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Short Bio 

 Kailash Satyarthi 

Kailash Satyarthi has been a tireless advocate of children’s rights for over three decades. In 2014, 

he was jointly awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for “struggle against the suppression of children and 
young people and for the right of all children to education.” 

Mr. Satyarthi and the grassroots movement founded by him, Bachpan Bachao Andolan (Save the 
Childhood Movement), have liberated more than 87,000 children from exploitation and developed a 
successful model for their education and rehabilitation. He has been at the forefront of driving child-
related agendas into the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). He has also 
highlighted the need for governments to prioritise the child-related SDGs and put children first. 

As a global campaigner for children’s rights, Kailash Satyarthi founded the Global March Against 
Child Labor, the largest civil society network for the most exploited children. The 1998 march covered 
80,000 kms across 103 countries and culminated in the unanimous adoption of the ILO Convention 
182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labor. 

He is also the founding president of the Global Campaign for Education, a civil society movement 
working to end the global education crisis, and GoodWeave International, which raises consumer 
awareness and positive action in the carpet industry. 

To fulfil his vision of a world free of violence against children, where all children are free to be 
children, Mr. Satyarthi established the Kailash Satyarthi Children’s Foundation. 

Currently, Mr. Satyarthi is spearheading the 100 Million campaign which aims to inspire and mobilise 
young people to stand up and act for their own rights and the rights of their peers, and to achieve the 
world’s biggest youth mobilisation to end violence against children, eradicate child labour and ensure 
education. 

 

TEDx Talk: How to Make Peace? Get angry.  

 

Twitter: @k_satyarthi  

 

Website: http://www.satyarthi.org/ 

 

  

 

https://bit.ly/1KBqyjP
https://twitter.com/k_satyarthi
https://twitter.com/homelesswrldcup
https://twitter.com/homelesswrldcup
https://twitter.com/homelesswrldcup
http://www.satyarthi.org/
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“Globalising Compassion for Children” 
 

Full transcript1 
 

 
 
Many people in the world believe that the OECD is the house of data, analysis, graphs, 
information, and economics. But I personally feel and say that this is a place where all this 
data and evidence, measurements and indicators are driven by a human soul. And that 
comes from the top, from the Secretary-General and from people like Gabriela Ramos and 
Mario López-Roldán. This does not mean that all of you here today do not represent this 
human soul, the only problem is that I have not met most of you but I look forward to 
answering your questions later and I’m sure that you are all data driven. 
 
I would like to thank the OECD for supporting due diligence in the mining industry and in the 
garment, textile and footwear industries. That is strong evidence that your motto ‘Better 
Policies for Better Lives’ is not just a slogan, but that you also have a very practical way of 
working.  
 
I always feel very encouraged when issues connected to children and the SDGs are being 
led and promoted by the OECD in the G20 and in all the OECD members states. 
Sometimes, the issues of children who are the most neglected, deprived, marginalised and 
excluded in the world, also remain unnoticed and excluded and do not get the political 
priority that they deserve. This is why we need institutional champions to promote these 
issues, so that governments are aware that they cannot simply put these issues aside. In the 
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), there are certain goals which are directly 
related to the lives and the well-being of children – such as, goals 1, 4, 8.7, 16.2.  
                                                      
1 The original transcript of the presentation by Kailash Satyarthi has undergone minor editing to ensure that the text published 
in this brochure is presented in a reader-friendly format. 
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Today we live in a world of rapid globalisation, information technology, markets, production 
and knowledge. We feel connected through data, fast internet access, we cannot live without 
the internet and without our smartphones. We have made so much progress in all walks of 
life, we have conquered Mars, we have come closer to Pluto, we have driverless cars, and 
we live in a world of augmented reality, AI, robotics etc. We are able to reach out to people 
in real time. But think of the 150 million children working as child labourers and 73 million of 
those children working in extremely inhuman and dangerous conditions; many of them 
working as child slaves, child prostitutes, child soldiers. Today, 60 million children have 
never been to school and another 200 million have dropped out or have been pushed out 
before they have been able to complete their primary education. Overall, 263 million children 
are not in school and hundreds of millions are facing malnutrition and hunger. 
 
