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In defining the Ramakrishna Movement as a "satellite', the
writer's purpose throughout is twofold: 1) to investigate those themes
from the Indian religious tradition from which the Movement drew its
inspiration and authentication, and 2) to study the Western influences
which both gave to the Movement its larger mission, beyond the sub-
continent, and provided models for social service and organization within
it. Its "satellite" character is evidenced in its having emerged, then,
from the soil of India with a message for other climes. It has also
received from this trans—cultural encounter, however. The message which
it proclaims and which it relays back to India is significantly altered
by thisg factor of exchange.

The validity of the tradition itself was affirmed through the
paradigmatic pilgrimage of Ramakrishna himself. The normative inter-
pretation given him was that he had personally established the spiritual
truth of the rich and varied paths offered by the tradition. This he
did in virtual isolation from direct Western influence, His chief

disciple, Vivekananda, brought his master's model into confrontation
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with the West in vivid and colourful fashion. He convincingly demon-

strated to many that Vedanta, or Hinduism universalized, was not only

a viable religion among others, but that it constituted the essential

basis of all religion. Attention is given to the manner in which the

heroic audacity of this claim gave strength to nationalist aspirations
in India, in addition to its more specifically religious appeal.

Methodologically, the thesis in the first part deals histori-
cally with the background of the British presence and the Indian res-
ponse, and then, successively, with the examples of Ramakrishna and
Vivekananda. Particular attention, with the latter, is devoted to
formative and reactive elements in India and the West which, beyond
Vivekananda's own forceful personality, helped to shape the Movement's
directions. The personalities of Vivekananda's Western disciples and
those of his successors in the West from India, also receive attention.
These emerge with more clarity through the inclusion of previously
unpublished materials, chiefly letters, to which the writer had access
through the courtesy of the Vedanta Society of Southern California.

In addition to the historical material, Part II of the thesis
attempts an analysis of the Movement, in its relation to the Indian
religious tradition, its emphasis on social service and nationalism, and
its intellectual contribution, primarily with reference to universalist
themes. With respect to the tradition, the judgment is made that the
Movement's primary models were, 1) heroism and strength from the Vedic
period, 2) a stress on renunciation and intellectual zeal from Shaivism

and Buddhism, 3) and social service and a missionary component, also from
|
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Buddhism. While the implications of these models were largely drawn
for the purpose of establishing the vocation of the monastic community,
the heroism, in particular, made a visible contribution to rising
nationalist expressions among the larger populace. Social service, an
important part of the Movement's work in India, was wholly absent in the
Western centers, for reasons which are explored. Neither in the West
or in India, interestingly, was social reform a significant objective;
reform was conceived in more narrowly religious terms.

The Western presence may be understood as the catalyst for the
vigorous stress on social service and universalism adopted by the
Movement. 1In conscious reaction to Protestant efforts in education and
social service, the Movement sought to establish that the Indian tra-
dition, properly understood, also sanctioned such efforts. While
Western organizational models were often utilized for these purposes,
Vedanta's understanding of its universalist message was in partial
contrast to that of Christian missionaries. It was asserted that it
was less dogmatic and thus more tolerant, and capable, also, of recon-—
ciliation with modern scientific philosophy. The thesis coﬁcludes with

an examination of alternative ways in which the Movement has voiced its

universalist claim.
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INTRODUCTION

Patterns of Indian history may be charted around three themes:
insularity, invasion, and expansion. From early times, the cultural
development bears the impress of these characteristics of interchange
with other peoples. Geographical data readily confirm the feeling of
extreme particularity which India conveys. Ocean barriers surroﬁnding
the peninsula combined with that of the Himalayas to the north are in-
deed formidable. The Indian tradition thus reflects ways of thinking and
behavior which flowered in relative isolation. But India was not imper-
vious to alien influence; her isolation was relative. Waves of Aryans,
Persians, Bactrian Greeks, successively, moving into the north and west
of India in ancient times, profoundly affected the course of the nation's
history, as did Islamic invaders in medieval times and the British in
the modern period. The response to these waves, obviously, was Qaried.
The foreigner's cultural box was, on occasion, preserved relatively in-
tact and segregated within the larger society. More typically, it was
broken up and assimilated. Many observers have noted the vast absorptive
capacities of India and specifically, of Hinduism itself. The Bactrian
Greeks, prior to the Christian era, may be cited as exemplifying the

second tendency, while the Moslems, as later conquerors, may be charac-

T terized as having been largely compartmentalized within Indian society,
with the essentials of Hinduismjpersevering without major alteration or
accommodation. ’

Neither of the above responses adequately describes the results

=1 =

1 TG A BT e



of the most recent invasion, that of the FEuropeans, primarily, of course,

. the British. India's cultural elite sensed the magnitude of the incipient
challenge early in the nineteenth century, and Indid's subsequent history
may be translated in terms of her multiple responses to Westernization.
Religiously, movements which were generated in terms of such response have
generally been categorized under the rubrics of reformist and revivalist.
Another category, renascent, has more recently been devised by Paul D.
Devanandan, in order to describe movements which arise from interaction
of the two cultures. With reform the_impetus is from extraneous factors
and with revival the force which gives rise to the movement is from
within the culture. Still another response, that of revolt, arises when
the clash is felt to be too deep for reconciliation or compromise, even,
perhaps, co-existence.

It may be questioned, however, whether, in its customary usage,
Devanandan's term, renascent, is adequate to describe a phenomenon such
as the Ramakrishna Movement, as he attempts to apply it. Before sug-
gesting an alternative term, a capsule description of that Movement,
the subject of the thesis, should be set forth. The Movement was
crystallized through interaction with the West, and that as the result
of the very personal experience of Swami Vivekananda. He received a
Western education in Calcutta along with considerable exposure to
Western influence before his initial tenure in the West from 1893 to
1897. The second theme discussed above, that of invasion from the

West, was intensely real to him, and his life reveals an alternating

I
P. D. Devanandan, Christian Concern in Hinduism (Bangalore:

Christian Institute for the Study of Religion and Society, 1961), pp.
1l4-16.
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pulsation of attraction-repulsion toward it. But he was equipped with

a powerful resource in the person of his guru, Ramakrishna, who may be
regarded as an embodiment of spiritual depth emerging from insular India.
His Eééﬁiﬂi_was polymorphic in character, personally validating the
protean nature of Hinduism, and it was accomplished in virtual isolation
from modern educational and Western;zing influences. The crucial claim
for his experiential verification of the essential truths of Islam and
Christianity must also be noted, but with the observation that this was
pursued in the absence of academic study of these faiths or personal
encounter with its representatives.

The important conclusion here is that the Movement's desire to
manifest a fidelity to its Indian roots was intense from its inception.
It is the writer's thesis that this desire has been fulfilled with a
large measure of authenticity, as will be detailed below. Further, the
Movement, convinced of the richness of Hinduism generally and the
stature of its own founders as representatives of it, early developed a
strong missionary component. This is illustrative of the third theme,
that of expansion which, religiously, had been little visible apart
from, of course, the quiet march of Buddhist monks who had left India
with a mission centuries earlier. This, also, was taken by the new
Movement as exemplary and, while statistics of persons sent are scarcely
astounding, the expansive feature remains as one of the Movement's most
crucial components.

In consideration of various terms which might be employed to
describe how the Ramakrishna Movement has incorporated these three

themes, one has emerged, to the writer, as being the most satisfactory.
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The term ''satellite" may best depict the Movement, and the utility of
this image from contemporary usage is readily apparent. The satellite
movement is of the soil from which it has been launched, and its orbit
continues with reference to its place of origination. But it feels

the pull of other climes as well, and is a communications device, main-
taining liason between them and its native locale. The sin of pressing
the analogy to say more is obvious, but it may contribute useful sug-
gestions which help us to understand the different facets of the
Movement under consideration.

The term ''satellite', then, is suggested for the graphic man-
ner in which it depicts the particular character of the Ramakrishna
Movement. It especially conveys something of the strong claim for
universality which the Movement asserts. Just as Ramakrishna's pil-
grimage is interpreted as having demonstrated the validity of various
paths to truth, his chief disciple, Vivekananda, is portrayed as ex-
hibiting balancing tendencies toward Indian contemplation and Western
activism. Thus the messages of each are judged to be religiously
significant for men of disparate cultures. As their messages are con-
cretized in the Ramakrishna Movement, therefore, institutional expres-

sion is given to the claim that they constitute the sanadtana dharma,

or universal religion.

Assumptions, Data, and Methodology

To define the scope and limitations of the thesis, a number of
observations must follow. Historical considerations will dominate in
the first part of the dissertation, and these will concentrate in

greatest detail on the Movement's formative years, through and briefly




following Vivekananda's lifetime. This decision is inescapable, since
so much of the Movement's impetus and direction were given by Vivekananda.
His interpretation of Ramakrishna's thought, in the light of his own
understanding of the needs of modern India and his experience in the
West, became largely, though not exclusively, determinative of the
Movement's future course. Ramakrishna clearly emerges as a charismatic
figure for Vivekananda and his gurubhais or fellow disciples, and some-
thing of the founder's rich mantle of "exemplary prophecy'" falls to
them as well. These disciples, then, as well as Ramakrishna,
Vivekananda, and Sarada Devi, the mother figure, become subjects for
voluminous historical research by subsequent followers, a rather unique
phenomenon in Indian religion, and, quite probably, influenced by
Western historical interest.

A survey of the nature of the British challenge and the Indian
responses will be followed with a study of Ramakrishna's own §§dhana
and the varied responses to Westernization which came to so fascinating
a focus in Vivekananda himself. The peculiarly competing pulls of the
Indian gravity and the wind currents of the new enviromment which the
Movement has preserved, will emerge in the detailed study of Vivekananda
and his followers. The writer's assumption throughout is that the
cardinal tenets of the Movement's philosophy were drawn from the Indian
tradition, but certain doctrines within that tradition were emphasized
because of the reaction to Western influence; its patterns of activity
and hermeneutic were also affected by the Western presence.

The second part of the dissertation will seek to analyze the

manner in which the '"'satellite'" Movement drew from the Indian religious




tradition. How may its relation to Hinduism best be understood? What
were the primary streams from the parent tradition which were appro-
priated as the basis for its teachings and practices? What were its
patterns of intellectual activity and of social service and/or reform?
How have these differed in India and abroad, and for what reasons?
How has it understood its relation to Christianity and other expres-
sions of Western culture? These questions must develop out of
psychological perceptions regarding the variables of intentionality
and consciousness of the Movement's leaders, but also of social forces
with which the Movement has interacted within India and the West.

Some limited sociological and theological comparisons may also lend
understanding to the models of organization, ritual, and social
activity which have evolved as well.

As to data on the personalities concerned, published material
of the Movement will be supplemented with newspaper accounts and
letters. Much attention, again, has been devoted to Vivekananda and
certain of his gurubhais, but considerably less to his early Western
followers, some of whom should emerge with more clarity. Personal im-
pressions also play a large part in the dissertation, in the form of
participant observation, interviews, and informal discussions at thir-
teen centers of the Movement in North America and Europe and six in
India, along with materials in the files of these centers and published
by them, and in the secular press concerning them. Among the Western
centers, the gSociety in Southern California has been a particularly
rich source of information, and will receive special attention.

Part of the rationale for this dissertation lies in the fact



that, although the Movement, as mentioned, has literally produced
libraries of research on its leading personalities and teachings, the
only significant study by anyone outside the Movement (and he in fact
joined it largely for professional reasons), was done over forty years

ago, in Wendell Thomas's Hinduism Invades America. This adds little

to our knowledge of the early history, and is of value chiefly for its
assessment of the Movement in America in the late 1920's, when it was
at a low ebb. The present thesis, as stated, will concentrate on the
early, formative period. It will attempt a sympathetic, yet objective
analysis of the manner in which the Movement's structures and goals
were established and have been continued, particularly as these have

been influenced by its encounter with the West, as detailed below.
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CHAPTER ONE
RELIGIOUS FERMENT ON INDIA IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

The initiatives for nineteenth century religious and social
reform in India came from two sources. First, British Evangelicals
laboured in concert with commercial‘interests and Utilitarian philosophy
to civilize India. Second, a series of individuals in India sought,
through a varying admixture of elements of Western culture and forgot-—
ten models from their own tradition, to break down the walls of poverty
and superstition which blocked the entrance of India into the modern
world. This initial chapter attempts a brief exploration of these
forces as they shaped the setting in which the Ramakrishna Movement

was born, and established patterns which it could ponder in determining

its own strategic response to the needs of India.

I. The British Stimulus to Reform

The policies of the British East India Company prior to the
nineteenth century were largely determined by Britain's need for Indian
exports. The Industrial Revolution, however, which vastly increased
the supply of manufactured goods in England, found her needing to de-
velop a market for these goods. Insofar as her imperial subjects re-
mained in peésant, agricultural societies, they had neither taste nor
need for such products. Thus the earlier administrative romanticism
which had been reluctant to impose the artifices of Western civilization

upon the noble peasant and his immemorial culture began to be modified
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by Britain's economic situation.

