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1. ISW ARA CHANDRA VIDYASAGARA 
(1820-1891) 

Within the enclosure of Goldighi Tank, College 
Square, Calcutta, and facing the west, there is a statue, 
in a sitting posture, of a Bengali wearing the national 
garb. The figure is that of a lean man of a fairly ad­
vanced age, of short stature, with a countenance of mark­
,ed dignity and nobility; the lower part of the scalp is 
.shaven all round, leaving only a small, round patch of 
hair in the middle. It is not a particularly handsome 
face, though earlier likenesses show that in early_ man-

• hood it was a very attrac!i:.ve face; bt,1t it is a remarkable 
,countenance with intellect and thought stamped upon it, 
.and combining . strength of character with great bene­
volence of heart. The .expression of the eyes alone can­
not be reproduced, in a statue. '.Oie ~yes were large, 
liquid, deep, mirroring the great, benevolent heart that 
beat in that diminutive body. _This is the image of Iswara 
Chandra Vidyasagara. ·· , 

How much information is ·conveyed by the inscrip­
tion underneath the statue? It is yet quite forty years 
that Vidyasagara passed to his final rest, but how much 
of his life and his work is known to .the younger genera­
tion now passing through school and college, and how 
much will be remembered by others coming after? Our 
students are familiar with the biographies of many emi­
nent men outside India, but how much do they know of 
our own great men, men who have passed on within the 
last hundred years? The one reliable life of Iswara 
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Chandra Vidyasagara, written in Bengali, is out of print 
and there is no knowing when a fresh edition will be 
available. Both the size and the style of the book, how­
ever, are a hindrance to its extensive popularity. Has it 
occurred to no one, to those who control and guide the 
education of our boys, that an account of such a life as 
that of Iswara Chandra, not very cumbrous and writt~n 
in the simplest and most direct language, should. be 
placed in the hands of every schoolboy so that his mind 
may be nourished and inspired by the example of one 
of the noblest and greatest lives in the annals of huma­
nity? How do we expect to nationalize our system of 
education if we leave the greatest names of the nation to 
sink into the oblivion of neglect? 

Nature has a wonderful and inexhaustible reperto'ey: , 
of contradictions and compensations, of startling sur­
prises and defiance of conventions. Sometimes the 
handiwork of Nature is instinct with humour and irony. 
A man as handsome as Apollo Belvedere may be a brain­
less booby, while all the existing likenesses of Socrates 
represent him as-.a very ugly man. Even great physical 
strength is not invariably associated with a correspond­
ing height of stature. Atlas and Hercules may be mythi­
cal personages, but they are portrayed as beings of 
medium height, with an immense breadth of shoulders. 
It is nowhere mentioned that Samson had the proportions 
of a Goliath. We like to ass~ciate martial qualities with 
an imposing figure, but two of the greatest military cap­
tains and strategists in the world's history were anything 
but tall men. From the accounts that have come down 
from ancient times we gather that Alexander of Macedon 
a dashing and fearless fighter who was_ ever to be see~ 
in the press of battle, was not tall, though he had a sym­
metrical and well-knit figure, the proud possession of 
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most Greeks, while Napoleon Bonaparte, who . bestrode 
the whole of Europe as -a colossus and whose name ins­
pired terror, was barely an inch or two above five feet, 
and yet so dominating and overwhehning was the force 
of the man's personality that big, brave men trembled 
in his presence. 

lswara Chandra Bannerji was the eldest 0£ several 
brothers and the son 0£ a very poor Brahmin living in a 
village to the south of Calcutta. Iswara Chandra was a 
wild village boy up to every kind of mischief, but even 
at that age he had a warm, generous disposition and was 
always ready to help other boys in any way ·he could. 
In the village school the pandit found him a clever, bright 
boy who was fond of study and quickly learned every-
thing he was taught. · 

His father went to Calcutta in search of a living and 
after many hardships, in the course of which he had 
often to go without a meal, succeeded in obtaining a place 
on a salary of Rs. 2 a month. The family was so des­
perately poor that, as Vidyasagara himself used to relate 
in after life, this intelligence was received with great 
rejoicing. 'I\vo rupees then went a much longer way 
than in these days, for living was incredibly cheap, but 
whatever the times only very poor people can feel elated 
on a monthly income of two rupees. In course of time 
the salary rose to Rs. 10 a month and then he took Iswara 
Chandra to Calcutta and placed him in the Sanskrit 
College. The boy was then niRe years of age. His 
father's great ambition was that after finishing his studies 
in Calcutta, the son should establish a village school, 
called a tol, in his native village. 

The years that followed were a period of bitter 
struggle but of unbroken and brilliant success so far as 
the boy's studies were concerned. The father and the 
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son had a room on the ground floor given to them rent• 
-free by the charitable owner of the house. The ladies 
of the family were very kind to the little boy, but for the 
rest it was a life of unremitting toil and very scanty fare. 
Calcutta was not then the clean, healthy city it is today. 
Foul, open drains were to be seen everywhere and many 
localities.were full of evil smells. Rooms on the ground 
floor were frightfully damp and infested by creeping, 
crawling vermin. Epidemics of cholera claimed numer­
ous victims every year. Besides attending the Sanskrit 
College and preparing his daily lessons, the boy had to do 
all the work of a domestic drudge. He had to sweep, 

. cook, wash and clean their few utensils. The food was 
often insufficient and sometimes the boiled rice had to be 
eaten without· any condiment beyond a pinch of salt. 
To add to all this hardship, the father had a most exacting 
nature and at night the boy had to repeat what he had 
learned at school during the day. The poor, overworked 
boy would sometimes feel drowsy or fall asleep, and 
would be mercilessly beaten by the father, so cruelly 
in fact that the ladies of the house would rush in and 
intervene, and the master of the house would threaten 
the father with expulsion from the house. Yet the son 
never harboured any feeling of resentment against. his 
father and to the end he was the most filial of sons, both 
to~ards his father and mother. At the same thne, the 
boy was extremely self-willed and could not be coerced 
into doing anything he disliked. This was regarded as 
obstinacy, but it was in reality an early manifestation of 
that unequalled will power which enabled him in later 
years to fight so many evils against such heavy odds. 

No name stands higher on the rolls of the Sanskrit 
College than that of Iswara Chandra Vidyasagara. He 
went through the whole course of studies and topped the 
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list of candidates at almost every examination. He be­
came equally proficient in grammar, poetry, rhetoric, 
Vedanta, logic, astronomy and theology. The degree or 
title of Vidyasagara (Ocean of Learning) was conferred 
upon him, and a certificate of high proficiency in every 
branch of Sanskrit learning was given to him signed by 
all the professors of the College, each testifying to the 
student's scholarship in his particular subject. From that 
time the family surname of Bannerji was dropped and 
the scholar was known as Iswara Chandra Vidyasagara. 
A few years later, the full name was rarely heard and all 
throughout Bengal he was known as Vidyasagara. He 
subsequently learned English and Hindi, and had occasion 
to carry on extensive official c·orrespondence in the for­
mer language. 

He was one of those great little m·en whose dimi­
nutive bodies encase a big heart and large brains, allied 
with an iron will and an indomitable spirit. His nature 
was a singular complex of varied and conflicting quali­
ties. Unbending and stem in his opposition to all social 
and other evils, he was emotional to a high degree and 
whenever his pity or sympathy was stirred tears freely 
flowed from his eyes. When· a child widow was brought 
to him he would take her in his arms and burst out weep­
ing; to personal habits of the utmost frugality he added 
unbounded generosity in helping others; a man of wide 
and deep culture, he loved to associate with the aboriginal 
and primitive Sonthals at Karmatar, in the Sonthal Per­
gannahs, on the East Indian RaiHvay, because he found 
them a simple, truth-speaking people; coming from an 
orthodox and conservative Brahmin family, he became 
the most advanced and intrepid social reformer after 
Rammohan Roy. 

Passing out of the Sanskrit Co1Iege, he held various 
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offices lHlder the Government of Bengal, but he held no 
appointment very long. His fearless and independent 
spirit chafed · against any position of subordination, for 
he was born to be a leader of men and not the follower ­
of any one and no thought of the future ever deterred 
him. His friends and relations earnestly remonstrated 
with him when he resigned the appointment of Assistant 
Secretary to the Sanskrit College. How would he main­
tain himself without an income? "I shall sell vegetables, 
or open a grocer's shop," was the prompt reply. It was 
while holding this appointment that Vidyasagara taught 
the European Principal of the Hindu College a much­
needed lesson. He went to see this man on some official 
business and found him lolling in a chair with his feet 
stretched at full length on the table. There was no other 
chair in the room. The European Principal did not con­
sider that any courte~y was due to this little Bengali 
wearing a coarse dhoti and ch~dar, and a pair of Taltala 
slippers on his bare feet. V1dyasagara suppressed his 
indignation and came away as soon as he had finished his 
business. Shortly afterwards the Principal came to 
Vidyasagara's ~ffic: on ~om: business and found the 
latter reclining m his chair with half-closed eyes and his 
slippers and dust-cover~d feet decorating the table. 
There was no second chair anywhere. Feeling hims If 
grossly insulted, the Principal made a report to the he:d 
of the department. Vidyasagara was call~d upon for an 
explanation. He wrote_h~_was under the unpression that 

h belonged to an unc1v1lized people and the p . . 1 e . . 'liz d rmc1pa 
had set him an example m c1vi e . ~anners. lie failed 

h he had offended by rece1vmg the p . . . to see ow I rmc1pal m 
. 1 the same manner as the atter had rec . precise Y e1ved him. 

The matter had to be droppe~. 
Although Vidyasagara did not hold any ofli , ce very 
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. his untiring industry and 
long he brought all his em~rgyh, t t bear upon every 

h f gth of his c arac er o 
t e orce and stren Lieutenant-Governor of 
work he did. More than one d nsulted him on 
Bengal held ~ in high ~steem ~ 1::i office he held 
matters relating to educatio~. . 1 f th s skrit Col-
was the combined office of Prmcipa O e. an . 
lege and Inspector of Schools. It was owmg t_o his en-

d th t Normal schools were first established. A eavours a . . 
b f B ngall. schools was also founded m certam num er o e . 

districts of Bengal on his initiative . . He held this office 
for six years. Meanwhile, other important matters were 
daiming his attention. He had led an agitation for the 
1·emarriage of virgin Hindu widows; such marriages had 
been legalized by an Act passed by the Government in 
1856 and Vidyasagara spent large sums of money on pro­
moting them. About this time a young, inexperienced 
Civilian was placed in charge of the Education Depart­
ment and some friction with him led to the final resigna­
tion of Vidyasagara from the service of the Government. 
For some time he· deferred this step at the earnest inter­
<:ession of the Lieutenant-Governor, but when the latter 
during an interview told the Pandit that he should consi­
der his position carefully because he needed funds for his 
work of social reform he merely precipitated the end. 
This was an· incautious argument to use with such a man 
as Iswara Chandra Vidyasagara. There was in him that 
spirit of contrariness, that obstinacy which even his 

, father had n~ticed and which always asserted itself when­
,ever personal grounds or his own,. personal conveniences 
were mentioned. He bluntly told the Lieutenant­
Governor that since the retention of his appointment was 
-considered indispensable for his social work, he declined 
to reconsider the question of his resignation and prayed 
to be relieved of his appointment. This was the end of 
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his direct association with the Government as a public­
officer and educationist. He renounced without regret 
or hesitation a fairly large income, a position of consider­
able trust and influence, and a prospective old-age pen­
sion. 

Can we say as much of others of his countrymen? 
Many of them are content to hold on to an appointment 
as long as they can, indifferent to the treatment they may 
receive from their superior officers, and there are others 
whose hankering for service never seems to cease, When 
a man is pensioned off from the public service after- . 
twenty-five or thirty years of active servic~ he eagerly 
looks out for some other appointment in his old age. An 
Indian Civilian, after thirty-five years of service and 
after earning a comfortable pension of a thousand pounds 
a year will move heaven and earth for getting some other­
appointment to eke out the income from the pension. 
Some have the presumption to assert that this is a way 
of serving the country whereas it is merely a humiliat­
ing confession that such a man is devoid of all self-respect 
and he has no use for his life except to wear it out with 
the badge of servitude round his neck. The old ideal of 
devoting the evening of one's life to meditation and the 
well-being of the soul, the gradual withdrawal from the 
affairs of this life is to them meaningless. They are 
never happier than when grovelling in the dust and 
scrambling for the crumbs that may fall from the table 
of the rich and the powerful. 

While Iswara Chandra was a student and later when 
he was fust appointed Principal of the Sanskrit College 
there was very little discipline or system in that insti­
tution. The professors were panclits of the old school, 
old men who were never in a hurry, and they retained 
their leisurely and dilatory habits. There were no fixed 
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hours of attendance and they strolled in whenever they 
liked. Then there was the noonday siesta when the 
pandit-professors would doze and sleep in their chairs. 
while some dutiful scholar would fan them and drive· 
away the flies. On awakening the learned professors. 
would take a few pinches of snuff and then settle down 
to work. Vidyasagara lost no time in introducing order 
and discipline. Among the professors were several men 
with whom the young Principal had himself read and he 

-was careful not to appear as a martinet to them. He was. 
always the first and earliest to arrive at the College, and 
then as each professor came in late he would come out of 
his room and greet him with the question, "Have you 
just C0!31e?" Tpere was one professor under whom Vidya­
sagara had learned Nyaya, or Logic, and who was the­
worst offender among the late-comers. To him the erst­
while student, an'd the present superior officer, put no 
question and said no word, but greeted him in silence 
and let him pass on to his classroom. This daily silent 
1·eception and the unspoken reproach exhausted the 
patience of the old professor and exasperated him, and 
one day when he found his old pupil and present Princi­
pal awaiting him in silence as usual he burst out "I 
cannot stand your silence any longe;. · If you wer~ to 
question me I could give an explanation, but this is in­
tolerable. From tomorrow I shall be punctual even if I 
die for it!" Thenceforward the attendance of the pro­
fessor became regular. 

In dealing with the students Vidyasagara was kind 
but firm, and impartially enforced discipline. He in­
spired both professors and students with considerable 
awe. On one occasion a young professor appointed by 
Vidyasagara was ragged and insulted by the students of 
the class he had been sent to teach. The Principal made 
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an investigation and as no boy would acknowledge his 
guilt or give any information that would lead to the 
punishment of the guilty ones, the whole class was ex­
pelled from the College. The boys went in a body to 
the higher authorities and complained against the Princi­
pal. They called for an explanation and the boys jumped 
to the conclusion that the dismissal of the Principal would 
follow as a matter of course. It will be recalled that on 
.a previous occasion when about to resign an appointment 
he then held Vidyasagara had said he would sell potatoes 
and patal, or open a grocer's shop for a living. It was a 
very remarkable saying for those days when men with 
-even a smattering of education despised the small trader 
and shopkeeper, and thought highly of• the office stool ..... . 
211d the quill behind the ear, and discussed at home·:the 
Saheb who drove them like dumb cattle in the office. 
The boys knew this anecdote like the rest of Calcutta 
and went about declaring gleefully, "Now he will lose 
his job, and how will he live? He will have to hold the 
scales.*" For so great and famous a scholar as Vidya­
sagara to have recourse to such an occupation for a living 
was naturally regarded as a deep degradation and humi­
liation. While forwarding the papers to the higher autho­
rities Vidyasagara wrote that the intervention of the 
head of the department in a matter of this kind was pre­
judicial to the maintenance of college discipline. This 
·view was accepted and the papers were returned to the 
Principal to deal with the matter at his discretion. The 
high hopes of the rebellious students were dashed to the 
ground and they went to the young professor whom they 
had insulted to beg of him to intercede in their behalf. 
Finally. when ushered into the presence of the little man 
who wielded such irresistible authority they were greeted 

* Shopkeeper's scales. 
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with the grim question, "Who will hold the scales now, 
you or I?" They were all forgiven and readmitted to 
the College. 

