, PUCL) and  Swami Samarpanand, amongst
many others.

Bandhua Mukti Morcha and World Council of Arya
Samaj hopes to take Swami ji’s vision and mission a head,
and do justice to his ideas.  
Swami Aryavesh Working President Bandhua Mukti
Morcha and World Council of Arya Samaj 
Professor Vithal Rao General Secretary World
Council of Arya Samaj.
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HINDU RELIGIOUS LEADERS WHO TOOK A
BRAVE STAND AGAINST HINDUTVA

16th September, 2020
-Sunita Viswanath

Swamiji was the living embodiment of the
progressive Hinduism that I embrace. His life and
being validated my path.

I first met Swami
Agnivesh three years ago
at his office in Delhi. I bent
to touch his feet out of
respect, but he stopped
me, saying we were
equals. I told him about
my work to build a
progressive Hindu
platform which would
mobilize Hindus to stand

by the inclusive and peaceful teachings of our
scriptures and reject Hindu nationalism.

He listened attentively and asked me why I
wanted to do this as a Hindu and said these labels
were limiting and I should work as a compassionate
human being for all of humanity. I explained that I
had been working as a secular person all my life,
but that I was very worried about the lack of response
from faithful Hindus to Hindutva. Hindus had to take
back our faith as well as our democracy from those
who were driven by hate. Swamiji was a renunciant
of everything including the label “Hindu,” but he
blessed my chosen path, and we stayed in touch,
often speaking on WhatsApp about political matters
in both India and the United States.

I next met Swamiji in Toronto, Canada, in
November 2018. Swamiji was invited by the
Parliament of World Religions to be a plenary speaker
and we also asked him to speak on Sadhana’s panel
on progressive Hinduism at the same conference.
Swamiji came with another wonderful young Swami
from South Africa, Swami Vedananda, whom he was
grooming and mentoring to carry on his work.

Swami Agnivesh, foreground left, with (clockwise)
Sunita Viswanath, Swami Vedananda, Gautham
Reddy and Nikhil Mandalaparthy of Sadhana, at the

Parliament of World Religions, Toronto, November
2018.

As soon as I and my Sadhana colleagues Gautham
Reddy and Nikhil Mandalaparthy arrived in Toronto,
board members of the Parliament told us that they
had received masses of hate mails regarding Swamiji
speaking, all from Hindus who considered him an
anti-Hindu. Some of these messages were violent
and threatening. Gautham, Nikhil and I were among
those who stayed close to Swamiji at all times, but
we were amazed by the way Swamiji just went about
his business without any fear or worry.

He was just speaking his truth and didn’t care at
all about these threats. The Parliament had to hire
extra security at every event where Swamiji spoke,
and when he spoke at the plenary, they had placed
police at every exit and behind the stage. Swamiji
didn’t seem to even notice all this. His only concern
was to spread the message of love and justice to all
who were gathered.

In the last two years, Hindutva mobs beat him up
twice and very badly. He spent a lot of time in
hospital and when I was with him last winter, he
told me that his last illness was at least partly
caused by the injuries he suffered from these
beatings.

I was especially struck by the love that the Sikh
community had for Swamiji. Once it was known that
Swamiji was in danger, the Sikh community members
at the Parliament organized themselves so that there
were always a large group of Sikhs going around with
Swamiji, ensuring his safety. This was because during
the pogroms against the Sikhs in 1984, Swamiji was
vocal in his outrage and walked through the
dangerous areas himself and gave protection to
many Sikh families, and saved many lives. This will
never be forgotten by the Sikhs in India. And when
the Sikhs at the Parliament organized a prayer vigil
for those who perished in 1984, Swamiji was their
guest  of honor.
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I had helped Swamiji write his plenary speech,
typing as he dictated. I had printed the speech
myself, in large font, and made sure the papers were
in his hands as he went to the stage. I was sitting in
the front row feeling very nervous because some of
the hate mail had said they would storm the stage if
he was allowed to speak. As Swamiji began his
speech, he looked straight at me with a twinkle in
his eye, and uttered words that I knew were not in
the typed speech, “As a very proud and progressive
Hindu, I go by what the Vedas proclaim…,” and he
went on to deliver the fiery speech I had helped him
with. This was a gesture of pure love, and I will never
forget it.

I was fortunate enough to take Swami Agnivesh
and Swami Vedanada to see the Niagara Falls; to
travel with them to Washington, D.C., to meet
government officials and advocates to discuss the
state of democracy and human rights in India; and
to host them in my home in New York. On the two
trips I made to India since then, I stayed with Swamiji
in Delhi. And on both trips Swamiji organized
gatherings so that I could speak with concerned
Indian activists about the need to mobilize Hindus
of conscience to reject Hindu Nationalism. My
colleague in Hindus for Human Rights, Giri, stayed
with Swamiji for many months, and helped launch
his “Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam” movement. If only
Swamiji had lived long enough to build his mass
movement of love and compassion.

The need of our dark hour is for people of faith to
take back their religions from the clutches of
extremists. We need progressive Jews to stand up
for the rights and self-determination of the
Palestinian people; Buddhists to denounce the
atrocities against Rohingya in Myanmar; and
Muslims to denounce extremist groups like the
Taliban. Similarly, we need Hindus to stand up
against the Islamophobic and fascistic ideology of
Hindutva–and Swamiji was one of the only Hindu
religious leaders who took a clear and brave stand.
It is one of the blessings of my life that I knew and
was close to a revolutionary religious leader like
Swami Agnivesh.

The Insincerity of Indian Americans’ Solidarity
With the Black Lives Matter  Movement

I spoke to Swami Vedananda on the morning of
September 11th, in the moments after I heard the

news of Swamiji’s demise. Swami Vedananda told
me that the last words Swamiji had spoken to him
were, “You must carry on my work.” And I hope to
work closely with Swami Vedananda and any Hindu
who is willing to live by the principles of love and
justice for all, Vasudaiva Kutumbakam, and build the
world that Swamiji worked for all his life.

Swamiji was the living embodiment of the
progressive Hinduism that I embrace. His life and
being validated my path. He lived by the Vedas and
stood for complete equality and equal rights
regardless of sex, gender, age, race, religion, caste
and sexual orientation. He devoted his entire life to
the struggle for human rights of the most
disadvantaged in India:Dalits and other minorities,
and those who are suffering in the bonded labor
system.

Swamiji may have been 80 years old, but he had
the youthful mind and energy of a young man. This
even though his work was so controversial and
provocative that he was arrested and beaten up many
times over the course of his career. In the last two
years, Hindutva mobs beat him up twice and very
badly. He spent a lot of time in hospital and when I
was with him last winter, he told me that his last
illness was at least partly caused by the injuries he
suffered from these beatings.

While I can look back in history and find many
social reformers and revolutionaries who were
motivated by their Hindu faith, in these dark times
as a progressive Hindu who is horrified by the
clampdown on human rights, freedom of expression
and freedom of religion in India, the all-too frequent
lynchings, rapes, unfair arrests and murders taking
place, I only see one prominent Hindu standing up
loud and clear, and putting their life on the line for
justice, and that is Swami Agnivesh. I am shattered
that Swamiji is no longer with us.

(Sunita Viswanath is the co-founder of Hindus for
Human Rights, one of the 5 organizations behind the
upcoming Reclaiming India@73 virtual conference
on October 3rd and 4th, 2020. Headliners include Prof.
RajmohanGandhi,  Dr. Ramchandra Guha, Rev. Dr.
William Barber, former Vice President of India
Hamid Ansari, journalist Arfa Khanum Sherwani and
prominent Indian lawyers Prashant Bhushan
and Indira Jaising, and many more. For details,
visit:  www.reclaimingindia.com Sign up to our
Newslet)
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VEDIC SOCIALISM
At the very outset let me state the conceptual

difficulty in describing what is meant by ‘religion’ and
what is meant by ‘social liberation’. A common,
woman is point of view about religion is highly
compartmenta-lised. Religion is either Hinduism or
Christianity or Islam or Buddhism or Sikhism or
Jainism, depending mostly on the circumstances in
which she was born and brought up. The same is with
the word 'social liberation' which has come to be
associated with marxism or socialist revolution.

This conceptualisation, thought relevant in many
ways, suffers from a fanatic and a dogmatic vision.
Therefore, it would be worth while first to put these
two words in their proper perspective and then
attempt a search for an Indian perspective.

The greatest tragedy of our times is that the
perceptions and traditions of religion have come to
rely heavily on the form, the outer shell rather than
on the essence or spirit of religion while all religions
have as their essence truth, love, compassion, justice
etcetera, and by the same logic they are all committed
to fight against the forces of untruth, bondage,
injustice and such like, yet to do with their real
spiritual aspect of religion and are instead obsessed
with the exterior forms of rituals and dogmas, just
other’s and so on. It is precisely this obsession with
the form as opposed to the content, that has given
rise to Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity and Islam.
The obsession is more often than not carried to the
extent of outright perversions and distoritions where
instead of fighting against the forces of untruth and
justice, some of these religions glorify themselves to
fighting against each other and worse, fighting
between the several sub-religions within each one
of them. The more a religion gets formalised,
institutionalists and hierarchically structured, the
more it gets alienated from its own original spirit of
strugle against appression and domination Rather,
they tend to dominate, as also appress their own
people followers. The exploiting class readily siezes
this powerful instrument of religion to perpetuate
their exploitation. Thus, the religion instead of being
an instrument of change, degenerates into an
instrument of status quo.

Religion has two faces, each playing a
diametrically opposite role. In its pristine, pure
and formative stage it played a historical and
revolutionary role in the development of society and
human beings. Is it not a fact that religion, in all its
manitations and denominations, helped woman and
the group in which and lived to come out of the
quagmire of anarchy, lawlessness and immorality, and

infused her with social cohesiveness and other
disciplines ? All great women of the past, or the great
seers of the vedic times or in the persons of Laotse or
confucius of China or Manu from India or Thiruvalluvar
of South India have in one way or the other contributed
to extricating human beings out of the pit of  darkness
anarchy and disorder and invested them with a social
consciousness and discipline which in turn helped them
to shape into better ones beings. For this reason these
early religious teachers have been rightly called the
lawgivers, people who far from offering mental opium
to the common people roused them from their long
stupon and state of downright immorality, fear and
lasciviousness, into  spiritual wakefulness, making
them respond in a more positive way to higher values
of life.

This evidently was a revolutionary role of great
importance and there should be no hesitation in
recognising the fact that every religion in its formative
state constituted in powerful revolutionary movement
for social liberation and against blind faith,
superstitution and other eveil practive. There is not
denying the fact that serveral marxist the oreticians
have recognised this revolutionary role of religion in
ample measure.

But the other face of religion is, to say the least,
abhorent-the face of an organised and institutionalised
hierarchical religion. In this sense, religion becomes
part and parcel of the social system itself. This is but
natural. However, the dominant exploiting class or
classes have used these attributes of organised religion
to add grist to their self seeking and partisan ends. As a
result, religion which arose out of the spiritual
necessities of the people and during its formative
stage, espoused the cause of social liberation and
human values growing from it, felt on bad days and
become the hand maid of exploiting and oppressor
classes.

One cannot sleep ever the serious shortcomings of
religion. It is surprising indeed that despite the number
of claiments to spirituality being exceedingly large,
relgion has not cared to explore as to why the world
continues to be steeped in darkness why two thirds of
the population the world over is compelled to lend a
life of starvation and penury; why despite an abundance
of gods, ropets, sidhpurusha, yogis and god knows how
many human-gods, murder, dacoity, pilfery, adultery,
smuggling, small and major wars have become the
order of the day ? Claimants to spirituality and religion
are not prepared even to face this much less solve the
problmes. They talk of their deep spiritual experiences
but are impervious to the naked reality that stares them

-Swami Agnivesh
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in the face. They refuse to understand that for the
miseries and troubles of today, not god nor any divine
despensation but the contemporary social system is
primarily responsible.

Precisely to escape this responsibility the exploiter
and the ruling classes have completely perverted the
powerful karma theory and made the toiling and
suffering masses believe that for all their miseries and
sorrows the karma or deeds of their own past lives are
responsible. Such a fate or taquadeer is something
ordained by the all powerful God and cannot be
changed by any mortal. The karma philosophy in fact is
just the opposite. It places human endeavour above
divine dispensation and says that even God cannot
deny human beings the fruits of their actions. The karma
exhortation in essence, is for action for liberation with
the assured results of social change. But like many such
good things this philocophy also fell prey to distortions
and perversions. To demolish the pernicious
philosophy attributed to this theory, lock, steck and
barrel, is the duty of every rational being. When maxism
directs its fire against this crippling theory, it verily does
a commendable job.

The central point of marxist opposition or ciriticism
is that philosophically religion is unscientific. The latter
half of the 19th century. When Karl Marx propounded
his doctrine, was certainly a period of ascendancy of
materialist philosophy which taught that physical
reality is governed by the laws of nature; only that is
scientific or cognisable which full within the realm of
causality, and things speculative have no place in
cognition and are mythical. Marxists’ charge against
religion is also directed against the vested interests
which have used it in pursuit of their narrow selfish
ends. Mysticism has been used it in pusuit of their
narrow selfish ends. Mysticism has been used to spread
among the oppressed and the exploited masses such
poisonous woods as blind faith, superstituion, and
absolute reliance on fate, in an attempt to blunt their
urge for struggle and to consolidate the held of the
exploiting classes on society. The administrator, the
feudalist and the capitalist have, so to say, joined in an
unhely combination and antisocial colleboration with
the pirestly and ecolesiastical class to carry out this evil
task.

Isn’t there then some sence in this charge of the
marxists ? Indeed there is, but this is only one side. As
a matter of fact that we see today are so many
distoritions of religion and its wrong practices. We
should not close our eyes to the fact that there was
some inbuilt strength, force and quality in religion
which made that band of faithful but rebellious
teachers and saints, openly oppose and resist these
distortions and evil practices which out at the very root
of true religion, and the sufferings and privations they

underwent to uphold their noble cause. Some of them
were mounted on gallows, others were trempled under
the feet of elephants, while still others were poisened
to death.

These men and women of deep faith to religion and
time honoured values of their life were not only
revolutionary thinkers but also spiritualists and mystics
of a high order. Thus it is absured to accept that religion,
spiritualism and mysticism were only the instruments
of oppression used by the expoitings classes against
the oppressed and exploited majority. The fact is that
the letter have equally used them as instruments of
sturggle and rebellion against the forces of evil
represented by exploiters and the dominent classes.

The Marxist negation of religion, as facts show has
been carried at the point of evershooting the target. In
their zeal to direct their guns against its distortions and
inequities they have unwittingly made assaults an
religion in its entirely and mounted an under served
attack on spiritualism and what it stands for.

This seeming contradiction between religion and
marxism or religion and social liberation must be
overcome soon. By opposing religion on its entirely
and launching attacks on it right and left and not an
blind faith, superstition and retualism as distinct from
the essence of relgion, marxists are not doing any great
service to humanity. In fact they are only brnging their
own revolutionary doctrines into disrepute and making
them look suspect in the eyes of the faithful. To open
up possibilities of a real revolutionary advance in
society, bridges of understanding and cooperation have
to be built between marxism and religion, between
spiritualism and revolution and bothe their potentials
need to be properly assessed.

The tie up between organised religion and
exploiting classes has evidently prevented the former
from looking at marxism or any progressive philosphy
of social liberation and human emancipation with a
detached nonpartisan eye. The selfstyled custodians
of religion never reconciled themselves to recognising
marxism as a system of values committed to free and
emancipate society from exploitation from hunger and
poverty and from moral degradation, the hallmark of
all class societies. To those when are truly religious and
wedded to the ideal of uplift in human beings from
their present state of decadence and soul killing
existence, this is a massive challenge. These men and
women of goodwill and character, faith and wisdom
will have to think deeply and discover ties of affinity
between religion and marxism. For, they knew full well
that religion is not a monopaly of the ruling classes and
that any philosophy or outlook steeped in humanism
and love for the common people, though atheistic in
conception, connot be anti eligion. Though based on
human compassion. Buddhism and Jainism too are
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atheistic, yet no body calls them anti religion.
The great law giver Manu called the scriptures and

cited perseverence, forbearance and selft restraint etc.
as part of the ten cardinal principles of ‘dharma’ but
did not mention God or faith in any divinity as sine-
qua-non of dharma. Similarly the Rishi Kanand in his
Material and spiritual development constitutes
dharma. The indomitable author of the epic
MAHABHARATA, Maharshi Vyas, summed up the tenets
of religion and asked people to hear the summum
bonum of religion and having heard, imbibe it. Do not
do unto other what you would not have others do unto
you is what he said.

These and many other autherities are there to show
that faith in God or on any of her messengers is not
control to spiritual pratice. Then why this differential
attitude towards marxism which avowedly does not
believe in God ? The fact of the matter is that marxism
arise out of these parennial human passions and ideal
which precisely are a characteristic feature of religion.
If this is so, then why a refusal on the part of religion to
perceive and recognise religious temper and humanism
behind marxism ?

It is evident that, like marxism, religion teached
came to be over shadowed by a number of distortions
and vulgarities. Not that these aberrations and
distertions are fotuiteous or that they arose out of a
vaccum. Nothing of the sort. As a matter of fact these
arise because the exploiting classed deliberately and
systematically injected them into religion seens to
prevent any human advance towards a mere rational
reordering or restructuring of soeciety. They did so
because any social system based on fair play and justice
would have deprived them if their supremacy and
pound of flesh that they apprepriated from an unjust
soceity. Surprisingly, the exploiting classes take over
under religion only to oppose religion, reasons which
Induce them to follow a course at variance with true
religion proper them to oppose marxism and
revolution.

The conflict between marxism and religion is the
end product of the machinations of the exploiting
classes and intellectuals serving them who in the name
of religion oppose revolution and revolutionary
transformation of the society. For those who are wode
awake and think of the common women, the conspirac
of the exploiters must be confrented nad overcome
without any loss of time. Frecing themselves of all
prejudices they should prasp and demonstrate that a
true of all prejudices they should grasp and
demonstrate that a true religion and a true
revolutionary spirit are not mutually hostile but
complementary and that the two are harmonious and
compatible with each other. Only by highlighting this
harmony and mutal compatibility can we overcome the

conflict between religion and social liberation which
these exploiting classes have profitably used in pursuit
of their selfish partisan ends.

In itself this is not an easy task, but it demands on
effort to strip off the mask worn by the self styled
leaders of religion and their camp followers. That really
makes it an uphill task.

Having made this humble attempt to lay down the
brand parameters and the broadest possible
perspetive, we shall now look for inputs and insights
contained in the VEDAS and in vedic thought as
propounded by seers, sages and social activitists. It woul
be impertinent not to mention that the inspiration to
undertake such an exercise came to me from the great
revolutionary sanyasi Swami Dayanand (1823-1883). A
contemporary of Karl Marx, Dayanand’s epechal
contributions unfortunately have not yet been
sufficiently recognised at a national and international
level.

The changed perspective of vedic thought as
enunciated by Dayanand is two dimensional. It is at
the level of both VYASHTI, the individual and
SAMASHTI, the social. In short, for the change to be
effective it has to be a two pronged process; change
the individual from within and the society from
without, while the first involves spiritual training and
discipline called ASHTAND YOGA, eitht steps towards
the establishment of a society based on the principles
of VARNA ASHRAM.

Before enlarging on these two dimensions of
individual and societal change, let me make a very brief
appraisal of the basic fundamentals that will guide us
through this apporach. The fundamentals of vedic
thought may be summed up as the doctrine of trinity,
the eternal elements or entitites that go to make this
creation, this universe. The first is matter or profriti,
with its inherent attribute of sat or existence, the second
is the soul or atma with its inherent attributes of sat
and chit, existence and consciousness and the third is
the God or paramatma with its inherent attributes of
sat, chit and anand; satchidanand, existence,
consciousness and bliss.

God, The Almighty with Her attributes as
emnipetent, omni present and omnicient, formless,
just, kind and loving embediment of truth and
compassion, alone is the creater and worthy of our
worship. God creates the universe but not the basic
matter or the soul to help mortals attain the third
attribute of anand or bliss, so conspicucuously lacking
in the soul.

This analysis helps us to understand the reason
d‘e’tre of this creation and is confirms that this life and
this universe is only a means to a certain end, blissful
emancipation, mokhsanand not an end itself.
Elaboration of this discussion on the fundamentals I
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leave for same other time. Coming back to the
resources for individual and social change in the Vedas,
I will dwell in brief on the farmer and at length on the
latter.

Spiritual pursuit of the vedic path starts with the
premise that the ultimate object of our life and
existence is to seek Her, be with Her and in a limited
sense, merge into Her, absolute meger of soul into God
is impossibe because the two are two different entities.
This premises makes it abundantly clear that each soul
must wries for its soul itself. Others can at best help in
finging the right path but cannot substitute for
individual spiritual pursuits. To be more precise, each
individual soul will have to bear his or her own cross.
Hence, the absolute need for direct communion
between the sould and the God. Since God is all
pervasive, including the soul, there is only one possible
meeting point, the soul within.