At the start of the nineteenth century, however, the British
were occupied in India with political problems and internal wars.
Around 1818, however, with the defeat of the Mahratta powers, almost
the whole of the coastline of the subcontinent was under British gover-
nance and, with the exception of certain central states, which cooperated
more informally with the British presence, large sections of the interior
as well. As warfare subsided, the dominant power could now set itself
to the task of providing a stable and effective administration. This
meant that pressures for policy change which had been building in
England since the 1790's now demanded attention. The transition from
merchant status to that of ruling caste imposed on the British a new
set of responsibilities. Even though the transfer of rule from company
to crown was not formally effected until 1858, following the Mutiny;
the need to provide a widened base of security for the expanding trade
left the East India Company in virtual rule of the subcontinent long
before that time. |

The Evangelical interest in India was effectively initiated in
1792, when Charles Grant returned to England after twenty years of
service with the Company in India. He brought with him some profound
convictions with regard to needed policy changes, first among which
were the encouragement of English education and the presence of mission-
aries. He enlisted the influential cooperation of William Wilberforce
in pursuit of these objectives, and the two became prime movers in the
Clapham Sect, an Evangelical Movement which also sought to secure the

abolition of the slave trade. The manner in which, in Grant's mind,
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the civilizing influences of the West would also enhance Britain's
commercial interests is indicated in the following passage:

In considering the affairs of the world as
under the control of the Supreme Disposer, and
those distant territories...providentially put
into our hands...is it not necessary to conclude
that they were given to us, not merely that we
might draw an annual profit from them, but that
we might diffuse among their inhabitants, long
sunk in darkness, vice and misery, the light and
benign influence of the truth, the blessings of
well-regulated society, the improvements and
comforts of active industry?...In every progres-
sive step to this work, we shall also serve the
original design with which we visited India, that
design still so important to this country - the
extension of our commerce.l

Education and Christianity were the keystones of the policy of
assimiliation whereby the gulf between British and Indian cultures

tny

could be bridged. "In this way', it was held, the noblest species

of conquest', the spread of true religion and knowledge, would not for-
feit its earthly reward; for 'wherever our principles and bur language
are introduced, our commerce will follow"’.2 Wilberforce echoed these
sentiments in support of the Clause in the East-India Bill for Promoting
the Religious Instruction and Moral Improvement of the Natives of the
British Dominions in India, which was passed in 1813, permitting mis-
sionaries to be admitted to India. Having first proposed this step

twenty years earlier, Wilberforce now believed that the most important

battle of his life, affecting ''the temporal and eterral happiness of

lEric Stokes, The English Utilitarians and India (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1959), p. 34.

2Ibid.




11

millions; iiterally, millions on millions yet unborn", had been won.

While some missionaries had been operating in South India for
some time and in small areas under the control of other foreign powers,
such as William Carey at the Danish colony of Serampore just north of
Calcutta, this opened India to the pent-up aspirations of many foreign
mission boards. The Christian presence was to prove a powerful, if at
times an irritating and intolerant, catalyst for social change. Shortly
after the doors were opened to the missionary, the other side of the
assimilative coin, English education, also was initiated. This,
interestingly, was first begun by the efforts, not of the British, but
of the Hindu elite in Calcutta, in the foundation in 1816 of Hindu
College, the first European-style institution of higher learning in
Asia.4 The British, however, particularly under the leadership of
Bentinck and Macaulay, were eager to expand this beachhead. Still in
company with leadership from the Indian elite such as Rammohan Roy
(whose contribution will be explored below), but with somewhat different
motives, they secured the enactment of Macaulay's Education Minute in
1835 &s the culmination of their efforts.

At this point it should be noted that the interests of Radicals
and Utilitarian philosophers also coincided with those of the Evangelicals.

n

As Percival Spear notes, these had "a faith in reason as strong as the

3P. J. Marshall, Problems of Empire: Britain and India, 1757-

1813 (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1968), pp. 72, 73.

4Daviﬂ Kopf, British Orientalism and the Bengal Renalssance
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969), p. 4.
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Evangelical confidence in the Gospel".5 Thus they joined with the
Evangelicals in denouncing customs which they regarded as an offense
against humanity. Among the Utilitarians, James Mill was greatly in-

fluential. His History of India, written in 1817, gave him status

among the Company's policy makers. With Bentinck he welcomed the
initiatives of Macaulay in educational reform upon the latter's arrival
in India.

Macaulay states how he conceived the Education Minute to be
intimately related to the advance of British commercial interests and
the Evangelical cause. "It is scarcely possible', he wrote, '"to cal-
culate the benefits which we might derive from the diffusion of European
civilisation among the vast population of the East....To trade with
civilised men is infinitely more profitable than to govern savages".6 \
In 1836, writing to his father, Macaulay stated his firm belief that,
if the program for English education were pursued, there would not be
a single idolater among the respectable classes in Bengal thirty years
later.7 Despite Macaulay's arrogant confidence in the superiority of
British culture, the Indian historian and diplomat, K. M. Pannikar, has
called his Education Minute the mo;t beneficently revolutionary decision

taken by the British government in India. "It is the genius of this man,

5Percival Spear, A History of India, Vol. 2 (Baltimore: Penguin
Books, 1965), p. 122,

6Stokes,_22. cit., p. 44.

7Ibid., pp. 45, 46. See also, L. S. S. 0'Malley, ed., Modern
India and the West (London: Oxford University Press, 1941), p. 325.
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narrow in his Europeanism, self-satisfied in his sense of English

; . " " 8

greatness, that gives life to modern India as we know it'".
When, therefore, the history of nineteenth century British

India is charted in terms of social change, notable acts of legislation

such as the abolition oi sati in 1829, Macaulay's Education Minute of
EEEES = |
|

1835, the bill allowing the re-marriage of Hindu widows in 1856, the
Brahmo Marriage Act of 1872, might be cited as the most significant
milestones. The mere recitation of these acts, however, might convey
the impression that they were imposed by the British authorities, which
is certainly incorrect. 1In each case, the passage of the act followed
agitation by Indian reformers who, in the large majority of the cases,
acted as Hindus following their own carefully considered dharma. The
British themselves, despite the adoption of a policy of assimilation
based on a belief in the superiority of their own culture, nevertheless
retained a balancing reluctance to interfere apart from indigenous pres-
sure. When they did enact legislation to modify social practices which
had become emmeshed in religious beliefs, as in Lord Bentinck's sup-
pression of Eggi_in 1829, the stand was taken on the premise that it
was to purify the Hindu religion. Bentinck said, "I write and feel as
a Legislator for the Hindoos, and as I believe many enlightened Hindoos

think and feel".9

8Sir Percival Griffiths, The British Impact on India (London:
Macdonald, 1952), p. 250.

9While this may seem patronizing, Bentinck did seek to discern
the thoughts of the Indian people before taking action in this matter.
Despite his statement, however, that he felt himself to be acting in
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For the Evangelicals, the presence of a core of "enlightened
Hindoos" meant that Christian ideals were already beginning to take
root. They thus anticipated, not only moral and social advance, but,
more tacitly, a broad turning to Christianity as this circle of en-
lightemment expanded. As late as 1902, the editor of the Calcutta
Review, a generally fair-minded journal, expressed his strong belief
that the process of Christianization of India was well underway, through
the turning to Christ of '"the most earnest seekers,...the moral heroes
...who are the real salt, strength, and stamina of the nation....When
these", he confidently predicted, 'have all been gathered into the
Christian Church, the rest of the wavering and the careless, even
though in the vast majority, will follow as a matter of course'.

While this generalized expectation was not uncharacteristic,
many missionaries sought to stimulate a genuine trans-cultural inter-
change and to foster humanitarian objectives which were imperatives in
themselves, and were not strategic instruments to advance the growth
of the visible Church. William Carey and, to a degree, his associates

at Serampore, were so motivated. While encouragement to English education

accord with the wishes of enlightened Hindus, he agreed with Orientalist
Horace Wilson that it would be a dangerous evasion to argue that the
practice was not an essential part of the Hindu religion. To balance
his above statement, he also accepted that the '"conscientious belief of
every order of Hindus, with few exceptions, regards it as sacred". He
did systematically review the opinions of forty-nine officials, most of
whom favoured suppression, but there is no indication that Indians were
among this group. S. Natarajan, A Century of Social Reform in India
(New York: Asia Publishing House, 1959), pp. 33-35.

lOEditorial, "The Quarter'", Calcutta Review, Vol. 114, April,
1902, p. 399. Alexander Duff, with Captain John Kaye and John Marshman,
son of Carey's famous colleague at Serampore, founded the paper, and
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became official British policy after 1835, Carey's services as an
Orientalist were helping to acquaint the British and the Indian people
themselves with the Indian heritage. His primary linguistic contribu-
tion was in the vernacular languages, chiefly Bengali, in which his
efforts have induced many historians to accord him the honorific dis-
tinction of father of modern Bengali prose.ll Linguistically, the
Serampore Mission Press, as early as 1805, could print any work in
Sanskrit, Bengali, Urdu, Oriya, Tamil, Kanarese or Marathi, which seems
a phenomenal achievement, and Fort William colleagues and facilities
enabled Carey to derive the grammatical and lexicographical principles
of these ].anguages.l2 This interaction, through Carey, between the
two institutions was of inestimable value in promoting the systematic
study of Hindu popular culture. Other Orientalists, William Jones,
earlier, H. H. Wilson, Friedrich Max MUller and others, later, were
part of this obverse inter-cultural dimension to that fostered by

British Utilitarian, Evangelical, and commercial interests.

Duff edited it for a few years, until a furlough in 1849. It shows at
times his rather narrow Scottish Presbyterianism, but was begun as a
review to which men of all types of opinion and religious belief could
contribute. See William Paton, Alexander Duff, Pioneer of Missionary
Education (New York: .George H. Doran and Co., 1922), pp. 140-42.

llKopf, 0. Bite.y Pe Jle

lzlbid., pp. 71-2. The obvious initial reason for Carey's

language study and printing initiatives was to translate the Bible into
these various tongues. Beyond that, however, he early sought to render
Indian classics accessible in the vernacular. See Eustace Carey,
Memoir of William Carey (London: Jackson and Walford, 1836), passim,
and John Clark Marshman, The Life and Times of Carey, Marshman and Ward,
2 vols. (London: Longman, Brown, Green, Longmans, and Roberts, 1859),

passim.
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The Evangelical presence in the stimulation of social reform
was also highly significant. K. Natarajan, the editor of The Indian

Social Reformer, acknowledged that '"the fear of the Christian missionary

has been the beginning of much social wisdom among us”.13 The opening
of schools and hospitals, the championing of the rights of women, widows
in particular, quickened the conscience of enlightened Hindus. Paul
Devanandan, in listing such social services as '"the feeding of the
hungry, the care of the orphan (and widow), teaching the illiterate to
read and write, healing the sick in body and mind", makes the assertion,
"These are ends in themselves. Such secular aspects of the Christian
Mission are not designed to hasten the expansion of Christianity".14
For some of the nineteenth century Evangelicals, this statement would
have been extravagantly idealistic. But the Church at its best, by the
time of Devanandan's writing, had moved toward a larger maturity through
an abdication of a jealous possessiveness towards its own progeny in
terms of the above works. Some, even earlier, could rejoice in seeing
that Hindus began to look to their own tradition to discern within it
the basis for a similar social concern. A partially defensive strategy
began, then, to develop within Hinduism to meet the challenge of the

Christian presence. A number of the movements which arose, even those

3Charles H. Heimsath, Indian Nationalism and Hindu Social
Reform (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964), p. 53.

lL}Palul D. Devanandan, Christian Concern in Hinduism (Bangalore:

Christian Institute for the Study of Religion and Society, 1961), pp.
109-10.
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superficially labelled 'revivalist'", incorporated "reform'" elements
within them, conscious that the magnitude of the confrontation with
the West would not admit as viable any strategy calling merely for a

rigid insistence on the adequacy of the given social order.

ITI. The Hindu Response '

A Christian, writing in the Calcutta Review, in 1879, could

make the insightful and prophetic observation, "It is...a peculiarity
of Hinduism more calling for congratulation than surprise that...it

has never ceased to engender attempts at regeneration and reform from
the depths of its own consciousness”.l5 The marvel is that, given the
frontal character of the challenge from the West, so much of the cul-
tural integrity of India survived. The Hindus quite rightly perceived
that the total British presence and the specific programs of missionaries
constituted a throwing down of the gauntlet before their o%n religion.
Early in the nineteenth century the two faiths, Christianity and
Hinduism, certainly seemed unequally matched. After describing the
Hinduism of the day, Pannikar says, '"As against this disorganized and
inchoate mass of sects and creeds, with no defined dogma, no organized
priesthood, no officially accepted scriptures, with its doctrines over-
grown with superstition and primitive beliefs, stood Christianity - the

accepted faith of the dynamic and expanding civilization of Europe".16

lSH. D. Keene, '"Religion in India", Calcutta Review, no. 68,
1879, p. 207.

16K. M. Pannikar, Hinduism and the West (Chandigarh: Panjab

University Publishing Bureau, 1964), p. 24,
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The outcome of such an encounter would have seemed a foregone conclu-
sion. And yet, by the century's end, Hinduism had discerned the nature
of the threat, looked to its own most vulnerable points, and had begun
to muster its own resources to effect the refinement of its practices
and teachings. '"The Hindu religion emerged stronger, more united,
capable of meeting the challenge of other religions with complete self-
confidence, ready in fact to carry the war into other camps".l7 The
twentieth century has seen the elaboration of the tendencies even then
being heralded.