As a student Vidyasagara was a favourite with many 
of the professors. One of them, an old man, lost his wife 
and wanted to marry again. He consulted the boy 
Iswara Chandra, who strongly dissuaded him from taking 
such a step on the ground that it was wrong for a man of 
the professor's age to marry a young girl, who would 
very probably be left a young widow. This had no effect 
~d the . old man married a beautiful young girl. He 
afterwards persuaded young Iswara Chandra to accom­
pany him home to see the young bride and i-ealize how 
May had been mated with December. On seeing the 
newly wedded wife Iswara Chandra burst into tears. As 
this was regarded an evil omen, the horrified professor 
pacified the boy and pressed him to partake of some 
refreshments. Iswara Chandra vehemently refused to 
touch anything, saying he would not touch a drop of 
water in that house,' and immediately left. A few months 
afterwards the professor died and the young wife was 
left a widow. It was believed that this incident was an 
important factor in the subsequent determination of 
Vidyasagara to work heart and soul for the remarriage 
of virgin widows. 

In repeating anecdotes of this kind we do not pause 
to enquire whether they are true or merely a figment of 
the imagination. They may be perfectly true or they 
may be wholly unfounded. In any case they are of great 
value as throwing a flood of light upon the distinguishing 
traits of a remarkable man's nature. They are charac­
teristic. they are tempe~ainental, they are full of sur­
prises. In the lifetime of Vidyasagara hundreds of such 
stories were floating in the air. They were liquid like 
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little rills trickling through the fingers. Crystallized, 
these can be of immense benefit to later generations of 
boys and men. The mere fact that such stories were not 
told or invented of any other man is significant. He was 
expected to say and do things that would not occur to 
other men, and only a few of these fugitive sayings 
have been preserved in the account of his life. But these 
have a freshness, a force, a humour, a pathos that afford 
vivid glimpses of a personality of singular power and 
irresistible charm. 

The time very soon came when his name was heard 
on the lips of every man, woman and child not only in• 
Calcutta, but in the remotest villages of Bengal. He was 
Principal of the Sanskrit College when he wrote the first 
tract to prove that the remarriage of virgin widows was 
authorized and even enjoined by the ancient Hindu 
scriptures. His vast erudition and his tireless indusw; 
enabled him to quote chapter and verse in support of 
his contention. There was no flaw in his argument, no 
weak joint in his armour. Was his agitation allowed to 
succeed without opposition? That mass of inertia desig­
nated orthodox society, would not have been true to itself 
if it had permitted any proposal of reform to pass unchal­
lenged. Of course, Vidyasagara was opposed and learned 
texts mingled with vituperation and ridicule were hurled 
at his head. There was particular reason to resent the 
attitude of this heretic Brahmin who Was seeking to 
undermine the power and prestige of the priestly caste. 
Orthodox Hindu society lies supin: and motionless like a 
huge griffin, but any attempt to disturb it makes it raise 
its terrible head and to belch fi.re and flame through its 
mouth and nostrils. Has not ort~odox llindu society 
covered itself with glory by :ons1stent and persistent 
opposition to every reform? Did not the learned pandits 
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-of Bengal and the leaders of Bengali society bitterly 
oppose the abolition of suttee, and who knows how_ lon! 
this inhuman ~d homicidal custom would have cont111ue 
to flourish but for· the heroic efforts of Raja Ramm~~an 
Roy? The crossing of the sea, the learning of medicme 
.and surge~y and even the education of girls had been 
opposed on religious grounds and as going against crn1tom. 
The penalizing of tpe premature consummation of mar­
riage and the raising of the age of consent has been 
.oppo~ed for similar reasons. The waves of many reforms 
have broken against the rock of convention and custom. 
Once a widow always a widow, and it did not matte1· 
whether the widow was a child or a virgin. It is only 
when there is a clash between custom and a dynamic 
personality like that of Vidyasagara that the unexpected 
sometimes happens and the passive as well as active 
resistance of an unthinking society is broken, at least for 
a time, by the moral might of one man. Vidyasagara 
could not behold unmoved the cruel and pitiful spectacle 
<>f child and virgin widows being condemned to _lifelong 
misery and ill-treatment. A widow was the pariah and 
outcast of society. She was rigorously excluded from all 
participation in auspicious ceremonies. She was allowed 
only one meal in twenty-four hours. Her diet excluded 
all palatable and agreeable articles of food. On the 
eleventh day of the new and the full moon, twice a 
month, she was compelled to fast a whole day and night 
without being given a drop of water .to drink. No excep­
tion was made even if the widow happened to be a child 
of• tender years. Men and women were accustomed ancl 
utterly indifferent to the sight of a girl of ten or eleven 
years, in the trying, steamy sum.mer of Bengal, crying 
and rolling on the ground in an agony of thirst. Even a 
mother had to look on helplessly at the distress of a 
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daughter, perhaps a mere child, without daring to offer 
a drink of water to assuage the child's burning thirst. 
Custom having the force and authority of a religiou5 

injunction stayed her hand. But what a mother could· 
behold unmoved stirred Iswara Chandra to the depths of 
his being and his bowels yearned over the innocent 
and young victims of a cruel, heartless and unnatural 
custom. Vidyasagara refused to believe that the ancient 
Aryan sages and law-givers, amo!lg whom were some 0£ 
the wisest and most large-hearted men that ever lived, 
could have deliberately imposed upon helpless girls and 
women a course of life involving such prolonged suffer­
ing and misery. A widow is deserving of pity and 
sympathy, not harshness and ill-treatment." To deny a 
little water to a thirsty child or grown-up person is a 
refinement of torture and not the maintenance of a 
sacred religious custom. 

Vidyasagara had to deal with opponents who were 
sophisticated and whose minds and hearts were case­
hardened and proof against all appeals in the name of 
humanity. Not very long ago, before the movement of 
Vidyasagara, a formidable array of learned pandits had 
been found to oppose, tooth and nail, the abolition of the 
monstrous and savage custom of suttee. Pious eyes and 
hands had been lifted in holy horror at the prospect of 

h an outrage and authorities by the cartload had been 
:~:d in support of the beautiful and purifying practice 

f . molating living women to the spirit of their dead o 1m T 
husbands. Moloch was not prop1 i~ted and worshipped 
. Phoenicia alone. He had a c;ons1derable following in 
m • 1 d many other parts of India. If defenders could 
Benga an h t f 
be found to uphold t e cus o~ o suttee, there was an 

fight for perpetual widowhood. IIow child and 
army to t d was n b d , . . 'dows were trea e o o y s concern- It v1rgm Wl 
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. . of the country and every custom was sacro-
was a custom d lid halanx and moved to 
sanct The pandits forme a so p 

· k . t this apostate pandit who had challeng-
the attac agams . 
ed the inviolability of immemonal custom. . 
. The kindliest and most tender-hearted of men, V1dya-

an intellectual gladiator whom no adversary 
sagara was h d tis 

uld awe Or overcome in argument. He a sa -
co over . th 
fied himself that there was scriptural sanction f~r e 
remarriage of widows. Neither in the letter nor m the 
spirit were the sacred Sanskrit books opposed to ~e 
remarriage of child and virgin widows, ·who knew nothing 
of ·marital obligations or of wifehood. The status of 
woman in India in ancient times was very different from 
what it is now. The confinement of women to the puTdah 
was then unknown, nor '"'ere infants and girls of an 
immature age given in marriage. In the heyday of 
Aryan civilization and in the prime of Aryan achieve­
ment women were· as free as men. They had equal 
opportunities with men of acquiring knowledge, they 
took part in high debate, they rose to great heights of 
spiritual experience arid wisdom, they were capable 
admi."listrators and distinguished themselves in difficult 
subjects of study. The names of great, gifted, wise and 
holy women• have come down the vista of the ages and 
are still shining with undiminished splendour in ancient 
books and records. The cruel humiliation of women 
and the social disabilities imposed upon them are of com­
paratively recent origin, the work of a heartless and 
unscrupulous priest'hood and a desIM>tic and overbearing 
Brahmin oligarchy. 

Iswara Chandra replied to his critics and adversaries 
at length. The object he had in view was not to convince 
the pandits, for these men were not open to conviction, 
but to win public sympathy for the righteousness of the 
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:reform he advocated and to demonstrate that the 
remarriage of a widow was valid in Hindu law 
.and did not involv~ any disqualification as re­
-gards the legitimacy of children born of such 
marriages and the right of succession to pro­
perty. The history of the agitation for the abolition 
-0f suttee was repeated. Vidyasagara found support among 
.an important section of the Bengali citizens of Calcutta, 
while several wealthy and leading zemindars outside 
Calcutta, among whom were the Maharajas of Burdwan, 
Navadwipa and Krishnagar, supported the movement 
for the remarriage of widows. An influentially signed 
-petition was presented to the Government to pass a law 
legalizing such marriages. The 'opponents of the move­
ment submitted a counter-.petition declaring that such a 
law would be repugnant to the authority of the Hindu 
Sastras. The Government accepte4 the view of the party 
led by Vidyasagara, a Bill was introduced maltlng it 
lawful for Hindu widows to be married a second time, 
and it was passed into law in 1856. Three months after 
the new law had come into force the first widow marriage 
was celebrated with impressive ceremony. The bride­
groom was himself a pandit and the son of a learned and 
famous pandit. A huge crowd assembled ta. witness the 
bridegroom pass in procession to the house of the bride. 
Some of the most distinguished men of Calcutta accom­
panied the procession on foot with their hands resting on 
the palanquin of the bridegroom on either side. Among 
them were Ram Gopal Ghose, the famous orator and 
successful man of business, Sambhu Nath Pandit, the 
first Indian to sit on the bench of the High Court, and 
Dwarkanath Mitter, the greatest Indian Judge that ever 
sat on the bench. Some other similar marriages followed 
and Vidyasagara's only son married a widow, so that it 
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was not open to any one to say that the reformer hesi­
tated to practise what he preached. 

The whole of Bengal .was electrified. The fame of 
the reformer penetrated the most distant corners of tht: 
province: Whether people scoffed or whether they 
praised, there was not a single home in Bengal in which 
Vidyasagara was not daily discussed. The city and the 
countryside rang with songs composed about him and 
the noble and humane movement with which his name 
was identified. Of these the best known was one begin­
ning "May Vidyasagara live for ever!" Cartmen used to 
roll out the song while driving their primitive vehicles 
along the public streets. Villages echoed and re-echoed 
with the refrain of this and similar other songs. The 
famous singer and composer, Dasarathi Roy, commonly 
known as Dasu Roy, composed a libretto or panchali 
about widow marriages, and a play on the same subject 
was produced on the stage. The weavers of Santipur, 
famous for its fine dhotis and saris, wove the words of 
songs about Vidyasagara and widow marriage into the 
borders of saris which sold like hot cakes. This innova­
tion became very popular, and in later years such sari.,; 
with other songs woven ,into the texture. of the borders 
were in large demand. All newspapers, books and book­
lets dealing with widow marriage were quickly bought 
up and read with avidity. The name of Vidyasagara 
filled the minds and mouths of the whole population of 
Bengal. At the Delhi Durbar held '"in 1877 by Lord 
Lytton, the~ Viceroy of India, a certificate, signed by Sit­
Richard Temple, Lieutenant-Governor of Bengal, was 
awarded to Pandit Iswara Chandra Vidyasagara, "in re­
cognition of his earnestness as leader of the widow-mar­
riage movement, and position as leader of the more 
advanced portion of the Indian Community." 

2 
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Intellectually and in the generous intuitions of his 
noble heart Vidyasagara was far more advanced than the 
most advanced of his countrymen, but in matters of 
everyday domestic life, in his dress and food and ways 
of living he 'was the most conservative of men. There 
was nothing to distinguish him from the ordinary Brah­
min pandit. A brief reference has previously been 
made to the simplicity of his clothes. We hear a great 
deal about khadi and the charkha in these days. As 
long as he was a student of the Sanskrit College Iswara 
Chandra used only cloth woven from yarn spun by 
the women of his family on their own charkha. The 
stuff was not much finer than sackcloth and the dhoti 
barely reached down to the knees; Later on, he· wore a 
plain white dhoti without a border, a short, old-fashioned 
jacket without buttons and tied up at two or three places 
with tags of white ribbon, and a thick, white sheet in lieu 
of the fine muslin chadar. His head, like that of all 
Bengalis, was bare, with that disfiguring, small and 
rounded mop of hair on the crown of the head that one 
sees among Ooriya palki-bearers and the people of the 
Southern Presidency. On his feet he wore thin, soft 
slippers which l~ave the heels bare, the well-known foot­
wear of the orthodox pandits of Bengal. Unfashionable 
and unattractive as this costume was, it became quite 
fascmating by the distinction and fame of the man w:ho 
wore it. The toga or sheet that he used came to be 
known as the Vidyasagari chadar, and many young lads 
at school and college and also older men affected this 
dress for a time, though they drew the line at the partial 
shaving of the head. The Vidyasagara sartorial style 
was, however, soon discarded for more modern fashions.* 

• Boys who had been seen pattering alxm_t in slip~rs and she~ts 
a /a Vidyasagara could be seen after a short tune sporting an English 
hat and swaggering aJong in English dress. 
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Ii is curious to think of Vidyasagara as a setter of 
fashion, but his simple and conventional dress helped 
him to preserve his self-respect, while it impressed 
others. Those who decorate themselves in borrowed 
plumes can never hope to introduce a fashion. 

Vidyasagara spent freely on the marriages of widows 
whenever his help was asked. He gave ornaments to the 
bride and a dowry too, and helped the married couple to 
make a start in life. In actual fact it was found that the 
number of such· marriages . wa·s not large. Those who 
had · promised the reformer financial and moral support 
gradually desert~d him and he found himself heavily in­
volved in debt. In the course of a few years such mar.:. 
riages were scarcely heard of, and the lot of widows 
remained unchanged. The law was merely permissive 
and there was no compulsion of any kind. Vidyasagara 
wrote about this time that he had hoped that the people 
who professed so much respect for Sastric mandates 
would follow them, but he found that the custom of the 
country, however wrong, was more powerful than the 
teaching of the scriptures. 