Since God is fermless, any worship of any for in the
name of God will be self defeating. The invention of
incarnations, avatera, idols and such like are proper
substitutes of the farmless. As a matter of fact, the most
essential aspect of God’s worship is to plunge into a
formless void, deep into a sen of silence, into
nothingness, into thought lessness. Anything to do with
our sence of vision or sound or taste taste or touch or
smell will lead us astray. The moment the soul emptics
itself of all its sence pereption, God emerges as an
indescribable experience, the soul transcending into a
reuln of peace, absolute peace. A scientific method of
meditation helps one in prelenging this experience
from a fraction of a second to hours.

The obvious question here would be, are our
temples of God and our forms and our method of
worship just the opposite ? And, if so are we not getting
more and more removed from the true path of
worship ? I leave that for you to pander ever and shall
address myself to a more difficult question. How to
have that experience ? An anyone at anytime get it ? Is
it not easier said them done ? What exactly is the
preparation for such an experience ?

It is here that Vedas lend us to the second aspect of
change perspective, the societal. In order to
experience that inner hey and peace, a soul has to clear
itself of all accumulated sanskara, the sanskara of
passion and greed and anger and fear and so on. In
order to replace these with sublime lave, compassion,
truth and an urge for justice one has to launch a struggle
from within and with ug. It is unthinkable to attain truth
within, with out simultaneously fighting the farees of
untruth outside. Therefore, the fight against untruth,
bandage, an unjust social order based on violence and
greed and usurpation became part and pareel of one’s
spiritual pursuit, while looking for God’s beatitude in

every particle of Her creation, one has als to devote
one’s energies in removing the ugly spots which we in
our ignorance have inflicted on this otherwise
beautiful world.

Darwinion concepts of survival of the fittest and
conquest of nature will have to be given a go by and a
more wholistic approach has to be adopted where the
weakest cannot only survie but live with happiness,
where nature is not only nurturned and preserved but
an abiding friendship with tress and flowers, mountains
and rivers and animals and birds is fastered. Keynesian
economics based on greed and multiplicity of wants
becomes incompatible with a spiritual economics of
voluntary poverty and small is beautiful. The Vedas
visualised this world of ours as the universal family,
VASUDHAIV KUTUMBAKAM, and enjoying on us to regulate
our economic affairs in the best tradition of a family;
From each according to one’s capacity to each according
to one's need, the man made arms race and the dangers
of total annihilation does not haunt ayurvedic world
where everyone looks at all creatures as one’s friends,
MITRASYA CHAKSHUSHA SAMIKSHA MAHE (Yaj. 36.18)

Vegetarianism and non alcholism are part of the
vedic way of life. In short, plain simple living and high
thinking becomes the norm and with God as the guiding
star, an individual’s march towards his or her own
liberation or moksha gets in extricably woven into the
liberation struggle of the society.

We now come to the concrete manifestation of a
liberation struggle in society. The Vedas do not depend
on each individual’s goodness for the creation of a just,
truthful, nonviolent society. They emphasise the need
of or structural changes and a perpetual class struggle
to stamp out the evil of accumulation and inequity.
The cardinal principles of a vedic society are :
NO BIRTH RIGHT : No individual can claim any special right
or privilege in society because of his or her birth in a
certain family. Right of inheritence, of means of
production and distribution, is thereof are ruled out.
Similarly caste distinctions based on birth are an
anathema to the vedic social order, Yajurveda 40th

chapter.
VARNA ASHRAM : the society will regulate an individual’s
throught four varnas, the chosen path of a mission and
four ashrams or a division of life into stages leading
the sublimation of an individual self into the universal
family. The entire education system is geared to the
task of producing missionaries as opposed to
mercenaries. Every child has to choose one of the three
mission; mission to right against forces of ignorance
ajyan (brahman); mission to fight against forces of
injustice, anyaya (kshatriya); or the mission to fight
against the forces of inadequacy, abhava (vaishya). Only
 a person failing to qualify for any of these missions is
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designated Shudra and is called upon to serve one of
these like an apprentice. Here is nothing mental or
deregatory in the word shudra. In fact the vedic
unjuction is JANMANA JAYATE SHUDRA KARMANA DWIJA
UCHYATE or by birth every one is born a shudra. It is only
throught action that he or she qualifies for twice born.

It is only after qualifying for a certain discipline that
one becomes a brahamin etc.

Even this classification is not rigid. Promotion to
higher varna as an incentive and dem tint. I wer varna
as punishment keeps the society in ferment. Thus, we
see that varna means to choose a mission and has
nothing to do with colour or caste or racial superiority.

A similar four part division of life into four ashrama
is enjoined. The fist approximately twenty five years
as brahmacharya ashram, or education and discipline;
the second up to fifty year of age approximately as
grihastha ashram, married and family life; the third is
vanaprasta ashram or social work; the fourth is sanyas
ashram.  or a c classed social activitist. a moving flame
devoted to God and her creation only. The only thing
common in all these stages is ashram. Ashram means
labour and ashram means brimful of labour. (for
Varnashram please refer to Purush Sukta of Yajurveda
31st Chapter-1)

The net effort of this varnashram system is the
negation of the institution of private property. Private
ownership of means of production and distribution is
the impatible with the vedic varnashram socio-
economic system. A person is entitled to a status based
on his or her action, talent and aptitude. Guna, Karma
and Swabhava. Instead of private wonership, the vedas
prescribe a collective form of living and sharing. The
Sangathan Sukta of Regveda, the last chapter, calls upon
people to deliberate collectively and to own means of
food, water and employment collectively.

The vedas propounded injunction against private
ownership and this to me is very important. The social
system cannot depend on an individual’s sense of
charity and piety. It has to be so structured that equality
of opportunity and common ownership of means of
production and distribution become hallmarks of an
egalitarian society.

But that does not and the possibility of exploitation.
The slight at complacency might land people in
exploitative structures and relationships of
demination. So there is constant exhartation to the
aryas (the root Ri-gatau, one who is active, toiling) to
unite and fight against the dasyus, the akarmah daasyu
(Rg.10.22.8) one who does not labur is a rober. Out of
several hundred such exhortations, I cannot resist the
temptation to quote atleast one of them there is this
well known verse of the Rig Veda which refers as-

In order to establish your political supremacy,
The toiling masses of the world unite.
And expropriate the expropriators.
There is  yet an other very powerful exhortation; He

who has exploited the wealth of other find him out.
Identify him, and destroy him with the full fury of
lightening. The Vedas tolerate no distinction based on
colour or race or sex. Perfect equality of sexes in all
walks  of life is a another salient feature of the vedic
approach. The only distinction leading to confrontation
is between the aryas and dasyus; between the toiling
masses and the exploiters. This to me is a clear case of
class struggle. The clash is therefore not between the
Hindu and the Muslim or between Christian and a
Buddhist but has the toiling masses on the one side
and the exploiters, the plunderors, the expropriators,
on the other side. God is clearly in the side of the noble,
the rational and the toiling people when she says; I
give this land, this earth to the toiling people.

This in brief is an introduction to the liberation
theology of the vedas. Armed with this liberation
message of the Vedas, the Arya Samaj, a society of the
noble, rational and toiling peoples movement was
launched by Swami Dayanand in 1875. He was poisoned
to death at the age of fifty nine in 1883 for his rebellious
espeusal of the liberation message. Very soon  the Arya
Samaj became a fare runner of India’s freedom struggle.
With numerous educational institutions and centres
for preaching this idealogy. The Arya Samaj fought a
relentless battle against forces of religious bigetry and
obscurantism, casteism and fatalin, against idol
worship and superstition. It inculcated in million or
young minds the indemitable spirit to question
authority. It illuminated the struggle against British
colonialism with martyrs like Bhagat Singh, Ram Prasad
Bismil, Lajpat Rai, Swami Shradhananda and Swami
Sahajananda.

Besides northern and central India. It has centres in
several Eureopean, American and African Cities. But
the growth of institutions took its toil of idealism an
fervour and spirit of rebellion gave way to a status-
queist approach. There is a move, however, of late
mobilising growing support among the rank and file
and the leadership of status quo is being challenged.
An ideological weapon has, in the meantime, been
forged and termed as vedic socialism. Several landmark
movements have been fought under isnpiring message
of vedic socialism. The movement of the farmers in
Haryana, the movement against alcholism in Haryana
and elsewhere. The present movement for the
liberation of five million bonded slaves in the stone
quarries, brick kilns, carpet industry, landless
agricultural labour and such like of India form an
extension of the same liberation theology.

- Seminar 339-November 1987.
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SWAMI AGNIVESH :
REFLECTIONS AND MEMORIES

Swami Agnivesh not long after being tapped by
World Bank President James Wolfensohn (in 2000) to
translate an idea and ideal of dialogue between
religious and secular leaders committed to
development into reality. That challenge initially
focused on two forms: first, meetings that brought
together people from the two groups, and second,
looking beyond warm statements that included an
undue dose of platitudes to understand better the
reasons for discord and, still more, hostility and
indifference. I have thus had the privilege of meeting
Swami Agnivesh often, in very different settings, in
different corners of the world. We have also
corresponded and spoken on other occasions. We
shared a panel discussion on the role of faith in the
Asia Pacific region in early July this year, as part of
the United Nations High Level Political Forum. (https:/
/berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/posts/swami-
agnivesh-reflections-and-memories

September 14th, 2020     -Katherine Marshall

Prof. KATHERINE MARSHALL

Executive Director, World Faiths Development Dialogue Senior Fellow, George town
University's Berkley Center for Religion, Peace, and World Affairs Washington DC

Swami Agnivesh always made his mark. His presence awoke consciences, “his words
left indelible marks, and his courage was a true goad and an“ inspiration. He combined a
spiritual and worldly presence in unique“ ways. His spirituality evoked the very essence
of the spiritual quest“ for meaning but still more for justice andgoodness. His worldly
roles“ saw clearly the injustices around us, named them, and demanded action“by those
who had the power and duty to act. I was privileged to work with Swamiji in many
different settings. He was always provocative: “provoking me to think more deeply and
to search more diligently for “ways to make a difference, to right injustices, to impress
the urgency “for bold action upon those inclined to procrastinate or turn to easier subjects.
We look to those who speak truth to power, to prophets of “our troubled but exciting
time. Swami Agnivesh, as Shakespeare said, “bestrode the stage like a giant. May his
inspiration inflame us to “pursue the paths he traced. His humanity, his prophetic voice,
his “example, his courage will not be forgotten.“

To the memory of a
remarkable 21st century leader :

Swami Agnivesh

- Glent. Martin

Swami Agnivesh was a Distinguished Advisor and Vice-
President of the World Constitution and Parliament
Association (WCPA).  He was a prominent spokesperson for
the Constitution for the Federation of Earth within India.
His embrace of our work and the Earth Constitution during
the past five years derived directly from his spiritual realization
of the oneness of God with both our world andour human
condition.

Swami wore the saffron robes of Indian religious leaders.
Yet his realization was free of all dogma, doctrine, or ritual.
He was free of all partisanship and exclusivity.  Swami Agnivesh
practiced exactly what he wrote about in his books, which
he called “a radical idea of worship.”

In Memory of Swami Agnivesh
from WCPA
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Swami Agnivesh, a revered long time
campaigner against child labor and indentured
servitude in India, died on September 11th in
New Delhi. He was 80.

His death, in a hospital, was confirmed by
an associate, Zayauddin Jawed, who said the
cause was multiple organ failure.

A pacifist Hindu monk who renounced
worldly possessions and relations at a young
age, Mr. Agnivesh led a decades-long crusade
against village money lenders, landlords and
brick kiln owners who forced landless, debt-
ridden farmers into bonded labor, or indentured
servitude.

In 1981 he founded the Bandhua Mukti
Morcha, or the Bonded Labour Liberation Front,
which he headed until his death. From 1994 to
2004, he was chairman of the United Nations
Voluntary Trust Fund on Contemporary Forms
of Slavery.

“The country is diminished by his passing,”
Shashi Tharoor, one of India’s most influential
opposition politicians, wrote on Twitter.

Mr. Agnivesh was a prominent champion of
many social justice causes and a trusted
mediator when conflicts arose. He fought on
behalf of tribal communities that had few rights
to land ownership even though they populated
much of the country’s forests. In the 1980s,
when environmentalists objected to settling
bonded laborers on protected forest land, he
helped defuse the situation, working out a
compromise whereby much of the forest would
continue to be preserved.

In 2011, after Maoist rebels abducted five
police officers, leading to an 18-day hostage
crisis in Chhattisgarh state, in central India, he
helped negotiate their release.

“He had a steely courage, and enormous
compassion,” said Ramachandra Guha, a pre-
eminent Indian historian who knew Mr.
Agnivesh for over three decades.

In recent years, as Hindu nationalism
continued to rise in India, Mr. Agnivesh was one
of its biggest critics, saying the core values on
which the republic was founded were under
strain. He wrote last year, “The democratic
space—where these values are meant to
prevail—is communalized, polarized and
poisoned with hate.”

John Dayal, a fellow human-rights activist,
said of Mr. Agnivesh: “His main challenge was
the fundamentalist Hindu.”

“The politicalizing of Hinduism and the
hijacking of sacred symbolisms for political
gains—he abhorred it all,” Mr. Dayal said.

Mr. Guha said he had admired Mr. Agnivesh’s
“willingness to put his life on the line in defense
of the inclusive and plural faith he himself
practiced.”

Mr. Agnivesh was beaten many times; in one
incident a mob of Hindu nationalists stripped,
kicked and punched him, accusing him of inciting
tribal groups to fight the government. He was
convinced, he said later, that they had intended
to kill him.

Image Mr. Agnivesh addressing supporters
in the western Indian city of Ahmedabad in

Swami Agnivesh, Crusader Against
Labour Abuses in India, Dies at 80

A pacifist monk, he championed social justice causes, fighting against child labor,
indentured servitude and a rising tide of Hindu fundamentalism.

The Hindu monk Swami Agnivesh in New Delhi in 2018. He showed a  willingness to put his life on
the line in defense of the inclusive and plural faith he himself practiced, a colleague said.

Credit : R.S. Iyer Associated Press
-By Sameer Yasir
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OF HUMAN BONDAGE
Swami Agnivesh died on September 11th

The liberator of India’s bonded labourers was 80

THE HINDU  life-stage of sanyasa, or renunciation,
is traditionally the last. The elderly lay aside their material
possessions and take up a spiritual existence, perhaps
in some remote ashram in the forest or the hills. Vepa
Shyam Rao, as he was then, was only 30 when he took
the title of Swami, or monk, put on saffron robes and
travelled to Haryana, in northern India. His mission was
still not quite in focus, but his philosophy was. He had
gladly renounced his life as a lawyer and lecturer in
management studies in Kolkata, reducing what he
owned to his robes and a bagful of books. His career
and his things he could lightly put aside. But the world
and its problems, no.

His life from that moment was focused on some of
the hardest parts of that world. The stone quarries
outside Delhi, for example, where men, women and
children were paid five rupees a day to dig out, shift
and break great blocks of stone, as though they were
beasts of burden. The unventilated, deafening carpet
workshops where labourers were sometimes chained
to the looms and locked in at night. Silk factories where
hands already white with blisters plunged repeatedly
into scalding water to reel the fibres from the cocoons,
and tanneries where arms were burned with toxic
chemicals. Outside his penetrating gaze, but mentioned
in whispers, were the punishments for working slowly:
a blow on the head from a brick, a beating while tied to
a neem tree, or simply non-payment of the pitiful few
coins that were supposed to have been earned.

Almost all this labour, he discovered in Haryana—
which was ahotbed of it—was indentured servitude.

The workers were landless Dalits ortheir children,
forced to borrow to pay for medicines or dowries from
a local,higher-caste moneylender. The average loan
was around 2,000 rupees, or $27, butat interest rates
of 40% or more it could seldom be paid back. Payment
was madein the form of labour from which workers
could not escape, and the debt waspassed down the
generations.Many of these enslaved workers were
therefore children, someas young as four or five. By
his own estimates, of perhaps 60m bonded workers,
15m were under 14. Once he was on the watch for
them he saw them everywhere:bending all day over
tobacco baskets to hand-roll beedis, gatheringbroken
cups outside teashops, picking rags. Their small, soft
hands werethought ideal for delicate jobs such as
knotting threads, dozens to each squarecentimetre, in
carpet-making. But their bodies were deformed by it,
and theirlives shortened. There were laws against this,
as against bonded labour ingeneral. They were rarely
enforced, because servitude was accepted as part of
the natural order.

He did not accept it. In 1981 he set up the Bonded
Labour Liberation Front, raising money to buy the
freedom of as many workers aspossible and to teach
the rest what their rights were. Almost recklessly,
because his bright robes advertised him everywhere,
he and his helpers slippedinto the wretched shanty-
villages to encourage the labourers to organise.
Eventually unions were created for stone-cutters,
builders and brick-kiln workers; meanwhile, he battled
employers in the courts. Those workers hemanaged
to rescue—around 178,000 in all, roughly 26,000 of
them children—were trained for new jobs or sent, for
the first time, to school.

Much of this, especially the shouts of “Revolution!”
aftersome of his worker meetings, seemed more
political than priestly. But he didnot see a distinction.
He had decided early, under the influence of the Arya
Samaj movement and the works of Gandhi and Marx,
that his dharma orspiritual duty was to go among the
poor, serving them. He called this “Vedicsocialism”;
and though completely guided by the Vedas, the most
sacred texts ofHinduism, it had to involve political
action. When followers treated him as amonk, bending
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2011. A pacifist monk, he championed social
justice causes throughout India.

Mr. Agnivesh addressing supporters in the
western Indian city of Ahmedabad in 2011. A
pacifist monk, he championed social justice
causes throughout India. Credit...Sam
Panthaky/Agence France-Presse—Getty Images

Swami Agnivesh was born Vepa Shyam Rao
on Sep. 21st, 1939, into an orthodox Hindu
Brahmin family in the Srikakulam district of the
southern state of Andhra Pradesh.

His father, Vepa Laxmi Narsinham, a farmer,
died when Mr. Agnivesh was 4 years old. His
mother, Sita Devi, a homemaker, died a year
later. After he lost his parents, he was brought
up by his maternal grandfather. He left no
immediate survivors.

Mr. Agnivesh studied law and commerce at
the University of Calcutta and, after graduating,
became a professor of management studies at
St. Xavier’s College in the Indian state of West
Bengal.

He briefly practiced law, but soon left to work
in the northern states of Haryana and Punjab,
both of them notorious for bonded labor.

For his work against child labor there he was
awarded the Right Livelihood Award for
humanitarian work in 2004, given by a
Swedish-based foundation.

Mr. Agnivesh spent 14 months in jail after
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi declared a
national emergency in 1975, jailing political
opponents and activists.

He fought against Mrs. Gandhi’s Indian
National Congress party, was elected to the state
Legislative Assembly in Haryana and was named
a cabinet minister in Haryana. But he served just
four months, pushed out after he protested
against his own government, demanding an
inquiry into the killing of 10 workers in an
industrial township in a clash with police.

That episode led him to devote his life to
fighting bonded labor.

(Continue reading the main story, Site Index Site Information
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contd...from 99to touch his feet in respect, he would tell them to stop;
he might recite a verse from an Upanishad one moment,
but the next he would bequoting, by paragraph number,
an article of national law. In the late 1970s he actually
became a politician in Haryana, and briefly education
minister. But hefell out with the government when police
fired on protesting bonded workers, and after that he
was a one-man political party.

As such, he cast his interests wide. He took up the
cause of tribal peoples without land rights and of farmers
who could not get fairprices. He campaigned for better
treatment of Dalits overall and pushed for laws
empowering women, leading marches across India to
protest against sati and female foeticide. In the
villages,where he explained that God had created the
Sun and Moon for men and women alike, he was feted
as a celebrity, garlanded with marigolds and led round
on elephants. The attention embarrassed him, but the
publicity was good: the samereasoning that led him to
appear in 2011 on the reality-tv show “Bigg Boss”,
where he hoped he could bring peace to the other
contestants in thehouse.In that role of peacemaker, he
also trekked in 2011 into theforests of Chhattisgarh to
oversee the handover by Maoist rebels of five abducted
policemen. (In general, he thought the Maoists had been
driven to violence by injustice, and urged the Indian
government to talk to them.) Hecalled often for dialogue
with Muslims, too. This sort of thing got him regularly
beaten up as anti-Hindu, a suggestion with which he
had no patience.Certainly he rejected barbarisms such
as sati, or the superstitious worship of stone idols. But
the true enemies of Hinduism were elsewhere, in the
Hindutva movement championed by the prime minister,
Narendra Modi:fundamentalists who had perverted the
sacred, inclusive power of Hinduism for partisan and
nationalist ends. He saw nothing but calamity in the
growth of that ideology in India.