Hinduism proved more pliable in certain respects than one might
have anticipated. It was bound by no set of unchanging dogmas and,
while the Vedas were often appealed to as revealed scriptures, their
actual content, early in the nineteenth century, was so little known
as to make them virtually useless in establishing a given position with
regard to ethical practice. Research into the sacred texts was, however,
stimulated by the reformers' zeal. 1In order to effect any social
change, its advocates had to interpret that change as restorative of an
earlier, purer order. Thus the Orientalists found that their linguistic
tools were readily put to use by reformers, seeking to establish prece-
dents from scripture, and by the orthodox, hoping to find justification
for practices hallowed by customary usage. This partially accounts for
the difference in methodology in effecting reform which emerges between

Indian and British leaders in India. The former, as in the relationship

1 1bid., p. 25.
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between Rammohan Roy and Lord Bentinck, would make his case by searching
the Hindu texts, smrti and sSruti, for relevant counsel from an earlier
period. This was largely irrelevant for the representative of the
British crown, whose decision would be made on the basis of what he
felt to be universal human rights, some of which, such as the equality
of all men before the bar of justice, were certainly not principles
accepted by caste-structured Indian society.18

The first name to be considered among modern Indian reformers
must surely be that of Raja Rammohan Roy, variously accorded, with
merit, ascriptions such as '"Pioneer of Modern Indian Renaissance',
"the first really cosmopolitan type in India', '"the Father of Modern
India", etc. The cosmopolitan influences had been strong from an
early period in his life. Unlike the larger Hindu culture which, from
the centuries of its exposure to Islam had only become more resistant
te change, Rammohan's educatioﬁ, beginning with the study of Persian
in his native village and continuing at Patna, then a famous seat of
Muslim learning, with instruction in Arabic, Sufi philosophy, and other
Islamic subjects, caused him to raise many questions about the religious
practices of his people. While still in his teens he began to express
t:is opinions against idolatry both verbally and in print, and this
t.ade it necessary for him to leave home for a time. But his intent
v.rsisted to purify Hinduism of what he regarded as its superstitious

accretions developed during the Puranic period. '"He was banished from

18Ibid., pp. 16-17.
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his father's house once or twice; he was insulted by his friends; his
life was threatened, and even in the streets of Calcutta he had to walk
about armed. Later in his life his relations (his own mother) tried to
deprive him of his caste, and indirectly of his property”.19 This is
a brief detailing by Max MUller of the personal estrangement which
Rammohan Roy had to face for his strong stance. The same writer also
points out that Rammohan Roy never joined the Muslim or Christian com-
munities with which he had so many cordial relationships, and which
might have welcomed him openly as a convert, but remained to the end a
devout Brahmin.zo Further estrangement came from some missionary
friends at Serampore because he regarded certain of the more miraculous
elements in the Gospels as expendable, as he felt that they lessened
the credibility of the ethical message of Jesus, which he highly
valued.

These difficulties mark Rammohan Roy as an almost ;olitary
figure among his contemporaries in Indian society, as indeed he was

for a time. He may be regarded as something of a counterpart to William

l9F. Max MHller, I Point to India, ed. by Nanda Mookerjee
(Bombay: Shakuntala Publishing House, 1970), p. 41.

20Ibid.

211n addition to the classic Islamic languages, Rammohan Roy

studied Greek and Hebrew so as to have scholarly access to the Christian
scriptures. While never personally close, Rammohan Roy was in some con-
tact with Serampore before and after this controversy, as they shared
many interests. The public exchanges in print on this occasion were
between Rammohan Roy and Joshua Marstman. For differing assessments,see
D. S. Sarma, The Renaissance of Hinduism (Benares: Benares Hindu
University, 1944), pp. 75-6, and Marshman, op. cit., vol. 2, pp. 238-39.
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Carey, however, in his services as champion for the freedom of the
press, the rights of women (particularly in his unceasing campaign
against gggz), and the cause of education. Despite his appeal to the
classics for precedents in support of reform measures, however, he
definitely stood with the Anglicists against the Orientalists in his
insistence that modern scientific education was much more a pressing
need for India than further stress on Sanskrit. Having assisted David
Hare in the establishment of the Hindu College, he regarded the opening
of a Sanskrit College in Calcutta as a retrograde move. In a letter of
protest he said, '"The Sanskrit language, so difficult that almost a
lifetime is necessary for its perfect acquisition, is well known to have
been for ages a lamentable check on the diffusion of knowledge; and the
learning concealed under this impervious veil is far from sufficient to
reward the labour of acquiring it....The Sanskrit system of education
would be the best calculated to keep this country in darknéess, if such
had been the policy of the British 1egislature...."22
As well as welcoming the promise of Western educational models,
his cordiality to the Evangelicals was also striking, particularly in
the case of the Rev. Alexander Duff, whom he greatly assisted in begin—.

ning his work in Calcutta in 1830.23 Shortly thereafter Rammohan Roy

22Griffiths, op. clt., p. 249,

23Their relationship is detailed in Paton, op. cit., pp. 68-74.
Duff and Rammohan Roy shared an interest in Anglicist educational models.
Carey, also, (Paton, p. 59) though much more of an Orientalist, encour-
aged Duff in his proposals for Christian education. Kopf, op. cit., pp.
259-62, perhaps from his interest in the Orientalist cause, is quite
harsh towards Duff and charitable in regards to Carey, whose strategy
led him to much more intimate appreciation of Eastern culture,
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was to travel to England, there to continue his pattern of close co-
operation with British officialdom in effecting and cementing reform.
Although he had not felt that Bentinck's legal act abolishing §§£§_was
the best way of dealing with the issue, once he saw that the desired
effect was secured without disorder, he firmly opposed those who sought
its repeal. This cause and the advocacy of other reforms attendant to
the renewal of the Company charter in 1833 provided the motivation for
his going to England, where he died and was buried at Bristol, shortly
after the desired acts were passed.24

Rammohan Roy's legacy to India was conveyed in part through the
Brahmo Samaj which he founded in 1828. It largely consisted of a simple
worship directed toward Bralma, in continuation of the monotheistic
patterns developed in two antecedent groups, also fostered by the Raja.
Unlike the second of these, the Calcutta Unitarian Society, which had
claimed both Indian and European members, this one had a wholly indigenous
membership. The movement was to languish for a time, with his absence
from India and his death, until the Tagores, Dwarkanath and his son,
Debendranath, were to emerge as leaders. The elder Tagore, while not a
deep thinker, was nevertheless a colourful figure who followed Rammohan

Roy's lead in coming to England in the next decade. He appreciated the

24His death occured within a few months of that of William

Wilberforce, the English reformer. Their common cause in social justice,
linking men of enlightenment from Britain to the ends of the Empire in
India, finds testimony in the words engraved on the tomb of Wilberforce
in St. Paul's Cathedral, London: "In an age and country fertile in
great and good men, he was among the foremost of those who fixed the
character of their times'".
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magnitude of the Raja's contribution, and erected a monument to Rammohan
Roy at the cemetery in Bristol, shortly before he himself was to die in
England. Max Mdller felt that the elder Tagore, witnessing his research
on the Vedas in Paris, may have communicated something of this to his
son, Debendranath, for the latter, shortly afterwards, and perhaps in-
spired by Max Miller's example, sent four scholars to Benares to study
the Vedas and report back to him.25 Sarma follows Max Mi#ller in ob-
serving the outcome of this venture, i.e., that from the study of these
four men and the ensuing discussion within the Samaj after their return,
the cherished doctrine of the infallibility of the Vedas was given up

within the group. The '"tat tvam asi" doctrine of the Upanishads was

also unacceptable, and a compilation of various extracts from the Hindu

scriptures selected for their theistic and ethical teaching was distilled

for Brahmo purposes, along with a stress on intuition (adesha), later to

become a keynote for Keshab Chandra Sen.26
While not possessing the statesmanlike qualities of Rammohan

Roy, Debendranath seems to have a more deeply pious nature. Reform came

with more reluctance for him, and he was hesitant to impose the abolition

of caste distinctions, e.g., the giving up of the sacred thread by

Samaj members from the three higher castes. While he did this at the

behest of the zealous Keshab Chandra Sen, who had joined the Samaj in

1857 at the age of only nineteen, later, in 1860, he yielded to more

conservative members and once more allowed the thread to be worn. The

25Max Miller, op. cit., pp. 56-7.

26Sarma, op. cit.; p« 96.




24

occasion which gave him the freedom to do this was when the building in
which the group had been meeting was damaged by cyclone, so that the
meetings were held instead in his own home. As host, he felt at liberty
to permit his guests to follow their own taste in this matter. Certainly
less Westernized and less under Christian influence than Keshab,
Debendranath and his young lieutenant seemed destined for a parting of
the ways. The split came, then, over this immediate issue, and re-
sulted in Keshab's founding of the Bralmo Samaj of India two years
later, with Debendranath's group henceforth being known as the Adi (or
original) Brahmo Samaj. Reform became less an active emphasis of the
earlier group, which opposed the passage of the Brahmo Marriage Bill
which Keshab introduced in 1872.

The new movement, however, in pursuing a separate path, appears
to have found an almost evangelical fervor in the proclamation of its
message. It was strongly charismatic, and the magnetism of Keshab
Chandra Sen, enhanced for some by his six-month visit to the West in
1870, strengthening his already warm feeling for Christianity, began
te multiply his influence throughout India. He then made an all-India
tour in 1873. Other missionaries were sent out, fcunding groups pri-
marily in Bengal but beyond, also, where clusters of persons welcomed
the westernized religious message which the Brahmos had to share.

: : . | - 27 .
As an almost classic charismatic organization, however, it

7See Max Weber, The Sociology of Religion (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1963), particularly pp. 46-7. Weber distinguishes between priest
and prophet, with the latter exercising his authority, not by virtue of
office but by personal gifts and his claim of direct revelation. The
New Dispensation seems clearly to have regarded Keshab in this manner.
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was overly dependent on the personal leading of Keshab, whose develop-
ment of Debendranath's doctrine of intuition, Sarma notes, made him al-
most a law unto himself.28 The movement contained few guidelines, and
when Keshab appeared to many to controvert his own earlier stance in
allowing his daughter to be married in 1878 to the Prince of Cooch
Behar, when both were under the ages specified in the Brahmo Marriage
Bill, a large-scale falling away resulted in a new schism. His de-
fenders, convinced of their leader's spiritual integrity, felt that he
could not go against the express guidance which he claimed to have re-
ceived on this occasion, and cited other circumstances which had, in
their thought, been widely misrepresented. They felt, for one, that the
marriage would build a bridge of understanding with Hinduism, by yoking,
with British urging, Keshab's daughter with the son of the ruler of
conservative Hindu Cooch Behar. Further, they said, the Brahmo Marriage
Bill did not legally apply to Cooch Behar, a separate state, and in ad-
dition, it was only a betrothal, with the real marriage ceremony taking
place two years later, following the Prince's return from England to
which he had gone immediately after the earlier ceremony. Finally, they
insisted that it was not a Hindu ceremony as had been alleged, for what
Hindu marriage could have taken place in the presence of not only Brahlmos,
but also Christians and Muslims? Hindu rites may have been held, but
these were after Keshab, his daughter, and their party had left, and

. 2
were not a part of the ceremony itself. .

28Sarma, op. cit., p. 104.

9Gouri Prasad Mazoomdar, Keshub Chunder Sen and the Schools of
Protest and Non-Protest (Calcutta: The Art Press, n. d.), pp. 49-54.
Also, Dwijadas Datta, Behold the Man (Calcutta: Dwijadas Datta, 1930),
pp. 135-40.
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Despite these protestations, a very sizable number of Keshab's
followers, uncompromising in their call for reform, felt that a serious
compromise had been made, and a further schism was effected, the new
group separating from Keshab's New Dispensation and calling itself the
Sadharan Brahmo Samaj. It was this group, generally of a more ration—
alistic and less theistic temper, which Vivekananda later joined before
his meeting with Ramakrishna.

The influence of all of these groups was to wane as they mbved
into the twentieth century. The Sadharan Brahmo Samaj, while it de-
veloped rules, policies, and guidelines which had been lacking in the
New Dispensation, was too coldly rationalistic for most Indians. The
New Dispensation itself, borrowing from all traditions and committing
itself to none, seemed like a cut-flower bouquet.30 And the Adi Brahmo
Samaj began to be restricted more and more to the activities of the
Tagore family circle, having moved closer to orthodox Hinduism and
having lost much of its character as a reform movemént.

Attention to reform activities in nineteenth century Bengal may
properly be focussed primarily on the Brahmo Samaj, and two other edu-
cators connected with it should be mentioned before passing to other

areas. These persons were Pandit Vidyasagar and Sasipada Banerjee who,

Sarma, op. cit., p. 112. Keshab's own relations with Hinduism
appear to have been strengthened through his close acquaintance with
Ramakrishna, whom he first met in 1875. Their relationship, which will
be elaborated below, was doubtless influential for both, although the
foliowers of each naturally stress the contribution of their own teacher
to the other.
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curiously, are not mentioned in the accounts by Sarma, Farquhar, and
certain other rather standard works on Indian reformers. Both were
pioneers in the education of women, and Vidyasagar was a prime mover in
the passage of the Widow Re-Marriage Bill in 1856. Sasipada, called by
some ''the last great Bengal reformer",31 joined him in promoting thé
practice of widow re-marriage, helping to finance such marriages, and
opening his home for the ceremonies. When he and his wife travelled to
England in 1871, she was the first Hindu woman to cross the seas, ac-—
cording to Natarajan.32 On her death in 1877, he married a widow him-
self. Vivekananda later donated the proceeds of a lecture in Brooklyn
to Sasipada's widows' home, as an alternative to the work for widows of
Pandita Ramabai, an Indian woman who had become Christian, and whose
Brooklyn supporters were critical of what they felt to be Vivekananda's
idealized portrayal of the lot of Hindu widows.

The character of reform movements outside of Bengal is generally
less radical, and wherever the Brahmos went in their missionary pur-
suits, while they inspired other reform activities, these were usually
more moderate in tone than those of the Brahmos. One observer of the
South Indian scene could comment, '"The Bralmo is more of an outcaste in

the eyes of his neighbors than is the Christian,...who keeps caste".33

31Natarajan, op. cit., p. 47.
32Ibid., p. 48.