Almost simultaneously with the agitation for the 
remarriage of very young widows Vidyasagara initiated 
a movement for the abolition of the pernicious custom of 
a single man having many wives. This custom 
prevailed almost exclusively among the high­
caste Brahmins and was practised more ex­
tensively in East Bengal than in West. It was 
by no means an old custom. It was opposed to the clear 
injunctions of the Sastras and had been unknown a few 
hundred years earUer. Such marriages were confined 
to the section of Brahmins known as Kulin Brahmins, 
and were mere mercenary · affairs that offended grossly 
against the sacrament of marriage. A man might have 
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any number-of wives but he did not undertake the res­
ponsibility of maintaining them. They lived with their 
parents while the husband toured about visiting his 
widely-scattered seraglio, and if he passed a night with 
one of his wives it was only for a consideration in hard 
cash pa~d down by his father-in-law. Vidyasagara wrote· 
a book exposing the evils of this custom, which was not 
sanctioned by the Sastras. TakJng only the Hugli dis­
trict in Bengal, he, showed that in 86 villages 197 Kulin 
Brahmins had married 2,288 wives. He collected statis­
tics from East Bengal also, but these were not published, 
though they were available to his biographer. Full 
particulars were given in every case. A man of 55 had 
107 wives, a boy of twelve had six, and a child of fiv~. 
two. Vidyasagara caused a largely-signed petition for 
the prohibition of such marriages to be presented to the 
Government, but no action was taken as it was obviously 
impossible to introduce legislation to prevent the evil. 
With_ the progress of time, however, ma~riages of this 
kind became rarer, and this custom has now died a 
natural death. 

Everything that Vidyasagara wrote about the re­
marriage of widows and the prevention of multiple mar­
riages was written in Bengali with the exception of one 
tract in English and his language was much admired for 
its lucidity, limpid grace and close and clear reasoning. 
With the severance of his connexion with the Sans~it 
College and service under the Government he found 
more time for literary work and turned from contro­
versial to constructive literature. Bengal had produced 
many poets before the time of Vidyas_agara, chief among 
whom were· the Vaishnava poets, Kasiram Das and 
Krittivasa, who wrote poetical translations of the Maha­
bharata and the Ramayana, Mukunda Ram Chakravarti, 
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the celebrated writer of Kabikankan Chandi, and Bharat 
Chandra Roy. Bengali prose, however, had been neg­
lected. Rammohan Roy alone had written some tracts 
in good Bengali prose, but there were few other prose 
writers of distinction, and the prose that was occasionally 
written was ·lacking in grace and simplicity. There were 
no good school-books, no prose works that could be 
placed before students as models of composition. Those 
who learned English affected to despise the Bengali 
language. There was no uniform or established ortho­
graphy and the worst offenders in this respect were the 
Sanskrit pandits. In writing Sanskrit they followed the 
correct method of spelling Sanskrit words, but in writing 
Bengali they observed no rule and followed no law. They 
also looked down upon Bengali, which was designated 
Bhasha (spoken language) as distinguished from Sans­
krit, the refined and classical language. The Bengali 
prose then in vogue was turgid and inflated, ponderous 
with a profusion of long words and intricate and confused 
compounds, neither pleasant to read nor appealing to the 
ear. 

Vidyasagara set himself to remedy this regrettable 
state of things. To great and extensive erudition in 
Sanskrit he had added a large and intimate knowledge 
of English literature. He had the accomplished writer's 
gift of expression and language and wide and quick 
sympathy. His Bengali primers ana school-books, and 
more advanced works written in an easy, mellifluous and 
classic style have never been surpassed or even equalled. 
Bankim Chandra. Chatterjee, the finest writer of Bengali 
prose, freely acknowledged the indebtedness of all 
Bengali writers to Vidyasagara. In_ an introduction 
to ihe Bengali works of Peari Chand Mitra, Bankim 
wrote that Vidyasagara's language was extraordinarily 

I,' ,,, ,, · '., J 1 , r I oo 
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lucid and charming. No one has written such 1ascinat­
ing Bengali prose either before or after him. He intro­
duced the English system of punctuation in Bengali prose: 
He did not write any work of imagination or original 
thought, but his genius was beyond question. and he 
may be rightly regarded the creator of Bengali prose. 

He materially facilitated the study of Sanskrit also. 
In the tols, or indigenous classes, and the old seats of 
learning the study of Sanskrit absorbed a whole lifetime. 
This is scarcely possible in the present changed conditions 
of life and the growing stress and hustle of competition. 
Ancient Sanskrit grammars like Panini and Mugdha­
bodha are models of elaboration and completeness, but 
they require prolonged study. In the curricula of 
modern Indian universities and in schools a very pro­
found or extensive knowleqge of Sanskrit is not neces­
sary. Iswara Chandra compiled an easy ~d admirable 
Sanskrit grammar and also graduated Sanskrit readers 
containing selections from the ancient writers. These 
books were very helpful to students in the earlier stages 
of study and they did away with the tedious mode of 
teaching pursued in the tols, the incessant and endless 
memorizing of rules, and learning by rote: 

By composing and compiling these books and found­
ing his own press known as the Sanskrit Press, Iswara 
Chandra not merely helped substantially the promotion 
and spread of education, but created a source of a consi­
derable pecuniary income for himself. These books sup­
plied a much-felt want and they brought the author a 
steadily growing income. The annual profit from the 
sale of these books represented an amount that Iswara 
Chandra could have never obtained from any appointment 
either under the Government or anywhere else. In addi­
tion, he retained his independence, and did not have to 
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seek the favour oi- goodwill of any man. He acquired a 
comfortable h~use in a quiet neighbourhood, but there 
was no change in his mode of living. He never kept a 
carriage, though he could have easily afforded one. He 
was a tireless and swift walker and big, strong men twice 
his size had almost to run to keep up with his quick pace 
and frequently fell behind, panting and gasping. If he 
had to hire a cab he considered the money thrown away, 
becau~e he could have used it to help others. For the 
maintenance of his household be made a fairly liberal, but 
no,t ~travagant, allowance, and the balance of his in­
_come, he spent in charity, in helping the widow and the 
orphan arid the needy. He provided food and lodging 
for a number of poor students, and gave them clothes 
and books. Judged by present-day standards lswara 
Chandra Vidyasagara, officially designated the leader of 
the more advanced section of the Indian community, was 
very old-fashioned, for he dressed shabbily, wore his hair 
in an ugly fashion and never adopted the new fashions 
co~_ing into vogue. Men like him have a lamentable ten­
dency to be old-fashioned. Vidyasagara was as old­
fashioned as truth, as love, as pity. His mind and heart 
outstripped all fashions, but otherwise he was a relic of 
the unchanging East, unlike his countrymen who have so 
readily adopted and assimilated other fashions and other 
ways of living, very much to their hurt. 

By the same token of being old-fashioned like the 
ancient Aryans he was a stout champion of the education 
of girls and women. David Hare worked indefatigably 
for the welfare of Bengali boys and girls and for the 
advancement of their education, and Drinkwater Beth­
une, who held high office as a member of the Government, 
identified himself with the movement for the spread of 
education among Bengali girls. In this work his chief 
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helper was Vidyasagara. Bethune spent his own money 
freely for this purpose. A warm friendship grew up 
between him and Vidyasagara. Several other distin­
guished men of Calcutta cordially supported Bethune 
and Vidyasagara, but the usual bitter opposition from the 
orthodox section of the community was fully in evidence 
and some men who had the temerity to send their 
daughters to the school founded by Bethune were per­
sistently persecuted. At the particular request of 
Bethune, Vidyasagara became the first Secretary of the 
school. By his will Bethune left a large sum of money 
to the school, which was named after him and located 
in its own building. This school has now developed into 
the Bethune College. When the first Bengali lady, the 
late Chandramukhi Bose, obtained the degree of Master 
of Arts of the University of Calcutta, Vidyasagara pre­
sented her with a handsome illustrated set of the com­
plete works of Shakespeare and wrote to her a very nice 
letters. 

When Miss Mary Carpenter, author of The Last 
Days in England of Raja Rammohan Roy, visited India 
her first desire was to meet Iswara Chandra Vidyasagara 
and the regard she conceived for him was manifested in 

her frequent requests to Vidyasagara to accompany her 
whenever she went to visit any place. After Rammohan 
Roy India had, at the time of Miss Carpenter's visit, pro­
duced no other man of the calibre of Vidyasagara. 

After he had resigned the Principalship of the Sans­
krit College Vidyasagara was requested to supervise a 
school called the Calcutta Training School, founded by 
some enterprising and public-spirited citizens of Calcutta. 
Some time afterwards the control of the school passed to 
him and two other colleagues. It was renamed thP. 
Metropolitan Institution and, after the death of the othe1· 
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sole property of Vidyasagara. The time crone when 
several similar, institutions were established and became 
a source of income to the owners. Vidyasagara, how-­
ever, never treated the Metropolitan Institution as his 
personal property in the sense that he never used any 
part of the profits for his perso~al use. Thousands oi 
rupees lay to the credit of the Institution in the bank. 
Sometimes Vidyasagara borrowed money out of this fund 
for his innumerable charities, -but every time the loan 
was scrupulously repaid. 

Two incidents in connexion with the Metropolitan. 
Institution may he related here. These are not mention­
ed in Vidyasagara's biography. The first was related to 
me by Pandit Siv Nath Sastri and the second is within 
my personal knowledge. A certain number of students 
of straitened means were admitted to the Metropolitan 
Institution as free scholars. Besides, some of them were 
fed and clothed by Vidyasagara. Once a poor boy from 
a distant district applied for admission to the Metropolitan 
Institution as a free student. While granting this prayer~ 
Vidyasagara put a question to the boy. "But, my boy," 
he said, "how will you arrange about your food and 
clothes and books, a place for living and other necessary 
expenses?" The boy answered, "Sir, there are many 
wealthy and charitable people in Calcutta, and I shall go 
and ask some of them for a small monthly subscription, 
and this will be sufficient to meet any expenses. You are 
my chief benefactor, but I hope others will also give me 
some help." Vidyasagara asked, "Do you know the 
names of these wealthy and charitable people?" "No. 
Sir, but I shall make enquiries and prepare a list." 
Vidyasagara pushed a sheet of paper towards the boy and 
ga\'e him a pencil. "I can give you a list at once," he 
said, "you write down the names and addresses." And he 
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. · ·t1ed and ,dictated to the boy several names among the ti . 
. IVIaharaJas wealthy gentry of Calcutta, including RaJaS, lis . 

and millionaires. The boy went round with the t m 
his pocket. At some houses he was turned away, at 
others he was kept waiting and then told to come next 
month for a small subscription. When he called next 
month he was put off again. Sick at heart and almoSt 

starving, the boy went back to Vidyasagara, who greeted 
him cheerfully with the remark, "Well, young ~an, I 
hope it is now all right and the wealthy and charitabl: 
people of Calcutta are giving you all the help you want. 
The boy hung down his head and told his rueful st?~· 
"I am not at all surprised," said Vidyasagara, "but it 15 

just as w:ell that you have been disabused of the notion 
that there is any charity among the wealthy, idle and 
dissolute men in this city." From that day he provided 
for all the needs of the disillusioned boy. 

A branch of the Metropolitan Institution was open­
ed in Syampukur, in the northern part of Calcutta. 
Under Vidyasagara's direction it was a standing order in 
the Metropolitan Institution that no corporal ·or humiliat­
ing punishment was to be inflicted on any student. On 
one occasion the headmaster of the Syampukur School 
ordered a student of one of the higher forms to stand up 
on the bench, a very degrading form of punishment. 
Word was brought to Vidyasagara of this flagrant breach 
of his clear instructions, and without waiting for the 
hired palanquin in which he sometimes moved about, he 
rushe_d off like a whirlwind on foot to the school, which 
was well over a mile from his residence. After verifying 
from the headmaster himself that the complaint was true, 
he dismissed the latter on the spot. Some of the other 
teachers resigned as a protest against the summary dis­
missal of the headmaster. A number of People tried to 
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persuade Vidyasagara to reconsider his decision on t~e 
ground that the school would suffer if the teachers left it 
in a body. This was just the kind of argument tbat 
never had any effect with Vidyasagara. He was ada­
mant and declared that he would rather close the school 
than condone any infringement of his instructions. In 
the end the opposition fizzled out, fresh teachers were 
appointed and the school went on as before. . 

. The one luxury, if it can be so called, that Vidya­
sagara permitted himself was a handsome and well­
st0cked library. It was one of the finest private libraries 
in Calcutta. He had a large collection of Sanskrit and 
English hooks, and new books were constantly added. 
Whenever he visited the· book-store of Messrs. Thacker 
Spink & Co. other customers were requested to wait 
until the_ distinguished Pandit had been attended to, and 
all the principal booksellers of Calcutta used to send new 
books to him for inspection. All the volumes in his 
libr~ were \iandsomely and expensively bound. Once 
a Wfalthy visitor while inspecting the library asked 
Vidyasagara whether it was necessary to have such costly 
binding for the books. "Where's the harm?" enquired 
Vidyasagara. "This money could be spent usefully 
otherwise," replied the visitor. After a while Vidya­
sagara asked, "What is the price of the shawl you are 
wearing?" "Five hundred rupees," answered the visitor, 
and with gratified vanity he displayed the fine texture 
and the high quality of his shawl.. Vidyasagara dryly 
remarked, "A cheap blanket would serve the same pur­
pose as this shawl; the money spent upon it could be 
better used. I use a coarse and cheap covering." The 
visitor felt properly rebuked and apologized. 

Vidyasagara loved his books dearly. With his usual 
generosity he lent his books to people who wanted to 
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d th 
. . . . nce ·took 

rea em. One of his friends or acquaintances O k . 
a valuable book from his library. It was a rare Sans rit 
b not re-ook obtained from Germany. As the book was . h d 
turned Vidyasagara sent for it and was told that it a . 
been returned. Some time later, however, a hawker of 
old books brought a number of books to Vidyasagara and 
among these he found his own book, which had been lent 
out but had never come back. Vidyasagara bought back 
the book, and from that day he refused to lend anY book 
from his library to any one. 