These are not simply numbers – just like our own children and grandchildren are not just 
numbers – they are part of us, they are part of our breathing, our sensations, our feelings 
and our emotions. Each one is someone’s child. 50 million children tonight will look for a 
safer place to sleep because they are children on the move. They are refugees, displaced 
due to climate change, global warming and migration. They are also not numbers.  
 
Several years ago, I met a group of refugee children in Germany and noticed a 10-year old 
boy in a wheelchair. He had lost his legs in a bomb blast in his village in Syria, he had also 
lost his father in the same blast and his mother in transit. I started talking to him and he was 
full of spirit. So I asked him, since you are in Germany now and you are safe, what do you 
want to do in your life? He said that he wanted to study in Germany to become an engineer 
and then go back home and rebuild his village – that was his dream.  
 
But I do wonder whether we will be able to fulfil the dreams of such a child in the current 
political narrative with rising nationalism, xenophobia and islamophobia. And this is not just 
the dream of one child but of millions of children.  
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There are, however, also millions of children who cannot dream, their dreams are denied. A 
few years ago, I was traveling to a very remote community in the Ivory Coast and sat with a 
group of children, all of which had scars and wounds on their bodies. They were all working 
in cocoa-bean farms. Cocoa-beans are the core ingredient of chocolate. I asked those 
children if they liked chocolate and they looked at each other and asked ‘what is chocolate?’ 
So I tried to explain what it is. But they all replied that they had never seen, nor tasted 
chocolate in their lives. If hundreds of thousands of children are forced to work at the cost of 
their freedom, their childhood, their future, their education and produce wealth for the 
chocolate companies and products for people like us, then what kind of civilisation have we 
created when these children cannot even dream of tasting the chocolate which they are 
producing? 
 
On another occasion, I was with a group of children in Pakistan – where I used to work for 
over 30 years – and I visited a small factory where children were stitching footballs that were 
used by many big companies around the globe. I met an 8-year old girl who would suck a 
drop of blood on her finger every time she made a stitch mistake. She would not stop 
however. I assured her that from now on she would be free to go to school and I asked her 
what she wanted to become, what was her dream? She asked me ‘what is a dream?’ So I 
explained, ‘what is your inspiration, what do you want to become when you grow up?’ She 
replied that she had no dreams and she could not really imagine what she could become. I 
was in tears and asked her if she had a chance to do something, anything at all, what would 
she do? She replied that she wanted to kick a real football on the ground. 
 

 
 
What is lacking? Is the world really so poor? Today, only 22 billion dollars can bring all 
children back to primary school. That is only four and a half days of global military 
expenditure. Today, only 39 billion dollars can ensure primary and secondary education for 
all children. That is only seven days of global military expenditure. It therefore seems that 
children have not been prioritised in our political, social, religious and institutional lives. If 
they were indeed our priority then we should have been investing more in our children. It is 
very easy to talk about actions for children, but when it comes to reality, we do not act.  
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Millions of young people today face sexual abuse 
and bullying in schools, colleges and universities. 
Millions of children are also being brainwashed 
and radicalised, they are being used in 
pornographic movies, online abuses, trafficking, 
sold and bought like animals and often for smaller 
prices than animals! In these situations, I strongly 
feel that there is an urgent need to re-think for our 
children. I am not talking about pity or mercy. I am 
talking about concrete measures. There should be 
the political will, as well as the institutions, 
resources and mechanisms in place to reinforce 
the necessary laws to protect children. There has 
to be accountability to ensure that laws and 
policies are properly enforced. There is also a 
need for adequate budgetary allocations by 
governments for the protection, education and 
health of our children. All these things are needed. 

