
A Christian nun, center, holds a placard and shouts slogans with others demanding the release of tribal rights activist Stan Swamy and other activists during a demonstration in

Bengaluru, India, Nov. 12, 2020. Rev. Stan Swamy, a jailed Jesuit priest and longtime Indian tribal rights activist, has died at 84 of a cardiac arrest in the western Indian city of

Mumbai.
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Rev. Stan Swamy, well-known for his human rights work, got COVID-19 while jailed in the eastern Indian state of
Jharkhand for nine months.

He had Parkinson's disease, and his hands shook, so he needed a straw to drink — but he waited weeks before his
jailers gave him one.

Swamy died on July 5.

Related: US human tra+icking report elicits anger from several countries

The 84-year-old Jesuit priest was accused of terrorism based on evidence that has since been discredited by
international experts. The Indian government said he died of medical causes, but now, oOicials from the US and
United Nations are expressing concern about the circumstances of his death — and Indian activists hope their
pressure could force a turning point for human rights in India.

“He didn’t die [naturally], it was a custodial murder. People are saying he's becoming an international martyr for
human rights,” said Alpa Shah, an anthropologist at the London School of Economics and Political Science, who
knew Father Swamy. “His death will not be in vain.”

Related: Lawsuits bring attention to caste discrimination in the US

“He didn’t die [naturally], it was a custodial murder. People are saying he's becoming an international
martyr for human rights. His death will not be in vain.”

- Alpa Shah, London School of Economics and Political Science
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Swamy devoted his life to the cause of the Indigenous people of India — called the Adivasis. He once explained why
to Aashish Xaxa, one of many Adivasi activists who considered Swamy a mentor.

“He said that the Adivasis are the only community in India who are not materially driven,” Xaxa said. “And he gave
me an example to highlight that.”

He said Swamy told him about a time when he was sitting underneath a mango tree with a young Adivasi student
and his father. The young man climbed the tree to get mangoes for them. He came down with three pieces of the
fruit. Swamy looked up and saw that one ripe mango had been le] hanging on a branch.

“He thought that the student had missed it. Maybe he couldn't see it or he couldn’t climb it. So he asked, ‘Did you
miss that mango?’” Xaxa said. “And that student, he just looked up casually and said, ‘Oh no, that mango is for the
birds.’”

Related: Twitter's ban on actor Kangana Ranaut could lead to confrontation with Indian government

The Adivasis’ universal respect for nature stunned Swamy. For three decades, he stood alongside them as they
fought to preserve forests and mineral-rich land.

Still, the government paved the way for wave a]er wave of industrial development. In a recording Swamy made
before he was arrested and jailed, he warned that the government was cracking down on activists. He said oOicials
were detaining thousands of Adivasi activists fraudulently — charging many with sedition or terrorism, and holding
them in overcrowded jails indefinitely, without trial.

“Adavasi people are speaking up. They are also paying the price for doing so,” Swamy said. “I believe we Indians are
at a crossroad of choosing justice and truth versus injustice and untruth.”

Swamy said too many Indians were remaining silent. But there’s hope that’s changing now, a]er the priest’s death.

“I think people who think that free speech is important, people who feel that the idea of India is getting eroded in a
particular way — most of them are now questioning — are actually now thinking and coming together on this issue
that we really have to fight for our political prisoners who have dedicated their lives on issues like these,” said Akriti
Bhatia is a labor rights activist in Delhi.

Related: Pakistan mourns I.A. Rehman, the country’s ‘father of human rights’ 

She said the situation has become more fraught in the wake of COVID-19 as Prime Minister Narendra Modi tries to
improve the economy. He’s weakened protections for natural resources, and there’s been a massive expansion of
coal mining. Advisi activists like Gladson Dungdung, who worked with Swamy for many years, are bracing
themselves.

“[The] way forward is not very easy but the clear thing is, you know, we are also not going to surrender. We Adivasis
are determined to fight to reclaim our land, territory and resources. We are not going to leave it,” he said. “So [the]
fight will go on.”

The government made a mistake if it meant for its treatment of Swamy to serve as a warning to other activists, said

“I think people who think that free speech is important, people who feel that the idea of India is getting
eroded in a particular way — most of them are now questioning — are actually now thinking and coming
together on this issue that we really have to fight for our political prisoners who have dedicated their lives

on issues like these.”
- Akriti Bhatia, labor rights activist, Delhi

https://indiantribalheritage.org/?p=8415
https://in.linkedin.com/in/dr-aashish-xaxa-b6918433?trk=public_profile_browsemap_profile-result-card_result-card_full-click
https://theworld.org/stories/2021-05-06/twitters-ban-actor-kangana-ranaut-could-lead-confrontation-indian-government
https://twitter.com/Dipankar_cpiml/status/1412302320860241927
https://twitter.com/akritibhatiaa?lang=en
https://theworld.org/stories/2021-04-16/pakistan-mourns-ia-rehman-country-s-father-human-rights
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/business/india-business/modi-govt-weakening-environment-laws-ministry-from-day-1-jairam-ramesh/articleshow/66693449.cms
http://america.aljazeera.com/multimedia/2015/4/narendra-modis-war-on-the-indian-environment.html
https://www.business-standard.com/article/companies/coal-india-approves-32-mining-projects-worth-rs-47-000-cr-this-fiscal-121030800826_1.html
https://events.globallandscapesforum.org/speaker/gladson-dungdung/


Sign up for our daily newsletter

Sign up for The Top of the World, delivered to your inbox every weekday morning.

I have read and agree to your Privacy Policy.

Related Content

Categories:

Tags:

The World is a public radio program that crosses borders and time zones to bring home the stories that matter.

Produced by:

Major funding provided by:

About Contact Donate Meet the Team Privacy Policy Terms of Use

©2023 The World from PRX

PRX is a 501(c)(3) organization recognized by the IRS: #263347402.

the priest’s friend, activist Xavier Dias.

“I'm not afraid to die for the cause,” Dias said. “They have hit a hornet's nest by taking Stan, and it's going to
backfire badly. Because it exposed the character of the Indian state today.”
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