His generosity and philanthropy formed the main­
springs of his nature. To help, to succour, to mini5-ter, 
to serve were the ruling principles of his life. When a 
man is generous it is not merely the giving that :matters, 
the heart that guides the open hand is the most important 
factor in deeds of charity. From ·a child upwards he 
was a helper of others; he gave freely and unostenta­
tiously and never tired of giving. He followed strictly 
the direction of the great Teacher who said, "When thou 
doest alms, l~t not thy left hand know what thy right hand 
doeth." Vidyasagara's benefactions were known only 
because good deeds can no more be hidden than ·evil 
ones. When Michael Madhusudan Dutta, the great 
Bengali poet who introduced blank verse in Bengali 
poetry and author of the famous epic poem Meghnadbadh 
('The slaying of Indrajit, the \·aliant son of Ravana'), was 
about to be locked up in a debtors' prison in France, he 
appealed to Vidyasagara for help. At that time Vidya­
sagara himself was in debt, but without any hesitation 
he borrowed money afresh ~nd sent it at once to Madhu­
sudan. On his return to India the poet borrowed more 
money from Vidyasagara, but he was improvident and 
thriftless and was never able to repay any part of the 
debt. Shortly afterwards Madhusudan fell ill and died 
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in hospital. . 
Surendranath Banerjea, the orator and patr_iot,. was 

· . . h he was disnussed -in very straitened circumstances w en 
from the Indi~m Civil Service. His father had b~en . a 
friend of Vidyasagara who offered a professorship 1n 

the ~etropolitan Insti~ution to Surendranath and thus 
placed him above immediate want. Vidyasagara was a 
most warm-hearted friend and he stinted nothing in serv­

ing those in distress. 
, The problem of the untouchable classes is now en­

gagi.J;ig the attention· of those who are interested in the 
advancement of India as a united nation. For Vidya­
sagara there were no untouchables, for all humanity ap­
pealed equally to him. ·when a sweeper woman living 
near his house ·was attacked by cholera, Vidyasagara, 
who had learned homoeopathy and always kept a box of 
homoeopathic m.edicines, went at once to the sweeper·s 
unclean hut, treated the stricken woman, tended her with 
his own hands and stayed the whole day in the hut until 
she was out of danger. His pitifulness and sympathy 
knew no bounds of caste or class and he never turned 
away from any man or woman in need of help. In th~ 
midst of his many activities his charities were never 
neglected and he never failed to render personal service 
to relieve pain and suffering. 

Even when his fame had filled all Bengal and his 
strikingly original and incisive sayings were passing 
from mouth to mouth very few people outside the fairly 
large circle of his friends knew Viayasagara by sight.' 
He rarely faced the camera, he never spoke at a public 
meeting. No interviewer ever waylaid him, no snapshots 
were taken, no one had a garland to place round his 
neck. At the house of one of his friends in College 
Square he couid be seen sitting on a bench on the fo0t-
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path smoking a hookah and people would pass by without 
turning their heads to take a second look at him. He 
strongly disliked the very idea of being lionized and he 
was !'lever OD: show in a rich man's drawing-room, or at 
any place of public resort. The Bengalis as a people 
have a finer sense of humour than any other people in 
India, and Vidyasagara was one of the most humorous of 
men. Although the wealthiest and most distinguished 
people of Calcutta were proud to count Vidyasagara 
among their friends, he was always the friend of the 
poor and went about in the garb of a poor man: A good 
story that he used to tell against himself was the shock. 
he once gave to an admirer. He had to inspect a school 
in a village in the Hugli District and all the women, 
young and old, had assembled to have a look 'at the 
famous man who had striven so hard to improve the lot 
of women in Bengal. It was a hot summer day and 
Vidyasagara was rather late. When he arrived, accom­
panied by the school committee, an elderly lady pushed 
her way to the front and asked, "Where is Vidyasagara? 
Hasn't he come?" "Here he is," was the reply, and the 
speaker pointed to the inconspicuous little figure behind 
him. The old lady was shocked and disgusted and she 
made no effort to conceal her feelings. "What rotten 
luck!" she cried, "I have been grilling myself in the 
burning sun to see an Ooriya palki-bearer covered in a 
coarse sheet. He hasn't a carriage, a watch, nor is he 
wearing a choga and chapkan!" 

On another occasion Vidyasagara was visiting a 
wealthy zemindar out of Calcutta. One day he happened 
to be out walking when he was recognized by an humble 
shopkeeper, who respectfully and eagerly requested him 
to · rest a little in his shop. The man spread out a sack­
cloth in front of his shop and Vidyasagara took his seat 



ISWARA CHANDRA VIDYASAGARA 31 

· upon it without hesitation and began chatting with the 
shopkeeper: Just about this time the zemindar happen­
ed to be driving past in his carriage and pair. It was a 
very awkward encounter. The rich man could not very 
well pass Vidyasagara without taking notice of him. He 
had accordingly to stop his carriage and to alight from 
it ~ greet Vidyasagara. The next time they met Vidya­
sagara asked the zemindar whether he had felt embar­
rassed at the shopkeeper's door. "Yes, Sir," replied the 
rich man, "you sit down anywhere you like on the road­
side and it is humiliating to meet you in such a place." 
"You have only to drop my acquaintance," retorted 
Vidyasagara, "and there will be no further occasion for 
you to feel ashamed. I have no intention of ignoring: 
the shopkeeper just because he happens to be a poor­
man." 

Every aspect of Iswara Chandra Vidyasagara's 
character fills us with the profoundest admiration and 
respect. His intellectual eminence alone would have 
entitled him to a place of distinction in the history of the 
Bengali language, but his heart eclipsed his intellect. 
Born among a people whose hearts had become callous 
through a prolonged thraldom to custom, his heart ache<l 
and bled at the sight of the child widow condemned to 
lifelong misery and humiliation. Born poor and brought 
up amidst depressing surroundings, he relieved poverty 
and suffering wherever he found them. Intellectually 
and morally the most advanced man of his time he refused 
to yield a jot to the craze for outfandish things. More 
tender-hearted than a woman, the tears readily welling 
up to the eyes from the fountain of his heart, he was at 
the same time bold and fearless as a lion. Inflexible and 
unbending as steel in his decisions, the strength of his 
character was sometimes mistaken for mere obstinacy by 
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his easy-going and weak-willed countrymen. Without 
the possession of rare strength and great virility of cha­
racter he could have scarcely faced calmly the over­
whelming opposition that awaited him at every step. In 
him saintliness and heroism were seen blended at their 
noblest and most beautiful. • The example of a life so 
great, so noble, so selfless, so simple, is a proud heritage 
for any people and the story of that life should be inter­
woven into the web and woof of our national life. 



2. RAMAKRISHNA PARAMAHANSA 
(1836-1886) 

I 

Of men that are called great, the greatest- are the 
givers of radiance, the shedders of light, those who guide 
the groping hands and the hesitant and straying feet of 
men, who lift up drooping hearts with strong words of 
faith. There is no accounting for them, there is no expla­
nation of their gift beyond the bare statement that it 
seems to be conferred by a higher Power which chooses 
them as instruments for the diffusion of light. This is 
the highest heroic element in man and forms his highest 
distinction. The highest gift vouchsafed unto man is the 
gift of faith, and the strength to inspire others with faith. 
The fabled messenger of the gods had wings on his heels, 
hut the messengers that are seen on earth release winged 
words which fly on tireless pinions through the, wide and 
,endless expanses of Time. Men assign without hesita­
tion the highest place to the teachers of humanity, the 
men who show the path that leads Godward. Among 
these is the assured place of Ramakrishna Paramahansa. 

The great bulk of humanity is usually content with 
the ways of the world. The impermanence of all things 
mundane does not seriously disturb the thoughts of men. 
The bonds of the world paralyse therr'° spirit, the wrap­
pings of life form an impenetrable veil for their vision. 
In varying degrees different peoples in different lands 
have hazy notions of a hereafter, of things beyond this 
'l!fe and beyond this earth, of a vitalizing and energizing 
Force behind manifest phenomena. Transcending these 
•early thoughts comes the conception of a Creator and 

3 
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Sustainer to whom homage is due. At the most, this is 
a fleeting and passing thought, and does .not materially 
influence the course of life. While all waking thoughts 
are given to the affairs of this life, men, even when they 
are inclined to be religious, snatch only a few moments to 
think of their God, or the mystery of being. The world 
absorbs them as a piece of sponge absorbs water. 

At times the dreary desolation of the Dead Sea of a 
stagnant, humanity is quickened and galvanized into con­
sciousness by the urgent voice of some great Teacher 
moved by compassion. · He picks up the Dead Sea apple, 
the fruit of worldly life, beautiful and tempting to the 
eye, breaks it and shows the rottenness within. And his 
words are words of .hope and good cheer; a .call not merely 
to repentance but also to righteousness, a promise that 
man may come into his inheritance if he prove worthy. 
Such a Master may be born in a king's palace, or cradled 
in a stable manger; he may be born in a desert country 
or in a poor man's home. He is not a creature of cir­
cumstances, he is not affected by his surroundings. The 
signs that may distinguish him from other men come to 
be recognized either at birth or later on; the latent power 
in him may develop early or may mature at a later stage 
of life, but his message is always delivered and his part 
is always fulfilled before he lays down his life. 

Born in a good but poor Brahmin family in a village 
in West Bengal the boy Gadadhar, who was afterwards 
known as Ramakrishna Paramahansa, began by both 
justifying and upsetting Carlyle's theory that the greatest 
men were born before any books were written. This is 
true to the extent that some of the greatest and most 
ancient books were composed by word of mouth but were 
not reduced to writing till several centuries later. There 
were great men when no books had been written, but 
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men inay become great even now without the help of 
books: · Ramakrishna took an early aversion to·books and 
he did not acquire even the little learning that the village 
school could bestow. He barely learned to· read his own 
language, but never acquired any other. If, however, he 
had a distaste for books he was avid about everything 
pertaining to religion, and eagerly read such Bengali 
books · as the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, and any­
thing else that came his way. But in all he read very 
little and could not be called an educated man. In con­
versation also he used the language of · an ignorant vil­
lager, mixing up the respectful and the familiar forms of 
the pronoun 'you' in Bengali, and using swear-words 
freely. And yet in this crude form of speech he express­
ed thoughts which amazed and delighted his hearers, in­
cluding several highly cultured persons in Bengal. Many 
of his · sayings have become familiar as household words. 

While yet a b
1
oy in his teens, Ramakrishna came to 

Calcutta with his brother, much older than -himself, and 
afterwards moved to the temple at Dakshineswar on the 
bank of the Ganges, a few miles to the north of Calcutta. 
This temple had just been built and endowed by Rani 
Rasmani, a devout §Uld wealthy woman belonging to an 
humble caste. The chief idol in the temple was an image 
of the goddess Kali in stone, but there were several 
temples with other images in them. Ramakrishna's 
brother was installed as priest, and after some time he 
asked the young lad to officiate at "the daily worship. 
Ramakrishna was a good singer and he sang hymns and 
sacred songs with great feeling and emotion. His intense 
devotion, utter simplicity and truthfulness soon attract­
ed the attention of Rani Rasmani and her son-in-law, 
~athura Nath Biswas, and they treated him with the 
highest consideration as long as they lived. With the ex-
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ception of a few occasional visits to his village home and 
a pilgrimage in the company of Mathura Nath, the whole 
life of Ramakrishna until nearly the very end, was spent 
at Dakshineswar. 

Here in this . temple and in the grounds surrounding 
it, in the little wooded arbour known as Panchavati, was 
begun and finished the spiritual evolution of Rama­
krishna Paramahansa. This worshipper of idols, the 
lowest and most despised form of worship, this young 
.man who had deliberately turned his back upon instruc­
tion and the knowledge derived from books, was filled 
with an overpowering longing to visualize Kali the 
Mother, whose carven image stood in the temple. He 
wept and wailed and cried out, "Mother!". unt,µ the people 
.around h1In thought he was bereft of his senses. Afid he 
never rested until his agonized calls, the yearning of his 
soul were answered and the vision of God as Mother was 
granted to him. 

So marked was Ramakrishna's dislike to all worldly 
affairs that his people were agreeably surprised when as 
a young man he agreed to marry a little girl several 
years his junior. It was not a marriage as the world 
understands the word, for there were no marital relations 
between them. During his protracted meditations and 
austere observances the sex instinct had been completely 
subdued by Ramakrishna. All women, even the fallen 
among them, were in his eyes manifestations of the divine 
Mother. When his wife grew up to be a young woman 
he worshipped her in due form, and subsequently ex­
plained to her that the Mother of the worlds was visible 
in her personality as well as in the image of the goddess 
in the temple. She was in fact his first disciple and was 
held in the greatest reverence by all the followers of 
Ramakrishna P<;'lramahansa. 
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At the temple at Dakshineswar · food, cooked and 
uncooked, was freely supplied to sadhus· and sannyasis 
who tarried there for a short space while on a pilgrimage 
to the various sacred places and shrines in India. Rama­
krishna came in frequent contact with these people and 
learned from them many Hindi hymns and holy sayings. 
For a considerable time he was under the influence of a 
Bhairavi, a Bengali Brahmin woman, who initiated him 
into the forms of Tantric worship. Next he met Tota 
Puri, a stalwart Advaiiavadi from the Punjab, from whom 
he received Sannyasa, and• who probably conferred upon 
him the name of Ramakrishna. Tota Puri went about 
naked like the gymnosophists whom Alexander saw when 
he crossed the Indus and with whom he held converse. 
Ramakrishna used to speak of this man in later life as the 
"Naked· One." From another person he learned the 
doctrine of Vaishnavism. He displayed keen interest in 
the tenets of Islam and for some time called upon the 
name of Allah and would not ~liter the temple of Kali. 
The name and teachings of Jesus Christ attracted 
him and he went arid stood at the entrance of a church 
in reverent spirit. He went to the Adi Brahmo Samaj 
on the Chitpore Road in Calcutta and was much im­
pressed by the genuine and deep devotion of Devendra­
nath Tagore and Keshub Chuncler Sen. In fact, he 
practised with full faith and conviction every form of 
worship that came to his knowledge or of which he heard, 
and he accepted every religion as - a path to salvation. 
While under the instruction of Tota Puri he entered into 
Nirvikalpa Samadhi which is said to be the final stage of 
communion during which the soul is unified with the 
Absolute Godhead and all consciousness of the outer 
objective world is lost. From this time onward Rama­
krishna used to pass frequently into a state of sanuzdhi 
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and while in this state he was unconscious of hiS s~r­
roundings, but his countenance was lit up with an m-

ff b . • e these e a le rapture and beatitude. For some tilll . I 
trances were attributed to physical or physiologic~ 
causes, but this theory was abandoned when it was foun · 
that the inducement to · samadhi was in every in5 taoce 
some intense religious thought or feeling. 