33Heimsath, op. cit,, p. 23,




28

Those calling for root and branch reform, however, were not always in
possession of the most sophisticated understanding of the antecedent
causes of the current religious situation. Charles Heimsath, in par-
ticular, feels that reformers in both the Bralmo and Arya Samaj (to be
discussed below) showed less awareness of social processes, in citing
false religion or control over society by corrupt Brahmins as respon-
sible for India's decline. He quotes Justice Ranade in support of his
thesis that the Maharastrian reformers were more perceptive in their
assessments of complex processes that had been at work for centuries.
Ranade says, listing ideas which had nurtured a general decline, "These
ideas may be briefly set forth as isolation, submission to outward
force or power more than to the voice of inward conscience, perception
of fictitious differences between men and men due to heredity and birth,
passive acquiescence in civil wrongdoing, and a general indifference to
secular well-being, almcst bordering on fatalism".34
To expanrnd on the differences between reform in Bengal and else-
where, Ranade and company in the Bombay presidency seem to have held a
greater feeling for national, as against regional issues, than did the
Bengali Brahmos, who were also more characteristically emotional and
volatile. The reformers in western India tended, also, to have more
regard for tradition generally. Southern reformers, in brief, were
educated but ritually orthcdox Brahmins, while in the porthwest, the
Hindu-Muslim conflict imparted a dimension of militancy not found else-

where.

/
S ptd. , p. 19,
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In western India the Prarthana Samaj grew out of Keshab's mis-
sionary activities, but from its inception it seemed to exhibit less of
a spirit of adolescent rebellion than the parent Brahmo organization.

It was more concerned to preserve the historic ties which bound it to

the ancestral faith than were most of the Bengalis. Thus there was
nothing equivalent to the Brahmo Marriage Bill in the Bombay Presidency,
in effect creating a separate caste or religion, as in Bengal. Most

of the movement in and around Bombay found its focus in the activities

of Justice Ranade, whose long service on the bench gave a more judicial
coloration to reform. He was instrumental both in political organiza-
tion and social reform, through the founding of the Indian National
Congress and the Social Conference, which he hoped might prosper together.
This hope was shared by A. O. Hume and others who with Ranade helped

to found the Congress Party in 1885. Sessions of the Social Conference
were in fact appended to those of the National Congress from 1887, when
the Social Conference was begun, into the 1900's. An exception was the
Congress session of 1895 in Poona. Ranade two years earlier had suc-
ceeded K. T. Telang in the Bombay High Court, having moved there from
Poona, where he had been a subordinate judge since 1872. It now seemed
that Poona, for years in the vanguard of social reform, was more disposed
to the persuasion of Bal Gangadhar Tilak who, as the editor of KesSari

and Mahratta from Poona, was forcefully advocating political action
leading to swaraj (self-rule) rather than social reform.

The fascinating drama of the relationship between Ranade and
Tilak cannot be delineated here except in briefest outline. /Tilak op-

posed the social reformers on two grounds, both of which had some credence.
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First, he felt that the reformers did not consistently practice the new
life style which they sought to impose on the larger society.35 Second,
activities in sociél reform were, he felt, an admission of weakness and,
to alleviate the alleged shortcomings of society, the reformers were
both imitating the European overlords and cooperating with them to ef-
fect change. Political independence was the primary mandate for Tilak;
efforts which appeared to him to compromise that mandate received his
scorn. Tilak and his followers viewed Ranade as a radical social re-
former and a moderate political reformer, and for them there was no
place for the moderate in political action. Tilak thus opposed the Age
of Consent Bill, ultimately passed by the Viceroy's Legislative Council
in 1891, because the social reformers were modifying Indian society and
the Hindu religion by use of British law.36 Rigorously anti-Western,
Tilak felt that such hand-in-glove collaboration was anathema.

But if Ranade, Gokhale, Telang, and others seemed too temperate
in political reform for Tilak and his associates, their middle path
made them equally vulnerable to attack from more genuinely radical

social reformers. With the publication of The Social Reformer, first

from Madras in 1890 and later from Bombay, personal vacillation and

35

Tilak's personal example often appeared more modern than that
of certain of the reformers. He opposed governmental interference,
though he was committed to going beyond the age limitations then being
proposed for marriage legislation. He was one of the first five signa-
tors on a pledge in 1889 to educate his daughters and not marry them
before the age of ten, and did not in fact marry them till they were
over sixteen. Natarajan, op. cit., p. 66, and Heimsath, op. cit., p. 209.

36Heﬁnsath, op. cit., p. 207.
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public concessions for the sake of diplomacy in the reformer's camp

were subjected to harsh criticism. As an English language periodical,
committed to rationalistic rather than Shastraic bases for reform, the
Reformer largely ignored the conventions to which the earlier reformers
in western India continued to feel amenable. When Ranade (and Tilak,
also, interestingly) submitted to caste demands that he take prazascitta
in public repentance for having taken food at a tea party given by
Christian missionaries, it was a moment of genuine disillusiomment for
many in the movement, and the Reformer sharply censured such acts. For
Ranade it was an unimportant concession, for the act of eating in company
prohibited by caste restrictions was not an issue of such magnitude as
to make him willing to alienate those whom he hoped to lead into reform
in more crucial areas.

The temper of the movement, however, as the century turned, was
fired with a greater fervency. The causes of female education, widow's
rights, and greater maturity for marital consummation still had gains
to make, but the younger reformers wanted to break new ground. The
above causes, championed for many years, did not threaten the caste
structure itself, as certain new ones were specifically designed to do.
Among these would be the active promotion of inter-caste dining, the

issue from which Ranade retreated, and the first stirrings of conscience

37When Ranade's first wife died in 1873, he eventually yielded

to his father's desire that he marry the eleven-year old daughter of

an orthodox family. While he conceded this point for the sake of family
peace and unity, Ranade then went about to educate his young wife.

Later she became a noted reformer in her own right, and was among those

expressing dismay at his taking of prazgscitgg_after the tea party with

the missionaries. Heimsath, op. cit., pp. 184-5,
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about the plight of the untouchable. The mantle was to pass from Ranade
to Narayan Ganesh Chandavarkar who, when threatened with caste excom-
munication for his reforming ventures, simply ignored it. He had been

exempt from the criticisms of the Social Reformer, and he and the edi-

tor, Kamakshi Natarajan, increasingly laboured in concert till the
Reformer moved to Bombay in 1900. ‘A year later Chandavarkar was to
succeed Ranade both in the leadership of the Social Conference movement
and in the Bombay High Court upon Ranade's death.

Although in the decade before his death Ranade had been too
tepid in his leadership for the younger zealots, he had been a prime
mover in organizing both political and social reform into national
movements through the National Congress party and the Social Conference.
Perhaps, because he saw the need for orderly advance together in both
these realms and, though with lesser emphasis, in religion, also, he
was not the one to provide the sharp thrust into any singlé realm.

The pace of reform in the south of India was generally slower

than elsewere, at least until the advent of the Social Reformer in Madras.

Before that time, the leadership of Viresalingam, later to be associated

A statement of Ranade's comprehensive philosophy of reform is
quoted in Sarma, op. cit., p. 154, as follows: 'You cannot have a good
social system when you find yourself low in the scale of political
rights, nor can you be fit to exercise political rights and privileges
unless your social system is based on reason and justice. You cannot
have a good economical system when your social arrangements are imper-—
fect. If your religious ideals are low and grovelling, you cannot suc-—
ceed in social, economical or political spheres. This inter-dependence
is not an accident, but is the law of our nature....It is a mistaken
view which divorces considerations political from social and economical,
and no man can be said to realize his duty in one aspect who neglects
his duties in other directions".
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with Vivekananda, was an almost isolated personal example. He could be,
in the breadth of his concerns, at one moment a critic of British rule,
at another pressing for widow remarriage. The slowness of the south
was, so Heimsath feels, as much due to a larger social dominance by
Bralmins than anything.39 English language study had by the latter.part
of the century been more pronounced here than elsewhere in India, but
only a small percentage went on to the university education which pro-
duced much of the ferment for reform. The only issues in which the
Madras Presidency gave significant leadership to the nation were those
connected with a rather puritanical strain, such as the campaign against
nautch dancing and usage of beverage alcohol. Reform was also intimi-
dated in the south by the presence in Madras of the Theosophical Society
after 1882. The Society became the bulwark for many years of the given
social order so that, even though orthodox Hindus did not actively re-
late to it for a number of reasons, they relied on it to defend the
traditional positions, often severely beleaguered by the reformers.

That Westerners were championing orthodox practice was a great con-
servative counter—-agency to social change.

The history of Theosophy in India is replete with colourful
personalities, schisms arising between them, periodic scandals of
various sorts, and occult teachings which augmented those of the native
faiths of India. Colonel Olcott and Madame Blavatsky had first begun
the Society in New York City in 1875. Little was done in the first few

vears, till Madame Blavatsky published her first book, Isis Unveiled,

39Heimsath, op. ¢it., p. 1ll.
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and correspondence was initiated with Swami Dayananda of the Arya Samaj
of India. 1In obedience to the leadings of the Tibetan Masters who were
throughout the movement's history credited as wielding a primary influ-
ence on its affairs, Madame Blavatsky and Colonel Olcott came to India
in 1879, landing in Bombay to a welcome by the Arya Samajists. Their
early efforts paralleled those of the Arya Samaj in reforming education,
promoting Sanskrit learning and generally seeking to counter the in-
fluence of Christian missionaries. The first few years were spent mostly
in Ceylon, espousing a revival of Buddhism, but the movement established
its headquarters in Adyar,just outside of Madras, in 1882. Madame
Blavatsky left India not long after when she fell ill. An investigation
of the Society's claims of letters from the Tibetan Masters had been
pressed by the Society for Psychical Research in London, also, and their
report indicated Madame Blavatsky as a fraud and the movement's claim
to have received special occult phenomena as spurious. She then settled
in London where she died a few years later in 1891. It was there,
however, that she won the loyvalty of Mrs. Annie Besant, who had separ-
ated from her husband to become a leader in freethought and socialism,
She became the Society's leader upon Madame Blavatsky's death and went
to India in 1893, shortly after having attended the Parliament of
Religions in Chicago. She developed a deep personal feeling for India,
which she regarded as having been the place of her birth in a former
incarnation, and swiftly set about to instill a new vitality in Hinduism.
Until about 1915, Mrs. Besant was, in her public career, wholly
identified with the revival cof Hinduism, and not at all with reform,

By that time the questions which had been building in her for years could
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no longer be contained, and she began to pursue a different course,
opposing caste restrictions and becoming politically active through
leadership in the Congress party. That she could move so readily from
leadership in one realm to another is a clear tribute to her recognized
stature among the Indian people. She remained the President of the
Theosophical Society in India from 1907 until her death in India in
1933, but her political influence began to wane in 1920, when she op-
posed Gandhi. Her earlier career as a revivalist was by no means
solely negative in character, however. Perhaps her most noted contri-
bution to the Indian scene will remain in the field of education, and
this most strikingly through her part in the foundation of the Hindu
University at Benares. The Sanskrit tradition received, through her
efforts, a vital transfusion.

The final movement to be included in this survey belongs largely
to northern India. This is the Arya Samaj, referred to above, as
founded by Swami Dayananda Saraswati. Dayananda, like Ramakrishna, a
few years his junior, had little exposure to Western influence. Unlike
him, however{ he was learned in Sanskrit, and the reforms which he ad-
vocated were based on his study of the Vedas and certain ethical
teachings from the Code of Manu. He sought to restore a purer Hinduism
after a Vedic model, for he believed that Puranic distortions had
weakened Hinduism with idolatry and other corrupt influences. In tem-—
perament he exhibited nothing of the warm bhakti strain that we witness
in Ramakrishna. His feeling seems to have been coloured by an early
temple experience which filled him with disgust. 1In an autobiographical

fragment written for The Theosophist, he recounts how as a boy he was
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driven to question the validity of idol worship when he observed that
Shiva's image was powerless to prevent mice from climbing over it. He
was only fourteen, but the incident was crucial, and was later to be
observed in Arya Samaj circles as the moment of his enlightenment.4

The deaths of a sister and an uncle appear to have deepened
his serious nature, and he resiste& his parents' efforts to stabilize
him in a householder state by leaving home on the day designated for
his wedding to become a Eééhﬁ) changing his name. There followed a
period of fifteen years of wandering, during which he practiced yoga
and became immersed in Vedanta philosophy. This ended when at long
last he was able to find a guru able to instruct him deeply in Vedic
lore. The blind teacher Virajananda was a severe taskmaster, often ap-
plying physical discipline and, before the instruction could even begin,
requiring him to throw some modern books into the Jumna River, cutting
him off symbolically from all that was recent in scholarship. But he
was a master of Sanskrit grammar, and the disciple stayed with him for
two and a half years, perfecting his knowledge of the earliest and most
authoritative literature of his people. This having ended after two
and a half years, Dayananda began to wander about, preaching to the
people against idolatry and debating with pandits about the essential
teachings of Hinduism. His travels, after leaving his guru in 1863,

eventually took him to Calcutta, where he encountered Keshab Chandra Sen

4OSarma, op, gie., p. 127,
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and other Brahmo leaders and Ramakrishna.[+l He resisted the Westerniza-
tion of the Brahmos, but apparently followed Keshab's suggestion that he
carry on his teaching in the vernacular rather than Sanskrit to reach
the people with his message. They admired his enlightened views on the
caste system and so, according to Sarma, on idol—worship,42 although his
position was decidedly more opposed to the latter than that of the
Brahmos.

