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Swami Vivekananda and His Contribution to the

Making of Modern India

&5Dr. Shweta Sood
In numerous ways, the life and works of Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902) mark the historical development
of India rediscovering herself in modern times. An attempt has been made in this paper to critically reflect
on his life and legacy. A great soul born in the 19" century, a patriotic saint who touched and influenced the
hearts of millions bestowed his noble contribution not only to India but to the larger world. This great son of
our Bharat Mata has influenced each and every person to a great extent. His charismatic character left such
an indelible impact that he is still revered as a youth icon and his birthday is celebrated as the National
Youth Day.

Generally speaking, Swamiji was not only a visionary or a monk but a nationalist and a reformer
par excellence. His knowledge of India was based on his first-hand experience acquired during his visits
throughout the country. These visits, named reverently as pilgrimages, transformed his vision and touched
him to the core of his heart. He became a true lover of humanity and devoted himself to the welfare of all
beings. His contribution to India and to the larger world is difficult to sum up in words. Swami Vivekananda
vehemently emphasized that our lives would become more significant and meaningful when we follow the
path of spirituality. He strongly advocated the need of spirituality in our lives. In spirituality, he envisioned
and delivered India's message to herself and to the world. He propounded that self-realization done on the
basis of spirituality helps the people to realize their true potential. Especially in the colonizing period of 19"
century India, this was tantamount to men and women when they felt a need and made effort to discover
greater self-confidence in them. In this regard, we can see, his views are of paramount importance: “To
believe blindly is to denigrate the human soul. Be an atheist if you want, but do not believe in anything
unquestioningly.” He opined desire, ignorance and inequality as the trinity of bondage in life.

Swamiji rejected political praxis as well as social and religious reforms inspired by the West. He defined in
clear terms that the objective of his life is to strengthen and support the lives of Indian people. He believed
that gentleness and goodness are the roots of humanity. His essential message was the empowerment of
people through education, collective thought and action but above all, realizing the underlying unity of all
human existence. His contribution in shaping India’s attitude towards other countries became transparent
before everyone when he participated in the World Parliament of Religions held in Chicago in 1893. The
keynote of his address was on universal brotherhood, acceptance and tolerance. His speech was devoid of
theology, dogmatism or religious rigidities and was highly applauded as the most unique speech delivered by
any delegate present in the conference. It contained a universal theme which left an indelible impression on
everyone. Through his speech he gave a clear message to both Indians and foreign audiences that though
India may not be militarily as powerful as other countries (since she was not politically free at that time); it
had a special role in creating a world based on moral values. He claimed that Indian culture is so deep rooted
and enriched that it will show path to the rest of the world. When he came back to India, people all over were
jubilant and rose as one man to welcome, because he had brought honour and glory to their country. Swamiji
had gone on to exhort his audience in his later lectures, to aspire to the greater virtue of acceptance of all
religions rather than be content with the virtue of merely tolerating others. At Madras he delivered five
lectures and issued a clarion call to his country to rise and discard lethargy: “Arise my countrymen! You
have slept for long. Discard this slavish mentality and work hard to recapture the lost glory, the name and
fame that was India.” He tried to awaken the patriotic fervour in the hearts of his dear countrymen saying:
“We must go out; we must conquer the world through our spirituality and philosophy. There is no other
alternative, we must do it or die. The only condition of national life, of awakened and vigorous national life,
is the conquest of the world by Indian thought.” Even before Vivekananda, abstemious detachment from the
world has been criticized in the Hindu mythology, but it was he who first actively joined and propagated the
idea of individual renunciation to committed social service. In this sense, he gave a new meaning or
significance to the very idea and institution of sanyas. The Ramakrishna Math and Mission today, is an
active embodiment of this legacy.
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Vivekananda’s heart was filled with pure compassionate feelings of love for the socially
marginalized and oppressed. His own poverty made him realize the pitiful condition of his countrymen and
he felt an intense sympathy for the needy and afflicted. He understood from his Guru that true religion
transcends all barriers of caste, colour and creed, because the same divine spark resides in all. God is
immanent and transcends all such petty divisions. Applying the VVedantic notion of the cosmic Braham from
which everything emerges and into which all dissolve, without any distinction, Vivekananda called upon
each person to accept the other. That is understanding the principle of life — that each is either divine or as
flawed as the other. He opined: “So long as millions live in hunger and ignorance, I hold every person a
traitor who, having been educated at their expense, pays not the least heed to them.” He raised a powerful
voice for the upliftment of the poor and the downtrodden people of India saying, “Feel, my children, feel,
feel for the poor, the ignorant, the downtrodden.” It is he, who even before Gandhiji, saw the image of God
residing in the lowly and the poor (daridranarayan) and his heart consistently exhibited the love for his dear
countrymen. Vivekananda’s notion of God as the infinite self inspires us all to tap into our dormant selves,
wherein lies the infinite capacity to become good and compassionate. He believed that the rejection of the
other stems from our own fears and insecurities, and his clarion call was for all to awaken from this
hypnotic, weak state. Vivekananda anticipates Gandhiji in yet another important aspect and that is his
prioritizing social amelioration to political work. He opined: “National prosperity is another name for death
and degradation to millions of other races.” Like Mahatma Gandhi again, he first thoroughly acquainted
himself with the people of India before launching any schemes of social or political work. Through this he
hoped to be aware of pressing contemporary problems, to strengthen a promising nationhood and to reinstate
to man, his inherent dignity, poise and self-confidence.