The best description of the state of samadhi is to be 
found in the Masnavi of Jalaluddin Rumi: 

"Ecstasy and words beyond all ecstatic words­
Immersion in the glory of the Lord of glory! 
lnunersion wherefrom was no extrication, 
As it were identification with the Very Ocean-" 
Up to this time Ramakrishna Paramahansa · was 

mainly concerned with the India of the past, the India of 
the ancient creeds and the ancient forms of worship, the 
worship of Siva and Vishnu, Kali and Krishna. He had 
also given thought to religions that had originated out 
of India. The intensitv of his devotion and faith had 
brought on strange vi;ional experiences. And now he 
came into direct touch with India of the present, leavened 
by western education and western thought. He went 
himself to see Keshub Chunder Sen, the great, gifted 
and deeply devout leader of the Brahmo Samaj of India, 
and very soon there sprang up between these two 
kindred spirits deep intimacy based upon their earnest 
religious feelings. Both were well advanced in their 
convictions, both were full of real humility. When 
Ramakrishna Paramahansa once asked Keshub to deliver 
a speech the latter replied, "Am I to vend needles in a 
blacksmith's shop? I would rather listen to your words." 
I may recall another unreported instance of Keshub's 
humility. When Father Luke Rivington, an eloquent 
priest of the Roman Catholic Church, delivered some 
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~ddresses in Calcutta, some people in Keshub's hearing 
remarked that Father Rivington could not be compared 
to Keshub as an orator. Keshub deprecated this remark 
and said Father Rivington was a big drum while he was 
like a child's toy ch-um. Ramakrishna Paramahansa in­
variably spoke of himself with the utmost humility. He 
used to say he was an atom of an atom, the servant of 
another man's servant. At Dakshineswar he usuallly 
avoided using the first person singular. He would say 
"-here" or "of this place", meaning himself. "One came 
and said unto Jesus, Good Master, what good thing shall 
I do, that I may inherit eternal life? And he (Jesus) 
said unto him, Why callest thou me good? There is none 
good but one, that is, God."1 It has been a characteristic 
of great religious teachers, holy men and saints to avoid 
the egoism implied in the pronoun "I". The Buddha 
spoke of himself as the Tathagata, Jesus Christ called 
himself the Son of Man, Muhammad in the Koran uses 
either his name, or designates himself as the unletter­
ed PFophet. or simply the Prophet. Chaitanya and the 
leading Va1shnavas called themselves servants of other 
men the well-known Pavhari Baba of Ghaz· k ' . . 1pur spo e 
of himself m the third person singular as the servant of 
the man he ~appened to be addressing. The Buddha 
said, "Such things as a Me and Mine are really and trul 
nowhere to be found." 2 In the case of such men· y 

"Love [the love of God] took up the harp of Life, 
and smote on all the chords•with might· 

Smote the ~hord of ~elf, that, trembling, p~ss'd 
in music out of s1ght."3 

There has been some speculation and th · · eorizmg 

I. St. Matthew. • 
2 . Th e Dis,0 11 rs.-s o f the lJ11ddlia : '"The Parable of the S,,at, .. ·• . 
.3 . T ennyson. ,, 
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about the influence exercised by Ramakrishna Parama- · 
hansa and Keshub Chunder Sen upon each other. The 
followers and admirers of both these Teachers have 
claimed the larger share of influence for their own 
Master. A speculation of this kind is neither profitable 
nor edifying. Both these great men had remarkable 
personalities, both were mutually attracted towards each 
other, both had high respect for each other, both must 
have derived some advantage from their loving and inti­
mate intercourse. The Buddha met Nigantha4 Natha­
putta (Nirgrantha Nathaputra), who was none other tha·n 
Mahavira, the twenty-fourth and last Tirthankara of the 
Jainas, and had discussions with him. Who shall say 
how far these two Teachers influenced each other? ~ 
it for any one to speculate to what extent Jesus of 
Nazareth was influenced by John the Baptist, or the 
Buddhist preachers who carried the gospel of the 
Buddha ·to Asia Minor? Does any one believe that the 
Jew and the two Christians with whom the Prophet 
Muhammad associated for some time inspired the Koran ·t 
Advaita was older than Chaitanya and a very staunch 
Vaishnava. Does that justify the inference that the 
whirlwind of Chaitanya's divine love was influencei by 
the older man? Guru Nanak associated with Hindu and 
Mussalman holy men. Is there any need for making up 
an account of his indebtedness to others? 

Following the distinguished lead of Keshub Chunder 
Sen other men of note began visiting Ramakrishna 
Paramahansa. The papers controlled by Keshub publish­
ed some of his sayings and drew attention to the saintli­
ness of his character. Max Muller heard of him and 
wrote on account of him and quoted his sayings. Protap 
Chandra Mazumdar of the Brahmo Samaj, a man of high 

4. Nirg1·a11tlza-the unfettered. 
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1 articles remark-intellectual attainments, wrote severa . 
d · of warm admira-able for their eloquence an expressive " 

. · t f praise he wrote: So tion. Among other senhmen s o 
long as he is spared to us, gladly shall we sit at ~s feet 
to learn from him the sublime precepts of purity, un­
worldliness, spirituality and inebriation in the love of 
God." Elsewhere he wrote: "He has no other thoug~t, 
no other occupation, rto other relation, no other friend m 
his humble life than his God. That God is more than 
sufficient for him." The phrase "humble life" is some­
wliat perple:idng. Are not the lives of great religious: 
teachers · as a rule humble? It is only in the midst of 
humble surroundings that the knowledge of God can be 
acquired. The Buddha, the son of a king and heir to a 
kingdom, begged his daily bread from the humblest or 
lowliest people as well as from others. Jesus Christ said, 
"the son of Man hath not where to lay his head." And 
yet the Buddha was happier than Sreniya Bimbisara, the 
king· of Magadha, and Jesus Christ was equally happy, 
and on ·one occasion precious ointment was poured upon 
his head as if he had been a king. And who was happier 
than Ramakrishna Paramahansa in his unbroken com­
munion, full of rapture, with God? Humble as are the 
lives of such men they are fully conscious of their power. 
The Buddha said, "Lo, the world is m~e-the world I 
cast away only to save."5 Siv Nath Sastri and Bejoy 
Kri5?11a Goswami, also of the Brahmo Samaj, were fre­
quent visitors to the Paramahansa and the former has left 
his impressions in writing. • 

Any man attempting at that time to form an estimate­
of Ramakrishna would have been hopelessly bewildered. 
He was married but, in his eyes, his wife was the same as 
the goddess Kali, whom he worshippe4 as Mother. He 

5. Shyama Shanker: Buddha cmd His Sayi11ys. 
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b of one, 
was a sannyasi, but he never put on the ga~ hall any 
because in his heart he was a greater sannyasi t as so 
he had met. His aversion to woman and wealt~ t:i and 
great that the mere touch of gold and silver twxs ·tted 
paralysed his fingers, and women were onlY perrtll to 
to bow down to him from a distance. Any reference H 
the affairs of this world filled him with loathing. e 
spoke only of the deity under various names and fora;:• 
In moods of exaltation he spoke to the Mother of ~ ~ 
Universe as if She were present before him- Ile re e 
upon Her as a little child relies upon its mother. In the 

hind the temple there was no Delphic oracle concealed be 
image of the goddess and yet all his questions and doubts 
were answered by the divine voice within rum. When_he 
called a man a fool or by some other name, it sounded like 
a caress. He radiated joy and happiness and bliss. He 
sang and danced to the glory of God, and he rose to the 
height of beatific ecstasy when he passed into samadhi. 
He loved men of all sects and creeds and refused to draw 
the line anywhere. In him were fulfilled the words of 
the Buddha: "Unsullied shall our minds remain, nor 
shall evil words escape our lips. Kind and compassionate 
ever, we will abide loving of heart, nor shall harbour 
secret hate. We will permeate ourselves with streams 
of loving thought unfailing, and forth from us proceed­
ing, enfold and permeate the whole wide world with 
constant thoughts of loving kindness, ample, expanded, 
measureless, free from enmity and free from ill-will."6 

It has been stated that Ramakrishna Paramahansa 
was an idolater and officiated for some time as a priest 
-0f the temple of the goddess Kali at Dakshineswar. Ac­
•cording to all accounts idolatry is a debased form of 

6. Tlic Discourses of /li e Buddlia: "The Parable of the Saw." 
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worship. Islam is known to be severely iconoclastic and 
violently opposed · to the worship of idols but in re~lity 
this revulsion of feeling is an inheritance from J udrusm. 
In the Book of Deuteronomy it is expressly commanded 
that an¥ man or woman who worships images or other 
gods, the sun, or moon, or any of the host of heaven, shall 
be stoned· to death, and even a brother, son, daughter or 
wife who takes secretly to such worship must not be 
spared. . And ~et no theist or pantheist, Christian or 
Mussalman, who saw Ramakrishna ever dreamed of des­
.pising his faith. The image of a ~od or goddess was to 
him, only a symbol, just as he called his own body a 
sheath, a covering for the Reality in him. His speech, 
his life, his rapt intentness, dispelled the illusion that he 
was content with a crude and primitive forin of belief. 
He owed nothing to books for he never read them. What 
he heard by word of mouth from various devotees, whose 
names are known only because he used to mention them, 
rnaY account partly, but by no means wholly, for the 
extraordinary range of his wisdom and the inexh,austible 
store of his spiritual knowledge. The most intricate and 
complicated system of religion in the world is what is 
wrongly called Hinduism, which from the original Sans­
krit word In.du (the moon), meant as a compliment to 
the country, has passed into Hindu, a PErsian word ex­
pressive of merely the dark complexion of the people of 
thic; country; but every doctrine and every tenet of this 
ancient accumulation of Arvan wistlom and belief was 
as simple to Ramakrishna Paramahansa as the A B C 
of the primer to an intelligent child. His preceptors, 
those that gave him oral instruction, were left behind. 
Even this immense treasure did not satisfy the craving 
of his spirit. Unlike a Hindu who is usually satisfied 
with the religion of his fathers, he inquired about other 
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religions and discovered the Truth in all. IIe wa:te a 
living illustration of his own parable of the wood-c~ h r . 
who was advised to go forward and who discm,,ered ric er 
treasures the farther he went. Ramakrishna ParaJllahansa 
turned with disgust from worldly wealth, but he never­
tired of acquiring the wealth of the spirit-world, and never 
rested till his treasure-house was full to overflowing. 

The points of resemblance between the great Tea­
chers of humanity fill the mind with wonder. The teach­
ing in the Bhagavadgita, which has permeated the wh?Ie · 
of India and has reached other parts of the world, · was 
originally addressed by Sri Krishna to Arjuna ·alon~-· 
The first Teacher who charged his disciples to carry ~ls 

doctrine abroad and to offer it to all alike without dis­
tinction for acceptan;e was the Buddha. He had all the 
learning of his time but he used only the simple Pali · 
idiom then understood by the common people, and his 
discourses were addressed either to the monks or in­
quirers. He made use of parables and stories to ex­
pound his doctrines. The dignity, ·serenity and elo­
quence of his discourses are as elevating as they are 
impressive. Jesus Christ spoke in a language of astonish-• 
ing beauty and simplicity, making use of striking images 
and parables. But he also spoke to small audiences and 
not to large crowds. The Sermon on the Mount was 
delivered only to his disciples, for it is stated that seeing 
the multitudes, and evidently to avoid them, Jesus went 
up unto a mountain and his disciples came unto him. 
Muhammad was unlettered and the Koran was uttered, 
Sura by Sura, in the hearing of the few faithful who were 
his early converts. The Koran sometimes shows the 
passion of the Hebrew prophets and again there are 
passages of great grandeur and sublimity. Ramakrishna 
Paramahansa, when not citing the scriptures about which 
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he had heard used the simplest similes and illustrations 
derived from' the observation of the things and incidents 
of everyday life. There was a slight halt in his speech, 
but his words flowed on, unhastin_g and unresting, and 
the few people around him drank in the words with bated 
breath and undivided attention. The Teacher is diffe­
rent from the orator who addresses and sways multitudes. 
The words of the Teacher are charged with power and 
weighted with authority and he drops them as p_earls to 
be picked up and strung together by the privileged but 
few listeners. The Gun, teaches, the Chela preaches. 

· .Jesus Christ put it exceedingly well to his disciples: "What 
I tell you in darkness, that speak ye in light: and what 
ye hear in the ear, that preach ye upon the housetops."7 

Yea, upon the housetops and in the market-place, in the 
forum and across the seas let the preacher with a man­
date carry the word of the Teachers and Lights of the 
world to freshen and sweeten the springs and waters of 
life. 

, T4e p~rsuasiveness and power of the great Masters 
did not always move the hearts of all their hearers. 
Devadatta was a cousin of the Buddha and member of the 
Order of the Monks following the Master's teachings. 
He claimed to possess the power of iddhi (working 
miracles and mystery wonders) and insisted upon the 
importance of austerities and penances. He persistently 
endeavoured to undermine the influence and power of 
the Buddha, and on one occasion when there was a 
schism between the monks asked the :tviaster to resign 
the leadership of the Order in his favour. In the Jataka 
tales it is related that Devadatta was invariably an oppo­
nent of the Buddha in previous births and even made an 

7. St. r.latthew. 
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attempt on his life. After the death of the Buddha~ 
Suhhadra, a monk who had joined the Order of the 
Bhikkhus in his old age, said they were well rid of the 
great Samana (the Buddha) because he used to annoy 
them by telling iliem what was becoming and what was 
unbecoming in their conduct. Judas Iscariot was one of 
the twelve apostles chosen by the Christ and beloved of 
him, and to whom he had promised, "Ye shall sit upon 
twelve -thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel" ·And 
Judas sold his Master for thirty pieces of silver and be­
trayed him, not by open denunciation or public accu­
sation, but by the treacherous kiss of seeming love. Abu 
Lahab, uncle of the Prophet Muhammad, "rejected his 
nephew's claim to the prophetic office at the instigation 
of his wife, Umme Djemil, who is said to have strewn 
the path of Muhammad on one occasion with thorns. For 
this they have been cursed in the Koran "Let the hands 
of Abu Lahab perish, and let himself perish! .... Burned 
shall he be at the fiery flame, and his wife laden with 
firewood,--on her neck a rope of pahn fibre."8 Hriday 
Mukerji was a nephew of Ramakrishna Paramahansa 
and his constant companion. He tended his uncle in ill­
ness and served him in many ways, but he never realized 
the greatness of the Paramahansa. :ij:e scoffed iit him 
and used to tell him to speak out all that he had to say, 
once for all, and not to harp on his ideas constantly. He 
became so rude and insolent that on one occasion the 
Pa,amahansa thought of drowning himself in the Ganges 
to escape the tyranny of Hriday. This man was at 
1ength expelled from the temple by the proprietors. 
Shortly after Hriday becai.:ne ~xceedingly repentant but 
he. was not permitted to serve the Master again. A current 

8. The Koran, Sura CXI. 
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of electricity, usually so powerful and irresistible, is 
baffled and set at naught by a non-conducting medium. 
Similarly, there are men to whom the words of the best 
teachers make no appeal. 

Humble as was the life of Rama~ruia he never 
made any distinction between one man and another, 
between a wealthy and titled person and a poor and 
obscure individual. He designated every one, Raja or 
Maharaja, eminent writer or famous man, by name and 
was always outspoken in his expressions of opinion. 
Barikim Chandra Chatterji, the famous writer and com­
poser of the Vande Ma.taram song, was reproved for his 
ill-timed and indecorous levity while conversing with 
Ramakrishna and made to look foolish by a story which 
the Master told. So were Maharaja Jotindra Mohan 
Tagore and Kristo Das Pal for their assumption of supe­
riority. Householders ,vere always advised to devote 
some time to the contemplation of the deity. Of what 
use was all the learning in the world, Ramakrisruia was 
m· the ·habit of saying, if it afforded no glimpse of God? 
That was the touchstone on which the metal of every 
man's nature was tested. Dr. Mahendra Lal Sircar, a 
learned scientist and the leading homoeopathic physician 
of Calcutta in his time, who made a fetish of scientific 
scepticism, was strongly attracted by Ramakrishna Para-. 
mahansa whom he treated in his last illness, and used to 
spend hours listening to the marvellous conversation of 
his patient. The rugged exterior of Dr. Sircar concealed 
a deep love for the truth, and he was fascinated by the 
fr1exhaustihle flow of the truth from the lips of Rama­
krishna. 