 
Wherever this has been done, we have seen positive results. Only 20 years ago, the number 
of child labourers in the world was roughly 260 million and growing. Since 2000, however, it 
has been declining and today this number is 152 million. This progress was made possible 
due to the measures I have just outlined. The laws, the political will, the investment in 
education, responsible consumerism, responsible corporations and businesses. All these 
have helped to reduce child labour. We have also seen that the number of primary age out-
of-school children has fallen from 130 million in 2000, to 63 million today. So progress has 
been made, but as long as one single child is enslaved, we cannot call our civilisation free 
and perfect.  
 
Today I want to focus on the globalisation of compassion. When I talk about compassion, I 
am not talking about pity, sympathy or empathy. These are of course important. Empathy is 
feeling the suffering of others. Compassion, however, is deeper. It is the feeling of suffering 
for unknown others, but with a drive and a desire to resolve that situation of suffering. It is 
empathy in action. I personally feel that all great religions in the world are born out of 
compassion. Many great human beings and prophets had these elements of compassion 
and tried to alleviate the suffering of others. Moreover, all the revolutions, the social 
transformations and change movements were born out of compassion. So we have 
witnessed two distinct parts to compassion, one is faith and the other is change movements 
to challenge wrongs in the system.  
 
I also believe that we are all born with the divine gift of compassion. This compassion, 
however, is supressed to such a narrow space that we connect it only with our close family 
and friends – the few people who are very close to us. But let me stress that if we are born 
with this great gift, it cannot remain at a small scale, it must become an ocean of 
compassion for all. Those who are able to acknowledge and use that ‘ocean of compassion’, 
are the great people, the change-makers in the world, who have not remained confined to 
themselves. 
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Let us therefore focus on globalising compassion for our children. Because children are a 
source of compassion themselves, their compassion, their purity and truth are not yet lost. 
Sometimes I say that we make a mistake by teaching our children because we often teach 
divisiveness, we divide them in the name of cultures, religions, countries, ideologies etc. 
Children are born as children; we are the ones who give them their Hindu, Christian, 
American, British, German and national identities. Children have never been responsible for 
war, but they are the worst sufferers. Children have never been responsible for defining 
borders. I don’t think that we can ever say that children have invented the idea of passports 
and visas, but they do have to go through all these channels which we have created.  
 
We, as more conscious human beings, have to go back and learn from our children. Instead 
of teaching them that we can learn the truth – we teach them lies. Every child is born 
truthfully and every child is born pure. We can learn forgiveness, transparency, simplicity 
from them. In this way, we can ignite our compassion and then we can globalise 
compassion. 
 
I trained as an engineer and then I taught engineering in Bhopal University. But ever since I 
was a child, I was always passionate about children’s issues. I knew the problem I had to 
solve, but I had no path, I did not know how to do it. No one at the time – in the 1970s and 
early 1980s – was working on these issues in my country or anywhere else. People 
generally thought that slavery had been abolished one hundred years ago. Even the UN had 
yet to adopt the Convention on the Rights of the Child and UNCRC did not yet exist in the 
world. Whilst teaching, I realised that I was not doing justice to myself and decided to give up 
my career. I decided to dig out my own path and my own way of doing things. I therefore 
started a magazine that was dedicated to the cause of children and women who were most 
deprived in our society. I did this to educate and to sensitise the masses. At the time, the 
mainstream in India was not focused on these issues and humanitarian journalism did not 
exist.  
 