He moved on from Calcutta to Bombay, finding his message to be
more readily heard now, in the language of the masses, and it was in
Bombay that he founded his movement, the Arya Samaj, in 1875. The re-
lationship with the Theosophical Society, alluded to above, was soon
initiated to help him with his work, but there were inevitable differ-
ences, and the two organizations went their separate ways in 1881. One
might suspect that occult elements in Theosophy would have repelled
Dayananda, as we know that his sharp polemic against Christianity and
Islam was not acceptable to those in Theosophy. He wrote Madame Blavatsky,
"As night and day are opposed to each other, so are all religions opposed

43 . . ; ;
to one another". Perhaps his residence in the west and north of India,

4lRamakrishna recorded his impressions of Dayananda to his dis-

ciples, as follows: "I went to see him in the garden of Sinthi: T found
that he had acquired a little power; his chest was always red. He was in
the state of Vaikhari, speaking on scriptural subjects night and day; he
misapplied grammar and twisted the meanings of many words. He had in his
mind the egoism, '"I"1l do something, I'll found a doctrine''. Swami
Saradananda, Sri Ramakrishna, The Great Master (Madras: Sri Ramakrishna
Math, 1952), p. 351«

42Sarma, op. cit., p. 172.

3Heimsath, op. cit., p. 122, Sarma speaks of the Acya Samaj as
"the church militant in the Hindu fold" {(op. cit., p. 191).
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where a history of militant opposition between Islam and Hinduism was
strongest, may have influenced him. At any rate, he undertook the re-
conversion of those who had turned to Islam and Christianity through
counter-propaganda measures. There was no hint of the universalism with
which other reformers sought to clothe their understandings of Hinduism.
His call for classic education has, however, been answered by the move-
ment which continued following his death in 1883, though with the incor-
poration, doubtless, of more Western models than he would have sanctioned.
To conclude this review of movements prior to and contemporary
with that begun by Ramakrishna and Vivekananda, we note a variety of
responses to the Western presence which so began to pervade the Indian
atmosphere in the nineteenth century. Western scientific rationalism,
social practice, and organizational detail appeared to many, particu-—
larly in Bengal, to provide the models by which India might be remade.
They were eager to adopt Western ways, often, in their enthusiasm, of-
fending their elders and creating sharp divisions in society. Others
scught to insure continuity with the past through a respect of tradition,
but their timidity in reform cost them the allegiance of younger mili-
tants by the close of the century. Theosophy's revivalism had what ap-
peared to many Indians as preposterous added teachings, and the Arya
Samaj seemed overly severe, advocating a kind of fictionalized Vedism
rather than Hinduism, and lacking in religious warmth. No movement ap-
peared to satisfy Justice Ranade's criteria for social, political, and
religious idealism, and none was to emerge. But in this situation a
personality appeared which seemed to incarnate many of the deepest as-
pirations of the Indian soul, and the subsequent interpretatio%s of

this man's genius sought to relate his insight to the particular problems
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raised by the encounter of India and the West as the twentieth century
dawned. The movement which bears his name continues to be significant.

We meet Ramakrishna.



CHAPTER TWO

THE SADHANA AND TEACHING OF RAMAKRISHNA

"If one takes into consideration Ramakrishna's life only up to
1875 or so, when he first came into contact with modern educated Bengal,
it is difficult to place him in any particular age: he seems so immune
from any contemporary influences”.1 At that time, his sadhana complete,
it seems particularly auspicious that his meeting with Keshab Chandra
Sen should have occurred, for by that acquaintance the circle of his
influence began to expand. The first public notice of Ramakrishna in a
periodical of the time appears to have been in an article by Keshab in

the Indian Mirror of March 28th, 1875, titled, "A Hindu Saint'. Des-

cribing their first encounter, Keshab reported, '"We met a sincere Hindu
devotee and were charmed by the depth, penetration and simplicity of
his spirit. The never-ceasing metaphors and analogies in which he in-
. "2 x . -

dulged were as apt as beautiful'. It was no momentary fascination,
for the relationship between them deepened; each was to have a signifi-
cant influence upon the other,

While Keshab's circle before this time had become broadly cos-

mopolitan, Ramakrishna had been immersed in village India, in the vast

lR. R. Diwakar, Paramahansa Sri Ramakrishna (Bombay: Bharatiya
Vidya Bhavan, 1964), p. 63.

“IBid., p. 252,

= &0 =
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sea of its saints and sages, its ancient myths, legends, and customs.
His pilgrimage had taught him to treasure the wealth of the Hindu tra-
dition by personally striving to realize truth through its varied paths.
As we trace the steps of his sgdhanq_we are impressed with the tradi-
tion's breadth, as well as with the comprehensive character of
Ramakrishna's experience of it.

Gadadhar (Ramakrishna) was born late in the marriage of
Kshudiram and Chandradevi Chatterjee, a poor, pious farming couple
living in the village of Kamarpukur in Bengal. They were worshippers
of the boyhood form of Rama, the family deity for many years, made more
venerable by the discovery by Kshudiram of a Salagrama stone associated
with Rama. There were auspicious visions and portents before the birth
of Gadadhar in 1836, particularly by his mother, who had a warm,
generous nature.

The boy early attracted the attention of others by his winning,
playful spirit, his gift of mimicry, and his extreme sensitivity to
beauty. He went into his first trance at age six or seven on the sight
of a flock of snow-white swans in the sky. This stimulated his already
strong disposition for worship, enactment of the sacred stories, and
meditation, making progress in school difficult. His brother, Ramkumar,
thirty-one years his senior (there were five children; Ramakrishna was
the fourth), was talented in conducting ceremonies and teaching the

scriptures, and this augmented the family income for a time, especially

3Swami Saradananda, Sri Ramakrishna the Great Master (Madras:
Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1952), pp. 35-41. ‘
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after the father's death when Ramakrishna was seven. But Ramkumar's
talents were not enough in demand in the village, so he went to Calcutta
to start a Sanskrit school. He took his younger brother there when
Ramakrishna was sixteen, partially to further his schooling.
Ramakrishna, however, was still averse to what he termed "bread winning
education'" and much of his time wa; spent in spiritual pursuits, little
reached by the more modern aspects of Calcutta culture.

When the new Kali temple at Dakshineswar was dedicated in 1855,
just north of Calcutta, its builder, the wealthy widowRani Rasmoni, had
considerable difficulty in finding a priest to officiate. She was
given to charitable deeds for religious and humanitarian causes, as her
husband, who helped Rammohan Roy in his fight against sati, had also
been.4 But for the Dakshineswar temple complex, conceived as an ecu-
menical expression within Hinduism, housing separate temples for Shiva,
Radha--Krishna, and the largest one for the goddess Kali, all erected
over an eight-year period at a cost of six lakhs of rupees, no Brahmin
would deign to serve as priest. For Rani Rasmoni was of the shudra
caste, and no orthodox Brahmin could offer worship for a shudra or accept
gifts from him. She asked for suggestions as to how to meet this impasse
from various pandits and from Ramkumar came the counsel that if she were
to deed the property to a Brahmin, he might then see to the conduct of
the worship and she continue to provide for the maintenance without
transgression of scriptural injunctions. The Rani was overjoyed at this

suggestion, and determined to offer the temple in the name of her guru.

4Diwakar, op. eit., p« 81.
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Other pahdits did not agree, however, and the temple, ready for dedica-
tion, remained without a priesg for its central shrine to the goddess.
The Rani, impressed with Ramkumar for his timely suggestion, then pre-
vailed on him to accept service there as priest. Ramkumar consented,
going against orthodox opinion, and the image of the goddess was duly
installed amidst great festivities in the year 1855.

Ramkumar's catholicity, in striking contrast to that of current
Bralmin opinion, was also beyond that of his younger brother. Gadadhar
had consented to cdme with his brother for the occasion from Calcutta,
but he remonstrated with him for taking service from a shudra woman, re-
fused any of the prasad (food which had previously been consecrated in
worship) and returned to Calcutta that same day.6 His love for his brother
caused him to return and stay a week later, but for some time, finding
that he could not dissuade his brother, he followed his own disposition
by taking food from the temple stores uncooked down to the Ganges where
he would cook with the purifying water from the sacred river, and then
eat beneath the Panchavati (five trees, sacred to Tantric practice) out-
side the temple precincts. Official biographies, beginning with that
of Saradananda, do not disguise the Brahmin mentality which formed a
part of Ramakrishna's heritage. He was to ignore caste restrictions at

various times during his sadhana and much of his larger religious vision

SSaradananda, op. ¢it., pp. 117-20.

6Sankari Prasad Basu and Sumil Bihari Ghosh, eds., Vivekananda
in Indian Newspapers, 1893-1902 (Calcutta: Dineshchandra Basu Basu
Bhattacharyya and Co., 1969), p. 389.
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was certainly catholic, yet his identity as a Bralmin returned to im-
pose certain limitations upon him socially beyond the time of his
sadhana, the twelve yvears of his most arduous experimentation with the
different roads to realization.

Several modifying factors which would lead him to transcend so
many of the narrower aspects of his heritage are in evidence in his new
environment: the example of his brother, Ramkumar, the affection and
confidence invested in him by Rani Rasmoni and her son-in-law, Mathur,
who managed many of her affairs, and the intensity of Ramakrishna's own
feeling for the temple itself, particularly the shrine of the goddess
Kali. First asked to attend to worship preparations in the Radhakant
temple, Ramakrishna was soon requested, perhaps with the decline of
Ramkumar's health, to perform the more demanding duties attached to the
Kali temple. Ramkumar's death soon followed, only a year after the
dedication of the temple.

One can only speculate on the impact of this loss on Ramakrishna,
but it appears that at this time the fervency of his devotion, which had
already so impressed the temple authorities, now flamed still more
brightly, so much so that he became almost incapacitated for the conduct
of the worship. Despite the complaints made about his frequent trances
during worship, his variable pattern of attendance, his benefactors,
the Rani and Mathur, believed in him and felt that his depth of spiri-
tuality had already fulfilled the purpose of the new temple. More of
the duties of conducting worship devolved to Hriday, Ramakrishna's
nephew, and others, as Ramakrishna entered a twelve-year sadhéna.

For the first four years he was without a guru, except an inner
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one whom he saw in a vision, and whose teachings the later gurus largely
served to clarify and corroborate. He assumed various classic modes of
worship in the early years of the sgdhana, each time immersing himself
completely in the role. His earlier talent for mimicry and dramatic
role-playing now served him religiously in a manner almost unparalleled
in spiritual history. The disorienting character of his devotion, how-
ever, although the tradition gives abundant precedent to such seeming
madness accompanying spiritual practice, gave rise to concern for both
his mental and physical well—being.7 He returned to his home in Kamarpukur
for over a year in response to this concern, and his health improved.
While at home he obediently married a girl of five years to whom, through
a vision, he had directed his family in their search. She remained with

her family for some years when he returned to Dakshineswar.

7Ramakrishna's own testimony confirms that he was at the point
of ultimate despair before he received his first vision of Kali. It had
become a consuming passion with him for the Goddess to reveal herself.
As the vision did not come, in his extremity one day in the temple, he
relates what transpired: 'There was then an intolerable anguish because
I could not have her vision. Just as a man wrings a towel forcibly to
squeeze out all the water from it, so I felt as if somebody caught hold
of my heart and mind and was doing so with them. Greatly afflicted with
the thought that I might never have Mother's vision, I was dying of des-
pair. Being in an agony, I thought, there was then no use in living this
life. My eyes suddenly fell upon the sword that was there in the Mother's
temple. I made up my mind to put an end to my life with it that very
moment. Like one mad, I ran and caught hold of it, when suddenly I had
the wonderful vision of the Mother and fell down unconscious. I did not
know what happened then in the external world - how that day and the next
slipped away. But, in my heart of hearts, there was flowing a current of
intense bliss, never experienced before, and I had the immediate knowledge
of the light that was Mother". Saradananda, op. cit., pp. 140-41. From
that point, the emotional tone, where it deviated from that of most men,
was one primarily of elation rather than despair.
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The second four years of his sadhana were marked with two
gurus. The first, the Bhairavi Brahmani, a noted Tantric practitioner,
led him for three years through the sixty-four disciplines of the Tantric
path. She regarded him from an early meeting as an incarnation of
Chaitanya. He says that it did not take him more than three days to
succeed in any of the disciplines,‘by the Mother's grace, and that he
had not needed the physical accompaniment of a woman in the practices

as do weak persons destitute of self-control. Indebted as he was to

the Tantric path, he later opposed the view that yoga and bhoga (dis-

cipline and enjoyment) could exist in the same person, and felt that
the vamamarg or left-hand path of Tantricism, had dangers so great as
to make it unadvisable for most persons to follow.8 Much of the ritual
practices, it should be noted, seek to transcend the senses through ex-
posure to the most explicit and often revolting sensual st?muli. A
great deal of this relates to death and the cremation grounds which are
regarded as particularly auspicious to spiritual realization. Other
practices, sexual in nature, are often undergone symbolically, as was
the case with Ramakrishna. The temple grounds at Dakshineswar were
holy through having been earlier a cremation ground, and the paffchavati

was the site of much of this and later experiences of Ramakrishna's sadhana.