His work with bonded labourers also caused him
disappointment. Relatively speaking, he had rescued
few, and the practice went boldly on. He might have
taken heart, though, from the number who came to his
funeral, shyly recounting to reporters the horror of their
work before, and their hopes now. They, in particular,
were glad he had not made his sanyasa in some remote
mountain or forest but with them, in the weariness and
pain and dust.
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At the time of posting this article, it is barely 40
hours that Swami Agnivesh passed away. And in these
40 hours, there is a surge of outpourings by people
from all walks of life and all shades of political rainbow.
Swami Agnivesh always firmly stood against the
bigotry and communalism. This article by Jitendra
Ramprakash is a personal tribute by this author who
grew up seeing Swamiji and his father bonding together
for the causes dear to them and later developing
differences also but never losing mutual respect for
each other. Though it’s a personal tribute yet it tells so
much about Swamiji that we are proud to publish it in
this web-magazine. Please read on:

‘Gaye Swami ji !’ my father said. I, of course, said
nothing in return. He too fell silent for a long while
after that–a silence that my words can  neither fathom,
nor console. Theirs was a bitter-sweet bond, perhaps
like no other in either man’s life.

This house, tonight, is flooded with his memories.
A house where he was welcomed like family,

sometimes even criticised, yet always spoken of
respectfully. A house, he had not visited in years,
though he did remain in touch over the phone.

Mother came to my room, and with her hands
folded, recounted his countless visits and the many
meals she  had served him. He had a right to his share
of the bread in this house; a right he knew of, I realized.
I noticed  that I had rarely, if ever, seen her face
softened such with sorrow and warmth. I also noticed
for the first time  that she, unlike dad, sometimes calls
him just, Agnivesh.

It is a house that sorely misses a sannyaasi tonight.
……

Swami Agnivesh with Dr. Ram Prakash, author’s
father.

It may sound odd to call a sannyaasi that–but he was
like a ‘chacha’ to me in my childhood. The houses of
my uncle and father were always full of visiting ascetics,
religious scholars and preachers. One of my own  grand-
uncles had taken sannyaas, and to us children, it
seemed nothing out of the ordinary. As I have said
elsewhere, I saw so much saffron those days that I
thought it was the normal way of dressing. None of
them  made for a forbidding presence. Swami Bhishma,
Arya Bhikshu, Swami Indravesh and many others that I
do  not even remember the names of– always
affectionate, they were like uncles and elders, with
some of whom I even played games that a child that
age normally would. For some reason though, I never
took that liberty  with him. His presence inspired a
certain awe even then–he stood out from the rest–
radiant, magnetic,  charismatic.

My father and he go back more than fifty years,
when he, a certain Vepa Shyam Rao was yet to take
sannyaas. Both were young Vedic scholars, somewhat
radical thinkers, committed religious activists and  fiery
orators that crowds thronged to hear in large numbers.
I was too young then to understand any of their
speeches and passed my time, counting the number of
times that the applause rang out, and the number of
people moved to tears, hoping secretly that dad would
have outscored the Swami on both counts. Sadly, of

REMEMBERING THE SWAMI
13-09-2020 Jitendra Ramprakash
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words spoken and written, the former, though more
powerful also fade faster. Those who haven’t heard
them in their prime can not imagine the sublime
oratory that I have rarely if ever, heard matched. It is
the stuff of  legends that some may have heard of from
others.

Just play a piece of the Swami’s speeches in his
seventies,  listen to that voice and try if you can, to
imagine what they must have sounded like in their
thirties. Volcanic  and luminous, their voices swayed
audiences at will. Brothers bonded by faith, Swami
Samarpananand had famously dubbed the fiery duo as
‘Ram aur Shyam’.

It was a matter of faith again, about four decades
later, because of which the two fell apart. Dad was
unequivocal in his stand against the Swami on
ideological issues. I have with me, the copy of a letter
he  wrote then, which I won’t share here, for it belongs
between the two men. It must be among the politest
harsh letters a man can write to his comrade. Words,
that speak of life-long bonds, hurt, principles and a
respectful yet sharp parting of ways. Unlike some of
his other critics though, I never heard from dad, a word,
disrespectful. He was always referred to, even in
criticism, as Swami ji. It was not for me to intervene,
though I occasionally missed having the Swami at
home, for as dad knew and Swami ji didn’t, I had my
own philosophical disagreements with both.

Time, has a way, of not only causing separations,
but also of sometimes remedying them. It was faith
again  that brought the two together. Another decade
later, I found myself helping dad edit a book that
comprised  articles by over fifty scholars. It was for
him, a mission of the soul, and he had decided to bring
together the  finest scholars of the subject, some of
whom did not get along well with each other. “So, who
is to write on  Vedic monotheism?” I had routinely
asked, lost in the heaps of typed papers that lay before
me. “Swami Ji!”  “What ! Who ?” I could barely mutter
in disbelief. “Swami Ji !” he smiled, “I have spoken
with him and he has gladly consented.” I just smiled
back at him and said nothing.

Swami ji, I guess, always found other social  activities
more engaging than writing, and that piece had to find
another author, but he did contribute three  articles by
other scholars to the volume from his archives. It was
with a sense of personal satisfaction that I edited a
footnote and typed his name as a contributor.

……There is a picture of his that I had clicked and
have probably lost forever.

Words, unfortunately, will have to do for it instead.
“Swami ji wants to speak with you. Here is the

number. Call him now,” my father demanded, knowing
how I procrastinate in such matters. I was told that he
had read something I had written and had apparently

had a  long chat with dad about it. I gave in to dad’s
insistence, and was somewhat surprised that Swami Ji
had  indeed read the piece rather carefully, as he
quoted and dwelt upon passages at some length. He
declared  with a sense of right that I was to help him
edit a volume that he was planning, and quickly
extracted a  promise that I would meet him at the
earliest.

There he was! That presence, that smile, that voice!
He was still the dreamer that I had once known him to
be. I was at once surprised, reassured and even a little
worried.

As I helped him finalise the session-plan for the
Vishwa Ved Sammelan he had already scheduled, I
kept  gently cautioning him about the scale of the event
and the ones he had planned for the future. I even
told him that no one was going to give him sufficient
funds. Beyond a point, one should not argue with old
men who  can still dream. So, I got busy editing some
articles that I had promised him, and he made a phone
call to a  person in the government with the same
professed ideals as him. His voice betrayed the
expected. As he put down the phone, I looked up from
the laptop, “Kya keh rahe hain vo ?” I had expected the
outcome, but not  the candid confession that followed.
Trustingly, he said, sounding neither surprised nor too
disappointed, “Vo keh rahe hain ki vo madad nahi kar
sakte, kyonki unke senior… mujhe communist mante
hain!”

I said nothing to him, smiled, and went back to the
edit. He asked me if I wanted to eat something and
then  went out to make a few more phone calls.

Tired of the editing, I stepped out for some fresh
air and there I saw him again, outside his office. A few
feet  away, was a life-size flex that I hadn’t noticed on
my way in. In big, bold letters, it had the famous words
by  Pash, “Sabse khatarnaak hota hai….”

I couldn’t help but laugh out loud, “Kya galat keh
rahe hain vo!” and with my own sense of right over
him,  told him, “Yahaan aakar khade hoiye, is kavita ke
paas. Mujhe photo leni hai apki!”

He obliged, and I clicked the picture that I cannot
find now, but remains my last memory of him! ……

So, how do I judge him?
I don’t! Increasingly, we are reluctant to empathise,

unable to analyse and quick to judge. We make much
noise, listen very little, read even less and understand
next to nothing.

Let me just share a few lines from his book** that
he had gifted me that evening…

“Why should religions meet? …Religions must meet
first of all for their self-liberation. Second, there must
be an emphasis on their revitalization as agents of
social liberation and transformation… Third, religions
must meet and help each other in fulfilling their
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historical destiny as instruments for peace and human
welfare.

…obvious truth of modern history affords a basic
insight. The conflictual model of inter-religious
relationships is a product of religious degeneration.
The foremost symptom of this degeneration is that the
religious goal gets hijacked from social justice and social
transformation into religious expansionism and
politico-economic domination. The love of power (the
hidden political motive) is incompatible with the
power of love, which is the true religious outlook.

…Barring glorious exceptions in history, religion has
played mostly a pro-status quoist role, rather than a
transforming role. That is because of the idea of religion
itself, which now needs to be radically reviewed.

…The quintessential business of religion is to
reinforce a sense of universal kinship. Instead, religion
has  been misused and abused as an apology for
erecting walls of division and separation.

…All scriptures are mixed-up affairs. There is much
in them of undying and eternal value. But there is also
a  great deal that needs to be subjected to rational and
historical scrutiny. Scripture needs to be tested on the
touchstone of life. The primacy of life demands that
whatever is anti-life and socially iniquitous, even if it
may claim scriptural warrant, needs to be given up.

…Today religion is politicized and politics
communalized. In this process the people in need are
lost sight of. The ascendancy of vested interests
threatens to splinter our society and cripple our
country. Avoidable suffering and deprivation mount.
The foremost need of the hour is a spiritual
regeneration so as to imbue  progress with social justice
and moral passion.

… …Dialogue must be a pilgrimage to the depth. It
must be a mutual engagement which liberates and
transforms the participants. …dialogue cannot any
longer remain an esoteric exercise which some
privileged people indulge in. It must become an integral
part of our way of life. …Dialogue must not be a fringe
activity, but a shared culture. …Over arching all these,
is the need to shift from the dialogue of words to the
dialogue of deeds.

… … But we live in a world of disrupted dialogues.
For that reason, there is a need to facilitate dialogue:
to set  up the matrix, mechanisms, means and mindset
of dialogue. That is the most important task.

The challenge is to sustain the sacrament of dialogue
in an age of lovelessness.

…We must dialogue not only because the global
community is sitting over a likely holocaust, which it is.
We  must converse, even more importantly, because
we are human beings and dialogue is the “milk of our
humankind-ness”. Of course. we have reached a stage
in which the alternative to dialogue is the winter of

our humanity. Our very survival as a sane species hangs
on it.”

……
All fine men have their flaws.
All persons of ideas, have some that are

questionable.
All, who lead a life of action, take steps, sometimes

inconsistent with their path.
There is no denying the fact however, that this was

a fine man of faith !
A man who believed in debate, dialogue and

dissent.
A Vedic sannyasi who strove for true dharma, inter-

religious dialogue, social justice, and what he called
Vedic Socialism.

“Satyam Vad, Dharmam Char !” the man often
quoted.

A man who was needed for much longer!
“He was a very good human-being. Ideological

differences don’t really matter,” my mother said, as
she left my room last evening. I said nothing to her too,
but noticed that her hands were still folded in prayer
and  remembrance.

**All quotes from–Applied Spirituality/Swami
Agnivesh**

*Dr. Jitendra Ramprakash
Jitendra Ramprakash is a theorist whose work

focuses on the inter-disciplinary Philosophy of
creativity. His other interests include aesthetics and
the Indian Philosophies, and has co-edited the book,
‘Arya Samaj and the Vedic Worldview’. A former
television-presenter and professor, he also set up Asia’s
first ‘Poetry Film Festival’, introduced sign-language
poetry-films to India and has produced albums of
poetry recordings by some senior Indian poets. These
days, he manages a rural school and earns his living
through part-time voicing.
Photo credits:
1) Swami Agnivesh–from the archives of Mrs. Vijay

Kumari
2) Dr. Ram Prakash and Swami Agnivesh in the 1970s–

from the archives of Mrs. Vijay Kumari
3) Jitendra Ramprakash/photo Gulfam Ali

 Swami Agnivesh with Dr. Ramprakash
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Swami Agnivesh was keen to initiate an objective,
rational debate on religion.

Swami Agnivesh (1939-2020) spent the last two
months of his life in hospital. During this period, we
talked to each other almost daily on phone. Never
once did he mention the health crisis he was battling.
Every word he said was about what needed to be
done. He lived and died a quintessential activist.

Our paths crossed a quarter-century ago,
accidentally, as it then seemed. Today, it seems willed
by destiny. A coincidence, wrote Arthur Koestler, is
“two events held together by an unseen hand”. That
unseen hand never departed from our association.
What struck me first was his rippling vitality, his
infectious enthusiasm, his quixotic optimism. He had
no patience with the academia, which he had quit at
the age of 27. “Your tribe,” he told me, “wastes time
interpreting the world. The thing to do is to change
it.” That, if you like, was the Marxian streak in him.

His heart was with the poor. I was not surprised,
therefore, that he was labelled a communist—a sort
of saffron-clad Trojan horse in religion. Swamiji had a
knack for turning a slap on the face into a pat on the
back. He wore this slur with aplomb. He quoted the
South American bishop, Helder Camara, in this
connection: “When I give food to the poor they call
me a saint; when I ask why they are poor, they call me
a Communist.” He was called a Maoist too, a Christian,
a Muslim, and the like. There was some truth in all of
these, for he loved everyone, including the Maoists.
He disapproved their ways, but he regarded them as
fellow human beings. That went for Christians,
Muslims and Hindus as well.

Arguably, the most unorthodox thing about him
was his instinct for politics. His detractors held that
his religion was a camouflage. But, to him, politics
was to spiritual concerns what technology was to
science. It secured effectiveness. He should have

learned from the life of Gandhi that mixing spirituality
and politics— especially standing on spiritual ideals
in the practice of politics—is the riskiest thing to do.
Like Gandhi, he paid for it, at the fag end of his life.

What is the legacy that this great soul leaves us?
From Agnivesh I learned that life is worth nothing if
one’s freedom is compromised for any purpose.
Maharshi Dayanand being his role-model, Swamiji
identified a heroic commitment to truth as the
backbone of his spiritual personality. He used to quote
Jesus’ words, “The truth will set you free.” The flip-
side was that he wouldn’t fit into any system. He was
hated even by a section of the Arya Samaj. But millions
loved him.

The most crucial thing for him was the idea of God.
He believed that misconceiving God was the root
cause of religious decay. To him, all religions were
equally corrupt in this respect. He concluded that
freedom from religion was the sine qua non for
practising freedom of religion. To him, love for fellow
human beings— especially the downtrodden—was
the hallmark of love for God. This made him equate
godliness with social spirituality.

He was a votary of secular democracy. He fought
to the bitter end the communalisation of the state,
which he deemed a crime against history. He was
proud of his Vedic vision but believed that a theocratic
state was ominous for what it portends. He believed
that secularism in India would succeed only on a firm
spiritual footing. Spirituality, unlike religion, is guided
by reason. Reason is universal, integrative. Faith is
divisive.

He was keen to initiate an objective, rational
debate on religion. We had been planning to bring
out a publication. As he got admitted to the hospital,
he reminded me of its urgency. He took an active part
in the progress of this work from his hospital bed to a
surprising extent. He read each chapter and offered
comments. I feel gratified that the first draft of the
manuscript could be completed before Swamiji’s
health took an irretrievable turn. I left it to him to
title the book. “Let’s call it,” he said, “Children of
Eternal Spirit, Unite!”. So it stands.

I feel grateful and privileged to have shared a life
lived so fully, richly, vitally. Shakespeare’s words ring
in mind as I think of this great soul: “Here was a man
indeed; when comes such another?”

Thampu was principal of St. Stephen’s College,
Delhi.

SWAMI AGNIVESH BELIEVED THAT
A THEOCRATIC STATE WAS DANGEROUS

Swami Agnivesh was a votary of secular democracy.
He fought to the bitter end the communalisation of the state, which he deemed a crime against history.
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        At ameeting of the Arya Samaj early in 1995
my mother had promised the committeeorganising
the 75th Anniversary Celebrations that she would
bake cakes for the main function.  When shepassed
away shortly before the date of the function, the
onus of making these special cakes and taking them
to the hall, fell on my sister, some friends andme. 
We thus had the opportunity to hear you speak and
I made up my mind to visit your organisation and
learn about bonded and child labour. A small
groupof us interacted with Bandhua Mukti Morcha
later that year and I have visitedmany times since
then, bearing the famous fruit cake. 

I have had the honour and privilege of listening
to your fine oratory skills, not only in huge halls
filled with intellectual giants but also in the
gatherings of the poorest people in theshack
settlements. I have watched, inawe, your ability to
keep both these groups spell bound–the
intellectuals with your amazing rhetoric, the poor
with your love and compassion, and both these
groups with the fire that your whole life is imbued
with. 

Every time I visited the poor in the quarries of
Faridabad, I became more aware of the love these
people had for you. On one occasion, I was talking
to a group of women about their lives as
labourers. One woman said to me, “Before Swami
ji came to help us, we hadnothing. Now we have
hope and we can fight for our rights.”  I understood
then what you have always spoken about; that it is
vital that the poor and downtrodden be taught to
fight for their rights and not just be given hand-
outs.

When you visited the elite private schools, just
before Diwali every year, you surprised the children
by not reciting the story of the Ramayan, but by
asking them to change the way they celebrated the
day. They listened earnestly when you asked them
to spend the money on helping the poor rather than
on fire works and some of them later reported with
pride that they had followed your advice. They even
“donated” their birthday parties to the poor children
from the quarries and I was really thrilled to
accompany you to observe the happiness the treats
brought those children.

I loved visiting the schools you set up in the
quarries and observing you exhort theparents to

send their children to school. Small as the schools
were, they were little beacons of hope for the
labourers. Helping   Kusma Rao with the training
centre in Garhi gave me a new insight into your
work for women’s rights and the rights of the
sweepers’ children to education.

I enjoyed, most of all, watching your interaction
with little children. When I took you to visit Gandhi
ji’s settlement at Phoenix near Durban and a group
of pre-scholars came up to you,you stopped
discussing serious matters and began playing with
them, tossing them up in the air and making them
laugh out loud with sheer joy.  You enjoyed that
more than they did !

Almost as intense, is your love for wild animal
and I was fortunate enough to observe your
reaction to many of them in the Pilanesberg Game
Reserve and your closeen counter with a giraffe.  I
also admire your love for nature and the
environment, whether it was walking on the beach,
sitting outside to have a meal or watching the ocean
from my yard.  I was also truly impressed with the
simplicity of the ashram at Be help a and the
abundance of trees there. 

I met many wonderful people when I
accompanied you to your various talks around South
Africa and also in India and learned so many new
concepts and ways of lookingat how the world
should be, how people should change their whole
approach to life, how religion should be replaced
by spirituality and how we should discard those
things that keep people apart. I admire how easily
you exchange ideas with them.

Most of all I admire your courage in challenging
religious institutions and religiosity. It never ceases
to amaze me. The more fundamentalist the
religious people have become the more determined
you are to make the whole world a family. I did
cringe when I first heard you utteryour radical
ideology but I see your point of view and I know
that it comes from a profound love of humanity and
so I am beginning to understand more andmore
how important it is for us all to promote the idea of
Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam.  

Like so many others, I hope that I can achieve a
little more victory in your battle torid the world of
the divisions that keep humanity apart. 

I have been, and will happily remain your loyal
foot soldier.

When people ask how I came to know you,
I tell them my famous “eggless fruit cake story”

-Sudhira Sham ji
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Vice-Chancellor, St. Xavier's University, Action
Area IIIB New Town, Kolkatta- 60 India, Tel. 033-
66249812

By Fr. J. Felix Raj, SJ  The 80-year old former
professor of St. Xavier’s College (1963-69) and
friend of St. Xavier’s University. Kolkata and a social
activistwas anadvocate for dialogue between
religions. He was involved in various areas ofsocial
activism including campaigns against female
feticide and the emancipation of women. He was
a prominent associate of Anna Hazare during the
India against Corruption's campaign in 2011 to
implement the Jan Lokpal Bill.

Swami Agnivesh was truly “a man for others”…A
sanyasi in theArya Samaj Order, he stood tall, both
on the national and international stage,as an
educationist, a philanthropist, a philosopher, a
spiritualist, most of all as a humanist. The sublime
words of Saint Ignatius of Loyola, founder ofthe
Jesuit Order applies to him perfectly… “He was
contemplative in action,finding God in all things”.
And also important to me, Swamiji and I were close
associates and friends.

Vepa Syam Rao was born into a Brahmin upper
caste Telegu family.He completed his Masters from
Calcutta University. He taught at St. Xavier’s College
from 1963 to 1969. At 24 young Rao was inquisitive
and curious to know the inner workings of the
Belgian Jesuits. One day he sneaked into the Jesuit
residence known as cloister and peeped in. The
austerity and simplicity of the Jesuit living quarters
astounded him ….Only a table, two chairs, a bed
and a wooden almirah. 

It was unbelievable… ‘The Jesuits lived a life of
high thinking and simple living,’ this made a deep
impact on him. While coming out of theJesuit
cloister Rao met a senior Belgian Jesuit in the
corridor. He asked thepriest as to what had
motivated him to come to the distant shores of India
leaving behind his home and the comforts he had
had there.