The Coffees with the Secretary-General: Kailash Satyarthi 
 

10 
 

One day a desperate father knocked on my door. His daughter was about to be sold to a 
brothel. He came with the expectation that I would write about his story in my magazine so 
that the government or the police would read about it and act on it. When I listened to his 
story, I was quite shocked. I knew children were facing hardships but I did not know that 17 
years prior to this, he and his newly-married wife, were lured away from their village to work 
in a brick kiln some 400km away. They were confined as slave labourers, they were not 
paid, they were not allowed to leave and all children that were born there, grew up in that 
situation, inside the fenced premises – including his now 15-year old daughter. I asked 
myself what I would do if she was my daughter or my sister? I would not just write a story. I 
told him that I would go with him to rescue his daughter. I began organising this mission and 
I convinced my friends to join and even my wife to sell our wedding ornaments so we could 
raise money to save these people. Our first attempt was unsuccessful, we were attacked, 
beaten and even the local police did not support us. I therefore knew I had to find another 
way of rescuing these people and their children.  
 
I have always strongly believed that the solution to every problem is born in the womb of the 
problem itself. One has to be resilient, determined and courageous in order to find a solution 
to every problem. There is no problem in the world that cannot be solved. 
 

 
 
I therefore went back to Delhi, my hometown, and with the help of some lawyers we 
approached the High Court and managed to free, not only this family, but also 36 children. 
This was the first documented incident in India, or anywhere else in contemporary times, of 
freeing slaves through a private effort. This was on 22 March 1981, five years before child 
labour law came into existence in India. This was also a moment of truth for me, seeing 
these children running in the streets and seeing for the first time the roads, the cars, the city. 
I could feel their liberation. That was the beginning and since then I have never looked back. 
We have kept freeing children from slavery and have freed more than 88,000 to this date. 
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We of course had to fight for laws and build partnerships. Tackling international problems 
such as terrorism or climate change, requires partnerships and the efforts and work of many 
governments and institutions. The same efforts must be invested to tackle children’s 
exploitation, it cannot be done in isolation. This is why we organised a global march in 1988 
that went across 103 countries. It was a massive undertaking which involved 15 million 
people on the streets from all walks of life. And this resulted in a new international law, the 
ILO Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention. Since then, we have also witnessed more 
accountability and a sense of urgency on an international scale. 
 
Similarly, we launched the Global Campaign for Education. Mr Owain James, who is here 
with us today, was the global coordinator of this campaign, while I was the Founder, 
Chairman and President for many years. That campaign has brought the whole issue of 
education into the global development agenda and into the political discourse. It is striking 
how people often thought of education as a charity or a welfare measure. We instead tried to 
shift education towards human rights issues. In 2000, when the Dakar Framework of Action 
was drafted and adopted by the international community, we succeeded in turning education 
into a fundamental human right for every child. Since then, we have witnessed a decrease in 
the number of child labourers and out-of-school children.  
 
We have also mobilised what we call the One Goal Campaign. 31 million people joined that 
campaign from around the world to demand education and more investment in education by 
countries and by the international community. As a result of that campaign, ODA support has 
increased four-fold – from 1 billion dollars to 4 billion dollars.  
 
To me these are just some stories of the globalisation of compassion. Another example has 
involved consumers. During our campaigns, we were succeeding in freeing children from 
slavery in the carpet industries of India, Pakistan and Nepal. On the other hand, however, a 
larger number of children were being trafficked and sold to the rug-making industry in south 
Asia – south Asia produces two-thirds of the world’s carpets. That is when I realised that 
every consumer is also a human being. I decided to focus on the fact, that everyone is a 
mother, a father, a brother, a sister, a friend and I wanted make sure that the rugs we buy 
are not made by child slaves, otherwise we are also becoming responsible for the 
perpetuation of child labour.  
 