8Saradananda, op. cit., pp. 185-203, 529-30,

gln the temple of the Ramakrishna Mission, Bombay, which is also
built on the location of a former cremation ground, these words are
written, expressing eloquently the symbolism of the palichavati and the
cremation ground: "In the heart of a cremation ground, we have planted
the pafichavati. Under its shade, we shall unite this world's hundred
crore'.
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Jatadhari, an itinerant devotee of Ramachandra, then came to
Dakshineswar and initiated Ramakrishna, perhaps at the urging of the
Brahmani, into Vaishnava sgdhana.lo This was most natural to him from
his boyhood days, and the worship of Rama as a child remained strong,
as vividly portrayed in his play with the image of the god given him
by Jatadhari before the latter's leaving. He also adopted another

Vaishnava pattern, the madhura bhava or sweet mood, worshipping Krishna

as Radha. Once more his genius in merging into the adopted role is
evidenced in his having assumed the dress and manner of life of a woman
for some months, both to relate to the beloved, Krishna, and also, by
his own account, to overcome the idea of sexual difference,11

But while the Brahmani may have encouraged his assumption of
the Vaishnavite path, she definitely discouraged his experience of
Advaita worship, which, we are told, was rather rare in Bengal before
Ramakrishna. But Mother Kali gave her sanction, which would seem to
indicate that the interiorized deity remained more authoritative than
any personal guru., In this case, the teacher was Tota Puri, "the
naked one", who guided him for a year. It was perhaps Tota Puri who,
at the close of the initiation, gave the name, Ramakrishna, and perhaps

also the title, Paramhansa (supreme swan), although this is by no means

OThere had been a formal initiation earlier, without instruc-—
tion, before he could assume the Sakta worship, directed towards Kali.
He received initiation, and the mantra associated with the worship of
the goddess, from Kenaram Bhattacharya in Calcutta. Saradananda, op.
eit., P 13%;

lSaradananda, op. cit., pp. 231-40,
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certain. It was difficult for Ramakrishna to pass into samadhi through
the realization of Brahman beyond name and form, so intense was the
reality of Kali's image, but his insistent guru led him into a prolonged
state of samadhi which astonished even Tota Puri. He became convinced
through this experience that all the sadhanas took the aspirant toward
the non-dual plane, which in turn produced in his mind a still wider
catholicity. He soon desired to know something of spirituality beyond
his native Hindu tradition, and was initiated by Govinda Ray into the
practice of Islam, attaining samadhi with Islamic visions after three
days of seeking to divest his mind of anything Hindu. Still later,
after having a fellow Hindu read the Bible to him for a certain period,
he also received a vision of Jesus.12

His mother was with him in Dakshineswar for the last twelve
years of her life, from 1865. And when he returned for a time to his

village he again saw his wife, now fourteen, and spent some time in

lzlbid., p. 295. Radhakrishnan makes the statement, "All these
religious leaders of India, Ram Mohan Rov, Ramakrishna, Rabindranath
Tagore and Gandhi are ecumenical men, world citizens, Viévamgnava, to
use the Vedic expression'. ( S. Radhakrishnan, Fellowship of the Spirit
[Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1961], p. 23.) The catholicity
which unites them is evidenced in Tagore's tribute to Ramakrishna:

"To the Paramhansa
Ramakrishna Deva
Diverse courses of worship
from varied springs of fulfillment
have mingled in your meditation.
The manifold revelation of joy of The Infinite
has given form to a shrine of unity
in your life
Where from far and near arrive salutations
to which I add mine own.

Rabindranath Tagore

(From the inside cover of Prabuddha Bharata, Sri Ramakrishna Centenary
Number, February, 1936, in reproduction of Tagore's handwritten tribute.)

| R O T e B s
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teaching and educating her, again against the counsel of the Brahmani,
who felt that he should have no contact with his wife. His wife, Sarada
Devi, came to Dakshineswar four years later and lived with him for over
a year, sharing his vision of what their relationship should be. During
this time neither experienced desire; instead, as the final stage of
his sgdhana, called the shodasi, Ramakrishna learned to worship the
divine through the body of a woman, whom he continually sought to think
of as mother.

A brief account by Ramakrishna of his sadhanas is recorded in

The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, a rare, intimate account of the last few

years of his life as witnessed by M (Mahendra Nath Gupta), a lay dis-
ciple. He relates that he had attained the highest spiritual goals

through the various stages of his sadhana, of nirvekalpa samadhi and all

its attendant graces. The biographies record certain acts of healing
which he performed. His extraordinary insight into the minds and needs
of other persons is detailed, but he felt that supernatural powers,
while he could have exercised them, were obstacles on the road to salva-
tion, and contributed to the swelling of the ego.13 In this latter in-
sight he followed the thought of India's great teachers from the time of
the Buddha, although certain strains of the tradition, such as the

Ycga Sutras of Patanjali, give prescriptions by which such powers may be
attained.

Many persons came to recognize the vast spiritual magnetism which

13M (Mahendranath Gupta), The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna (Madras:

Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1964), pp. 503-4. See also, Saradananda, op. cit.,
pp. 332-3, 254, 338, 470-1.
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he radiated, and began to regard him as an incarnation. While, as
stated above, we do not know when he adopted the name Ramakrishna, his
self-consciousness is manifest in his statement, repeated many times,
"One who was Rama and Krishna is now Ramakrishna".14 Among those
through whom he was introduced to modern Bengal, Keshab's name, once
more, is crucial. The richness of their relationship is unfortunately
somewhat diminished by the partisan claims by the followers of each,
which have persisted, as to who influenced whom. This tendency was al-
ready noted in a Vaishnava journal in 1893, which cites a mutual irri-
tation. "Keshab Chander Sen used to tell his friends that he was
gradually making him (Ramakrishna) a convert to Bralmoism; Ramakrishna,
on the other hand, told us that he was gradually bringing Keshab Chandra
back to Hinduism! And this was the motive which led them to meet so
often. As a matter of fact, both were right and they influenced one
another. It was Ram Krishna, who with his powerful mind, succeeded in
convincing Keshab Chandra that there was much in Hinduism that was not
to be found in other religions. And it was Keshab Chandra who taught
Ramakrishna to take every good thing of every religion. At first,
Ramakrishna was a pious Hindu devotee; under Keshab Chandra's teaching,
he became a cosmopolitan in view".15
It may be objected that Ramakrishna's experiments with Islam and

Christianity antedate his relationship with Keshab, as they appear to

4Saradananda, op. cit., pp. 169, 881, 890«l,

c
lJBasu and Ghosh, op. cit. (from Amrita Bazar Patrika), p. 298,
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have done. Both men had a disposition to inquire beyond the limits of
their ov: tradition. Their inquiry certainly led them to a different
manner of appropriation of the truths resident in other faiths, however.
Ramakrishna's was almost exclusively mystical, based on his intuition

of the nature of Islam and Christianity with very little personal inter-
action with its representatives, their institutions, or 1literature.
This is in no way to question the depth of the experience, for the observer
must have regard for the specific character of his intention: 1i.e., to
experience the truth resident in these faiths. However one may assess
the authenticity of these experiences, his resolution in pursuing them
is clear. Keshab's education, use of English, travels to the West, etc.,
brought him into intimate association with organized Christianity. Max
MlUller relates how he and Keshab conversed with the learned Dr. Pusey,

a conservative Christian at Oxford, who seemed at last to make at least
a personal concession that a man of Keshab's faith, though remaining in
the Hindu tradition, might claim "salvation".l6 Keshab's relations with
liberal Christianity were far less grudging, and close working ties were
established with Unitarianism.( The Vaishnava newspaper would seem
eminently credible in suggesting that Keshab could have communicated a
measure of his personal experience of ecumenicity to Ramakrishna, just
as it seems beyond refutation that Keshab's own devoticnal nature began
to blossom, and with more characteristically Hindu expression, in par-

ticular toward the Mother, from his association with Ramakrishna. Some

16F. Max MUller, Rammohan to Ramakrishna (Calcutta: Susil Gupta
Ltd., 1952), pp. 65-6.
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of the later more partisan claims by the followers of each may have
stemmed from the ill-feeling that developed between Vivekananda and
Protap Chander Mazoomdar following the 1893 Parliament of Religions.
Keshab and Ramakrishna shared one contact with Western
Christianity, the only direct one recorded for Ramakrishna, which is
significant. This was a brief encounter with the Rev., Joseph Cook, a
representative of New England Protestant orthodoxv, on a tour of the
Orient in 1882. Research reveals that it was the same Rev. Cook to
whom Vivekananda apparently responded at the Parliament of Religions in
Chicago in 1893. On February 23rd, 1882, Ramakrishna went by steamer
from Dakshineswar to Calcutta as the guest of Keshab. The New Dispensa-
tion of February 26th of that year records that the missionaries Rev.
Joseph Cook, Miss Pigot, and other Brahmos were present. '"In the pre-
sence of all and to their wonder Paramahansa 'successively went through
all the phases of spiritual excitement which characterizes him. Passing
through a long interval of unconsciousness, he prayed, sang, and dis-
coursed on spiritual subjects'. Rev. Cook who represented Christian
theology and thought, seemed much impressed and interested".17 The

Indian Mirror, in 1886, elaborated: 'Mr. Coock, the American evangelist,

who came to this country a few years ago, once witnessed Ramakrishna's
divine exercises. He expressed his great surprise and remarked that he
was not aware before that a man could become so immersed in divine spirit

as to lose all perception of the external world".18 Saradananda's

7
1'R. R. Diwakar, Paramahansa Sri Ramakrishna (Bombay: Bharatiya
Vidya Bhavan, 1964), p. 256.

ipid., p. 258,
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biography of Ramakrishna refers to the English missionary Cook, who was
1 :
on a tour in India, having been on board the steamer, ? and, while the

Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna records the event in detail, it does not men-

tion the presence of any Christians.zo Christopher Isherwood's biography
also mentions Cook's presence, and that he was on a trip and giviné
lectures in Calcutta. He reports Ramakrishna questioning M about Cook,
but M replied that he had not attended his lectures and knew nothing
further.21

Cook's volume, Orient, which consisted of lectures given in
Boston in 1883, mentions the same incident. His journey to the East
had taken place over a period of over two years, with lectures given
throughout his travels. He mentions leaving Calcutta after a series
of lectures, on February 26th, 1882. While in that city he had a close
association with Keshab, who impressed him greatly. "On invitation",
he records, "I made an expedition with him and his pupils up the river
Hooghly”,22 apparently the incident referred to above. No mention is
made of Ramakrishna, although a long chapter is devoted to Keshab and
another brief one is added in the appendix, after Cook had heard of

Keshab's death. It was Keshab, according to Cook, who moved a vote of

9Sw&ni Saradananda, Sri Ramakrishna, The Great Master (Madras:
Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1952), p. 632.

2%% (Mahendranath Gupta), The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna (Madras:

Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1964), pp. 61-74,

21Christopher Isherwood, Ramakrishna and His Disciples (London:
Methuen, 1965), pp. 258, 262,

2zJoseph Cook, Orient (London: Ward, Lock and Co., 1885), p. 109.
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thanks at Cook's last lecture in Calcutta. Despite his warm apprecia-
tion of his friend from India, Cook's assessment of him was not uncriti-
cal. He pointed out to his hearers the eclectic character of Keshab's
thought and the excesses of the doctrine of personal inspiration which
other observers had noted. Characteristically, as we shall discuss in
Chapter Four, Cook also faulted the Bralmo Samaj for its failure to
deliver men from sin,

Nevertheless, his tribute contained these words: '"The news
from the Ganges that Keshab Chander Sen is dead overwhelms me with a
more profound sense of personal bereavement than I can now remember to
have felt before at the departure of any public man....Oh, my brother,
my brother, how lonely the world seems without thee!"23 Keshab's
spirituality reached the heart of this champion of orthodox Christianity.

The cosmopolitan Keshab, in turn, was warmly appreciative of
Ramakrishna's spirituality, and three years after their meéting he pub-
lished a ten-page Bengali booklet of Ramakrishna's sayings, entitled

. 24 ; .
Paramahanser Ukti. Among numerous references to Ramakrishna in the

New Digpensation, one says, ''Paramahansa is serving as a marvellous

connecting link between the Hindus and the New Dispensation Brahmos.
. . . . it 29
Representatives of both are seen blended together in common meetings'.

The official biographies of Ramakrishna, however, express the feeling

r

231514, p. 283.

24Diwakar, op. cit., p. 253.

Srid, . 5. 255,
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that Keshab was too westernized to follow Ramakrishna fully, and look

to other persons who also began to associate with him, beginning in

about 1879. These were the disciples for whom he had longed, and whose
coming seems to have been preceded by a vision, as the story is told.

The vision was particularly intense with Naren (later Vivekananda),

whom Ramakrishna first met when Naren was the singer of some devotional
songs at the home of a friend. While an elaboration of their relation=—
ship will follow in the next chapter, we should here note in brief the
nature of the association which developed between Ramakrishna and his
followers. It seems not to have been a formal guru-shisya relationship,
for Ramakrishna appears to have had a reluctance to initiate others or

to assume the direct responsibility of the 5353326 Nevertheless, there
was a definite circle of persons whom the sources term his disciples and
a great deal of direct, personal spiritual guidance was imparted to

them by Ramakrishna. Several, like M, as noted above, were householders,
but the inner circle, who appear to have received his still more intimate,
esoteric teaching, began early to adopt a monastic life-style.

In Ramakrishna these persons found, in a very deep sense, the
mother lode of Bengali religion. He seemed to embody the ecstatic de-
votion directed to the goddess Kali which had been current in Bengal
since Ramprasad, whose exuberant poetic outpourings formed the language

" S 27
of so much of Ramakrishna's spiritual utterance. The latter's ecstatic

26Basu and Ghosh, op. cit. (from The TIndian Nation, July 7th,
1902), p. 363.

7See Jadunath Sinha, Ramaprosada'"s Devotional Songs (Calcutta:
Sinha Publishing House, 1966).
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mood is vividly conveyed in accounts of his devotion to Kali during the
Kali Puja festival at Dakshineswar and a nearby Brahmo home in 1884,
The Gospel records the home observance as follows:

Presently Trailokya (a Bralmo) began to sing to the
accompaniment of drums and cymbals. Sri. Rama-
krishna danced, intoxicated with divine love. Many
times he went into samadhi. He stood still, his
eyes fixed, his face beaming, with one hand on the
shoulder of a beloved disciple. Coming down a

" little from the state of ecstasy, he danced again
like a mad elephant. Regaining consciousness of the
outer world, he improvised lines to the music:

0 Mother; dance about Thy devotees!

Dance Thyself and make them dance as well.
0 Mother, dance in the lotus of my heart;
Dance, O Thou the ever blessed Brahman!
Dance in all Thy world-bewitching beauty!