The Jesuit answered him…. ‘I am here like my
fellow Jesuit Fathers. Our mission is to serve the
people of India, particularly of Bengal, mainly to
impart quality education to Indian students; this is
the humble contribution we hope to make.’

Swamiji was deeply impressed and he has often
reiterated that this response by the Jesuit priest
had an influence his future life and missionary zeal.

He said, ‘it made me ponder. What is MY mission
for India?

Swamiji has always stressed his strong faith in
spirituality. He insists that spirituality ought to be
social spirituality. This spirituality should not be
an individualistic or escapist type. He insists that
it should be one that would keep the interest of
the society intact which would depend on the
respect for individual interest. These are in
extricably linked. They are complimentary…religion
must be a thrust for social awakening and
revolution. Swamji has written a number of books
on this subject to promote and share hisviews and
ideas (listed below).

Swamiji was a bridge between religions,
respecting the differences…. ‘Do unto others as you
would have others do unto you,’ was his golden
rule. He further advocated, if we want life, let us
give life to others; if we want opportunities, let us
provide these opportunities to others. God’s love
is the same for all, no matter what one’s religion
or nationality is.’ He was against the throw away
culture, where people not only throw junk but also
the poor, the refugees and the down trodden. He
promoted through his work an education in
fraternity for real solidarity. This in fact was the
essence of Swamiji’s conviction and work.

He was a relentless fighter for the down trodden
not caring for personal attacks or even results…
just fight till something positive emerges was his
firm belief. As Shakespeare said, reiterated by
Justice V.R. KrishnaIyer. ‘What a piece of work is a
man, how noble in reason, how infinite infaculty,
in form and moving how express and admirable, in
action how like anangel, in apprehension how like
a god, never at rest but ever in meditative
communication with God.’

Swamiji was diamond hard in his convictions,
honeybee in his sweet collectivism for all suffering
humans, a defender of the constitution and a
humanist, aware of the religious pluralism of
Bharat. Anything that might destroy the fabric of
this country or threaten its development was the
recipient of his ire. 

Swami Agnivesh was indeed a man among
men….A prophet for all seasons on the side of truth
and justice with a deep seated spiritual perspective.
A true inspiration. A Karma Yogi, Champion of the
socially challenged…..A true Arya Samaji.

Swami Agnivesh–A Prophet for all Seaons 
- Fr. J. Felix Raj, SJ
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https://scroll.in/article/975870/treat-everyone-equally-and-move-them-toward-truth-and-
justice-a-novelist-interviews-agnivesh  

 Treat everyone equally, move them toward truth and justice:
A Novelist’s Interview with Agnivesh

KaranMahajan recounts conversations with the social reformer, who died on September11

I met the late activist Swami Agnivesh in May 2018,
two months before he was attacked by Bharatiya Janata
Party-linked mobs in Jharkhand. Relaxed between
travels, he sat sipping tea inhis Delhi office in a swelter
of saffron. A pot-bellied, clear-skinned man with silver-
rimmed glasses and veined hands, he looked and spoke
like the kindly head of a university.

His head and ears were covered with a tightly-
wound saffron turban; he wore a saffron kurta and a
slightly torn saffron dhoti; on his wrist was a watch
with a saffron strap. Even the Godrej behind him and
the plastic rubbish bin under his desk were shades of
saffron. When he put down his cup of green tea, it was
on an iPad with a saffron cover.

Agnivesh, who was a sprightly 78 when I met him,
spent his life defying the stereo type sencoded in that
colour. Though outwardly a “swami”, he was much
closer to being a fire brand socialist activist, a drop
out from the academy who pursued the rights of
workers, particularly bonded labourers. He spoke
fluent Telugu, Hindi, and English; and was equally at
ease in international conferences and rustic bandhs.
But his primary and most cherished identity remained
that of an Arya Samaji.

- Karan Mahajan

Agnivesh had joined the reformist Arya Samaj as a
young man in 1950s Calcutta, he had been enormously
taken by its zeal to rid Hinduism of cant. He idolised
Dayanand Saraswati, the founder of the sect, modeling
his attire and truth-seeking attitude on Saraswati’s. But
the sect had, over the years, drifted toward the politics
of the BJP and the Rashtriya Swayam Sevak Sangh,
leaving Agnivesh stranded on his own little island of
saffron idealism.

From there, he relentlessly hectored Hindu
fundamentalists while pursuing a slate ofliberal and
secular causes: communal harmony, Kashmir, the rights
of tribals and women.

My conversation with him over two afternoons in
his fan-swept office–a set of two small rooms, one
roofed with green fibre glass, in a dilapidated and
litigation-frozen Lutyens complex–focused largely on
the Samaj, which I was researching for a writing project.

During this time, he spoke to me in his low energy-
conserving voice, a half-smile playing on his lips, his
comments punctuated with small chuckles as he touched
his chin. He effortlessly multi tasked, stopping now and
then to speak to Muslim and Hindu groups on his
(saffron) cell phone and ear piece; discussing workers’
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rights and politics with fellow activists; receiving a
Turkish visitor from an interfaith dialogue group; giving
instructions to an employee on a laptop; taking time to
say sweet words to a child brought in by a visitor; and
then pickingup the thread of our conversation wherever
we had left it.

“But whatever you are taking down,” he advised
me at one point, “you should not agree with what I’m
saying. Question, make your own decisions.”

When I instinctively reached down to touch his feet
the second time I met him–thetraining of a good Hindu
boy kicking in–Agnivesh stopped me, saying, “I don’t
believe in it.” He was not immune to vanity –he was
surrounded by prizes and regaled me with tales of his
meetings with international activists and politicians–but
he had a prodigious, clear memory and a sense of his
mistakes. He did not look anywhere near 78.

I was grateful for his time and his honesty. Two
months later, I was horrified tolearn that while visiting
Jharkhand for his work with tribals, Agnivesh was
attacked–on camera–by a mob of more than 20 BJP-
associated workers, who accused him of being a
“Pakistani agent” collaborating with Naxalites.
Disheveled and stripped of his turban and robe, he
sustained liver and ribinjuries. A month after that, he
was on a Lutyens street, on his way to offer condolences
for the death of Atal Behari Vajpayee, when another
mob of BJP-linked youth activists surrounded him and
began pushing and shoving him.

Agnivesh was no stranger to confrontation–
especially in his work against Salwa Judum in
Chhattisgarh –but now he was nearly 80. After this, he
became weak. On September 11th this year, he passed
away from complications arising from his liver and rib
injuries. No one was ever charged in Jharkhand and
the judiciary declined to let the CBI investigate the
assaults.

I was in California when I heard about his death. I
had driven there across the US through a landscape of
masks and Trump flags. The day before Agnivesh’s
death, the Californian sky had been hijacked by a dark,
apocalyptic shade of saffron – the sun filtering through
a layer of suspended ash from the wild fires. To me,
Agnivesh’s death felt like another aspect of this
impending apocalypse. I couldn’t help but connect the
colour of the sky with him.

An excerpt from our interview–about how Agnivesh
came to join the Arya Samaj and how the Samaj itself
has changed.

What kind of Hinduism did you grow up with?
I was born in a very orthodox Brahmin family, and

brought up with all thoserituals. I used to worship gods
and goddesses everyday–morning and evening–in my
grandfather’s temple room. I believed it whole heartedly
but there was no body to explain what it meant,
metaphorical or otherwise. If Ganesh is there, then
Ganesh is there. Even the prime minister is saying he
has an elephant head because of plastic surgery [laughs].

If I was going to school and a cat crossed my path
or I sneezed, it was in auspicious. Bhooths come at
night and pick up children. Who’ll save you from the
bhooth? Hanumanji. So I read the Hanuman Chalisa.
My own mother would beout of bounds for me for
three days every month. I couldn’t touch her or I’d
have to bathe.

The caste system was also there. We are Brahmins
and those who are working on the fields of my
grandfather, definitely belonged to the lowest caste. We
used tocall them Kamaiya at home but did not realise
that they were our bondedlaborers. Kamaiya is now

Amemorial event for Agnivesh on September 18.

the name for the bonded labor system in Chhatisgarh
region under the law of 1976. If there was anything left
over in my family, I was told as a child to go and give it
to them, but specifically told not to touch them, but to
throw it at them. So I used to do that and come back.

But when I interacted with Arya Samaj people, read
[Dayanand Saraswati’s] Satyarth Prakash–particularly
the 11th chapter–where Swami Dayanand boldly
criticises his own religion, attacking Brahmanism, my eyes
opened immediately.

How did you come to read it? Why were you
interested?

One day, when I was going around colleges in Calcutta
for my admission, I was returning home when there wasa
heavy rain. On Chowringhee, I sought protection under
the canopy of Metro Cinema. As I got out, I saw that
there was a cloth banner saying Arya Samaj Parivarik
Satsang. I did not know anything about Arya Samaj,
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but I assumed "paravarik satsang" must be puja-path
and kirtan-bhajan, and so I thought, let me go see it
what it is.

I went down a dark alley and up the stairs into a
room. An acharya was sitting onlittle dais and giving a
lecture to 40-50 middle-aged people. There was
hardlyany idol and no worship. So it was a different
type of satsang for me. Out of curiosity, I stayed there.
But listening to what he was saying was very fascinating.
He was explaining the meaning of some Ved mantra
and he also just focused his eyes on me because I was
the youngest, 17 years old.

When he finished his speech he walked over to me
and asked my name. Then immediately he left all other
things and took me outside and we sat for one hour on
the small islands that are there in between the trams,
talking. And there he told me, I should go and meet him
next day morning.

The next morning, I went to the Arya Samaj place
where he was holding a bal satsang–for children. Out
of the kids I was the eldest. The acharya also told me
tocome to the older people’s satsang. It was complete
departure from whatever Iused to practice in the name
of religion–no ritual, no dogma, nothing. One was
encouraged to ask questions. And then I was given this
book Satyarth Prakash.

I imbibed these values very fast, as if they were
dormant in me. I didn’t put upany resistance, it all came
naturally to me. The Vedas saying that God isuniversal

and God is therefore formless and we have been
worshipping Gods with all those idols and taking
pictures. As they say, the newly converted becomes a
strong proponent, so I would also loudly come into my
house and fight with my sister, saying, why are you doing
all this murthy-puja, this is blind faith, and she’d say, you
do what you want to do and let us do what we want to
do. I’d also fight with my mother, saying, leave all this,
it’s wrong. And she’d say, this is what we believe, it’s
our Hindu dharm, it’s what we grew up in.

There was a Kali mandir on College Street where
they would slaughter goats. When they would first catch
the goat, the goat would be fearful and would cry out.
What kind of devi is this that needs the blood of goats?
I started questioning all these gods, goddesses, rituals,
idol worship, caste system, and also in a way,
communalism. It simplified and demystified god and
religion for me. It’s more important for me, I realised,
to have communion with my god inside of my heart and
mind, rather than step outside and go to a temple. So,
I saved time, Isaved money, everything was saved
[laughs].

I can see why Satyarth Prakash was ground
breaking book for its time but parts of it that are
out dated. It attacks other major religions, like Islam
and Christianity, for example. I can see how
followers of Arya Samaj would start looking at the
book as fact and say, we also have to attack these
religions.
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You have to take the spirit of Satyarth Prakash, not
go by words or letters. The main spirit is questioning
authority and to start with one’s own faith tradition. If
you look at the language when he’s attacking other
religions–like Islam and Christianity –it is not so strong,
but when he attacks his own religion, it’s no-holds-
barred. This is what I liked most about Dayanand.
Whatever religion you’re born into is not in your hand.
But if you want to really grow as a human being, then
you have to start questioning those very practices in
which you have been initiated as an innocent child.

There are two strands in Arya Samaji history. One
isthe liberal strand, which was involved in the freedom
struggle and was against caste and child marriage. But
the other thread has promoted the shudhi movement
[the equivalent of “ghar-wapsi”] and anti-Muslim
activities. What was your experience of this latter strand
when you joined?

I became Arya Samaji in 1966. I was fascinated by
everything that the Arya Samajwas preaching. Top
leaders would come from Punjab to Arya Samaj
Calcutta. I was a student and I would listen to them
 late into the night.

At that time, I did not question this shudhi movement
or anything like that. Later on I started slightly
questioning: why is it that in all instances they impute
motives against Christianity and also against Islam? I
became aware of this but I did not question it very much.
In my own zeal to be a good Arya Samaji, Istarted
picking up anti-Christian things from the Samaj. I would
collect all the material in which they would tell us that
just as Pakistan was demarcated on the basis of Islam,
so a day will come when Christians will also demand a
separate nation and it will be “Isaistan.”

They would criticise the Nagaland leader [Angami
Zapu] Phizo and along with him, Jayprakash Narayan,
who would be holding dialogue with all these separatist
leaders. They said that Jharkhand is going to become
the hot bed of this “Isaistan” as the tribals have been
converted into Christianity.

Later on, when I started teaching law in St. Xavier’s,
I would go and visit my sister in Rourkela. Very close
to her place was a Ved Vyas Ashram. There I would
meet with one Swami Brahmananda. I would take a
scooter and then driveup to his place in the forest and
stay with him for a couple of days. Swami Brahmananda
would occasionally come to Calcutta and appeal for
donations and blankets to save tribals from getting
converted to Christianity. He would get a very good
response.

Immediately the rich Marwaris would come up with
donations. I was also impressed that he was
[apparently] saving our religion and fighting against
Christianity like a missionary. And in my heart I had
thought a little bit that whenever opportunity comes my
way, I will also do this–fight against Christians.

I was a pracharmantri [head of the preachers] in
Arya Samaj Calcutta [while teaching at St. Xavier’s]
and I would gather old clothesand pots and pans and
distribute them in the slums to the poor. Arya Samaj
people also liked it: Professor Shyam Rao [Agnivesh’s
birth name] goes among the poor to stop the Christians.

Sunday morning I would go out to the churches,
which were preparing for their 9 o’clock or 10 o’clock
sermons. I used to take printed sheets against Christianity
and foreign missionaries and put them inside the Bibles
lying on each seat. Then, kneeling down like a faithful
Christian in the back, I would watch the whole thing.

When it would be time for the worshippers to come
and open the Bible and say theprayer, the paper would
fall out, and they would say, what is this? There would
be a lot of commotion. Who put it there, what
happened? ThenI would feel happy. Oh, I’ve done my
religious work and feel proud. [chuckle].

St. Xavier’s College started around 7.30 am. But I
would go there at 6.30, with these big used newspapers
which I had written on at home: Foreign missionaries
Quit India! Xaviers was being run by foreign
missionaries. I would put them up on the black boards
in different rooms, when even the cleaners had not yet
started their jobs. Then I would go to my staff room
and order some tea-coffee-samosa and sit innocently.

When the college would start, the boys and teachers
would go into their room and see, Oh! What is this?
Who put it up? Nobody could find out and I used to
feel very happy about this work. Then I researched
some books from the library. I found out this whole
thing (of English education and conversion) was started
way back by Thomas Babington Macaulay. Then
Frederick Max Muller. In his own words he had said
that my task is to translate the Vedas in such a way that
it facilitates conversion of a Hindu into Christianity.

I published a small booklet called Max Muller
Exposed. It had a yellow cover. In Calcutta there was
a big Max Muller Bhavan and they would hold cultural
events. One evening there was a Max Muller function
in that hall of a Hindi school run by the Birlas. In the
night, in the dark under a streetlight, as the Germans
and Indian elite entered, I would give them each a copy
and they would just take it as if I’m giving them
something about the programme. Inside,when they  read
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it, the Germans were particularly angry. By that time I
had slippedaway. [chuckles]

A week or so later, I got a call from the Max Muller
Bhavan inviting me for a dialogue. My name was on
the booklet and they had found out that I was teachingin
St. Xavier’s College.

I was 25 or 26 and had just spent two-three years
in Xaviers by then. A big car came to get me. Quite a
number of scholars were present. The head of that Max
Muller Bhavan Calcutta was a German, a Max Muller
scholar. When the discussion started, they took
objection to my book. And they said that I should not
be doing that type of writing and spreading this as our
two countries are friends.

I said all your criticism is well taken, but I’ve given
you specific quotations in my book. Take out the book
from your own library. Is such a such thing written there
or not? If it is true, then you will have to accept my
criticism. If it is not true, then I will not only apologise
but print another book and distribute it. They were not
ready for that. They sort of threatened me that I should
know which college I was teaching in. It was a Jesuit
college and they thought that once the college gets to
know, they’ll sack me.

But that’s another amazing thing about these Christian
missionaries–even afterthey realised that I was doing
this propaganda against Christianity, againstforeign
missionaries, against Max Muller, Macaulay, etc., they
never ever said aword or showed any disaffection.

That’s a really great thing. Then, one day, I sneaked
into the rooms where these Belgian fathers–who were
scholars in the irrespective fields–lived.

These were small rooms on the fourth floor of our
building in Park Street, each with a simple bed,
washbasin and a solid tablelamp. Such spartan living. I
went into their canteen and I saw what they ate.Simple
food–bread, butter, some eggs. They were dressed in
those white robes.Then I asked myself: what is this? I
had by then got in touch with a professor from Harvard
University, who was in Calcutta as part of World Bank-
sponsored Planning Commission of India and
government of India study about transport requirements
another 20 years hence. I had been appointed, during
my free time, as an assistant to this professor.

He was very pleased with my work and sincerity
and then when he was going back, he said, “Why don’t
you think of coming to the US, to Harvard – I will get a
job for you.” I myself was thinking: what’s there in India,
crowds and mosquito; I’ll run to America and live nicely.

But then I looked at these Belgian priests, living so
simply, and eating such simple food. I asked myself:
they left all the comforts of their own country where as
I want to leave India and go settle abroad. What is the
reason? The reason I found was: they had a mission,
they were missionaries. I asked myself: what’s my
mission? I was there without a mission. I was like a
mercenary, not a missionary. And then I said to myself:
no, I must find my own mission.
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And then, this internal debate–with the very Christian
priests whom I was opposing–inspired me to change
my decision and devote myself to work among the
poorest of the poor. And later on, to work on bonded
labour.

Agnivesh meets Francis, the pope. Credit: Giulio
d'Adamo/WFP

“Isaistan” is a crazy idea, but that kind of thinking
has remained and become more main stream, if anything.
Same with the idea that we had aeroplanes and plastic
surgery thousands of years ago. How can that be
combated? When did you start to realise yourself that
these things you were printing and reading were false?

When I was in jail during Emergency I started to
reads and reflect. I wrote a small book there inside the
jail in 1976 called Arya Samaj: Kya Kare, Kidhar
Jaye? After getting out of jail I printed 1,000 copies
and distributed them for free in Arya Samaj. The first
paragraph deals with Shudhi movement and I
questioned Swami Shraddhanand, who initiated the
movement.

How can you purify a human being? What is the
point of doing that? If you can convince other person
about the good things of your approach, let him remain
with his own name or whatever. Beard or cap or
whatever, let is remain, let the person be a person.

And how come that you only purify the Muslims
and Christians–why not Hindus? Most of us came from
a Hindu background and are idol worshipers: why were
we not purified? Shudhi movement should be ended in
the Arya Samaj. Treat every one equally and move them
toward truth and justice.

Has the majority of Arya Samaj adopted Hindutva?
Or is there a strand that–like you–is leftist?

I would not say the majority, but the leaders and
particularly these Punjabi well-to-do business-class
people, they have gone closer to the BJP’s and
RSS’sthinking. And that’s another area where I question
the Arya Samaj. We struggled and sacrificed so much
in the freedom struggle. We were at the forefront with
figures like Lala Lajpat Rai and Swami Shraddhanand.
From among the great martyrs, we have got Ram
Prasad Bismil and Ashfaqullah Khan, [the latter ofwho]
stayed in Arya Samaj Shahjahanpur. They were brothers
and ate from the same plate and stayed in the same
room – it’s a great, inspiring story.

The British were very afraid of Arya Samaj. The
British asked the Arya Samaj leaders to decide if it
was a religious or political body. They drew a line.There
was a well-to-do upper-class upper-caste segment of
the Samaj and theywere very soft towards the British.

Their philosophy was: keep doingyour work, and be a
bhakt of British. In their wisdom, these Arya
Samajmembers gave it in writing that they were a purely
religious body.

That was the betrayal of the rank and file. They
disowned Bhagat Singh when hebecame a
revolutionary. He was the real spirit of the Arya Samaj.
If only the Arya Samaj had followed on his path! Bhagat
Singh was taking revenge for Lala Lajpat Rai’s death
from a lathi blow. Lajpat Rai had been exiled to
Mandalay in Burma. When he came to Lahore, he was
received by mammoth crowds. He was taken on
anelephant on a procession, but as the procession
passed before Anarkali Arya Samaj in Lahore,
immediately the president and secretaries of Arya Samaj
got together and said, quickly cut his name from the
register and close the gate. Otherwise he’ll come
and say I want to go to the Arya Samaj and we’ll
be identified and then the British will do so harm.

So immediately they struck off his name with a red
ink and they closed the gates. So that’s another part of
the Arya Samaj.