What books could have imparted to him the lore of 
wisdom that he acquired from the Book of Life? He 
knew all without the books, and he knew also what no 
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book can teach, the knowledge that comes from within, 
the lesson which is written on the illuminated scroll of 
the spirit. The floating wisdom of the scriptures and 
the saints crune to him by the mnemonic method known 
in India from time immemorial, but he gathered from this 
•<:ommonplace and mercenary world itself his gift of 
illustration and simile even as the lotus derives its 
beauty and fragrance and purity from the mud and slime 
out of which it grows. The figures and comparisons he 
used were extremely simple but strikingly and pro­
foundly suggestive. For instance, he compared the form­
less Absolute, the deity detached from any conception 
of a personality, to water without form and the notion 
of a Personal God to a block of ice. The parable of the 
fisherwoman and the florist ~ a beautiful illustration 
of the man who cannot turn his thoughts away from 
the world and the other man who thinks of his God. 
A fisherwoman who had sold her fish in the market was 
returning home in the evening with her empty basket 
when a thunderstorm came on and it grew dark, and she 
sought shelter in the house of a florist who happened to 
live on the way. She was received kindly by the flower­
woman, who asked her to put her fish basket in a c~rner 
of the yard, gave her food and a place to sleep near a 
room in which flowers were kept and below which there 
were plants with flowers in bloom. Although tired the 
fisherwoman could get no sleep. She remained awake 
and tossed abo·ut on her bed, and felt something was 
irking her. At length she realized that the unaccus­
tomed scent of flowers was the cause of her uneasiness 
and prevented sleep coming to her eyes. She got up, 
brought her basket and set it dovm near her head, and 
with the familiar stench of stale and putrid fish in her 
nostrils she went off into a happy sleep. Never can the 
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man of the world be happy if his thoughts are withdrawn 
from the associations of the world, associations which 
cling to hin1 as the fisherwoman's sense of smell is 
haunted by the malodour of fish. The florist is an 
admirable symbol of the . man who turns his thoughts 
towards God, for in worship there can be no finer offer­
ing than flowers. As the worldly man, engrossed in the 
affairs of the world, derives no benefit in the company 
of a man of God, so the fisherwoman gained nothing by 
passing a night under the roof of the dealer in flowers. 

And this identical thought will be found in the 
ltu-vuttaka, the Sayings, or Logia, of the Buddha: 

"Like unto a man that wrappeth up 
A stinking fish in Kusa grass, 
And the grass giveth forth a stinking savour 
Like unto him are those that attend on fools. 
And like unto a man that wrappeth 
A (morsel of the fragrant) Tagara within a petal, 
And the leaves give forth a pleasant savour 
Like unto him are those that attend the stead-

fast." 

How can we account for this parallelism of thought 
and parable, illustration and symbol? Ramakrishna 
Paramahansa, uninstructed even in the speech of gentle 
folk, spoke often even as the Buddha and the Christ 
spoke, and again out of the radiance of his own wisdom. 
It was not a process of cerebration,. conscious or uncon­
scious, no mentation or intellection within our very 
limited knowledge, but a subtle sympathy of a freema­
sonry of the soul defying time, and beyond our cognition 
and conception. I shall cite one more instance of coinci­
dence bet\-;_,een the sayings of the Buddha and the Para­
tnahansa. Almost word for word the Bengali text of 

4 



50 NOBLE LIVES 

the Paramahansa's saying9 is the same as that ~£ 
th

e 
Buddha, the only difference being in the moral rDa~n 

• the 1a-
from the parable. In the Kevadha Sutta, ll1 ·kkh 
logues of the Buddha, it is related that a certain B~1 u 
asked a certain question of _the gods, and gettmgh no 
satisfactory answer came back to the Master to w _ om 
he repeated the question. Before · answering the ques­
tion the Buddha told him this parable: "Long, long ago, 
brother, seafaring traders were wont, when they were 
setting sail on an ocean voyage, to take with th~ a 
land-sighting bird. And when the ship got out of sight 
of the shore, they would let the land-sighting bird free. 
Such a bird would fly to the East, and to the South and 
to the West, and to the North, to the zenith and to the 
intermediate points of the compass. And if anywhere 
on the horizon it caught sight of land, thither would it 
fly. But if no land, all round about, were visible, it 
would come back to the ship. Just so, brother, do you 
.... come back to me." There is an undercurrent of 
humour and slight badinage throughout the legend. 
Ramakrishna Paramahansa repeated the same legend to 
point the moral that after many wanderings the spirit 
of man finds peace in thinking of God and is at rest. It 
should occasion no surprise if this parable is found in 
other ancient books. 

In the history of religions we find the same human 
weaknesses that are to be met with in the affairs of the 
world. There is no simple religion, small or great, which 
has not been divided into sects and factions even as 
land, wealth and other property are divided among men. 
Religious differences have led to bloodshed and the 
waging of war. Belief in one religion exists side by 
side with unbelief in others. The followers of every 

(). Sri Ramakrishna Kathamrila by M., Vol. III, p. 216. 
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born in them. There i~ n th f llowers of another 
profess one religion designate de 
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t t Their own 

"th . b ·um an con ernp • 
fa1 m terms of oppro ri . t and the greatest in the 
prophets and saints are the bes 

1
. . th ·s no salva-

t . lar re 1g1on ere i 
world. Out of each par icu . . . · b 
tion to be found. Each particular religion clauns to . e 

th nl 
. . the Sahara of heresy and unbelief, 

e o y oasis m f 
the only haven of refuge in the tempestuous ~ea o 
doubt. There is a ·· sense of superiority, self-elation, a 
persistent manifestation of egoism, and even the proud 
feeling of proprietorship. Some people look upon the~­
selves as specially chosen by God, others look upon their 
God as greater and more powerful than the God of other 
people. As Ramakrishna Paramahansa said, some one 
fences in a little bit of the Ganges by driving in some 
stakes and says "This is my Ganges", implying that he 
claims a partic~lar and reserved share of the sanctity 

ascribed to that river. 
Earlier Teachers taught love and compassion for all 

men and even for all creatures having life. Ramakrishna 
paraniahansa added love and respect for all religions. 
In a few words he said what may be amplified and ex­
pounded in volumes: "As many faiths so many paths." 
"In my Father's house are many mansions", said Jesus 
Christ; "and many roads lead to them", added Rama­
krishna Paramahansa. If religion• were compared to a 
compass, the four cardinal points would be represented 
by the four principal religions of the world, Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Christianity and Islam, and the other direc­
tions would indicate other creeds and sections. If the 
compass is turned round, all the different directions 
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marked on the dial will, in turn, point to the north. All 
religions are so many radii streaming out in various 
directions, but however wide apart at the circumference, 
they have only to be retraced and all of them will be 
found converging upon the same centre-God. · Neither 
by word nor by thought is any religion to be despised 
or condemned by any man. This is Ramakrishna Para­
mahansa's message and this is his teaching. 

From of old, men have believed in the working of 
miracles, mystic wonders, by prophets claiming divine 
powers, saints and even poets imbued with a deep reli­
gious feeling. The widespread belief is due in a great 
measure to the superstitiousness inborn in human nature, 
but it is also part of the cumulative evidence considered 
necessary to establish the extraordinary gifts or capacity 
of the man supposed to be endowed with supernatural 
powers. Very ancient books like the Ramayana and the 
Mahabharata are full of miraculous incidents such as 
the restoration of the dead to life, the opening of the 
earth to overwhelm an offender or to give shelter to 
some ill-treated being, sudden vanishing from sight and 
so on. 

People are not deterred by the consideration that 
among common and credulous men the line that divides 
a miracle from a clever juggle is a thin one and even 
indistinguishable to very ignorant people. On the other 
hand, the mere multiplication of miracles can make no 
man a prophet, or a teacher holding a commission from 
on High. As a child Sri Krishna is reputed to have 
performed many wonderful miracles, but if it had not 
been for the profound teaching in the Bhagavadgita he 
would not have taken such high rank as an avatar. Wipe 
out the whole of the miracles that happened at Brindavan 
and Mathura, and it will make no difference whatsoever 
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to the reverence and the worship of Krishna. But take 
away the Bhagavadgita and nothing will be left of his 
divinity and supreme personality. Gautama the Buddha 
claimed no divine powers, as in fact he taught nothing 
but self-reliance and self-control for the attainment of 
nirvana. The strongest language that he ever used was 
in condemnation of miracles or mystic wonders. He 
explained that the unbeliever· and the sceptic might 
attribute these wonders to the possession of some parti­
cular charm. Said the Buddha: "It is because I perceive 
danger in the practice .of mystic wonders, that I loathe, 
abhor, and am ashamed thereof." In spite of ;this 
emphatic expression of detestation, legend and tradition 
have in\'estedi the Buddha with more numerous and 
astonishing miracles than have been ascribed to the 
founder of any other religion. Is Jesus Christ remem­
bered and revered for his miracles or for the Sermon on 
the Mount and the beauty and the depth of his teaching? 
If the Gospels were not burdened with miracles, it would 
take away nothing from the real value of the books. 
But since Moses and Aaron worked miracles and Jesus 
Christ was greater than them, his miracles were also 
greater. The unbelievers of whom the Buddha spoke 
wer,e not slow to disparage Jesus Christ. When he cast 
out evil spirits the Pharisees said, "This fellow doth not 
cast out devils, but by Beelzebub, the prince of the 
devils." And Jesus had to expostulate with them and to 
explain that he derived his power from the Spirit of 
God. At the very last, even when" the Master was pass­
ing through the agony of death on the cross, they mocked 
him, saying, "He saved others; himself he cannot save", 
meaning that the miracle that had recalled Lazarus to 
!ife ~fter he had lain four days in the grave was unavail­
ing m the case of the Saviour himself. The Pharisees 
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are to be found everywhere and in every race, and at 
all times. The Prophet of Arabia is reported to have 
split the moon in two by pointing at it, and water ran 
through his fingers as he held them out. But did the 
Pharisees and the unbelievers accept the sign of the 
:rniracles? The answer is . given in the Koran itself: 
"The hour hath approached and the moon hath been 
cleft. But whenever they see a miracle they turn aside 
and say, This is well-devised magic. And they have 
treated the prophets as impostors." Miracles were quite 
common among Mussalman saints and Sufi mystics, 
several of whom could restore the dead to life. But it is 
the message and not the miracle that is the real test, 
the true symbol of power. It is not by the temporary 
upsetting of the ordering of nature and dazzling the eyes 
of men and filling their minds with wonder that the 
prophet and the teacher are to be recognized, but by 
their words and the manner of their lives, the errand of 
mercy and the message of promise. Think of the potency 
of the word when it is said the sound is Brahman and 
the word is Brahman, and again when it is said at the 
western end of Asia, "the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God."10 Of all miracles on record the one 
that impresses the imagination the most, apart altogether 
from its credibility or otherwise, is one that relates not 
to life but to death, to the strength of faith, to the stead­
fastness of testimony in life and in death. An account 
of this miracle is to be found in the book known as 
Taikaratul Aulia. The name of Hussein . Mansur al 
Hallai, the great Persian Sufi and mystic who lived about 
a thousand years ago, is known throughout Islam. He 
was a weaver like Kabir, the saint and poet of Benares. 
He proclaimed An-al-Haq meaning I am the Truth, God. 

10. St. John. 
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This is no more than the Sohamasmi (I am that I am) of 
the Upanishad, Ah.mi yad Ahmi Mazdao (I am that I am) 
in the Hormazd Yasht in the Zend Avesta, and "I am 
that I am" in the Second Book of Moses. Wandering 
sadhus in India go about shouting Soham. But Mansur 
was several times tortured and punished for blasphemy, 
and was finally put to slow death. His hands, his feet 
and his tongue were cut off and from each dismembered 
and quivering limb came forth the cry, An-al-Haq, An-al­
Haq! He was then beheaded and the body was burned 
to ashes, and, lo! even the aslies bore triumphant testi­
mony with a disembodied, clear voice. And when the 
ashes were thrown into the waters of the Tigris they 
formed into Arabic letters and framed the words An-al­
Haq! 

Ramakrishna Paramahansa characterized the desire 
to perform even minor miracles11 as evidence of a low 
mind. Why should any miracles be attriquted to him 
when those who were honoured by a sight of him, and 
I was among the number, saw the main miracle of his 
self-luminance and listened to the outflow of the welling 
spring of wisdom that never ran dry? The lamp that 
burned within him, steady and unflickering, and diffused 
light all around was the miracle. It was a miracle when 
he passed into samadhi. 

What can be more marvellous than that, when at 
length, Ramakrishna Paramahansa drew a few disciples 
towards himself, he selected young lads and men of good 
families, receiving their education in English schools and 
colleges? It was a sign of which the importance has 
not yet been sufficiently recognized. He knew nothing 
of English and he had always consorted with sadhus and 
devotees ignorant of English. but he did not seek any 

II . Siddfta-iddfti in Pali, .-iddlri in Sanskrit. 
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disciple from among them. "Why do I love young men 
so much? Because they are masters of the whole of 
their minds," said Ramakrishna. The young mind is 
unsophisticated, impressionable, receptive, responsive. 
And each one of the disciples was chosen with great 
care and remained under the closest observation of the 
Master. With what prophetic penetration he saw the 
promise in the boy Narendra, now known all the world 
over as Swami Vivekananda! He crooned over him like 
a mother, sang· to him, wept for him, spoke about him 
with unbounded praise. What was the secret of this 
great, unfathomable, inexplicable love? It was . the 
knowledge of the power that· lay latent in the young, 
masterful and independent lad. The Master wanted to 
win this boy from the world and to set him on the path 
appointed for him. Vivekananda objected to bow to 
the image of Kali on the ground that it was a sign of a 
blind faith. Ramakrishna gently remonstrated with him 
saying, "Is not faith of every kind blind?" Faith is not 
built on the syllogistic foundations of reason but on the 
unseeing rock of intuition, the adamant of the spirit. 
Samson, blinded, waxed stronger than he was before 
his eyes had been put out, and "the dead which he slew 
at his death were more than they which he slew in his 
life." When orphaned by the death of his father Vive­
kananda was struggling with desperate poverty and 
rushing hither and thither for employment in order to 
find a mouthful of food for his widowed mother and bro­
thers, Ramakrishna while apparently indifferent, was 
putting forth his will to hold the distracted young man 
to the rough road of renunciation. When one of his 
followers asked for leave to bury his dead father, Jesus 
Christ, the Compassionate One, who healed the sick and 
promised to give rest to those th~t labour and are heavy 
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laden, replied in stern accents, "Follow me; and let the 
dead bury their dead." Let the hungry feed themselveS, 
was the unspoken mandate of Ramakrishna, though 
at the earnest entreaty of Vivekananda he gave the . 
benediction that those who were left would not lack 
plain fare. Not many are called to leave the ways of 
the world, but when the call doth come the iron must 
enter the soul of the man who wrenches himself free 
from the entangling meshes of the world. Ramakrishna 
used to say of Vivekananda "He moves about with a 
drawn sword in his hand"~the sword of intellect and 
wisdom, the keen blade that divides the darkness of 
ignorance and slays the. dragon of desire. Some of the 
young boys used to go ,md see Ramakrishna Parama­
hansa by stealth; all of them were rebuked at home and 
some were even chastised. In the opinion of the people 
at home these boys were being.led astray by the strange 
talk of the strange Teacher at Dakshineswar. And so 
once again the words of Jesus of Nazareth were fulfilled: 
"Think not that I am come to send peace on earth: I 
came not to send peace, but a sword. For I am come 
to set a man at variance against his father, and the 
daughter against her mother, and the daughter-in-law 
Rgainst her mother-in-law. And a man's foes shall be 
they of his own household." 