An indescribable scene. The exquisite and celestial
dance of a child completely filled with ecstatic love
of God and identified heart and soul with the Divine
Mother! The Bralmo devotees danced around the Master
again and again, attracted like iron to a magnet.

In ecstatic voices they chanted the name of Brahman,
Again, they chanted the name of the Divine Mother.
Many of them wept like children, crying, 'Mother,
Mother!"28

The attitude of an abandon of joy is illustrated again in an
incident in which, riding in a carriage with two disciples in Calcutta,
Ramakrishna came across a noisy group of drunkards. Rather than to ex-
press disapproval, he entered into their inebriated mood himself, and
swayed from the carriage, muttering indistinctly till one of his disciples

feared for his safety.29 Certainly there is kinship in this note of

28M, op. cit., pp. 589-610. A similar account, or perhaps the

same one with variations, is found in Saradananda, op. cit., pp. 697 ff.

29Saradananda, op. cit., pp. 537-8.

T ==~



o7

ecstatic celebration with the rapturous lyrics of Ramprasad:

Make me mad, O Divine Mother!

There is no more use of knowledge and discrimination.

Make me intoxicated with the wine of Thy love.

0 Mother! enchanter of the devotee's hearts!
immerse me in the ocean of love.

In this Thy lunatic asylum, some laugh, some cry,
and others dance in excess of joy.

Jesus, Moses and Chaitanya were, O Mother, unconscious
in ecstasy of love.

Alas! O Mother! when shall I be blessed, mixing
with them?

In heaven there is a fair of lunatics; there Master
and disciple are alike.

Who can fathom the mystery of the play of love?

Thou art mad with love, O Mother, crown of lunatics!

Make poor Prasada rich, O Mother, in the treasure
of love.30

Yet certainly there were moments of serious and sober reflec-
tion. We see him in one such mood the evening of Kali Puja at the
temple, the day before the festive occasion cited above. He directed
a disciple, '"Perform the worship carefully. There is a sheep to be
slaughtered". Yet, when the sheep was being taken to the block,
Ramakrishna returned to his room. '"He could not bear the sight".31
Perhaps his attitude is captured in this counsel: "The sattvic devo-
tees offer the Deity simple rice pudding and the rajasic devotees, fifty
different dishes. The tamasic devotee slaughters goats and other

. 32 - :
animals'. But provision was made for all temperaments, however his

own feelings might suffer.

OSinha, op. cit., p. 139.

3y, op. eir., p. 588.

321p14., p. 600.
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It was to this deeply sensitive man that a few representatives
of educated, westernized Bengal now began to turn. What did they find
in Ramakrishna, the illiterate little man in the Kali temple on the
banks of the Ganges? 1In a province whose leaders had been struggling
to raise the economic status of the people, to develop in them the
first signs of political awareness, who were seeking to purify the social
order of long-standing affronts to human dignity, Ramakrishna was al-
most wholly uninterested in social reform. His was purely a spiritual
genius, couched in emotional, often unorthodox expression which seems
peculiarly Bengali in character. Any integration of his message and the
needs of the whole of India, striving to move into the modern age, must
have seemed impossible to most. But a few began slowly, with great

difficulty, to discern the possibility of such a synthesis.




CHAPTER THREE

VIVEKANANDA: THE YEARS OF PREPARATION

The Hindu tradition in which he was reared gave shape to mdny
of the archetypal expressions which guided the life of Vivekananda,
born as Narendranath Dutt on a Hindu festival day, January 12th, 1863.
His devout mother, after having seen a vision of Shiva, in which he
agreed to be born as her son, dedicated him to Shiva, the god of
ascetics. Something of this identification may have been openly im-
pressed upon him from an early date, for he relates that when he was
naughty as a small child, his parents would say something such as 'Dear,
dear, so many austerities, yet Shiva sent us this demon after all, in-
stead of a good soul!" A particular mode of correction is still more
graphic. When he was very rebellious {which, by the accounts, occurred
rather often) a can of water might be emptied over him, with the invoca-
tion, "Shiva! Shiva!" which, he reports, would immediately quiet him,
The impression was sufficiently vivid that, as he later said, "Even
now, when I feel mischievous, that word keeps me straight”.l

But if the tradition conveyed to him a model of renunciation, it
also sanctioned bhoga (enjoyment or indulgence), and both of these al-

ternative pulsations were communicated through his immediate male

1Sister Nivedita, The Master as T Saw Him (Calcutta: Advaita
Ashrama, 1923), p. 193.

= B8 =
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ancestors. His grandfather had followed the pattern of the ashramas

or life stages, and had become a sannzasin, or wandering ascetic, after
the birth of his first son, having fulfilled the duty befitting the
householder stage. Naren's father, however, was a lawyer, a cultured
man of affairs, sophisticated in his knowledge of the arts, with a par-
ticular interest in Islamic culture. He was generous to a fault, fond
of creature comforts, especially enjoying travel. He was little inter-
ested in religion. The mother in the household is described as deeply
religious, by contrast, tranquil and dignified. The brief portraits of
her in the biographies seem formalized, as though depicting Sita, the
ideal wife of Indian mythology. Vivekananda paid tribute to her many
times in his messages on Indian womanhood in the West, and th?re seems
to have been a great indebtedness, although ties with family do not
seem to have been close in later years, perhaps understandably in view
of his calling. There were exceptions, however, in which family cir-
cumstances would recall him from the traditional sannzgsin’s role, and
there seems to have been a certain measure of guilt feeling attached to
the distance from them occasioned by his role.

The alternative paths of enjoyment and renunciation are also said
to have appeared to Naren in a vision which came in his youth, repeatedly.
"Every night just as I fell asleep two dreams took shape. 1In one I saw
myself among the great ones of the earth, the possessor of riches,

honours, power and glory; and I felt that the capacity to attain all these

2Swami Nikhilananda, Vivekananda: A Biography (New York:
Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Center, 1953), p. 166,
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was in me. But the next instant I saw myself renouncing all worldly
things, dressed in a simple loincloth, living on alms, sleeping at the
foot of a tree; and I thought that I was capable of living thus, like
the Rishis of old. Of these two pictures the second took the upper
hand and I felt that only thus could a man attain supreme bliss...;And
I fell asleep in the foretaste of that bliss".3 Again, the alternate
paths form a common paradigm in the Indian tradition from the time of
the Buddha, who seems to have been a strong influence in his choice of
the path of the sannyasin. The diary of another disciple relates still
another vision, this one singular and overpowering. Vivekananda be-
held a serene, shaven-headed figure, with staff and begging bowl. The
image so frightened the astounded Naren that he rushed from the room.
Yet he reported to the disciple an almost instantanecus feeling of re-
gret in having done so, for the figure never appeared again, and Naren
felt that it might have communicated something to him verbally. Later,
reflecting, he seemed to make an identification. "I now think that it
was the Lord Buddha that T saw”.A In any case, Vivekananda was later
to draw on the Buddha's example for his own understanding of the role
of the monk in the Ramakrishna Order, which was to assume more of a di-
mension cf ethical responsibility than some of his fellow-disciples of
Ramakrishna, even, were willing at first to accept.

That his parents, despite his mother's earlier dedication of

3Romain Rolland, Prophets of the New India (London: Cassell
and Co., 1930), pp. 177-8,

/
" Swami Pavitrananda, Talks with Swami Vivekananda (Mayavati,
Almora: Advaita Ashrama, 1946), pp. 122-3.
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him, felt that the §§nnv55in model might exert too strong an influence
upon the child is evidenced in an experience which he related to Sister
Nivedita. As a child of perhaps two, playing in rags, he recalls having
been locked in when a beggar came to prevent his giving away too much.
Later there did not seem to be a whole-hearted acceptance of his celi-~
bate state by his family, either, for they urged him to take a bride.
This was following his father's death, also,

His more serious nature was usually hidden from public view
during his school days. His friends often marvelled at his preparation
in classes, for he was always ready for active games, seemingly little
given to study. 1In fact, however, he would pore over his books late at
night, isolated in his room. There seemed to be a certain reluctance
at this stage to expose the scholarly image. But the athletic disposi-
tion was clearly evidenced. With a strong build and physical courage,
he excelled in a variety of sports, chiefly boxing, swimming, rowing,
and horsemanship. Strength became a cardinal virtue, and he abhorred
the bodily weakness in many of his countrymen which he felt contributed
to a spineless condition of the nation as a whole. At times he could
wish for the diet of Vedic days, in which the eating of meat was not
prohibited, although he also admired the renunciation and identification
with all life in the later practices. He could say later to the young
men of India, "You will be nearer to heaven through football than through

6 i
the study of the Gita'. Their bodies must become strong vessels, fit to

5Nivedita, op, e¢it,, p. 192,

6Swani‘Vivekananda, Collected Works, Vol. 3 (Calcutta: Advaita
Ashrama, 1926), p. 242.
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contain the strong spiritual wine of their inheritance. Nationally, a
new sense of nerve had to be grafted into the heart of India, whose
people, under British rule, had become a servile,boot-licking race.

From the above language. we may discern something of the warrior
spirit which caused him to be spoken of on occasion as "a true-born
Kshatriya'". 1In fact he belonged to the Kayastha caste, rather numerous
in Bengal, which on occasion sought to claim Kshatriya origins. Their
traditional occupations, however, were those of clerks and letter
writers. These gave them special access to English education, as they
were often found in service to British officials, as earlier to
Mohammedans. Other occupational choices found them generally as a part
of the Bengal bhadralok, seldom engaged in manual labour. Education
and occupation, then, gave them some status in Bengal society, but
they were still ranked as upper class shudra§}7

As a child, he reports that he was considerably given to the
practice of meditation, although we may imagine that this, also, was a
side of his nature which was not readliy exposed. He relates that he
would see a bright light upon closing his eyes when retiring. This hap-
pened so regularly that he regarded it as something which everyone ex-

perienced, and was surprised to find that this was not so. Ramakrishna

Something of the Kshatriya militancy surfaced in the nationa-
list agitation in Bengal a few years after Vivekananda's death, in which
they were the most numerous caste represented among those convicted of
revolutionarv crimes or killed in commission of such crimes. Nirmal
Kumar Bose, Culture and Societv in India (Calcutta: Asia Publishing
House, 1967), pp. 334-37. J. N. Farquhar links Bhupendra Nath Dutt, a
brother of Vivekananda, with anarchist writers in Calcutta after parti-
tion in 1905. J. N. Farquhar, Modern Religious Movements in India (New
York: The Macmilian Co., 1915), p. 362.
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explicitly asked him whether he experienced this or not, to his con-
sternation, evidently regarding it as the mark of a great spiritual
past and an inborn habit of meditation.

With his entrance into the Scottish Presbyterian College iq
Calcutta (founded by Duff), Naren's intellectual nature began openly
to mature; he avidly immersed himself in the exploration of such varied
fields as astronomy, philosophy, mathematics, medical science, music.

In the latter, he wrote tunes and published a documented essay on the
science and philosophy of Indian music. There was something of a rever-
ence for the scientific model, and much of his understanding of religion
later would be conveyed in scientific terminology, In music, his
beautiful baritonevoice was conspicuously used in singing the sacred
music of his people, and biographies of Ramakrishna are replete with
references to Naren's breaking into song spontaneously and at the re-
quests of Ramakrishna and others.

His diverse interests caused a series of intellectual crises
during his student days. The surface theism of the Bralmo-Samaj was
fashionable, and this appeal alternated with a philosophical skepticism
for a time. None of his scholastic pursuits, immersed as he became in
them, seemed able to give him the satisfaction which he sought. His own
identity was still to emerge beyond the maze of fascinating paths
which beckoned.

In one of the two accounts of his initial meeting with Ramakrishna

8Nivedita, op. ‘éit., p. 369,
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He states

that he addressed to Ramakrishna the question which he had put to many

a religious sage, ''Sir, have you seen God?"

Instead of the usual eva-

sions or qualified responses, Ramakrishna's was amazingly direct: 'Yes,

my son, I have seen God, just as I see you before me, only much more

intensely".9

Stunned by the prompt and unambiguous reply, he was drawn

to discover the source of such assurance. In another account,

however,

their first acquaintance came when Ramakrishna asked Naren to come to

Dakshineswar after having heard him sing in the home of a friend. Naren

was eighteen, just having begun his university career, and he brought

some of his fellow students with him.