We therefore launched the first ever consumer campaign on any human rights issue. It was 
launched by me and my colleagues in 1990 and has resulted in bringing the corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) issue to the broader discourse. This was at a time when the CSR 
phrase had not yet been coined. It was the first example where corporations were held 
accountable and responsible to ensure that child labour was not used – by using consumers’ 

compassion. It resulted in a 
reduction of child labourers 
in the rug production of 
south Asia from 1 million to 
under 200,000. We have 
managed to not only reduce 
the number of child 
labourers but also help with 
employment. I have argued 
that every child is working 
at the cost of an adult’s job. 
Therefore, we were also 
able to prove in that 
industry that employment 
increased as child labourers 
were freed.  
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All these examples prove that it is possible to witness the end of child labour! It is not 
possible to think that we cannot do it! I refuse to accept that the collective wisdom, 
knowledge, resources, power and the compassion which exists in each one of us, is not 
enough to put an end to this evil. We can do it. We should start thinking of these children as 
our children. The children who are refugees, are our children. The children who are victims 
of migration, are our children. Child slaves and child labourers are our children. The girls 
who are sold for a smaller price than a pack of cigarettes, and bought by ISIS and other 
terrorist organisations, are our daughters, our girls. The children who are given guns instead 
of computers and books and toys, are our children.  
 
If we can start thinking in this way, we can slowly globalise compassion. But let us start with 
our own siblings, our own children and being their friends – instead of imposing our desires, 
our expectations and inspirations upon them. Let us try to learn beauty, purity and truth from 
our children. In this way, we can globalise compassion and then we can have more 
compassionate politics, more compassionate business, more compassionate professions, 
more compassionate lives, a more compassionate world.  
 
Thank you. 
 
Question and Answer Session 
 

 
 
Mr Guido Biessen, Ambassador of the Netherlands to the OECD. Thank you for your 
impressive talk. As an economist, as the Dutch Ambassador, as the Head of the Delegation, 
I have to be in the room next door where productivity and digitalisation are being discussed. 
But as a father, and as a former teacher, I knew I had to be in this room and listening to you 
truly defending the future.  
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I agree with you about the need to globalise compassion. But as an economist I also believe 
in economic incentives. I also believe that it is very important to make everyone aware of the 
fact that not investing in children, means not investing in your own future. There is economic 
value in investing in children that goes hand-in-hand with compassion. What do you believe 
about this? 
 
Mr Kailash Satyarthi. My presentation has largely focused on the spark, the electricity that 
is needed to get light, to get things going and that is compassion. However, the economics 
and the analysis that you do is indispensable for our actions and our success.  
 
Let me add that we have now launched a new campaign called ‘100 million for 100 million’. 
Today, 100 million people are victims of numerous forms of violence. On the other hand, 
hundreds of millions of other young people are full of energy, enthusiasm and ready to act. 
They are looking for a purpose and for a challenge to make the world a better place. These 
100 million can become change-makers for those who are unable to act.  
 
This is the way that we are trying to reinvigorate the soul of global citizenship which is lost in 
the present narrative. This is the way that we are trying to globalise compassion for young 
people. I would therefore urge you to visit our website www.100million.org and to sign up. 
Age is no barrier – you are all young at heart! Let’s keep this enthusiasm and excitement 
alive for everyone. I will keep on fighting for children all around the world.  
 
When I was invited to give my Nobel Prize acceptance speech in Oslo, I lost my speaking 
notes. And although everyone around me was nervous, I became more comfortable. I 
remembered a story from my childhood. A large fire broke out in the jungle and all the 
animals started running away from it including the king of the jungle, the lion. The lion 
noticed that there was a tiny hummingbird flying towards the fire and asked it where it was 
going. The hummingbird replied that it was going to extinguish the fire. The lion asked the 
hummingbird how it was going to extinguish the fire - and the hummingbird replied that it was 
carrying a drop of water in its beak and it will do its bit. Then hummingbird flew into the fire 
and the rest is history.  
 
This tale has been a lesson for me. I will not leave this world without ending child slavery. I 
am doing my bit. I am not a speaker, not a priest, not a politician, I am here to awaken that 
hummingbird inside each of you. You were all born with that hummingbird, do not let it sleep. 
Do your bit for our children of the world.  
 
Thank you. 
 
 

All Photos: OECD/Victor Tonelli 

http://www.100million.org/
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