Vivekananda was a brand snatched from the burn­
ing, the roaring furnace of the desires and distractions 
of the world. He and his fellow-disciples never faltered 
in their loyalty to the memory of the•Master, or in follow­
ing his teachings through life. It is a little over forty 
years that Ramakrishna Paramahansa passed from this 
life and Vivekananda, the greatest among his disciples, 
followed his Master about twenty-five years ago. This 
is not a long period for the acceptance of a doctrine and 
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lt so far 
the understanding of a message, but the resU spel of 
.achieved is . by no means insignificant. The :i° and it 
.Ramakrishna Paramahansa is not a new cree t of 

. ·does not seek to set up a new religion. It is a nli~ ~o 
. ding re gi ns 

peace m the conflict of the many conte~ . . . Is 
of the world. It is the living faith of universalism . 
not every religion a path to God, does not everY_ ~iver 
find its way to the sea? There may be manY religio~, 
but there is only one Truth as there is only one ssalurt m 

· va-
the solar system. To the man of faith there is 
tion in every religion. Ramakrishna ParamahaDS~ con­
demned lachrymose and repeated confessions of stn· :£ 
a man constantly thinks and speaks of his sins he ten s 
to become sinful. It is not by professions of repentance 
but by the strength of a burning faith that a :man fr~s 
himself from sin. This courageous and hearterung 
doctrine has been carri~d to many lands and many 
peoples. The secret of the remarkable success of Vive­
kananda's mission to the West is to be found in the 
teaching of the Master. There is no exhortation to prefer 
·one creed to another. There is no suggestion of eclec­
ticism. There must be unquestioning and loving accept­
ance of all religions as true, every honour is to be shown 
to every religion. Vivekananda yielded a full measure 
of gratitude to his Master: "If in my life I have told 
one word of truth it was his and his alone." Of the 
many disciples of Vivekananda in the West the most 
intellectual and the most gifted was Sister ;Nivedita, 
who was formerly known as Margaret Noble. I have 
seen her kneeling reverently before an image of Kali, 
:and surely she was no idolater. In Bombay I have seen 
devout and earnest Zoroastrians helping the Rama­
krishna Mission liberally with funds. The largest donor, 
a Parsi friend I have known for thirty years, has refused 
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to disclose even his name, and the story of his attr~ction 
to Ramakrishna and Vivekananda would read like a 
miracle. The Maths at Belur and Mayavati were fo~d­
ed With funds supplied by the English and American 
disciples of Vivekananda. Those who have understood 
the message of Ramakrishna Paramahansa, whether 
monks or householders, recognize that it does not mean 
the setiing up of a new church, religion or sect. A new 
sect woul.d be lost in the wilderness of sects in India. 
Rather should we look upon the doctrine of Rama­
krishna as the confluence of all the streams of the various 
religions of the world, each one retaining its identity 
and distinctiveness. The Ramakrishna Mission is the 
assembly room of all religions, the reception hall ,~here 
the Hindu and the Zoroastrian, the Buddhist and the 
Christian, the Moslem and the Sikh may meet as friends 
and brothers, with conviction in their own faiths and 
respect for the faiths of others. In equal honour are 
held the Vedas, the Vedanta and the Puranas, the Zend 
Avesta and the Gathas; the Tripitaka and the Dhamrna­
pada, the Old Testament and the New; the Koran and 
the Grantha Saheb. The first great evangelist of the 
doctrine of the truth in all religions was Swami 
Vivekanai1da and he expounded the Vedanta, the most 
ancient of all the living religions, while upholding the 
claim of all other religions to the possession of the 
Truth. The next great apostle may be a Zoroastrian, a 
Buddhist, a Christian, or a follower_ of Islam. Words 
like mlechcha, heretic, unbeliever, heathen, pagan, kafir 
and m.usrik must cease to be current coin in the trea­
sury of languages, and must be decently buried out of 
sight and out of memory. 

Up to the present time the majority of the disciples 
and followers of Ramakrishna Paramahansa and those 
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who hold his memory in reverence are to be fouod arno~g 
d . tasm 

the educated classes of India. It has happene JUS d"d 
the case of the disciples selected by himself. If he 1 

not acquire any learning from books it was of no ~on­
sequence. Men like him have been called incarnations 
of God, messengers of God, or God-inspired. This is a 
matter of belief, on which opinions may conflict, since a 
man who is called an avatar by his followers, may be 
called by a less respectful appellation by oth~r people. 
There is no universal acceptance by all mankind of any 
prophet or a living incarnation of God. But there can 
be no disag1~ement as to the peculiar qualities which 
distinguish them from other men. If Ramakrishna had 
been content to follow the vocation of a· priest, who 
would have heard his name today? What was it that 
turned his thoughts away from the world and illumi­
nated him from within with the light of God? Some 
people imagined at first that his mind was unhinged 
and he was suffering from a physical ailment. What 
made them change their minds? And it is now admitted 
that he is among the few who, from time to time, bring 
light into the long night of human ignorance. Men are 
happy in the bondage of the world even as a prisoner 
long kept in irons finds music in the clank of his chains. 
Renunciation of the world is looked upon as an aberra­
tion, an act of foolishness, not only by men of the world 
but sometimes even by men presumed to be unworldly. 
When the Buddha gave up painful penances and a course 
of starvation, the ascetics with whom he had been under­
going this discipline discussed him and one of them said, 
"Have you seen so late that this man acts like a mad­
man? When he lived in his palace he was reverenced 
and powerful; but he was not able to rest in quiet, and 
so went wandering far off through mountains and woods, 
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· t lead the life 
-g1vmg up the estate of a Chakravartm O b 
of an abject and outcast. What need we think a out 
him more· the mention of his name but adds sorro~ to 
.sorrow."1; This is the wisdom of the world, but oes 
the world deny today that the teachings of the ~uddh~ 
have lifted the burden of sorrow from the lives o 
millions and millions of men and women? 

Apparently, such men spurn the world ':ith all ~ts 
fleeting pleasures and fascinations from a feeling of d~s­
_gust with the ways of the world. But they are neither 
cynics nor misanthropes. They cast away the world 
only to save it. It is because they ·are filled with a 
boundless love for humanity, because their hearts a.re 
moved by an unfathomable pity that they renounce the 
world. When a man falls into a pit he can be pulled up 
only by a man who stands outside and not by another 
who has himself fallen in: The man who holds a torch 
to guide other people through the darkness must stand 
clear of the crowd. It is only a man having eyesight 
that can lead the blind. The tinsel power and pomp of 
a day dazzles the beholder as a fluttering butterfly 
attracts a child. But what are kings and emperors and 
the 1nighty ones of the earth compared to these humble 
men who were content to be poor? When the Buddha 
stood with his begging bowl before the door of a house­
holder barefooted, silent and with his head bowed upon 
his breast, did the man or the woman who out a morsel 
of food in the beggar's bowl, or let him pass with an 
empty bowl, ever realize that that beggar was among 
the very greatest ones of the world through all time, 
before whose image millions would prostrate themselves 
long after the very names of kings and emperors had 
been forgotten? When they nailed the bleeding and 

,:: . Hicucn Tsiang. 
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h Jllocked him 
tortured Christ to the cross, did those w O its~lf 
and jeered . at him ever think that even the c;:;on to 
would become a symbol of blessing and sa 11 d . . theY ca e 
millions upon earth? The king of the Jews, Lo d f 
him ill foolish mockery, and he is today the hr b 

0 

Christendom, the Redeemer and Saviour of all w 
O 

e­
lieve him to be the Son of God. Ramakrishna pa;a;a­
hansa lived an humble life forty-five years ago. 

0 
hay 

l · d d h an tell w at 1e IS regar e as an avatar by many· w o c 
1 

. . . ' d ars hence? 
P ace will be assigned to him a thousan ye 
A considerable literature has already grown up around 
his teachings and his memory. · 

If . h tber or the we say one avatar 1s greater t an ano ' 
founder of one religion is endowed more highly than 
another, we sow afresh the seed of the disputes tbat 
have been the bane of all religions. And how are com­
parisons between these Teachers to be made? Is it by a 
comparison of the miracles attributed to each one of 
them, or by the number of the following of each and 
the extent of their spiritual dominions? Either of these 
tests would be misleading. In the first place, the most 
devout followers of every religion are content to read 
their own sacred books and do not take any interest in 
other scriptures. Suppose, in the next place, sonte one 
undertook to read all the sacred books of all religions. 
Would that make him competent to make a comparison 
between the personalities of the great Teachers of 
humanity? Did even the disciples of the Buddha and 
the Christ, men who followed them constantly and listen­
ed to their teachings, know all about the Masters? There 
is no order of precedence in which such names can be 
placed and we shall be well advised in being cautioned 
by the grave rebuke administered by the Buddha to 
Sariputra, the right-hand disciple, who shared with Mud-
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garaputra the di t· t· of being the chief follower of 
h s mc 10n th di . les 

t e Blessed One d the ablest among e sc1p . 
, an was t Sari 

On one occasion when no one else was presen -
putra told the Master: "Such a f~ith ha~e I, o _Lord, that 
methinks there never was and never will be either monk. 
or Brahman greater or wiser than thou." Note should. 
be taken of the fact that Sariputra did not call the 
Buddha an incarnation of God, or the embodiment of all 
divine qualities, because such a doctrine formed no part 
of the teachings of the Buddha. 

The Buddha replied, "Grand and bold are the words 
of thy mouth, Sariputra. Behold, thou hast burst forth 
into ecstatic song. Of course then thou hast known all 
the sages that were?" 

"No, Master." 
"Of course then thou hast perceived all the sages who· 

will appear in the long ages of the future?" 
"No, Master." 
"But at least then, Sariputra, thou knowest what I 

am, comprehending my mind with thy mind, and all 
about,.-)µly conduct, wisdom, doctrine and mode of life?" 

"Not so, Lord." 
"Lo! here, Sariputra, no knowledge hast thou con­

cerning Awakened Ones, past, future or present. Why 
then forsooth are thy words so grand and bold? What 
hast thou burst forth in ecstatic song?" 

This is the admonition to be always borne in mind. 
How can we call one Prophet or Teacher greater than 
another when we really know nothing of either? But 
human presumption is equalled by human ignorance, and 
we solemnly proclaim some one as a full incarnation and 
another as a part incarnation of God as if we carry in our 
poor heads and puny hands an instrUITient to measure 
God Himself! It is easy enough to compare kings and· 
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emperors, fools and wise men men of wit and men of 
' · th t wealth, poets and philosophers, but the yard-stick a 

can measure the Masters of mercy and the Lords of 
truth, the guides and teachers of the human race, the 
pathfinders who point out the ways that lead to salvation, 
has not been made. There is a legend · that a certain 
Brahmin attempted to measure the height of the :Buddha 
with a bamboo, but failed to do so because he could not, 
find any bamboo which was not overtopped by the head 
-of the Buddha.13 This must be interpreted in a meta­
phorical sense, for it is clear that the reference here is not 
to the physical stature of the Buddha. The wisdom of 
this Brahmin is not yet a thing of the past. In thinking 
of such Teachers let us at least endeavour to reach a 
frame of mind in which we may truthfully say, "Lord, I 
believe; help thou mine unbelief." Let us believe in the 
many paths that lead to the one Truth. And belief 
comes not in the pride of intellect or the rigidity of 
dogma, but in the lowliness of the spirit, the receptivity 
of 'the soul to light whencesoever it may come. 

To Ramakrishna Paramahansa and the E.xalted- Ones 
of the Great White Lodge, homage! 

II 
When Prince Siddhartha attained Enlightenment 

under the Bodhi tree and became the Buddha his first 
converts were the five Brahmins or Rishis who had been 
practising severe penance and had advised him to follow 
their example. First one of them and afterwards all five 
were convinced by the teaching of the Buddha and be­
came the first monks of the order of the Bhikkhus. Jesus, 
soon after he began preaching, was "walking by the sea 
of Galilee and he saw two brethren, Simon called Peter, 

13. Hieuen Tsinng. 
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and Andrew his brother casting a net into the sea; for 
they were fishers. And he saith unto them, Follow_ me, 
and I will make you fishers of men. And they straight-
-way left their nets, and followed him-" . 

·Unknown to other people Ramakrishna had practised 
various austerities and had followed different kinds of 
sadhana for a number of years. At first he sought no 
disciples and no one came to him for instruction. In the 
evenings he would go up to the roof of the house in which 
he-lived and cry out, "Come ye and accept the Truth!" 
These words · mingled with the evening breeze and 
Ramakrishna returned to his meditations and 
conununions. 

Slowly people in and around Calcutta began to hear 
about him. A chance meeting with Keshub Chunder 
Sen, the famous and eloquent leader of the Brahmo 
Samaj, in' a garden villa, brought about a growing spiri­
tual intimacy between these two remarkable men. 
Keshub was accomplished, cultured, distinguished, a 
leader possessed of a strong personal magnetism. Rama­
krishna was almost illiterate, being barely able to read a 
little Bengali and to write a-rew words. 

It was when he opened his lips to speak that all his 
shortcomings fell away from him as a discarded mantle. 
From his lips flowed a stream of marvellous wisdom, un­
hurried and unresting. No other man within the 
memory of men spoke as Ramakrishna spoke. The wis­
dom of the ancient Aryan sages, the .difficult teaching of 
the Upanishads, the intricacies of the Vedanta were all 
familiar to him as if he had been studying them all his 
life. His powers of observation were almost uncanny. 
He knew the most intimate ways of all classes of people, 
including fisherfolk. He could mimic the ways and 
speech of women, though he ulways kept thcn1 at u clis-

5 



66 NOBLE LIVES 

tance. His similes and metaphors were surpassingly 
beautiful and often original. His parables filled his 
hearers with amazement. His spirit stood on a pedestal 
so high that those who approached him could only look 
up at it in incredulous astonishment. Men marvelled 
when they heard him, comprehending or mystified. His 
lucidity was as remarkable as his wisdom was unfathom­
able. 