Ramakrishna requested him to

sing once more, and deeply moved during the singing, he passed into

ecstasy. Naren continues:

After I had sung he suddenly got up, and
taking me by the hand, led me to the north ver-
andah, and closed the door behind us. We were
alone. Nobody could see us....To my great sur-
prise he began to weep for joy. He held me by
the hand and addressed me very tenderly, as if
I were somebody he had known familiarly for a
long time. He said, 'Ah! You have come so late.
Why have you been so unkind as to make me wait so
long? My ears are tired of hearing the futile
words of other men. Oh! how I have longed to
pour out my spirit into the breast of somebody
fitted to receive my inner experiences!,..' He
continued thus sobbing the while. Then standing
before me with his hands together he said, 'Lord,
I know that you are the ancient sage Nara, the
incarnation of Narajana, reborn on earth to take
away the misery of humanity'. I was amazed.

nt

'"What have I come to see?' I thought. '"He ought

9Rolland, op. €it.s ps 179,
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to be put in a strait-jacket!'...But I remained
outwardly unmoved and let him talk. He took my
hand again and said, 'Promise me that you will
come to see me again alone, and soon!‘

Naren promised in order to free himself from
his strange host, but he vowed within himself
never to return.l0

The rest of the visit was quite normal. Ramakrishna treated his
visitor with simple and familiar kindness as if nothing had happened.
Ramakrishna discoursed on spiritual matters to the total group, and the
wisdom of his words appeared to modify Naren's earlier resolve not to
come again to Dakshineswar, for a month later he was back. Once more,
the account is so striking as to merit its recording:

I found him (Ramakrishna) alone sitting on
his small bed. He was glad to see me and called
me affectionately to sit near him on one side of
the bed. But a moment later I saw him convulsed
with some emotion. His eyes were fixed upon me,
he muttered under his breath, and drew slowly
nearer. 1 thought he was going to make some ec-
centric remark as on the previous occasion. PBut
before I could stop him, he had placed his right
foot on my body. The contact was terrible. With
my eyes open I saw the walls and everything in the
room whirling and vanishing into nothingness.,..
The whole universe and my own individuality were
at the same time almost lost in a nameless void,
which swallowed up everything that is. I was ter-
rified, and believed I was face to face with death.
I could not stop myself from crying out, 'What are
you doing? I have parents at home...' Then he
began to laugh, and passing his hand over my
breast, he said, "All is well. Let us leave it
at that for the moment! It will come, all in good
time'. He had no sooner said these words than the
strange phenomena disappeared. I came to myself
again, and everything, both outside and in, was as
before.ll

lOIbid., pp. 178-9.

Yrbid., pe 180
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Successive visits, despite the defenses which Naren indicates
that he tried to establish, were of similar character. The following
one saw Naren passing into a trance at Ramakrishna‘'s touch as before.
When he came to himself he saw Ramakrishna looking at him and stroking
his chest. While Naren did not speak of what he experienced upon iosing
consciousness, Ramakrishna later related that he had probed the depths
of Naren's consciousness at the time concerning his spiritual past and
the work he had been born to do. He was satisfied with his young
friend's potentiality for greatness.

The powerful dynamic of these encounters convinced Naren that
he was in the presence of a spiritual giant, but he was still not ready
to become his disciple. He felt threatened by emotional excess, de-
testing all forms of sentimental piety such as tears or anything which
seemed effeminate. Yet, while he was often embarrassed and irritated
by Ramakrishna's oversolicitous affection and concern, the spiritual
magnetism was also drawing him. He would visit Ramakrishna once or
twice a week, with Ramakrishna seeking him out if he were absent for a
longer time. Gradually the testing became mutual, with Narén coming
again and again, finding that Ramakrishna would not speak to him, but
still returning. When this period passed, another long one followed in
which Ramakrishna urged Naren to express his doubts. Naren soon dis-—
covered that Ramakrishna possessed a great intellect underneath the

emotional nature which had seemed overpowering at first, '"Outwardly he

ZSwani Saradananda, Sri Ramakrishna, The Great Master (Madras:
Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1952), pp. 735-6.
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. 13
was all Bhakta but inwardly all JBanin....I am the exact opposite".
Naren felt that, as he had passed into the life of the serious scholar
from his boyhood, in which he was given to mischief and active frivolity,
now, through his relationship with Ramakrishna his own deeply emotional
nature began to surface.

It was a perplexing transition for some of Naren's fellow
students to behold. One, later a noted Indian educator, expressed his
feelings at witnessing the growing attachment of Naren to Ramakrishna,
with participation in the cult of Kali worship:

I watched with intense interest the trans-—
formation that went on under my eyes. The atti-
tude of a young rampant Vedantist — cum Hegelian =
cum revolutionary like myself towards the cult of
religious ecstasy and Kali-worship may be easily
imagined; and the spectacle of a born iconoclast
and free-thinker like Vivekananda, a creative and
dominating intelligence, a tamer of souls, himself
caught in the meshes of what appeared to me an
uncouth, supernatural mysticism, was a riddle
which my philosophy of the pure reason could
scarcely read at the time.l4

But for Naren there was no complete acceptance of Ramakrishna and
Kali until he had suffered some severe hardships and spiritual anguish
following the death of his father. This also followed the completion of
his college course. The sudden heart-attack which felled his father left
the family ill-prepared to meet the debts which had been mounting. Naren,

unable to find permanent employment and finding his friends less than

helpful, began to question a deity which could allow such suffering as

13Rolland, op. cit., p. 183.

Swami Nirvedananda, "Sri Ramakrishna and Spiritual Renaissance",
Cultural Heritage of India, Vol. 4, ed. by Haridas Bhattacharyya
(Calcutta: The Ramakrishna Mission, 1956), p. 693,
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his family was experiencing, along with millions of others throughout
India. When he asked Ramakrishna, who had remained constant in his be-
lief in him despite his doubts, to pray for his concerns, Ramakrishna
said that he should do so himself. Entering the temple of Kali, he
went into a spiritual ecstasy; this was repeated twice again as, up@n
emerging, he would realize that he had forgotten his purpose in going,
and would be told by Ramakrishna to return. It became his decisive
transformation, in which he was delivered from his own private concerns
to worship the Mother.15 Connected as it was with circumstances sur-
rounding his father's death, this may be viewed as a sudden assumption
of a mature identity partially occasioned by the loss of the father,
One may speculate that there was no such urgency before, because of
filial dependence, to make decisions crucial in determining his adult
destiny. His lack of success in finding a position through which he
might have been able to provide for the needs of his family may have in-
fluenced his choice of the alternate path of the sannvgsinq

Different observers of Indian family life note a long period of
family pampering, with particular dependence, though with little fami-
liarity, on the father.16 If Naren's father had lived, could Naren have
withstood family pressures to marry and secure a job? Filial obedience
might have dictated acceptance of that course, but in the father's ab-

sence Naren and the other young men sought another nurturant environment.

lsRolland, op. cit., p. 191,

L6See David G. Mandelbaum, Society in India (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1970), Vol. I, pp. 58-61.
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At Dakshineswar they found one which was free of family pressures, but
which nevertheless fulfilled their dependency needs.

Further studies by Philip Sprattl8 and Rajni Kothari19 may yield
additional understanding of Vivekananda's development at this stage.
Spratt suggests that the above noted indulgence of the male child re-
sults in a narcissistic behaviour ﬂattern in contrast to the Western
Oedipal model. A strong ego-ideal may thus develop in the absence of a
punishing super-ego, and in the exceptional person the resultant moral
energy may, when attached to the available abstract and absolute goals,
sharply separate them from ordinary men. Heroic models of the ascetic
and the warrior are exalted for such persons.20 Spratt also notes that
girls, who are treated with less indulgence than boys, often demonstrate
a more bractical character as a result.

One incident from the life of Vivekananda would seem to illustrate
the strength of the ego-ideal, as yoked to the strong wine of the Atman
doctrine. His biographer, Romain Rolland, notes that Naren, in some of
his more juvenile moments, seemed to have been intoxicated with the fumes
of the Atman. Sensitive to possible excesses, Rolland adds, 'The air of

great heights must be treated with caution. When all the gods have been

17See Leo Schneiderman, ''Ramakrishna: Personality and Social

Factors in the Growth of a Religious Movement', Journal for the Scientific
Study of Religion, Spring, 1969, pp. 68-9.

l8Philip Spratt, Hindu Culture and Personality (Bombay: Manaktalas,

1966).

Rajni Kothari, Politics in India (Boston: Little, Brown and
Co., 1970).

2OSpratt, pp. 1-9; Kothari, pp. 268 ff.

L
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dethroned and nothing is left but the 'Self', beware of vertigo!"21
The incident which he cites in support of this observation is contained
in the following dialogue between Naren and Nag Mahasya, one of
Ramakrishna's devoted household followers:
Nag: "Everything happens according to the will of
the Mother. She is the Universal Will. She

moves, but men imagine that it is they who
move''.

But the impetuous Naren replied, "I do not agree

with you, with your He or She. I am the Soul. 1In me

is the Universe. In me it is born, it floats and
disappears'. ’
Nag: "You have not power enough to change one single

black hair into a white one, and yet you speak
of the Universe! Without God's will not one
blade of grass dies!"

Naren: "Without my will the Sun and the Moon could
not live. At my will the Universe goes like
a machine'.

And Ramakrishna with a smile at his youthful pride, said

to N;é: "Truly Naren can say that, for he is like a
drawn sword'". And the pious Nag bowed down before the

young Elect of the Mother'.22
Naren carried with him, nevertheless, a sensitivity to suffering
which enabled him to identify with the oppressed and downtrodden in his
mature message. In one instance he stated his desire to worship ''the
only God that exists,‘the only God I believe in, the sum total of all
souls. And above all, my God the wicked, my God the miserable, my God

the poor of all races, of all species, is the especial object of my

lRomain Rolland, The Life of Vivekananda and the Universal
Gespel (Almora: Advaita Ashrama, 1931), p. 30Q. (

221444, p. 298.

"IIIIIIIIIIlIIIIIIlIIIlllllllllllllllllllllllllllllIIl----—ff



72

worship".23 His later mission to the West had as half of its intent

to secure food for his people, "I do not believe', he was to say, "in
a God who will give me eternal bliss in heaven, and who cannot give me
bread here. Thus it does not follow that T am to accept the indignities
of the world. Rather it is my business to abolish them".24
While Ramakrishna had recognized him from the first as the one
who was to succeed him according to the records, only now, a few months
or a year before Ramakrishna's death, could Naren wholly accept him as
master. In a kind of Elijah-Elisha scene a few davs before Ramakrishna's
death from throat cancer, he bequeathed his spiritual powers to Naren in
a memorable scene. Being called to his side, Naren heard him softly
say, '"Today I have given you my all, and now I am only a poor fakir
possescing nothing. By this power you will do infinite good to the
world, and not until it is accomplished will you return".25 Still
earlier, Ramakrishna had indicated to his favourite disciple that his
mission was not to be that of the lonely, isolated sannzgsin. When

Naren implored his master to show him the way to nirvekalpa samadhi or

ultimate bliss, he was given a surprisingly sharp rebuke by his gentle
master, ''Shame on you!'" Ramakrishna exclaimed. "I never thought you to

be so mean as to be anxious for your own salvation only whereas you

23Nikhilananda, ops cit., pp. 129=30.

4Rornain Rolland, The Life of Vivekananda and the Universal
Gospel, op. cit., p. 284. '

ZDNirvedananda, op. eit., p. 687,
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have powers to do so much good to mankind!" The earlier vision of
the Buddha seemed confirmed by the Master's own instruction,

Naren interpreted the parting gift of Ramakrishna as the con-
veying of the power of Kali, also, for he regarded Ramakrishna as her
incarnation. She became, from his eyes, the energizing force in his
life. But his own rebel temperament, rather reflecting that of the
goddess, persisted even in his relationship with Kali, as he described
it. In a letter written in 1899, he could confide, "I fight and do not
give in. Ravana got his release in three births by fighting the Lord
Himself! It is glorious to fight Mother".27 Kali's own tempestuous
character he recognized in the conscious embracing of life's most vexing
problems. '"How few', he would say, '"have dared to worship death or
Kali! Let us worship Death! Let us embrace the Terrible, because it
is terrible; not asking that it be toned down. Let us take misery for
misery's own sake!”28 The goddess thus became interiorized as a com-
ponent of Vivekananda's own manliness. 'This is my new gospel. Do
even evil like a man! Be wicked, if you must, on a great scale!"29

If his rhetoric seems excessively flamboyant, it may perhaps be best

understood as it relates to his nationalist sentiments. 1India had, in

2
R. C. Majumdar, Swami Vivekananda: A Historical Review
(Calcutta: General Printers and Publishers, 1965), p. 19.

2
“7Swami Nikhilananda, Vivekananda: The Yogas and Other Works
(Wew York: Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Center, 1953), pp. 944-5,

28Nivedita, op. ¢it., p. 172,

“I1pid., p. 170 |




74

his thought, become timid, and must have the courage of Mother Kali
instilled into her national fibre, as Mother India.

The Mother's dictates were also communicated interpersonally
through individuals other than Ramakrishna, particularly certain women
whose counsel became important to him and who had the effect of drawing
him into life. While he could reject his family's urging that he take
a bride because of the conflict of this counsel with the model of the
sannvgsin, his family members seem to have continued to exert an in-
fluence upon him. When on his long, lonely pilgrimage in the Himalayas
he received word of his sister's suicide, it reminded him of his mission
to minister to human suffering, and recalled him.BO Ramakrishna's
widow, the Holy Mother of the Order which was to develop, also in-

carnated the guiding principle of the Mother Goddess. He had been,

Swami Vivekananda, Letters of Swami Vivekananda (Calcutta:
Advaita Ashrama, 1960), p. 485. He told his friend, Mrs. Ole Bull, of
this incident in a letter on December 12th, 1899, during his second
visit to America. The letter reflects a mood of depression, stemming
from his illness, criticism from his followers in England, etc. The
text reads in part: "If anything is to be done in India, my presence
is necessarv....Anyway, I did not do anything this time in America ex-
cept bother my friends. The peace, the quiet I am seeking, I never
found.

I went vyears ago to the Himalayas, never to come back; and my
sister committed suicide, the news reached me there, and that weak
heart flung me off from that prospect of peace! It is the weak heart
that has driven me out of India to seek some help for those I love,
and here I am! Peace have I sought, but the heart, that seat of Bhakti,
would not allow me to find it. Struggle and torture, torture and
struggle!...I am sorry I have been the cause of pain to you, to you
above all, who love me so much, who have been so, so kind. But it was
done - was a fact. I am now going to cut the knot or die in the at-
tempt. Ever