'Man-making’ was Vivekananda's first mission. With his untiring spirit he ignited a spark in the
hearts of millions not only in India but in the world. He believed that we work best when we work for others.
His encouraging ideas always inspired the people to follow the path of selfless service. He reflects:
“Perfection does not come from belief or faith. Talk does not count for anything. Parrots can do that.
Perfection comes through selfless work.” One of the greatest contributions of Swamiji towards the making of
modern India is his concept of education. To him education plays a vital role in the welfare of society and it
is critical in shaping the future of human beings. His valuable thoughts on the subjects of education are very
much relevant even today. He defines: “Education is the manifestation of the perfect divinity already in
man.” He explains: “Education is not the amount of information that is put into your brain and runs riots
there, undigested, all your life. We must have life-building, man-making, character-making assimilation of
ideas.” This definitely has valuable relevance in modern day society. Swamiji's progressive vision projects
an invariable need to take the important step towards bringing education, enlightenment and progress to the
common man. He discerns that the movement has to originate in the common people and benefit their lives.
He always emphasized that reforms should be made at the grass-root level and not in agendas of which the
common man have little or no understanding. He found that his countrymen were poor, famished and in
chains and he gave ringing calls, “Arise, awake and stop not till the goal is reached.”

Swamiji's inherent desire was to bring back India's pride of place in the assembly of nations, as a
civilization which, weaves the human beings together in the thread of love, respect, benevolence,
commonness and unity. He viewed: “Worship of society and popular opinions is idolatry. The soul has no
sex, no country, no place, no time.” Like his guru, Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, he thought mutual
kindness, benevolence and compassion between man and man was more important than that coming from a
distant God. He believed: “As soon as you make a sect, you protest against universal brotherhood.” Like his
Ishta Buddha, he was so readily empathetic and compassionate towards his fellowmen. He gave a clarion
call to his countrymen in these glowing words: “The highest truth is this. God is present in all beings. They
are His multiple forms. There is no other God to see. It is man-making religion that we want...Give up these
weakening mysticisms and be strong. For the next fifty years, let all other Gods disappear from our minds.
This is the only God that is awake...Our own race, everywhere His hands, everywhere His feet, everywhere
His eyes. He covers everything...The first of all worships is the worship of those all around us. He alone
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serves God, who serves all other beings.” Vivekananda took patriotism out of its political confines and
vested it with larger possibilities and meaning. Similarly, he viewed religion not to be some personal feeling
or idiosyncrasy but that which was socially committed and responsible. He saw the entire universe as a
manifestation of the absolute One. He realised that there is only one Self in the universe, only one existence.
When we see all life in the universe in this perspective, the selfish, narrow-minded outlook and
compartmentalisation instantly collapse. He stood for harmony of religions and divinity of humankind. He
said that each soul is potentially divine, omnipotent and omniscient, awaiting manifestation. The aim of life
is to realise the same through selfless service to humanity, assimilation of wisdom through deep
introspection or devotion to divinity. He emphasized that external rituals of religions are of secondary
importance but their spiritual essence needs to be accepted. He said, “We want to lead mankind to the place
where there is neither Vedas, nor Bible, nor Quran; yet this has to be done by harmonising all three. We need
to learn that religions are but varied expressions of The Religion, which is Oneness, so that each may choose
a path that suits him best.” This vision of a universal religion concerns no particular cult but signifies
culmination of wisdom.

To sum up, Vivekananda gave a great contribution to the making of modern India. He strove to
promote peace and human brotherhood on the spiritual foundation of the Vedanta oneness of existence.
Selfless service of man was for him the desirable path for Self- realization. He lived the fact that it’s never
too early to begin to understand and comprehend the spirit. His message to the youth was not in what he
said, but in how he lived, and the age at which he lived it. In his tiny span of life, he set up an example that
wisdom is not necessarily the preserve of ripe old age. He used his youth, the only time he had in life, to
study and master life and death — which makes him the definitive youth icon, one who practised his
philosophy in his youth, not just preached to the youth. Freedom for him was really a larger concept; it had
more to do with the freeing of the mind than the body. The essential divinity and thereby unity of all
creatures has to be realized through unconditional love for all, wise detachment and extension of self through
service of humanity beyond the dogmas and any sectarian faith. This universalism par excellence or way of
life engulfing the whole gamut of existence must evolve as the religion or spirituality of posterity as panacea
for all the world problems of the day. Swamiji pinned his faith in individuals, not institutions and hence
chose a path that was quiet, indirect, and organic. Let us ponder what he says about himself: “My name
should not be made prominent. It is my ideas that | want to see realized. The disciples of all the prophets
have always inextricably mixed up the ideas of the Master with person, and at last killed the ideas for the
person.” He became aware of his approaching end and he wrote to Miss Macdonald, “My boat is nearing the
calm harbour from where it is never more to be driven out.” The Light that had shown and illumined not
only India, but many other parts of the world also, was extinguished on 4™ May 1902. Though this was not
correct for Swamiji had once said in London: “It may be that I shall find it good to get outside of my body —
to cast it off like a disused garment. But | shall not cease to work! I shall inspire men everywhere, until the
world shall know that it is one with God.” It is very much true that the blazing fervour of a Vivekananda, a
spiritual billionaire, comes but once in a lifetime. The more enduring aspects of his life and work have
inspired many and will keep on inspiring and motivating coming generations in the days to come.
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