Then Arya Samaj started fashioning itself as religious
institution with colleges, schools, etc. Even after
Independence, because of these institutions, Arya Samaj
stuck to this principal of being a religious body, dharmik
sanghathan. Mean while, the RSS, which was not at all
into the freedom struggle–no one was arrested or jailed
or sent to gallows–suddenly realised that now that India
was free they should have a political wing. They used
the premises of Arya Samaj Hanuman Road building.
The Bhartiya Jan Sangh was established there in 1952.

The RSS takes Hindus as they are. They encourage
obscurantism. They are promoting Kanwar Yatra,
Amarnath Yatra, Vaishno Devi. The lowest common
denominator was being catered to. It’s doing a lot of
disservice to the Hindu community. [The RSS] hasn’t
fought casteism; the Muslim we’re fighting were our
own Dalits.

What is tribal ghar vapsi? You’ve cut them and thrown
them away, now you want themto become Hindus. The
RSS has never celebrated the tribals. Even after
gharvapsi they’re saying, you can’t go to our temples.
They created swastika temple for them.

The Arya Samaj had a great opportunity to come up
with a humanitarian movement. But three times they
expelled me for life. It was being run by Jan Sangh
types.They called me a jivan [a life long exile], but I
survived.

(Karan Mahajan is the author most recently of
The Association of Small Bombs..)
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Internationally acclaimed for his contribution in
freeing bonded labourers from the clutches of
exploitative contractors, Swami Agnivesh, who
passed away on Saturday, reflected the value system
inculcated by the Arya Samaj to battledeep-rooted
superstitious beliefs that have affected the Hindu
society. He was a pioneer in spreading the message
of truth in the deep interiors of Haryana, where
unscrupulous elements had no qualms in enslaving
the poor and needy to extract work for them, without
paying any wages. Founder of the Bandhua Mukti
Morcha, Agnivesh and Kailash Satyarthi, the latter was
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize some years ago,
worked together for the same cause to begin with.
However, differences cropped up and they parted
company. Media persons who covered events in the
1980s would recall that Agnivesh was the one who
was better known for his crusade against human
slavery, and carried out his task despite receiving
threats to his life, from the criminal elements, who
feared being exposed by his relentless pursuit.

A humble man, he lived in a modest
accommodation at the Sardar Patel Bhawan complex
on Jantar Mantar Road, which was once the
Headquarters of the Congress and after its division in
1969 of Congress (O). He had been allotted the
accommodation when the Janata Party was
formedand the main building served as a meeting
venue of senior leaders. Agnivesh was also elected
to the Haryana Assembly and had a huge network in
the state, even though he was not the son of the soil.

https://thedailyguardian.com/swami-agnivesh-stood-for-the-arya-samaj/“ “ The Daily Guardian  -  OPINION

Swami Agnivesh stood for the Arya Samaj

Haryana, a part of Punjab till 1966, was one region
where the Arya Samaj movement remained strong.
Some of the top Arya Samaj leaders belonged to
undivided Punjab. They included Chaudhury Matu
Ram, grandfather of former Haryana Chief Minister
Bhupinder Singh Hooda, and a close associate of Lala
Lajpat Rai and Ajit Singh, uncle of Shaheed Bhagat
Singh.

The contribution of the Arya Samaj to the country’s
freedom struggle was second to none and its activists
had the missionary zeal to realise the objectives of
Swami Dayanand Saraswati, its founder. The Arya
Samaj played the role of awakening the people by
making them aware that superstitions and myths
would lead them towards darkness. The teachings of
Swami Dayanand were contained in the Satyarth
Prakash and opposed any form of idol worship.
Several Arya Samaj activists were supporters of the
Congress and after the formation of the Bharatiya Jana
Sangh were aligned to the saffron party. Swami
Agnivesh, like his fellow travellers, opposed building
of temples at enormous costs and professed simple
living and high thinking. He did not endorse the BJP
agenda, and was thus prevented from paying his
tribute to former Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee,
at the party Headquarters at Rouse Avenue.
Agnivesh’s desire was that people should live in
harmony and ‘Sanatani’ thinking should not influence
the political discourse. The Arya Samaj has been at
the forefront of reforms and its followers would
continue to abide by the Light of Truth.

- Pankaj Vohra
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Swami Agnivesh’s office–at the back of the old
united Janata Dal office–was an open house.
Centrally located, accessible to people who came

to protest at Jantar Mantar, the office consisted in
the main of a large table. Whenever I would drop in
to consult Swami Agnivesh on some issue related
to our case against Salwa Judum, there would be
different people sitting with him.

But the wide circle of Swamiji’s acquaintances
only fully struck me when I attended his 80th

birthday celebrations organised by the Arya Samaj
at Pyare Lal Bhavan almost a year to this day. The

Remembering Swami Agnivesh,
Who Worked Tirelessly To Reform Society

hall was over flowing with people. On the stage
sat other swamis, while in the audience were
women who had been part of the Beti Bachao
Andolan encouraged by Swami Agnivesh, people
who had accompanied him on a long march to
Deorala to protest after the sati there, people who
had benefitted from the Bandhua Mukti Morcha
that he set up.

I knew, of course, of the Bandhua Mukti Morcha
vs Union of India (1983) case directed at bonded
labour in the brick kilns of Harayana and its
subsequent iterations (for example, a 1997 case
against the use of child labour in UP’s carpet
industry) as landmarks in the PIL field, but had no
idea of all the things he had been involved in.

Moreover, what was surprising for me is that I
knew almost no one there, suggesting that he lived
in two almost radically different universes–the

Like the Christian liberation theologists, for Swamiji,
to be a true Arya Samaji meant to be a rationalist and to work for the poorest.

Nandini Sundar : Rights Society,
13th September, 2020

Supporters, relatives and followers of Swami Agnivesh during his funeral procession near Agni Yog Ashram in Gurugram
district, September 12th, 2020
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Supreme Court of India. Photo: The Wire
first, a world where his faith was of immense
importance to him and provided the energy that
helped him to fight against obscurantism in Hindu
society. The second was the world of ‘secular
activists’ where again, he took up a variety of
causes–ranging from support for the Narmada
Bachao Andolan to peace talks with the Maoists
to support for the Anna Hazare led anti-corruption
movement.

Like the Christian liberation theologists, for
Swamiji, to be a true Arya Samaji meant to be a
rationalist, to reform society and to work for the
poorest; as with liberation theologists, his parent
organisation was not in consonance with his radical
views. He tried occasionally to get me interested
in reading his books on spirituality, and multi-faith
dialogue, but alas my interests are decidedly more
materialist.

A year previously, in 2018, I had been part of
another event with Swamiji, organised by a left
women’s group in Hyderabad. There was a play
about vigilante attacks on Muslims and Dalits for
eating beef, where upon an actor playing Swami
Agnivesh came on stage and delivered a rationalist
sermon. When I asked the real Swami Agnivesh,
who was sitting in the audience watching a play
about himself, what he thought of his character,
he replied smiling: “He was better than the
original.”
The many attacks on Swamiji

Swamiji’s attendance at this seminar was itself
a feat of stamina, as earlier that year, he had been
brutally attacked in Jharkhand by a mob of the

Bharatiya Jan Yuva Morcha (BJYM) leading to
damage to his liver; and eventually resulting in his
death. For the first time, visiting him soon after
the incident, I saw him confessing to weakness and
pain. Even then, he had plans to organise youth
nation wide into an anti-communal brigade.

However, this was not the first time Swami
Agnivesh had been attacked under a BJP
government by its supporters. In fact, my close
acquaintance with him stems from 2011, when he
was attacked by a Salwa Judum mob in Dornapal
while on his way to deliver relief to the villages of
Tadmetla, Morpalli and Timapuram which had been
burnt by the police and SPOs. The mob was
instigated by then superintendent of police
(Dantewada), S.R.P. Kalluri. Swamiji readily agreed
to file an affidavit on what happened in our ongoing
case in the Supreme Court and this had
considerable impact on the judgment by Justices
B. Sudershan Reddy and S.S. Nijjar that came later
that year, banning Salwa Judum.

In subsequent hearings also, Ashok Desai, the
senior advocate arguing the case would ask Swami
Agnivesh to come to court and he would always
oblige if he was available. Going to the Supreme
Court with Swamiji was an experience. While sitting
outside the court room waiting for our turn, people
would come and ask for his blessings.

It is worth reproducing extracts from the 2011
affidavit because it reveals how Swami Agnivesh
was betrayed by Raman Singh, then chief minister
of Chhattisgarh. Earlier that year in February 2011,
Swami Agnivesh had got the Maoists to release
policemen in Narayanpur, and he expected that
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Raman Singh would enable him to continue with
his humanitarian efforts in this case too. Swami
Agnivesh was accompanied by two Art of Living
representatives.
Swami Agnivesh wrote in his affidavit,
on 26th March, 2011 :

“When we reached Dornapal, a motley crowd
of 100-150 people led by some non-tribal looking,
well built men, shouting filthy abuses in chaste
Hindi, pulled all three of us out of the car. The driver
was also threatened and the car tyres deflated. We
had to face untold humiliation and unspeakable
manhandling and pushing etc. This continued for
nearly forty minutes or more. We wanted to hear
them if they had any grievance but they were
shouting: “where were you when 76 jawans were
killed and when the Maoists perpetrate their acts
of violence.” To which I tried my level best to tell
them that it was I who last year led a peace and
justice march from Raipur to Dantewada, 5-10 May
2010, denouncing Maoist violence. We had paid
flowing tributes to the soldiers who had been killed.
But they were not in any mood to listen and kept
shouting at us and pushing us. They pushed some
women, who they said were widows, in front and
forced them to fall upon us. In the process of one
of the women being pushed at me, my turban was
pulled off. The Art of Living Foundation people had
a car load of clothes and other materials to be
distributed to the victims of the burnt villages but
the whole consignment was taken over by this
crowd. Luckily our driver managed to pump air into
the tyres. As we sat in the car to retreat, eggs were
thrown on our car. The journalists accompanying
us were also manhandled and badly treated and
shouted at. The SDOP, Mr. Tarkeswar Patel tried to
give us some protection but he was also pushed
aside.”

Undaunted, the next day Swamiji proceeded
again, this time on the explicit assurance of Raman
Singh.

“When we reached close to Dornapal naka we
saw trucks and long route buses stranded and a huge
menacing crowd assembled there.  We
immediately contacted ASP Marawi and told him
to retreat because we sensed trouble to which he
said, no, everything will be fine. In his over-
confidence, he got down from his vehicle and
approached the crowd to negotiate safe passage.
But instead he too was pushed down by the slogan
shouting marauding mob who then swooped on us
from all sides and surrounded our car with sticks.
This time the ASP had provided us with his personal
vehicle, a brand new Scorpio. The crowd wanted to
pull us out and lynch us, failing which they were
also determined to set the vehicle on fire. They

started pelting the car with huge rocks weighing
around 1 kg, on all sides, and all the window panes
shattered to pieces. The rocks started hitting us.
The driver was also pulled out and beaten. One big
rock hit me on the back of my head, and I was saved
only because of my turban. Rishi Milind was saved
because he took the blow on his right elbow, which
was injured, but it saved him from brain injury on
his right side. All this happened between 4.45 and
5.00 pm. The 15-20 security men who had
accompanied us (not 100-150 as promised by the
Chief Minister) stood by silently. There is a CRPF
camp right there and they also did nothing. The
journalists with us were also being attacked. Then
the driver got into the vehicle again and pulled us
out of that murderous attack. With great difficulty
he manoeuvred the car around and drove back. The
Salwa Judum/SPOs chased us for around 15 km on
the road back.”

Swami Agnivesh speaking to reporters outside
the Supreme Court after decriminalisation of
Section 377. Photo: Anoo Bhyuan/The Wire
Continued struggle for peace

A lesser man than Swami Agnivesh–who was
72 at this time–would have gone quiet after such a
violent attack. Instead, he continued to struggle
for peace in Chhattisgarh and for justice for the
villagers of Tadmetla. In 2011, the Supreme Court
ordered the CBI to conduct an enquiry into the
attack on the villages and on Swami Agnivesh. Till
date, that enquiry is incomplete and although the
CBI charged some men with the attack on Swamiji,
nothing happened beyond that initial weak
chargesheet and nobody has been punished.
Reading former CBI director Nageswar Rao’s
distasteful tweets on Swami Agnivesh, it is little
surprise that the CBI submissions in court were so
weak despite the detailed evidence their officers
on the ground collected.

As mentioned in his affidavit in 2010, Swami
Agnivesh had been involved in a peace march to
Dantewada and also in attempting to broker peace
talks between the government and Maoists. Top
Maoist Azad was carrying a letter to his comrades
from the home minister through Swami Agnivesh
when he was killed in an ‘encounter’. Swami
Agnivesh continued to blame himself for the killing,
feeling he was used as a pawn by the government.
In 2014, he travelled to Andhra Pradesh to depose
in the case.

Whenever Swamiji called me, he would start by
saying, ‘Namaste professor Nandini Sundar’, and
end with ‘Jai Ho’. Jai Ho, Swamiji–you will always
be an inspiration,  wherever you are.

Nandini Sundar is a Delhi-based sociologist.
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On 11th September, Agnivesh, a swami in the Arya
Samaj, died at the age of 80. Agnivesh donned many
hats in his lifetime—he was a lecturer, a social activist
and a sannyasi. In 1981, he founded the Bandhua Mukti
Morcha, an
NGO that
worked against
bonded labour
and influenced
p o l i c y - l e v e l
changes. For ten
years, Agnivesh
served as the
president of the
World Council of
Arya Samaj, a
Hindu reformist
organisation. The
monk also played crucial roles in Indian politics,
including that of an education minister in Haryana and a
mediator for many high-profile political disputes. He
regularly participated in protests in Delhi, and was often
the only one dressed in saffron robes.

In November last year, the journalist Soumya
Shankar met Agnivesh for the University of Southern
California’s Spiritual Exemplars project. At the time,
the monk had convened a gathering at Agniyog, an
ashram in rural Gurgaon, in Haryana, where he spent
several days to escape Delhi’s polluted air. The
attendees included around twenty activists who worked
for a range of causes, a fellow monk, some of
Agnivesh’s Arya Samaj followers, women activists of
the Beti Bachao Andolan whom he had trained, and
locals from nearby areas. The retinue had come together
at the behest and guidance of Agnivesh to discuss how
to achieve world peace by establishing a world
government.

Agnivesh and Shankar spoke at length on this
occasion, and their conversation appears to be his final
in-depth interview. They spoke in his dwelling at the
ashram, which was empty apart from a few basic
items—a desk, a chair, a lamp, some clothes and papers
strewn around, a few books and a charger—and infused
with the fragrance of fruits. There was no heating for

ORGANISED RELIGION MAKES SLAVES OF MEN:
AGNIVESH IN ONE OF HIS FINAL INTERVIEWS

27th September 2020 Wolfgang Rattay/REUTERS - SOUMYA SHANKAR
the powerful winter winds that blew through open fields
in Haryana, nor any cooling for the sweltering hot months.
Agnivesh described his multi-faceted life, and
elaborated on his thoughts on spirituality, god, politics

and death.
S o u m y a

Shankar: Many
spiritual leaders across
the world—especially
those coming from very
conservative milieus -
risk their lives for
pursuing humanitarian
work in order to
transform society. What
was your early life like
and what inspired you
to go on this path?

Agnivesh: We all get born into a religion which is
ritualistic, dogmatic, superstition mongering, miracle
mongering. I was born into a Brahmin family of Andhra
Pradesh and I used to follow my mother and father, who
had set up a room for [idols of] gods and goddesses in
the house when I was little. So as a child, I would worship
all gods and goddesses, believe in all rituals and stories,
which were full of superstitions. When I went to Calcutta
for college education, I came to know of this powerful
movement called Arya Samaj, which opened my eyes to
the Vedas and Upanishads [scriptures in Hinduism]. These
spiritual treasures—very universal, very transformative
and yet, shut out from us.

That started the process of my inner evolution way
back in 1956-1957. I was 17 years old. I completed my
college and university education in 1963—master of
commerce and bachelor of law. Very surprisingly, I
received an appointment letter to teach in the prestigious
St. Xavier’s college the very day I had written my final
examination paper. That was the start of my new thinking
and a new way of life. Before that, I was very critical of
Christian missionaries, I would accuse them of trying to
convert our poor tribes and others, and maybe instigate
an “Isaaistan” [a Christian state] on the lines of Pakistan,
which is an Islamic state.

Swami Agnivesh with the then Chief Minister of West Bengal
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I used to campaign with an Arya Samaj activist against
Christian missionaries, and yet I was working with a
prestigious Jesuit missionary college. I taught there for
five years and during the same time, I also practiced law
in Calcutta High Court under Sabyasachi Mukharji, a
senior lawyer who subsequently became the chief justice
of India. I was also doing some research for the World
Bank and the Planning Commission of India under a
professor from Harvard University. He was very
impressed with my work and wanted me to accompany
him back to the United States and said he would get me
the job of a research assistant or assistant professor there.
I, too, was very keen to go to the US.

Around that time, I had the occasion to peep into the
rooms of those Christian missionary Jesuit professors
who were living in the same college building, in one corner
on the fifth floor. We were not supposed to visit that
area, but I just managed to sneak into those rooms and
see their simple lifestyles.

I asked myself a question. “They have left the
comforts of their country—many of them were from
Netherlands, Belgium et cetera—and working here in
India, in the dust and pollution, whereas I am thinking if
I should leave this country and lead a good comfortable
life abroad.”

I felt challenged. “Why are they doing it? Leaving
their comfort and living here? Because they have a
mission.” I asked myself, “What’s your mission?” My
name at that time was Professor VSK Rao. I said even
though I may not be a missionary, I must have a mission!
I decided to stay back in India.

SS: Did you then take sanyasa, the renunciation of
material life to pursue spiritual goals?

A: Not that time. I was busy teaching and having a
good life there in St Xavier’s college. Later on, I was
asked to teach in my alma mater, Law College, Calcutta
University. In early 1967, a movement started in a small
village north of Calcutta called Naxalbari and the young
people there took up arms. They would kill whoever
they thought to be their “class enemy” and distribute the
land among the landless. They became popular and their
stories would be published in newspapers.

SS: So, you were attracted to communism?
A: Not communism or Maoism, but I thought a real

revolution is coming, where the poorest of the poor, the
landless, were going to be given land rights. This is the
most urgent reform that should have happened
immediately after Independence.

I had read about Charu Mazumdar, Jungle Santhal,
Kanu Sanyal—all of these great legendary Naxal
leaders. I was filled with those ideas, but the slogans
they wrote on the walls of Calcutta would invariably
say things like, “Revolution grows from the barrel of a
gun” and “Chairman Mao is our Chairman.” Bright
students from Presidency College, which has now
become a university, Scottish Church College and also
St. Xavier’s joined them. Some professors left their
jobs and joined the Naxal movement. During that time,
Siddhartha Shankar Ray was the chief minister of West
Bengal. He would catch hold of these boys and girls
and shoot them point blank, declaring they’ve been shot
in a police encounter. Thousands were done to death,
brutally, and yet, more and more people were coming
out and fighting this unjust economic order.
SS: Did you join them?

A: No. I asked myself, “Can I wield a gun? Can I
kill anybody in the name of ‘class enemy?’ I can’t.” It
was beyond me, unthinkable! “What should I do? Just
keep quiet? I don’t know!”

I felt challenged. “These young boys can sacrifice
their lives to bring about change in society. If I don’t
believe in wielding a gun, I should be doing something
else which is equally dedicated.” I decided I must leave
my comfortable job, go to the poorest of the poor and
work among them. It was around that time I met a young
man from Gurukul Jhajjar in Haryana [a residential Arya
Samaj school] named Indradev Medharthi.
Subsequently, we both took sanyas—he became Swami
Indravesh and I became Agnivesh.

SS: And you both took sanyasa under a guru?
A: Yes, Ved Muni Parivrajak—he was a great

scholar of the Vedas who had translated the Viman
Shastra—an ancient treatise about aerodynamics et
cetera. I spent the first two years as a neshtik
bhramachrya—between 1968 and 1970, I was a
celibate and that part of my life was far more austere
and rigorous.
SS: More austere than now?

A: Yes, far more. I was sleeping on the floor, not
consuming salt or chilli, walking barefoot all the time,
with just having two pairs of clothes—one to wash and
spread, to lie down and another to wear. I was wearing
nothing stitched—just two robes. I had a long braid
like Dakshin Brahmins [South Indian Brahmins] a
mekhla [a type of shawl] and a janeu [a sacred thread
worn by upper-caste Hindu men].
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When I moved forward I realised that organised
religion and institutionalised religion are the biggest
hindrances because they make slaves of men and leave
little room for independent thinking. If they allowed
independent thinking, no one would like to be bound,
they would like to be free.
SS: Are you talking about being bound in society or
being trapped in the body? What is your idea of god or
the universal truth?

