ANNA HAZARE, MAN OF THE PEOPLE:
A LIFE INSPIRED BY SWAMIJI AND HIS MESSAGE

SWAMI TATHAGATANANDA
“You have heard that Christ said, ‘My words are spirit and they are life.’ . . . “So are my words spirit and life; they will burn their way into your brain and you will never get away from them!”







—Swami Vivekananda (Cit. from Marie Louise Burke,

Swami Vivekananda, His Second Visit to the West,

New Discoveries, 451)

Anna Hazare was the first child born to humble parents on January 15, 1940 in the small village of Bhingar, not far from Amednagar.  His father was an unskilled labourer.  When Anna was twelve years old, his father relocated his family that had grown to seven children, to his native village of Ralegaon Siddhi.  Anna Hazare was raised by a childless aunt in Bombay.  She provided for his education up to the seventh standard, when Anna had to take a job to sustain him and help his family.  He sold flowers at Dadar and opened his own store.  After the outbreak of the Indo-China War, he joined the army in 1963 as a driver.  In 1978, at age thirty-nine, he voluntarily retired from the ninth Maratha battalion.  He returned home to Ralegaon Siddhi, where another battlefront of drought, poverty, illiteracy, alcoholism, and caste prejudice immediately confronted him.  
Hazare now became very depressed.  He underwent a terrible inner ordeal, an existential ordeal that produces a glorious outcome in the sincere and truthful soul.  Anna Hazare was a deep thinker and observer of life as well as an industrious young man.  Endless difficulties made him question the goal of his human existence.  Unable to find it, he contemplated suicide.  He wrote two pages explaining his desire to end his life but carried on nevertheless.  
One day at the New Delhi Railway Station, he found himself drawn to a photograph of Swami Vivekananda on the cover of a book by Swamiji that he purchased and read.  Swamiji’s message that the motive of life is to serve others gave him the reason to live and utterly transformed him.  It was the supreme moment of his life, a great phenomenon in the history of man’s spiritual journey.  He read the works of Swami Vivekananda, Mahatma Gandhi and Vinoba Bhave.  Swamiji’s dynamic words and blazing, fearless example of spiritual strength gave Anna Hazare the direction to follow.  He was endowed with a new vision of life.  The problems in his village became a golden opportunity to apply Swamiji’s message.  

Anna Hazare immediately harnessed the youthful energy of Ralegaon Siddhi into the powerful Tarun Mandal and created various successful programmes of socio-economic and agricultural improvement in the village.  He aroused the collective spirit of the villagers who share responsibilities and expenses for their marriage ceremonies and social events.  He greatly advanced education and removed caste prejudice.  He brought about the prohibition of tobacco, cigarettes, beedies and the illegal production and sale of alcohol through very strict methods of enforcement the approval of the Gram Sabha.  Hazare says, “Doesn’t a mother administer bitter to a sick child when she knows that the medicine can cure her child?  The child may not like the medicine, but the mother does it only because she cares for the child.  The alcoholics were punished so that their families would not be destroyed.”  Hazare further economically transformed the lives of villagers in Ralegaon Siddhi and seventy other villages through a successful watershed development programme.  The Government of India plans to establish a training centre in Ralegaon Siddhi to learn Hazare’s techniques and apply them nationwide.  He also improved cattle breeding and made it the second largest industry in Ralegaon Siddhi.  
For more than two decades, Anna Hazare has been heroically fighting corruption through peaceful agitation and hunger strikes, following the example of Mahatma Gandhi.  He always fought together with the Tarun Mandal, the band of young men who were inspired to follow his idealism.  He was once jailed for his steadfastness but released after three months due to the public outcry and support.  His method of eradicating corruption through hunger strikes, including the one in 2011 at age 71, was previously repeated several times.  It was only in 2011 that he became famous when the entire world came to know of him due to the public outcry and media attention.  His vow to call for a nationwide demonstration if the anti-corruption ombudsman bill (Lokpal) was not passed, caused the Indian Parliament to agree to all his demands on April 8, 2011.  Nearly 150 people had fasted with him; he excluded all politicians.  Hazare ended his 98-hour fast that began on April 5, 2011 in the same selfless manner that he has lived his entire life.  He first offered lemon juice to some of those who supported him by fasting.  Then he took a little sip and addressed the people: “The real fight begins now.  “We have a lot of struggle ahead of us in drafting the new legislation.  We have shown the world in just five days that we are united for the cause of the nation.  The youth power in this movement is a sign of hope.”  
This year, the Indian Institute of Planning and Management awarded Anna Hazare the Rabindranath Tagore International Peace Prize.  He has received many other prestigious awards and felicitations for his outstanding public service, including the World Bank’s 2008 Jit Gill Memorial Award for Outstanding Public Service, the Padma Bushan Award in 1992, the Padma Shri Award in 1990 and the Krishi Bushana Award in 1989 to name a few.  
THE REAL SIGNIFICANCE OF ANNA HAZARE

What sets Anna Hazare apart from other men is not public recognition.  He is an inspired man.  He saw Swamiji’s photograph and read his book.  Swamiji’s words, that the goal of life is found by serving others, removed his death wish and gave him a lasting sense of purposefulness from which his happiness derives.  He describes the anti-corruption movement to which he dedicates his life as the “second struggle for independence.”  The inspiring demonstration of his strength of character makes an immense impact on the people.  His fasts—always in the presence of the photographs of Swami Vivekananda and Mahatma Gandhi—were captured in the public media of the Internet.  The people of India have shown very great enthusiasm.  Anna Hazare virtually and universally arouses the sincere interest of thousands of people from India and abroad.  Well known social activists have joined his campaign against corruption.

Anna’s immense impact has harnessed the dormant energy of India’s youth, in whom he has infused his idealism.  Inspiring social ideas, positive emotions, and living a daringly meaningful life while suffering heroically, are essential teachings for the young.  A vital need exists for a social organization that gives them opportunities for adventure and idealism and scope to develop and achieve self-realization.  At an advanced age, Anna Hazare’s courageous example gives the young a viable means to express their idealism.
Anna Hazare is not an ordinary person from a humble background.  He is a transformed, self-made man of the people, a true native of India’s spiritual culture.  India alone can produce such a saintly personality as Anna Hazare from her backward, impoverished masses.  He has come to the global forefront neither by glamour or notoriety, nor by the influence of great wealth or political power.  He is known throughout the world today by his soul force alone, through the straightforward demonstration of the strength of his character, through his sincerity, honesty, acute mental vision, and dedication to a noble cause.  His life is a demonstration of the triumph of the human spirit over extreme odds.  His moral authority and fiery faith bring others to his good cause.  Anna Hazare has become the symbol of the righteous battle against corruption in India, and thus, by geographic extension, against corruption everywhere in the world.  