A: For those who live in society and practice
organised religion, they will be communal, dogmatic and
conservatism. This is because religion stands on these
pillars—all religions include worship of stones, idols or
people. You’ll never have the freedom to reflect on
principles; there’s no space to evolve or transform.
However, in all these religions, the core values are very
universal, which we call spiritual core values. If we go
into the Vedas, there is nothing ritualistic, nothing
dogmatic.

The way I understand god is like a cosmic energy
of love, trust, compassion and justice—that is what I
understand to be the most liberating force of humanity
and if we follow this, it will be beneficial for us. This is
essentially a spiritual concept and has nothing to do
with institutionalised religion—neither Hinduism nor
Islam. Spirituality by definition is very subversive
because it is the driving force against the status quo. All
the prophets were spiritual—all their teachings were
converted into rituals by their followers.
SS: Can you expand a bit on that?

A: The real seekers were the prophets, not priests.
The priest is a follower and the prophet is a rebel and
revolutionary. That’s what attracted me to this path—
the prophet and the revolutionary character. Even if they
disown god, they won’t disown truth or justice and when
we take this forward we are inspired to do this kind of
work, because to relate to god you have to be truthful,
just and compassionate.
SS: Did you see yourself as truthful and just or were
you desirous of developing these qualities in you?

A: It is a proactive concept. Not just proactive
truthfulness and justice, you have to take on all those
dark forces of untruth, bondage, tyranny and injustice
simultaneously as you grow more and more fire within
you—the divine fire of burning truth. You have to see if
untruth is rising around you, and understand that injustice
anywhere is injustice everywhere. You should feel
challenged. If you are not feeling challenged there is
something very artificial about you and your spirituality.

SS: Your spiritual image is always tempered by your
participation in Indian political life. In many ways, you
have gone against the norms of the commune, the Arya
Samaj, to do what you think is correct. Do you consider
the individual’s potential to be greater than the
organisation’s potential?

A: There is a dialectical relationship between the
individual and the organisation. The more you are
inclined towards organisation, the less you have energy
for truth and radical views. The more you are individual,
the less you are effective in terms of delivering [laughs].
You stay on your own, and you can daydream all you
want, but your impact will not be much as an individual.
For me, I will only tell the truth, I don’t care about
anything else.
SS: So, how do you handle this? Have you found a
way to balance or escape this dialectic?

A: The quest is still on. But I participate in politics—
I am not part of party politics, still my views are very
clear. I speak openly about economic and political
issues. Somewhere it pinches those who are in power
today, so they organise attacks on me. I don’t have
any personal differences with anybody, but they can’t
tolerate my views. When I criticise their policies, they
attack me personally to silence me.
SS: As a monk, do you follow any spiritual practices,
meditation or rituals?

A: There is nothing rigid I do daily. Even in
meditation, I’m not very rigid. I mix some different
techniques. I like vipassana [meditation involving
concentration on the body] because it is scientific, but I
combine that with the concept of god emanating from
the Vedas. This, I picked up in Arya Samaj. Whenever
I pick up a good practice, wherever it may be from—
Islam, Christianity—I incorporate it into my own
practice.

But just as much as I am influenced by all this, I am
influenced by Karl Marx too: Get to the root—why
are the poor, so? You can’t solve this with charity.
Change the structure and production relationships.

There should be no poverty—this is a very good
thought—and religions don’t have these thoughts.
Religions have a charity-based approach—giving
donations, alms et cetera. On this, I often quote a Latin
American Bishop, Hélder Câmara, who famously said,
“When I give bread to the poor, they call me a saint,
but when I ask why the poor do not have bread they
call me a communist.” A communist is one who wants
structural change.
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SS: So you identify with communism?
A: In that sense, of course, yes.

SS: How does your social work affect your spiritual
pursuit?

A: It reinforces it—spirituality and meditation are
good, but it must have an expression in the world.
Spirituality is as much inwardly as worldly. Religions are
other-worldly—this will happen after you die, that will
happen. Don’t bother about what happens once you die,
you have to do in this world what you must. If you
consider yourself spiritually evolved and are committed
to justice, to the poorest of the poor, you’re on the right
path. If your spirituality doesn’t imbibe this and you’re
just sitting and meditating then I call those people new-
age types. They are worthless people.
SS: You follow eclectic practices, a mix of different
spiritual practices and you are even influenced by Marx.
Why do you then wear saffron, a popular colour of Hindu
seers, or affix the title Swami to your name?

A: My Vedic philosophy, or whatever you may call
it, is that the most liberated person is a sannyasi. He
need not do any havan, rituals or meditation or wear any
of these clothes. If I have ever needed to change my
clothes, I have done so without a second thought.

SS: Have you ever changed out of these clothes?
A: Yes, I had gone to the Philippines to meet with

insurgents fighting Ferdinand Marcos [who served as
president from 1965 to 1986]. When I reached
Mindanao island, our friends had come to pick us up in
an open jeep. After we drove for a while, a person told
me I was too conspicuous because of how I dressed. I
told them, “No problem, give me ten minutes and a pair
of jeans and T-shirt and I will change into that.” I spent
the next five–seven days like that.
SS: Were the negotiations with the insurgents successful?

A: No, we just wanted to meet those people and see
what was their inspiration, why they had taken up arms
to fight. When I was returning, they gave me a floral
greeting card which said, “Happy are those who dream
dreams and are prepared to pay the price to make them
come true.” That was a prized possession for me. It’s
on my table in Delhi.

SS: Will you always wear the saffron clothes of a
Hindu seer? Why do you think this is important?

A: The vastra [clothes] signify the colour of the flame.
That’s how I took this name Agnivesh [which means an
embodiment of fire]. Fire is a symbol that inspires me—

it’s purifying. I feel a person should become a sannyasi if
he can, without attachment. Speaking truth to power
should be his or her most important vocation—without
worrying about which country you are in.

I go to Pakistan in these clothes—I roam alone in
Lahore, Karachi, Islamabad. Muslim brothers see me
with affection, take me home and feed me vegetarian
food. If I eat or drink juice at a shop, they don’t take
money from me—I find this very surprising.

SS: Your detractors have accused you of wearing
these robes for political reasons.

A: No, no, no, no—on the contrary, it becomes a
liability sometimes, I can’t join the Congress Party. They
won’t take me in because of this.
SS: You also do a lot of political and social activism,
which is dangerous.

A: I don’t put my life at risk on purpose. There is a
threat to my life in the process of doing my work.

SS: But your life has been in danger many times. You
have said you were attacked by right-wing Hindu mobs
in Jharkhand. With reference to the Jharkhand attack,
you were accused of not being a true Hindu, of spreading
Naxalism and Maoism in the robes of a Hindu monk.

A: I’ve been attacked many times. I can’t tell if it will
happen again. It’s not something I wish for and it may
happen again. I’m not seeking any martyrdom. I’m very
much against Mahatma Gandhi’s pursuit of martyrdom.
Gandhiji wanted to be a martyr, and other big
revolutionaries wanted to embrace martyrdom. I want
to live as long as possible, healthy and in working
condition—that’s my wish, for a hundred years or even
more. At the same time, my primary duty is to speak
and act on truth and challenge the forces of untruth. That,
on its own, is subversive and a little dangerous. And the
danger is it can bring unprovoked attacks on you.
SS: Do you feel fearful of the mobs in India now?

A: No, not at all. I feel good about the fact that they
are at least recognising me—that I am a voice to reckon
with. Otherwise, why would they need to react? I am a
threat because I am showing them a mirror. I am telling
them, “The religion or gods of Hinduism that you are
talking about is not this; you are perverting and corrupting
it. You are bringing shame on Hinduism.”

For them, Hinduism and Hindutva are the same thing.
We try to separate the two. But the crux of the matter is
extremism exists in all religions—Islam, Hinduism and
even Marxism. That extremism takes you away from
the truth and spoils it, making it violence-prone, hate-
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prone and this should not happen. If you disagree with
me or someone else, there is a way to deal with it, and
that is through dialogue. Loving and friendly dialogue
should be the only way to resolve all differences in the
world—all, political or any other. And in today’s age when
it is so easy with most countries having parliamentary
democracies, debates, dialogues, television, internet and
social media, why should we use force?
SS: Your insistence on dialogue over force has also been
used against you by your detractors. For instance, during
the India Against Corruption movement, you have been
known as a peace negotiator between two parties; same
with the often violent Naxal movement. People said you
were doing injustice to the social movements by
negotiating with political parties.

A: Yes, the role of a negotiator can always be wrongly
presented. That threat is inherent and I was a victim of
that. The first time when I was negotiating with Maoists,
the chief negotiator from their side, Rajkumar Azad, was
gunned down brutally [in 2010]. The government claimed
it was an encounter, but I could prove it was a fake
encounter. And yet, the government had its own way—
that was a great shock for me. Secondly, during the India
Against Corruption movement, at every stage, I sought
permission from Anna [Hazare], Arvind Kejriwal and
everybody, and I went to talk to the Congress ministers—
Kapil Sibal, Salman Khurshid and others.
SS: Why did you think it was necessary to talk to them?
The movement leaders were against it, right?

A: No, the movement was not against the government,
it was against corruption—it was “India Against
Corruption,” not “India Against Congress.” It later started
taking the shape of India against Congress. I saw it up
close—Kejriwal’s own wish was to bring down the
Congress government. I said to him, “You work is to
bring the Jan Lokpal Bill, because you want to eliminate
corruption. We should join hands with Congress and in
case Congress is also ready to meet us midway, we should
welcome it. If we call out one or two positives, that’s
alright.” He said “It’s all wrong.” He was outrightly against
it. Even when I tried to negotiate with the Congress, every
morning IAC people would come up with a new issue
and they would nudge me to take up with the party and
it would be accepted.

I told Congress members something they wanted to
hear: “The credit will go to the Congress Government,
and ultimately the bill will be brought in by you.” They

said, “We will bring it in, but we will not involve civil
society members in it.” I asked why and they said, “It
has never happened that civil society has engaged with
the drafting process.” I told them, “Sonia Gandhi has a
National Advisory Council with representatives from
civil society—Aruna Roy, Jean Drèze, Harsh Mander.
You already have a body that is [involved in] drafting
bills like Right to Information, Right to Education, then
where is the problem?” Finally, they agreed.
SS: Then, how did you fall out with the IAC movement?

A: Devious elements in these groups got
overwhelmed by one who was trying to negotiate
truthfully—with one who was trying to talk about your
good qualities and the other party’s good qualities to
bring both closer. But these devious elements have other
motives—the [Congress] thought Delhi was going to
turn into Tahrir Square and the government will collapse.
I said that was a dictator for 39 years and it was time
for his downfall, so the people revolted and the
government collapsed.

No government can collapse in India because of a
social movement—irrespective of however good or bad
it may be. This I told them very clearly.
SS: How did this impact your politics?

A: I’ve been away from electoral politics for quite
some time. I don’t want to be a part of electoral politics
now, because I feel no party or leader will understand
my truthful words. Janata Party was the first party I
had to leave, even though I was like Chandra Shekharji’s
right hand. But he also asked me to leave because I
would only tell the truth and nothing else.

I stood against him for the position of party president,
in the party convention in Pune, at Parandwadi, in 1986.
He had announced, “I have been president for ten years
now I won’t stand for election”—I won’t go into too
much detail. Then, he announced that he would stand
for election yet again, so I stood against him and got a
few votes but it damaged his image. Then he orchestrated
an attack on me, had my office vandalised.
SS: So, like you hinted, you entered politics with a lot
of idealism. When did your idealism start to fade?

A: I still believe idealism is very important. Without
idealism, there is no point to life or living.
SS: But it is also a very radical thought when you talk
about peace negotiations with the enemy—it requires
a lot of  flexibility, which is not too idealistic or stoic.
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A: It’s not rigid, there is flexibility. I would like work
to be pursued with an idealistic fervour, that’s when
you progress and evolve—step by step. Or you get
sucked into the corrupt system. You may reach a high
position, but your credibility will always be questioned.
So, a lot of people leave it from the start, and Gandhiji
[got disillusioned] and left after the freedom struggle—
I don’t feel that is correct, he should have gone into
electoral politics. Assert yourself, if you are pushed out
later—that’s different.
SS: Why did you leave electoral politics?

A: I joined politics and left several times.
SS: Electoral politics isn’t completely out of the picture
for you?

A: No.
SS: You can join electoral politics again?

A: Yes, anytime, but no one is willing to call me—I
have tried many times. Right now, Congress is in such
a bad shape; I sent many feelers through several
responsible people that that I’m interested in joining
politics. No one is ready.
SS: Do you feel you have burnt all your bridges?

A: No, I haven’t burnt any bridges. They feel I am
too subversive so they consider me a threat. I said I
can accommodate to some extent but I will always
remain honest. I will call a spade a spade.  I will do a
new beginning. They don’t like that.
SS: Because politics gives greater importance to
institutions over individualists?

A: That the truth, that’s why political parties are
failing, and so are religions. All organised institutions in
the world are going against their constitutional values.
SS: You have often trumped the organisations that you
have been associated with—particularly the Arya
Samaj. And yet, no living leader of the Arya Samaj is
as well known...

A: I have been telling these people that you need to
bring everyone close to the real values of these
organisations and liberate yourself from dogmatism.
SS: So, dogmatism still exists in the Arya Samaj?

A: Yes, it exists. It used to be considered a forum
for free thinkers. But there’s so much dogmatism now.
One of the golden principles of the Arya Samaj’s ten
principles is the fourth one—always be ready to accept
the truth and forsake untruth. Yet, that spirit is completely

gone from the institution, because they have to look
after property, curry favours with the government.
SS: Did you ever think of starting your own
organisation?

A: If I form my own organisation, I will balance it
like this ashram here. I’m not a trustee in this ashram, I
am nobody here, but I often come and go and people
respect me. The flat I’m living in is not my own.

SS: You don’t own anything?
A: No, nothing. Not a single inch of property. I have

very little money in the bank—my pension and the
money I receive for articles I write. Every few months,
I transfer it to the Bonded Labor Liberation Fund.
SS: Why not start a trust in your name?

A: This practice of starting things in your name is
wrong. That’s just personality or hero worship. That’s
the biggest problem with this country—that we keep
people on such a high pedestal—it’s like worshiping
god. Then, they fail to become role models.
SS: The people who came to see you today, don’t they
consider you to be a role model?

A: If they consider me a role model, that’s fine. But
they shouldn’t put me on a pedestal or make me a guru.
I don’t let people to touch my feet or give me flowers
and there are more such things that I don’t like to
encourage gurudom [the realm of gurus]. I will sit with
everyone else, eat with everyone else. It shouldn’t look
like I am different from others because I wear saffron.
SS: Do you find the path you have chosen to be difficult?
Do you miss, for instance, having a family?

A: No, I have never felt lonely, I meet people
frequently.
SS: So, what are the downsides of living this life?

A: Sometimes, I feel, who will take my work forward
with as much force? I am not completely sure about
that. Sometimes I search for people who can take this
forward, yes. But I keep on living, if I have to find
someone to take it forward, I will.
SS: Do you feel if you have a lineage your work would
be taken forward?

A: No, I have seen that no prophet’s own children
have truly taken their work forward. No one has. I
gave deeksha. [religious consecration] to two people
and then dropped it. I’m not their guru. I don’t believe
in any kind of parampara [tradition].





125Date : 03-01-2021 Arya Jeevan

https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/posts/swami-agnivesh-reflections-and-memories 

Swami Agnivesh: Reflections and
Memories Faith in Action

By: Katherine Marshall  September 14, 2020

What words and what examples come to mind when
asked to highlight SwamiAgnivesh’s example for the
upcoming generation? For those who must take this
extraordinary moment when the COVID-19 emergency
has thrown so many accepted norms and normal patterns
into questions, what can they learn from this remarkable,
truly unique force of nature?

For me, he exemplifies a quality we devoutly wish
for and need to see inspiritual and religious leaders: the
courage to speak truth to power. Often uncomfortable
truths. Spoken with clarity, no beating around the bush
ormincing words. That truth-telling needs a kind of “no
holds barred” courage anda commitment to truth. And
to whomever is in power, whether they want to hearit or
not. This is an example that is sorely needed today, when
there is far too little truth and far too little courage. This
quality of Swami Agnivesh andthe example he sets go
alongside a constant compass that is focused on those
who suffer and who are vulnerable. He speaks and acts
from a deeply consideredcommitment to justice and
fairness.

I met Swami Agnivesh not long after being tapped by
World Bank President James Wolfensohn (in 2000) to
translate an idea and ideal of dialogue between religious

and secular leaders committed to development into
reality. That challenge initially focused on two forms: first,
meetings that brought together people from the two
groups, and second, looking beyond warm statements
that included an undue dose of platitudes to understand
better the reasons for discord and, still more, hostility
and indifference. I have thus had the privilege of meeting
Swami Agnivesh often, in very different settings,
indifferent corners of the world. We have also
corresponded and spoken on other occasions. We
shared a panel discussion on the role of faith in the Asia
Pacific region in early July this year, as part of the United
Nations High Level Political Forum. 

Two interviews that I did with him and wrote up
explored how he came to his sui generis role:spiritual
leader ready to contest and fight, skeptic about organized
religious bodies but always willing to listen, dreamer of
a better world.  These are part of a collection on
Georgetown University’s Berkley Center website. They
highlight an unusual journey and his robust commitment
to truth and justice.

An avalanche of memories of the striking figure who
took on topics rangingfrom hunger to HIV/AIDS to
slavery should make a book. I treasure the memories
and the orange headpiece that he put on my head twice
during meetings, a testimony to a special friendship.

Three moments I was part of illustrate Swami
Agnivesh’s witness and his lived example.

During a visit to India, Swamiji invited me to visit a
site where bonded laborers—children for the mostpart—
had been freed. They had been enslaved as brick makers.
The visit involved an over night train trip and a public
gathering marking the events. At eachpoint as people
approached and wanted to bow to the Swami, he
resisted: People are equal and traditional obeisance to
religious figures is in appropriate, he said. He inspired a
crowd gathered to celebrate but also spoke to
individuals about their fears and hopes for the future.

At a meeting in Indonesia in 2003 to reflect on a
draft Universal Declaration of Human Responsibilities,
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a notable group was assembled, many former heads of
state and learned figures. Balancing rights and
responsibilities was the topic of the day. It was the eve
of the invasion of Iraqand many expressed their doubts
about the wisdom of what seemed the inevitable
impending events. Swami Agnivesh suggested that the
group move, one and all, to Iraq to serve as a human
shield. I wish I had more than a mental image of the
faces of his audience. Needless to say, there was no
mass move towards Iraqbut the challenge was clear:
One should be willing to act on one’s words and beliefs.

In Rome, Pope Francis visitedthe World Food
Programme headquarters there to support global efforts
to end hunger, which is the thrust of the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goal 2: zero hunger. In an
interfaith discussion the day before, Swami Agnivesh
spoke forcefully and with no political correctness about
the under lying injustices that cause hunger. He also
called for action beyond words. His few words to Pope
Francis conveyed the same sense of urgency, care, and
commitment to and belief in the common purpose that
was the essence of the event.

The palette of Swami Agnivesh’s life work is filled
with intersecting colors and textures, reflecting vividly
the deeply inter connected aspects of both justice and
cruel wrongs. His work to fight modern slavery
translates to commitments to rights of children, women,
class, and castes. His commitment to education reflects
a deep faith in the potential of humanity, given the
chance. His interest in HIV/AIDS leaves a side causes
of disunity and focuses oncompassion and action.
Despite some well-founded doubts about the benefits
of inter religious dialogue events where many
disagreements and tensions remain masked, Swami
Agnivesh has never hesitated to engage with a spirit of
moving the dialogue forward.

The complex threads of religious roles in conflict, in
India and elsewhere, have drawn Swami Agnivesh into
active roles in conflict mediation and into courageous
stances calling for truth and justice. His courage and
willingness to take on powerful interests are note
worthy, even notorious. When the voice of the voiceless
and their welfare is at stake, it is the time to act.

That’s central to the legacy and example: Not only
must a true leader speak truth to power, they must also
work constantly to carry ideals into action.

https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/interviews/a-discus-
sion-with-swami-agnivesh-south-and-central-asia A Discus-
sion with Swami Agnivesh (South and Central Asia)

Background: This discussion preceded the January
2011 consultation onfaith and development in South and
Central Asia in Dhaka, Bangladesh. The interview
supplements a conversation in December 2008; it was
by video conference between Katherine Marshall and
Michael Bodakowski, and Swami Agnivesh followed
upduring the Dhaka consultation and by email.
SwamiAgnivesh discusses his involvement in peace
processes in India,with the Maoists and in Kashmir; his
mediation efforts with the Maoists were ongoing at the
time of the interview. Agnivesh highlights the importance
of solidarity among religions, including addressing
conflictsand fighting corruption, and emphasizes the
Parliament of All the Religions and their minimum common
program. Religious leaders/institutions, he says, have
aresponsibility to play leading roles on social issues. He
underlines gender issues in South Asia, expressing
cautious optimism at recent progress in changing both
laws and practical realities.

“You are deeply involved now in trying to resolve
conflicts, especially with the Maoists and in Kashmir.
Religious roles in conflict resolution, actual and potential,
are an important focus ofour consultation. What is
happening now and what do you conclude about religious
involvement in conflicts and peace building?

“Regarding the Maoists, the most recent peace
process was initiated on May 5th, 2010 with a march
from Raipur to Dantewada. The march was a symbol of
solidarity towards India’s 100 million Tribal people who
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have been severely exploited, first by theerst while British
rulers and later after independence by our own rulers.
The Peace and Justice March, with veteran Ghandian
social and peace activists, was against violence, both by
the Maoists and by the state. The Maoists had killed 76
paramilitary personnel in Dantewada on April 6th, 2010.
Our march was a call for dialogue instead of violence
and counter violence. It was at this point, that I was
asked by the Home Minister and the Central Government
to initiate a search for peace withthe Maoists. I had been
making progress, but then, one of the maininterlocutors
for the Maoists (Azad), was brutally gunned down by
the police.That completely derailed the entire process.

When that happened, I began to demand an inquiry
into the death, which I repeated again and again. I met
India’sprime minister, and he himself agreed that an
inquiry was necessary, and promised that he would see
that it happened. He promised me action within five days;
it is now five months and no word.

“I did not know what else to do to rectify the situation.
Finally, I decided togo to the Supreme Court of India
and demand/request a judicial inquiry. The Supreme
Court, after listening to me and my petition, might agree.
This could, just in itself, help to create confidence among
the Maoists, who have alreadyexpressed their view, that
as soon as an announcement is made by the Government
or the Supreme Court, they will come forth to the
negotiating table. They want long term peace with a cease
fire for a minimum of six to nine months.

I think that once the inquiry is announced, the peace
process will resume. I have made a petition to the
Supreme Court to keep the process moving forward

“When did you file the petition with the Supreme Court
“I filed it on the fourteenth of January. The Supreme

Court has since then served a notice to government of
India and the state of Andhra Pradesh saying “The
Republic of India cannot be allowed to kill its own
children” and has fixed March 14th for first hearing.

“The Maoists are claiming police brutality, and the
police are also claiming that they are killing the Maoists
and have suffered deaths in their ranks. On both sides,
the violence goes on. The use of guns is not going to
solve the issue. Both sides need to come to dialogue, a
point that both sides themselves continue to say is
necessary and important, but they have not been able to
reach that point or resolve the most basic contradictions

in their positions. At the same time, there is a crisis of
credibility on the part of the government. The government
itself is seen to be lacking any meaningful response, while
the Maoists have responded to requests made to them.
We are keeping up with events and putting pressure on
various sides, and the media is applying pressure as well.
The Maoists are, again and again, repeating that they
are ready for peace talks and negotiation, but the
government must cooperate and proceed with an inquiry
for that to happen.

“Who are your allies in this effort, particularly the
religious people that share your determination?

“The Parliament of All Religions, of which I was the
founder, is an importantally in this process. The
organization consists of religious leaders, from all different
faith traditions in South Asia, who have expressed their
interest in this and similar initiatives, and a desire to
participate in and assist in facilitating dialogue. Leaders
including Sri Sri Ravi Shankar, the Dalai Lama, and
Muslim leaders have all expressed good wishes and their
keenness to make this type of initiative successful.

“Around the country, everyone I talk to who knows
about these efforts wants to settle the conflict and make
peace. The government itself has really damaged the
whole process. We don’t know what to do now.

“You are a pragmatic person, and it is interesting that
you are relying in this case on the judicial process. Do
you see allies within the government?

“Yes, inside the government there are many people
supporting this cause; thecase is being handled by the
Home Minister, Mr. P. Chidambaram. Some, though,
think the Maoists are out to destroy the state, that they
are rebels, and that they do not believe in peace and are
not to be trusted. The Prime Minister himself was very
genuine and compassionate in initiating the call for an
inquiry, but he could not get through barriers within the
government. I also met the young leader, Rahul Gandhi,
who is considered to be a possible future prime minister.
He listened to me for almost half an hour, and he agreed
that an inquiry is necessary. He said that he will also
speak with the prime minister to make sure something is
done about it. It has been almost three months, however,
and still there is no progress.

“I met with political leaders as well, including from
the ruling party, The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the
leader of the Women’s Party of India, a leader from the
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Janata Dal United (JDU), and opposition leaders. They
all say that they will raise the question of an inquiry, and
directly and indirectly support the cause. The media from
time to time as well, approaches me about what can be
done. We are keeping the issue alive.
“What about Kashmir?

“Kashmir is another big issue. It is, though, a
differentkind of issue. Over the past 60 years it has been
a spark for me. In 2008, and then again three months
ago, I traveled to Kashmir, and on both occasions I found
that the response I received was inspiring.

“I was able to reach across to hard liners in the
Kashmiri valley, to those that are considered to be pro-
Pakistani and even pro-seccession. They welcomed me
in their homes, and we had long discussions. One of the
top leaders insisted that I stay with him at his residence
for the night. I did; he was very friendly. In the morning,
I had breakfast with his family. He took a photograph
with his children, and he hugged me. I had persuaded
him that there should be no violence from the side of the
protestors in Kashmir, and if they resorted to throwing
stones, it would hamper peaceful developments in the
region.

“However, following my trip, there was provocation
and an escalation of fighting between protestors and
police. I again went to Kashmir, along with my colleagues,
without any police, security, or government assistance,
with five eminent peace activists from the main land. We
visited the injured in hospitals and the families who had
lost their young ones in the violence—school boys who
had been killed by the police fighting; we also met the
state governor and political party leaders. We never felt
a negative response. Everyone said that they were ready
to talk, that they were ready for dialogue, and that they
wanted peace, independence, freedom, etc. We returned
home, and we demanded a judicial inquiry into the 80 to
85 youth killed by police in the recent fighting. There
was no government response to this violence that has
taken place.

“At that same time, I received a response from the so
called separatist leaders, (though I do not call them
separatists; they have a legitimate right to express their
views), including one of the top leaders who is quite
trusted. Mir Waiz Umer Farooq, that is his name, invited
me to give a speech on the occasion of Eid, a great gesture

given the auspicious occasion. I was ready and I booked
my ticket, but police fighting broke out the day before I
was to leave, and the event was canceled at the last
moment. Despite recent episodes of violence, overall,
there has been a shift in attitudes that is favorable to peace.
In 2008, separatist leaders that I had met were in favor
of Pakistan. Now, over the past few months, none are
talking about siding with or acceptingany help from
Pakistan.They say now, “we are not taking to guns; at
most we have thrown stones, but should not be accused
of being agents of Pakistan.”This is a perceptible shift.
Up to now there has not been a single case in which
these protestors have come out in favor of violence.

“Kashmiris have maintained their desire for peace and
dialogue, and the government itself says it wants dialogue.
In September 2010, the government sent the first
parliamentary delegation to Kashmir in over 20 years,
and it has appointed a three member, non political
committee (which also includes some journalists) that has
visited Kashmir twice in two months. Some break through
is visible. It is no longer that violent, and I can see a
movement towards dialogue, but the issue remains quite
intractable. Sadly, to date there are no tangible outcomes.

“Let’s see in the next three months what happens, as
Kashmiris frozen over during the intense winter. It should
be a quiet season. Afterthat, some dialogue or a peace
process may start again.

“How do you view the religious threads in all of this?
You are clearly apublic intellectual and activist. Where
does the spiritual aspect come into this?

“In all of these issues, religion has a very prominent
role to play. Religion may not have as significant role to
play in the dispute with the Maoists, though there are
elements that are religious, including the central demand
for justice that religious leaders should advance. There is
certainly an important role for religious leaders to play in
Kashmir, since there are religious (Muslim and Hindu)
elements in the conflict. There is a far more central and
direct role on other issues, especially the Ayodhya
dispute.There, Hindu Muslim conflicts and narratives are
at the very center of this long standing dispute. I see some
progress, but overall things are still moving very very
slowly.

“In the Kashmir Valley, there are almost four to 4.5
million people, and Muslims are the majority
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(approximately 2.5 million). India is home to the 2nd

largest Muslim population in world, next to Indonesia.The
main land Muslim people are near 180 to 200 million
strong. There is an obvious need for dialogue.

“I was invited as the first non-Muslim to be a main
speaker at an Islamic seminary in Northern India, with
many members of the Ulema from the biggest Islamic
seminary in world. When the organization organized an
event in New Delhi, they invited me to be a main speaker
as well. I touched upon the subject of peace in the
tradition of Islam; they appreciated it immensely. We need
to stand firm and strong against all forms of violence.
Coming from a non-Islamic person, when I quote the
Prophet, and the Qur’an, it has an impact on building
bridges between the two communities.

“In Kashmir, many minority Hindu pandits in Kashmir
have been forced out because of religious tensions. There
has been no effort to bring them back—that is a pending
issue. Also, about 50 to 60,000 members of the Sikh
community living in the valley do not favor of secession
or independence. Only a few separatist leaders and anti-
government protestors seem to demanding separatist
politics.

“The political parties are also active in Kashmir. There
have been elections that display the success of the
democratic process. Even in the midst of snow in the
valley, people waited in line in the cold to vote. Sixty-
two percent of the total population cast votes. But
unfortunately, the government is not performing the full
task of governing the people to the best of their ability.
The lack of progress from the government has, I think,
alienated the people.

“Corruption, among other reasons, is a problem for
the lack of trust in the government. If only elected elders
would reach out to people in these difficult times, I think
it would help to dissipate some of the hard feelings; the
Chief Minister can help to assuage tensions by personally
visiting the people in Kashmir. But they will not do it.
Whenever I have been able to visit and empathize with
the people, they are amazed and they appreciate the
support. They say that we are the only person to have
reached out from the main land. They say that no one
visits or comes to their house to talk to them and find out
how they feel about the current socio-political problems.
Instead, these government officials have passed
resolutions to say that Kashmir is part of India, though

they say that they support the people of Kashmir.
“There are also issues of terrorism in and around

Kashmir. All Muslims may not be terrorists, but all the
terrorists are Muslims. I reached out and held meeting
with thousands of people. I spoke in favor of Islam on
all the good things that have been done through the
Islamic tradition.This has built confidence within the
people. Through our Parliament of All Religions, we are
also taking steps to build confidence and trust between
communities. The Muslim community came out for the
first time, and said that Kashmiris part of India and should
not secede from India.These are big and positive political
changes that are emerging for the first time.

“Where is the Parliament based, what is its structure
and how often do you meet?

“It is based in a small office, formed by the Arya
Samaj. We have meetings in myhouse. Thus the head
office is in Delhi.We also hold conferences in other places
with thousands of people coming together to discuss
pertinent issues. We call it a common minimum program
and address the issues that are affecting all of us because
of religion. We discuss the caste system, dowry issues,
and other things that are common to all religious
communities; participants then return and take up these
issues at home.

“It sounds like an informal structure that responds to
the needs of the community.

“Yes, you are right. It has not been formalized as of
yet. We do not want to formalize it either; we want to
have the flexibility to address all the issues that might
arise. We welcome all patrons from all religions. We
have recently addressed and confronted corruption as
part of the Parliament’s Seven Point Charter: i)
Combating Castism, ii) Opposing Female Foeticide; iii)
Opposing Violence and Communalism; iv). Combating
Drugs and Alcohol and Tobacco; v). Combating Blind
Faith and Obscurantism; vi). Fighting Corruption; and
vii) Fighting Oppression and Exploitation.

“Every day in our society we hear of news of scams
and scandals. The religious leaders need to come together
more forcefully to discuss these issues.

“How do you see the role of religious leaders in
fighting corruption, a lively issue in India and the region?

“The Archbishop of  Delhi spoke with Sri Sri Ravi
Shankar and other religious leaders; they discussed
issues of dignity and public service from all faiths.They
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mobilized gatherings of thousands of people from all
over the country to discuss and take an active role in
countering these problems. The issue of corruption has
blown up recently and billions of dollars of cases are
coming upto the government. The opposition has united
for an inquiry in a special committee, insisting that they
will not concede to government demands. The whole
Parliament has been prevented from working and is
stalled because of this issue.

“Religious leaders are coming together for the first
time to speak against corruption. They are issuing
statements and drafting proposals and bills to submit to
Parliament. There has been a lot of enthusiasm for
religious leaders speaking out about corruption.

“In our previous interview you mentioned work you
have been involved with on gender issues. Can you
expand on that? Is progress being made towards gender
equitable development? What about the politics on
gender issues?

“Since 1987, when I led a march against sati, I have
been making the issues offemale infanticide, dowry,
bride burning, and property rights for women acentral
concern. It is not enough that you let the girls be born;
you then need to give the girls equal rights to get an
education and there should be no dowry abuse and no
harassment of brides by in-laws after marriage. We are
raising the attention that is paid to these issues; there
are currently some new laws to protect women under
consideration and many cases in the courts. Over all,
there has been a positive response to raising awareness,
but the results are not aspromising as I would like.

“I went to speak at a Christian girls’ college on issues
of gender equality, and the response was tremendous.
Even from Muslim groups with orthodox beliefs, they
are changing their attitudes about women’s issues and
they are not asradical as they might have been in the
past or elsewhere. Girls’ education issupported from
government organizations, and even Muslim girls are
riding bicycles to school. There is a general increase in
demand for girls’ education, even in the Muslim
communities.

“In the minimum program, you clearly have an anti-
alcohol, vegetarianism provision. How does this fit with
Christianity and other religions? In Christianity, alcohol
is part of ritual and vegetarianism is an option.

“You will be surprised and pleased to hear that the

Christians in Kerala have a predominant presence in this
program. We have churches and bishops who are against
alcoholism; although wine is a part of the Communion
ritual it is avery small part of the ritual and cannot be
equated with drinking and the violence that ensues from
being drunk.

“Many eminent churches have come out and said they
will serve fruit juice instead of wine in the Communion
ritual. In fact, they welcome this and otherconcerns for
the community, including smoking, and tobacco chewing.
As far as vegetarianism, the Muslim community is not
too keen on this idea so we do notpush this issue as
forcefully. Some communities can take specific issues,
buton the whole, solidarity between groups is the most
important.

“What are the knowledge gaps around faith and
development? What issues would you like to see
discussed at the consultation in Dhaka?

“In Dhaka, we must bring about the concept of a
commonminimum program among religions and build on
issues of social justice. All religions which have a strong
presence in South Asia need to come out on a common
program of social justice; this will change the face of the
problems facing India and the region.

“We also need solidarity on other issues that concern
the poor and the marginalized. We hear only occasionally
and generally at a very government allevel that meetings
on these issues are taking place. There needs to be
solidarity in South Asia between religion and cultures of
all traditions. We need to bind together to discuss
problems like mortalityrates for women, women suffering
from anemia, and other preventable causes. If women
and men of South Asia who are religious and religiously
motivated can be included in these discussions and if
temples, churches, and mosques can become the centers
of empowerment for people, there would be a revolution.

“Political parties have not been able to deliver on the
most pressing development issues. I think that civil society
could be strengthened, and develop into a powerful if
informal structure across South Asia.We can utilize
religious leaders and pool their resources together to
bring about long-term social change. That, as far as I am
concerned, is the real purpose of religion. It should not
be one event but we need to follow up with each other
and be monitored to yield and sustain enthusiasm.
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Swami Agnivesh–my maternal uncle–has been and
continues to be the central source of inspiration for our
family.  He supported my mother, stemming from an
Orthdox Hindu Brahim family, when she decided that she
would marry a Sikh whounderwent  Partition.  He
supported my sister when she decided she should would
make an Afghan Muslim her life partner. Facing road
blocks on all sides, he flew to the United States and assisted
in her Arya Samaj marriage ceremony carried out by a
Hindu priestess. Professionally, he guided me towards my
own career at The United Nations. His own life of humility,
ceaseless, often dangerous, self-compromising service to
humanity has been an inspiration to many Muslims (my
sister and her family), Sikhs (my own father and cousins),
Christians & Orthodox Christians (my wife and son), as
well as Hindus (my beautiful mother, Agnivesh’s baby
sister). Both as an uncle and global thought leader, I grew
up admiring Agnivesh as a proponent of interfaith dialogue
(and basic common sense) against blind faith in anything
(especially religion), over the use of a God-given mind
(whatever that supposed God may itself be…).  From his
most humble circumstances and ideals, Agnivesh has used
his entire professional life to simply ask us look at ourselves–
perhaps in a moment of quiet, shame.  He has beseeched
us to just stop, and perhaps consider a new way of
living. Living in the service of others as the ultimate form
or prayer and truth. We as global citizens; as a global
diaspora of Indians spread throughout the earth; as Indians
of all languages, faiths and cultures; owe such enlightened
leaders the respect of at least a listening. Success is not
even a require-ment. Merely stopping to listen, and to
PERHAPS try again, would be divinity enough. Surely,
not a single human being needs to be a Swami to understand
this.  It is precisely NOW, that this tiny Indian flame RAGE
throughout the world, to SCORCH new earth and plant
new seed.    AMMA TUJHE SALAAM!

                                                   - Vikram Jit Singh

AGNIVESH–AN INDIAN FLAME

AGNIVESH–AN INDIAN FLAME
Agnivesh was born as Vepa Shyam Rao during

1939 into a Brahmin Hindu family in Srikakulam,
Andhra Pradesh (editor’s note: not British India–no
such thing ever existed, nor ever will). He gained
law and business management degreesand
became a lecturer in Calcutta. During 1968, Shyam
became a full-time worker of the global Arya Samaj
movement. Two years later, Shyam became a
sanyasi, and in that process became known as
Swami Agnivesh.

Thousands (surely, many more) may recount
Agnivesh as an Indian politician and a former
Member of Legislative Assembly from the Indian
state of Haryana, who joined Arya Samaj movement
as a social activist.

He is best known for his work against bonded
labour through the Bonded Labour Liberation Front,
which he founded in 1981. Agnivesh became
president (2004–2014) of the  World Council of Arya
Samaj, which is the highest international body of
the Arya Samaj movement originally established
by Dayanand Saraswati in 1875, and served as the
chairperson of the United Nations Voluntary Trust
Fund on Contemporary Forms of Slavery from 1994
to 2004.

But Agnivesh–also my maternal uncle–and
inspiration for my own career at The United Nations,
and that of my sister’s at The World Bank –would
very sincerely not like to be known by these "trivial
accolades."

His own life of humility, ceaseless, often
dangerous, self-compromising service to humanity
has been an inspiration to many Muslims (through
my sister's beautiful family), Sikhs (my own father
and cousins), Christians (my wife and son), Hindus
(my beautiful mother, Agnivesh’s baby sister), Jews–
and perhaps most importantly, Atheists around the
world (proudly, with a capital A).

Both as an uncle (and global thought leader), I
grew up admiring Agnivesh as aproponent of
interfaith dialogue (and basic  common sense) and
as a member of the Board of World Leaders for the
Elijah Interfaith Institute. Agnivesh also served his
wider causes as a board member of the KAICIID
Dialogue Centre established in Vienna in 2012 by
King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, together with The
Government of Spain.

Inthe end, I also knew that Swamiji privately as
an uncle, who liked to simply just be called
Agnivesh (never Swamiji). He did not like his feet
to be touched as a mindless exercise of blind faith,
and he was definitely against blind faith in anything
(especially religion), over the use of a God-given
mind (whatever that supposed God may itself be…). 

From his most humble circumstances and ideals,
Agnivesh used his entire life to simply ask us look
at ourselves–perhaps in a moment of quiet,
shame. He beseeched us to just stop, and perhaps

consider a new way of living.
We as global citizens; as a global diaspora of

Indians spread throughout the earth; as Indians of
all languages, faiths and cultures; owe
these enlightened leaders the respect of at
least a listening. Success is not even a
requirement. Merely stopping to listen, and to
PERHAPS try again, would be divinity enough.

Surely, not a single human being needs to be a
Swami to understand this. It is precisely NOW, that
this tiny Indian flame  RAGE throughout the world,
to SCORCH new earth and plant new seed through
thought and karmic action. This shall be Mother
India’s gift to the world–free of charge. A GIFT TO
THE ENTIRE WORLD, from a most enlightened and
civilized peoples…AMMA TUJHE SALAAM ! 

-Vikram Jit Singh
(Swami Agnivesh’s nephew) September 2020
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On the 21st of September 2020, Bandhua Mukti Morcha
and the World Council of Arya Samaj organized a tribute
meeting in the memory of Swami Agnivesh. The event
was held at Gurukul Gautam Nagar, New Delhi, and
marked Swamiji’s birth anniversary, as well as the
International Peace Day.

Swami Agnivesh was a revolutionary leader, saint and
social activist, who spent his entire life working for the
rights of vulnerable communities, especially bonded
labourers. His demise has been mourned by lakhs of people
across the globe in general and India in particular, with
several political leaders, social activists and spiritual leaders
expressing their grief at his passing away. Due to the
circumstances caused by the spread of COVID 19, many
distinguished people could not be physically present for
the tribute meeting, and sent across letters and video
messages to pay their tribute.

Former Prime Minister of India, Dr. Manmohan Singh,
marked Swami ji’s immense contribution in fostering inter-
religious harmony in the country. Dr. Singh  also marked
his pivotal role in advocating for the rights of labourers by
stating “In his death, our country has lost a crusader of
the liberation of bonded labourers.” Resonating this, M.
Venkaiah Naidu, Vice President of India, noted Swami
Agnivesh’s efforts to not only work for the emancipation
of women and victims of forced labour, but also create
awareness about these societal evils through various
campaigns. In her tribute to Swami ji, Sonia Gandhi,
Chairperson of Congress Parliamentary Party, noted “All
his life he fought with great courage and conviction for
the most marginalized sections of our society, fearless in
defending their rights and in facing up to those who
exploited and oppressed them and terrorized the poor, often
at great personal risk. He was a most powerful and
effective voice for the vulnerable and the defenseless.”
Member of Parliament Rahul Gandhi also noted the great
loss that the demise of the revolutionary Arya Samaj leader
and founder of Bandhua Mukti Morcha had brought upon
the country through a tweet.

Several Chief Ministers also expressed their grief at
the demise of the great leader. Chief Minister of Bihar,
Nitesh Kumar, appreciated the strength and openness with
which Swami Agnivesh talked about societal problems,
and highlighted the important work that he had carried out
against female foeticide and emancipation of women. “The
country has lost a remarkable social and political figure
with his demise” he remarked. Ashok Gehlot, Chief
Minister of Rajasthan, extended his strength to Swami
Agnivesh’s supporters, and noted the great work Swami ji

had done to uphold human rights. While offering his
condolences, Pinarayi Vijayan, Chief Minister of Kerala,
noted how Swami ji was led by his conscience throughout
his life, and had remained a relentless voice for the
oppressed and unheard. Chief Minster of Punjab, Captain
Amarinder Singh and Chief Minister of Telangana,
Chandrashekhar Rao, also expressed their heartfelt grief
at the demise of the revolutionary social activist, and
paid their salute to him. Banbaru Dattatreya, Governor
of Himachal Pradesh also paid his tributes.

Swami Agnivesh’s contributions had not limited
themselves to the physical boundaries of the nation-state,
and his demise was mourned beyond India as well.
Former Prime Minister of Nepal, Dr. Baburam Bhattarai,
expressed his condolences through a video message, and
fondly remembered the support that Swami ji had
extended to him at various stages of his life. Calling Swami
Agnivesh “a great friend of Nepal and the Nepalese
people”, he mentioned the spontaneous public pouring
of grief in Nepal at his sad demise. Even the United
Nations Resident Coordinator of Bhutan, Gerald Daly,
cherished the professional and personal time he spent
with Swami Agnivesh while working for the Bhutan
Dialouge and Food Insecurity Atlas of India, and
remarked the strength with which Swami ji was never
afraid to ask tough questions for the sake of creating a
system of sustainability. The Tibetan Parliament-in-Exile
also offered their deep condolence, and noted his active
participation in the multiple campaigns that were held
for the Tibetan cause in Delhi. President of World
Constitution and Parliament Association Dr. Glen T.
Martin, and Oliver Mendelsohn of La Trobe University
in Melbourne also paid their tribute to Swami Agnivesh.

Swami Agnivesh had played a critical role in fostering
interfaith dialogue in the country. “I met Swami ji in 2003,
and after listening to his thoughts, I became his” wrote
Maulana A.R. Shaheen Qasmi, General Secretary of
World Peace Organization, Delhi, while expressing his
grief. “Swami Agnivesh ji, as his name itself represents
is a fierce fighter, and he fought with a smile”, noted
spiritual leader and founder of Art of Living Foundation,
Sri Sri Ravi Shankar ji, while reminiscing his long
association with Swami ji, that had continued since 1980.
He spoke extensively about Swami ji’s belief in ‘sarva
dharma sambhav’and his advocacy of non-violence
through the study of vedas. “We have lost a great activist
who fought for the rights of the bonded labourers, and
for freedom and justice. May soul live in peace and his
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legacy live on” wrote Anil Couto, Archbishop of Delhi.
Dr. Mohd. Ali Rabbani, Cultural Counselor and Head of
Iran Culture House, New Delhi, and Mohammad Salim
Engineer, Vice President of Jammat-e-Islami Hind also
offered their deep condolences to his grieving followers.
Faisal bin Muaammar, Secretary General of KAICIID,
reiterated Swami ji’s commitment to peace and
nonviolence, his unwavering dedication to justice and truth,
and his long decades of service to the most deprived, most
marginalized among us.

Several social activists and scholars also paid their
tribute to Swami ji. Noted scholar and historian,
Ramchandra Guha, paid his tribute to the “courageous
human being” and “heroic (and always non-violent) fighter
for the unprivileged”. Henri Tiphagne, Executive Director
of People’s Watch, expressed his tribute through a note
dedicated to Swami ji. “Thank you for your courage and
standing up for those who needed a voice and
representation. You will be dearly missed. The fight
continues!” President of Adivasi Vikas Parisht, Totaram
Bhil, noted the immense work done by Swami Agnivesh
for the Bhil community. He wrote “Swami Agnivesh fought
for justice for the Dalits and Advivasis, and we will always
remember his contributions.” Political activist, scholar and
founder of Swaraj India, Yoegendra Yadav, also paid his
tributes, and noted the many great tasks that Swami ji had
carried out during his lifetime. Harsh Mander admired
the strong stance that Swami ji had bravely taken against
religious bigotry, politics of hate, and against bonded and
child labour, and noted the huge void that he had left
behind.

The tribute meeting held at Gurukul, Gautam Nagar,
was presided by Swami Aryavesh, President of World
Council of Arya Samaj, who emphasized on how Swami
Agnivesh had not only followed the path that Swami
Dayanand had prescribed, but also understood religion in
its most holistic sense. He was a brave and determined
individual, who never  gave up. The event was conducted
by Senior Leader of Bandhua Mukti Morcha, Professor
Vithal Rao.

The meeting was attended by Dr. Ved Prakash Vedic,
Maya Prakash Tyagi and Swami Pranavanand, among
many other followers, who had come to pay their regards
to the great leader.

With Regards,

Swami Aryavesh Vithal Rao Arya
President Secretary
World council of Arya Samaj World council of Arya Samaj
Mob. 9899823256 Mob. 9849560691

I am sorry that because of a domestic health
crisis (my mother-in-law's) I have not been able
to record a message. But Swami Agnivesh
meant a lot to me. So I am sending a brief
message below in case you get the chance you
can have someone read it out on the occasion.

Sitting far away in Ithaca, New York, when I
got the news of Swami Agnivesh's passing I felt
deeply sad, in a way a rarely do. Memories
flashed through my head of so many meetings-
in my home in Washington, at a big inter-
religious conference in Cornell and numerous
times in Delhi. I remember during my busy days
in Delhi when I was Chief Economic Adviser to
the Indian Government, I would occasionally go
over to his home for an occasional quiet
conversation. It is not that I agreed with
everything he said. But I admired his honesty,
his human compassion and personal sacrifice.
Also his message of universal tolerance and the
need to reject hatred and discrimination
against minorities appealed to me. That is why
on hearing about his passing, I wrote on
twitter:

"Sad that Swami Agnivesh is no more. A
practicing Hindu without a hint of intolerance
for other people’s religion/atheism/beliefs. I
remember his master speech at Cornell. Sadly,
he was attacked by right-wing extremists 2
years ago. For his memory, let us shun such acts
of hatred."

            May his soul rest in peace.
- Kaushik Basu

Professor of Economics at Cornell University
President of the International Economic Association,

Former Chief Economist of the World Bank
Former Chief Economic Adviser, Government of India.

Kaushik Basu
Mailing address :

Department of Economics, Uris Hall 422,
109 Tower Road, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 14853

Development Workshop Admin Assistant :
Ulrike Kroeller

Uris Hall 404, Cornell UniversityPh: 607 255 4254
Email: uab1@cornell.edu

From: Swami Agnivesh <agnivesh70@gmail.com>
Sent: Friday, September 18th, 2020 2:53 PM

To: Kaushik Basu <kb40@cornell.edu>
Subject: Most urgent Letter Attached.

Dear Swami Aryavesh
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Religions have got universal values that are at the
core of those religions. All religions also have, over
time, acquired large areas of dogmas, rituals,
superstitions, miracle mongering and what not
because of the promotion of these aspects by some
people who claim to be ‘religious’. But these aspects
that depart from core philosophies and scientific
reasoning are what cloud the true essence of religion.
The manner in which religions, religious practices and
their custodians have been organised and
institutionalised, are far removed from what religions
really mean to convey at their very core. Mostly people
practise rituals that are mind-boggling and
superstitious; the real purpose of religion is lost—
which is, to promote love, peace and harmony, among
all beings. Religion is meant to make us better human
beings, live in harmony with nature and with other
beings, and that’s how we ought to commune with
our Creator. That is why I say that the Sabarimala and
Ayodhya issues are far removed from real religion.
Ekam sat vipra bahuda vedanti—that which exists is
One; sages call it by many names’. If all are One, then
Creator, Sustainer, are One. Attributes of nirgun and
sagun cannot be associated with the Lord of the
Universe who is niraakaar.And niraakaar cannot
become saakaar. That would be completely beyond
what the Vedas say, Na tasya pratima avasti—No
figure or deity can claim to represent the One, any
such representation cannot be Supreme, says the
Yajur Veda, for the Supreme Divine transcends all
forms.

ECONOMIC  TIMES  IN 
THE  SPEAKING  TREE

- Swami Agnivesh

To: <agnivesh70@gmail.com>
It is with deep sorrow and pain that we heard the

news (NDTV 11th September, 2020) of passing away
of Shree Swami Agniveshji-an Arya Samajist Sannyasi
dedicated  to the cause of poor and underprivileged
to uplift their social standing. We submit  our tribute
to him. May Almighty God Bless his departed soul
with peace.

I was fortunate enough to know him from my early
teenage years when he was in limelight along with
Shree Swami Indravesh in late sixties-they were
initiated into Sannyas-Professor Shyam Rao and
Indra Dev Medharthi..These two branded youth
brought the fire storm in the Arya Samaj movement
by establishing the Arya Sabha, although this was
not their successful adventure or endeavour
Nevertheless, their enthusiasm has inspire others
to engage and fight for the social justice  which is
the fundamental principle of Arya Samaj.

Undoubtedly he was not without controversy ,he
was one of the party of division within the Arya Samaj
is one of  them. At a Sikh gathering his proposal to
amend 14th chapter of Maharshi Dayanand's Light
Of Truth-a constitution of Arya Samaj-to suit and
please Sikh Panth was his worst unforgivable blunder.
But no body should underestimate what he has done
more good to Samaj then harm.

In my humble observation in the present political
(Unofficial Emergency) situation in India he was the
only fearless leader who stood against state
terrorising  racism and  literally fought to the last
breath for the right of every creed and cast, for the
poor he was the twenty first century Massiha. His
kind of souls are not born every day, hundred years
down the line when  Arya Samaj history will be
recorded Swami Agnivesh will be there.

He will be missed dearly.
I salute Swami Agnivesh's  great work. His

followers must vigorously  continue his mission.
We mourn his physical demise and we celebrate

his inspiring eternal soul.
Jayatu Sanskritam, Jayatu Sanskriti and long live

Arya Samaj.
Always yours,

Dr. Veer Dv Bista (M.A.,Ph.D.)
Professor-Eastern Heritage Foundation, U.S.A.

From: Veer Bista <dr.veerbista@gmail.com>
From: Veer Bista <dr.veerbista@gmail.com>

HEART FELT
CONDOLENCES

Date : Saturday, 12th September, 2020

I, Dr. Jyotsna Chatterji, team and staff of our
community offer our sincere and heartfelt
condolences to BMM, V ishwa Arya Samaj and
everyone associated with Dear Swami ji for this
irreparable loss of a great leader who touched
people's heart from every walk of life. Dr. Chatterji's
association with Swami ji began as lecturers in Kolkata
University and both believed in similar ideologies.

My association with him began during the Nithari
child abuse and murder incident and continued till
date. Memories of a orange clothed Swamiji who
talked of women's empowerment, equal rights and
participation in decision making at the highest levels
of governance, will always remain with us.

I have been in amazement of his grasp on political
and social intricacies and analysis based on human
rights.  We will miss him.

          May he rest in eternal peace !
                                                              With Kind Regards

Padmini Kumar
Joint Women's Programme

HEART FELT CONDOLENCES FROM
JOINT WOMEN'S PROGRAMME !!
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Lokeh vfXuos'k tks xaHkhj fLFkfr esa gSa] tks orZeku fLFkfr esa]

ubZ fnYyh ds ,d vLirky & fyoj baLVhVîwV^^ esa ftUnxh dh

tax yM+ jgs gSa] mUgsa fotulZ baVjus'kuy usVodZ }kjk çfrf"Br

ghjks v‚Q áweSfuVh vokMZ ls lEekfur fd;k x;k gSA Lokeh

vfXuos'k ftUgksaus lekt dh dbZ lkjh dqjhfr;ksa ds f[kykQ

]fo'ks"kdj fiNys ‡ n'kdksa ls vFkd ç;kl fd;k gS] dbZ

,sfrgkfld yM+kb;ka yM+h gS] bl lEeku dks çkIr djus okys

igys Hkkjrh; gSaA buls igys ;g lEekfur vo‚MZ] ¶yksjsal

ukbfVaxsy] uhuk eqysjgksQ] Vksuh cqtku] j‚cVZ eqyj vkfn tSls

yksxks dks fn;k tk pqdk gSA

nks lky igys >kj[kaM ds ikdqM+ esa ,d :f<+oknh nf{k.kiaFkh

HkhM+ }kjk mu ij geyk fd;k x;k ftlls mUgsa dkQh xaHkhj

pksVs vkbZa] vkSj rc ls og dkQh xaHkhj LokLF; laca/kh leL;kvksa

ls tw> jgs FksA gky esa mudh gkyr ekpZ ls T;knk fcxM+ xbZ

vkSj rc ls og vLirky esa HkrhZ gSA

twjh us mUgsa lekt ds gkf'k, ij jgus okys yksxksa ds fy,

muds ç;klksa dks igpkuk vkSj fy[kk & ̂ ^ge vkids Bhd gksus

ds fy, çkFkZuk djrs gSaA ge tkurs gSa fd vki vius dke dks

,d LokHkkfod foLrkj ds :i esa djrs gSa] tks vki fcuk fdlh

vis{kk ds buke ds :i esa djrs gSaA vkSj blds çkIrdrkZvksa ds

fy, ifj.kke i;kZIr :i ls iqjL—r gksrk gSA mlh le;] nwljksa

dks] dke ds vius mnkgj.k ls çsfjr] ;k vius ea=ky;ksa }kjk

paxk] fopkjksa dks xgu :i ls vkarfjd djsa vkSj vius Lo;a ds

U;wQkmaM {kerk vkSj ÅtkZ }kjk vius Kku ls ijs dke dk

foLrkj djsaA bl rjg] vki ekuork dh HkykbZ ds fy, ekuork

ds Hk.Mkj esa tksM+rs gSaA ;g ekuo lalk/ku gS fd fotulZ

ifj;kstuk vius vkSj nwljksa ds mnkgj.kksa dks fn[kkrs gq, nksgu

dj jgh gSA^^

twjh us vkSj nksgjk;k&ge vius opqZvy ,Dliks esa vkSj

gekjs le; ds egku dk;ksaZ ds fotu ekLVj ekLVj ,Eiksfj;e

esa vkids dk;Z dk çn'kZu vkSj t'u euk,axs] ysfdu ;g

iqjLdkj çek.k i= vkids fy, gS] ;g crkus ds fy, fd vki

fdrus çHkko esa gSa gksus vkSj vkids dke dh fdruh ljkguk dh

tkrh gSA bls vius ?kj esa lEeku ds LFkku ij j[ksa] rkfd vki

gj fnu ns[k ldsa fd vki] vkids dke] vkSj vkids thou esa

tks Hkkouk,¡ gSa] os vkids lkfFk;ksa] nksLrksa vkSj lgdfeZ;ksa }kjk

ewY;oku gSaA ;g ,d xqIr eqLdku dks mdsjus vkSj vkidks tkjh

j[kus ds fy, çksRlkfgr djus ds fy, gSA

ekuork ds fy, vkidh lsok ds fy, /kU;oknA ge vkidks

ekuork ds uk;d ds :i esa fotulZ ykbQVkbe vphoesaV

iqjLdkj çnku djrs gSa Contact % 9899823256


      

      
      

loZ/keZ J)katfy lHkk%
xjhcksa dh vkokt dks Lokeh

vfXuos'k us

lkoZnsf'kd vk;Z çfrfuf/k lHkk dh vksj ls Lokeh
vfXuos'k dh Le`fr esa eaxyokj dks vk;Z lekt eaMksj esa
loZ/keZ J)katfy lHkk gqbZA bl ekSds ij dSFkksfyd ppZ
ds Qknj tSdc Fk‚el us dgk fd Lokeh vfXuos'k us
xjhcksa dh vkokt ;w,uvks rd igqapkbZA

lkstrh xsV xq#}kjk ds t;iky Kkuh] jathrflag Kkuh
us Hktu lqukdj vfXuos'k dks J)katfy nhA lkoZnsf'kd
vk;Z çfrfuf/k lHkk ubZ fnYyh ds miea=h jkeflag vk;Z
us dgk fd gfjtuksa dks ukFk}kjk eafnj esa ços'k fnykus]
lrh çFkk o dU;k H:.k gR;k tSls t?kU; vijk/kksa ds
f[kykQ vfXuos'k us vkanksyu pyk;k FkkA

dkth okfgn vyh us dgk fd vfXuos'k us ekuorkoknh
lsok dk;Z fd,A ts,uoh;w ds iwoZ dqyifr ch,l jktiqjksfgr
us dgk fd Lokehth oSpkfjd Økafr ds ;ks)k FksA chdkusj
fofo ds iwoZ dqyifr xaxkjke tk[kM+ us dgk fd Lokeh
vfXuos'k ds crk, jkLrs ij pyus dh t:jr gSA

f'k{kkfon eksgEen vrhd] xksihfd'ku] eukst dqekj
ifjgkj] ujsaæ dq'kokg] fd'kuflag] ukjk;.kflag] Hkaojyky
gVoky] vkte tks/kiqjh] gsear 'kekZ] vf'ouh nkl] M‚-
y{e.kflag] Hkaojyky vk;Z] gfjflag vk;Z us Hkh lacks
f/kr fd;kA lapkyu fouksn xgyksr us fd;kA mEesn flag
vk;Z us vkHkkj trk;kA Lokeh vfXuos'k ds f[kykQ
lks'ky ehfM;k ij uQjr o tgj Hkjs 'kCn mxyus okys
iwoZ vkbZih,l ukxs'oj jko ds f[kykQ vkanksyu o
dkuwuh dkjZokbZ djus dk çLrko fy;k x;kA

Former Member of the
Haryana Legislative Assembly

(1977-1982)
Minister of Education in Haryana 1979

Lokeh vfXuos'k dks
oSpkfjd Økafr dk vxznwr crk;k

Founder-Chairperson of Bandhua Mukti Morcha
(Bonded Labour Liberation Front) since 1981. President
Emeritus Sarvadeshik Arya Pratinidhi Sabha (World Council
of Arya Samaj) since 2004 to 2014 Former Chairperson of
the United Nations Trust Fund on Contemporary Forms of
Slavery (January 1994 to December 2004). Former Board
Of Director of KAICIID (King Abdullah Bin Abdul Aziz
International Center for Interreligious,  Intercultural
Dialogue) since 2012 to 2017. Right Livelihood Award
(Alternative Nobel Peace Prize) in Sweden and Freedom
and Human Rights Award in Bern, Switzerland-2004. , Rajiv
Gandhi Sadbhavana Award-2004. Former Vice President-
Interntional Niwano Peace Prize Committee, Tokyo (January
2003 to 2005)
Member-International Peace Council (since January 2003),
Founder Convenor-Sarva Dharma Sansad (Parliament of
All Religions-India) since 5th October, 2007.

Global Trustee of URI, United Religion Initiative, Co-
founder of URI & rsquo;s Religions for Social Justice
Cooperation Circle, which has been a powerful force for
interfaith harmony and cooperation in India.
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Henri Tiphagne  Executive Director  People’s Watch Tamilnadu
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MOULANA AR SHAHEEN QUASMI
General Secretary,

World Peace Organisation Delhi
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