I am not aware whether there are now living any 
followers of Ramakrishna or Keshub Chunder Sen who 
saw these two remarkable men together and heard their 
conversation. I had that great privilege and good for­
tune. By Keshub's express desire I accompanied him on 
one occasion when he went · to see the Paramahansa at 
Dakshineswar. The meeting did not take place in the 
precincts of the temple. Keshub with a small party in­
cluding myself went by river on a small steam yacht be­
longing to Maharaja Nripendra Narain Bhup of Kuch 
Behar, Keshub's son-in-law. At Dakshineswar Rama­
krishna Paramahansa accompanied by his nephew, 
Hriday, boarded the launch, which resumed its way up­
stream. Ramakrishna and 9Keshub sat on deck on the 
bare board, cross-legged and facing each other. They 
sat close to each other and as Ramakrishna grew animat­
ed and earnest he drew closer to Keshub until his knees 
and thighs rested on Keshub's lap. I sat next to them, 
almost touching Keshub. The Paramahansa stayed in 
the boat for about eight hours, and except for the few 
minutes during which he remained in samadhi he never 
ceased speaking, and from that day to this I have never 
heard another man speak as he spoke. There was no 
conversation at all. During all those eight hours Keshub, 
the brilliant orator and the accomplished scholar, scarcely 
spoke a dozen sentences. All that he did was to put a 
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. t ask for an e4planation. 
question at long mtervals, or o d hi ds flow-
Th R akrishna an s wor · 

e only speaker was am · 1 d and 
d · as the Ganges npp e 

e in a steady stream even d th" g but that 
flowed underneath us. We hear no m h . t· c 

othing but t e asce 1 , gentle, earnest voice, we saw n · h d 
lean figure before us, with half closed eyes apd_ an s 
folded on the lap. The moving lips uttered the sunple:it 
words but what could soar higher or plumb deeper than 
the thoughts! Every thought was a revelation, every 
parable, every imagery, every simile was a marvel. He 
spoke of the human face and its various indications 0£ 
charai;:ter, he spoke of his own experiences of many 
forms of devotion, he described the perennial .ecstacy of 
the communion of the spirit, and when he -spoke of the 
formless (nirakara) Brahman he passed into .samadhi, a 
trance in which his face radiated beatific ecstacy. 

What was it that attracted Keshub to Ramakrishna? 
Keshub Chunder Sen · originally belonged to the Adi 
Brahma Samaj, founded by Rammohan Roy. From this 
body he seceded and founded the larger organization of 
the Brahmo Samaj of India. The Brahma Samaj was 
founded with two objects in view: the first was to check 
the wholesale conversion of educated Indians to Christia­
nity. These Indians had learned English, but they had 
read nothing about their own religion, and Christian mis­
sionaries were zealously working ainong them. The 
second was to oppose the worship of idols by the great 
mass of . Hindus. The Brahmas accepted the Upanishads 
as the basis of theism and worshipp~d Brahman, or God 
without a second, of that part of the Hindu scriptures. 
They rejected the Puranas and the multiplicity of gods 
named in those books. They set their faces sternly 
against the worship of images and idols. They avoided 
all Hindu temples where idols were worshipped, and they 
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kept aloof from the worshippers of idols. Now, I{eshu~ 
was the most distinguished leader of the Brahrn° Sama~ 
whereas Ramakrishna was an avowed and confirme 
worshipper of the goddess Kali. He lived in a temple 
containing ari. image of that goddess and worshipped ~he 
image and spoke of the goddess as a living de~ty ~ th 

.whom he was in · constant communion and who inspired 
all his thoughts. Why did Keshub associate so inti­
mately with an idol worshipper, why did he listen _so 
intently and reverently for_ hours together to a worship­
per of Kali? It is not suggested by any one that Keshub 
succeeded in persuading Ramakrishna to renounce the 
worship of Kali. On the contrary, Keshub listened care:. 
fully and with the closest interest, as I can bear testi­
mony, while Ramakrishna spoke about Kali. Like every 
one else who came in contact with Ramakrishna Parama­
hansa Keshub knew that this wonderful man was no 
superstitious worshipper of idols, but a man with the 
widest and most catholic spiritual outlook, a man who 
lived and moved with God, a saint whose thoughts and 
speech were profoundly original and arresting. Keshub 
published many sayings of Ramakrishna in a paper which 
he edited and he advised some of the leading citizens of 
Calcutta to go and see and hear the Seer of Dakshine­
swar. 

Ramakrishna paid several visits to Keshub at the 
latter's house called "Lily Cottage" on the Upper Circular 
Road, Calcutta. In connexion with these visits there was 
a beautiful little incident which has not been hitherto 
recorded. On one occasion, when Ramakrishna arrived 
at Keshub's house he was met at the gate by some 
Brahmo missionaries. The first thing that Ramakrishna 
did was to touch the gate reverently with his forehead. 
Asked as to what he was doing he replied: "I am salut-
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. h the avatar Narasimha 
mg Keshub's mother. W en · k d giant 
( . th body of . the _wic e 
man-lion) tore open e . d th intestines 

Hiranyakasipu with his claws he entwme f th: body out 
round his head, saying, 'These are part o ting Keshub 
of which Prahlada was born.' Before m~e h" ., 
I am doing reverence to the mother who ore rm. d 

In India the reputation of a holy man sprea : 
quickly and people are always anxious to. beholdthin~n 

h d b h ly There 1s some g 
ear a man repute to e O • f 

more. Most holy men are credited with _the power :f 
working miracles and people flock to them m the hope 

• . . 1 th t th y may be able to witnessing some m1rac es so a e . 
talk about them afterwards. Credulous people of th1s 
kind were disappointed, for Ramakrishna not only per­
formed no miracles but he condemned them and scoffed 
and jeered at them'. When some people went to him in 
a state of excitement and told him the story of a Mussal­
man fakir who had walked over the Ganges in Calcutta 
(no one had actually seen this miracle) the Paramahansa 
laughed and said he could do something more wonderful. 
He ~uld cross the Ganges in a ferry boat by paying a 
pice! The miracle retailer found he had come to the 
wrong shop! 

Other people were attracted by the growing fame of 
Ramakrishna Paramahansa as a holy and a wise man. 
Some went to see him impelled by curiosity, others with 
a desire to learn what he had to teach. But for some 
time there were no disciples. R~krishna preached no 
new religion, he did not seek to make any converts. The 
spirit of all who went to see him was not stirred. Many 
are called but few are chosen. There has never been a 
time when ·a teacher has been able to convince all who 
approached him, or to win their loyalty. This is true of 
even the greatest masters that the world has known. 
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Gradually, ho_wever, a few earnest young men at-. 
tached themselves to Ramakrishna Paramahansa. 
Foremost among them was Narendranath _Dutt, 
afterwards famous as Swami Vivekananda and 
indisputably an intellectual giant. Vivekananda 
was the first disciple to be ordained as a sannyasi 
by Ramakrishna himself. In the course of a short time 
these young men left their families and .renounced th~ 
world, and took up thekabode with th·e Master. As may 
be easily conceived, the Paramahansa was bitterly as..: 
sailed by the relations of these boys for making . them 
mendicants and sadhus. Some boys were actually 
chastised and forcibly prevented from continuing their 
visits to the Paramahansa. 

There were lay disciples also, men following diffe­
rent avocations in life and accepting Ramakrishna as 
their Guru and Master. Of these the most prominent 
was Giris Chandra Ghose, a famous actor and drama­
tist. The atmosphere of the theatre is not a wholesome . 
one and Giris Chandra had not escaped its influence, but 
he became an enthusiastic and devoted follower of Rama­
krishna. It was he who proclaimed one memorable night 
on the stage amidst scenes of tumultous enthusiasm that 
an avatar had appeared on earth and Ramakrishna had 
come among them to save them. Perhaps a still more 
remarkable lay disciple was Mahendranath Gupta, who 
passed away a few months ago. Among the followers of 
Ramakrishna and Vivekananda he was known as Master 
Mahasay, . meaning the teacher. He was a distinguished 
graduate of the Calcutta University and a ·teacher by 
profession. It is to him that the world owes the Gospel 
of Ramakrishna-Ramakrishna Kathamrita (The Nectar 
of Ramakrishna's Words) by M. Mahendranath merely 
appended the first initial letter of his name to the book. 
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He was quite content to remain anonymous and obscure. 
His identity was known only to the members of the 
Ramakrishna Mission. Mahendranath was a constant 
visitor at . Dakshineswar and used to pass many hours 
listening to _ Ramakrishna, but he could not stay there 
permanently as he was the headmaster of a school and 
had a family to look after. He became a great fayourite 
of Ramakrishna and was much respected by the disciples. 
Shortly after he had first seen the Paramahansa he was 
struck_ by the originality and depth of the sayings and 
teachings of the Master and he conceived the idea of 
keeping a .record of them. '.He told me that immediately 
after paying a visit to Ramakrishna he would sit down to 
write what he had heard. It took him three days to 
:reduce to writing what he heard in the course of one visit. 
This collection of the sayings of Ramakrishna Parama­
hansa has been brought out in five volumes. I recall 
with grateful and humble satisfaction that it was at my 
instance that Mahendranath first went to see Rama­
krishna. Mahendranath was related to me and was also 
my friend, though my senior by several years. After I 
had seen the Paramahansa in the company of Keshub 
Chunder Sen I went to Mahendranath and, after relating 
what I had seen and heard, urged him to go and see the 
wonderful saint at Dakshineswar. Mahendranath has 
mentioned this incident in the last volume of his book of 
which he read the final proofs a few hours before his 
death . 

. The Gospel of Ramakrishna Pai·amahansa is a record 
taken at first hand. The words were taken down as they 
came fresh from the lips of the Master. They were fre­
quently read over to him and he suggested alterations 
and corrections. There is no room for imagination or exag­
geration in anything that concerns Ramakrishna Parama-
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h 
. wrapped in 

ansa. Much about the earlier prophets 15 k I li enesses 
uncertainty and speculation. There are no rea · f th 
f lik ness o e 

o the Buddha, Christ and Chaitanya. Any . _e Rama-
founder of Islam is forbidden by his religion- His 
krishna's photographs are available everywhere. h 

. Im t , J·ust as e spoken woi;-ds are available to all a os 
tittered them. · 

· d Rama-The youthful disciples who gathered roun lif 
krishna were few in number. It was not such a e as 
could attract light-hearted and easy-going yo~g m::- · 
The discipline was most rigorous. Day and night e 
young men were in the Master's eye. He watched them 
waking, he watched them sleeping. His vigilance never 
relaxed. Without much knowledge of books hilll5elf he 
saw that the boys read the scriptures. But the most 
valuable knowledge they acquired was from the conver­
sation of the Master himself. He was a perennial source 
of spiritual wisdom and inspiration. Although the disci­
pline was severe it was by no means irksome. ·The 
Master himself had his light moments and he was full of 
humour. But there was no frivolity, no amusements 
that appeal to the average young man. All of them were 
earnest, thoughtful youths who had renounced the world 
and all the temptations of the world for the sake crl fol­
lowing the !\faster and sitting at his feet to learn what 
he taught. All the usual paraphernalia of monastic life 
in India were absent. Neither the Master nor the disci­
ples besmeared themselves with ashes, or marked their 
foreheads with the distinguishing tilak of any particular 
religious sect. Until Vivekananda was initiated as a 
sannyasi and given an orange cloth by the Master the 
young men were garbed in ordinary clothes. No penance 
or fast was imposed and there was no mortification of 
the flesh. Later on, the disciples undertook vows, either 
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self-imposed . d by the Master; the object of 
th or unpose . lf 

e~e vows was self-discipline, self-restraint, s_e -
purification Th particular course of teaching, . · ere was no b 
no special do t . t that no religion was to e · d . c rme, excep 

esp1Sed and no t be exalted over another. Rama-
k . hn ne was o d . . A 

r1s a Paramahansa was both a bhakta an 3nani. s . 
a. worshipper of Kali he displayed the rapturous devo­
tion of love and faith, as a speaker and teacher he ex­
pounded the subtlest form of Advaitism. In fact, every· 
f~rm of spiritual experience was perfectly familiar to 
hun, and he illuminated every phase of spiritual thought._ 
· Apart frorn spiritual instruction the disciples found 
a good deal to learn from the Master's attitude towards 
the many visitors. He was the very personification of· 
humility, disclaiming any title to wisdom and holiness, 
and ·holding himself the lowliest of the low. That did' 
not imply, however that he could be trifled with with 
impunity, or ignored as a man who was not to be taken 
seriously. To him neither wealth, nor social position, 
nor intellectual attainment meant anything. In his esti­
mation tJiere were only two classes of people, the worldly 
and the unworldly. For the former he had no use as he 
never spoke about worldly affairs. When a certain 
Maharaja went to see him Ramakrishna scrutinized his 
face and then turned away, saying, "You are a worldly 
man; what have I to do with you?" Another Maharaj a 
approached him in a spirit of reverence, and, after some 
conversation, suggested that he should be permitted to 
settle a sum of money, the interest of which would main­
tain the Master in comfort and independence. Rama­
krishna flared up at once and told the Maharaja to go 
away if he spoke of money. The abashed nobleman apo­
logized humbly and was permitted to stay. There was 
no man who could match Ramakrishna in wit, or who 
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. gainst the 
was not discomfited when he pitted his wit a 
Master's. - · dis 

• • L:~ chosen -
Ramakrishna took special care that u= ·d ais 

. 1 h Id · d finite 1 e · -c1p es s ou never lose sight of certain e l ha 
th • .rnora c -

The first was the unblemished purity of eir t t 
.1·acter. The BrahmachanJa that they were tau~ t of 

. . Th jnstmc o 
practise was absolute and unassailable. e l"b 

k I te ce 1 acy 
sex was ept under perfect control. Comp e 
was maintained by all the disciples and there was not a 

· 1 · nt day that .smg e mstance of a lapse. Up to the prese . 
tradition has been maintained intact and not a single case 
has been heard of in which a monk of the order of Ra~a­
krishna has violated his vow. of celibacy. The otber rm-: 
portant lesson that the disciples learned was that of self­
respect and a spirit of independence. The .meekness of 
:spirit and the humility of mien displayed by the Parama­
hansa formed part of his self-discipline. They were by 
no means to be mistaken for self-abasement. What had 
a man to fear if he sought - nothing from the world? 
Behind the leonine personality of Vivekananda was the 
teaching of the Master. Vivekananda emp~tically 
-declared that he owed everything to his Master• He him-
-self was fearless by nature and temperament, but the 
iron in his composition was tempered and hardened to 
steel by the teaching of the Master. It was because of 
the spirit infused into him by his Master that Viveka­
nanda, an obscure young man, faced the Parliament of 
Religions at Chicago undismayed and dominated it by his 
power and personality. There is no assembly and no 
congregation in which the followers of Ramakrishna 
Pa~amahansa cannot hold up their heads and confront 
their fellowmen with confidence. 

Take a single instance of the teaching of Rama­
krishna. He did not hold with the doctrine of original 
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sin.· ·If a man constantly looks upon himself as a sinner£ 
he said, he is bound to become a sinner. The the;rb ~ 
origfual sin is in fact a denial of the goodne~ 0 

· 
0 

• 

Rru.nalui.shna indignantly repudiated this doctrme as_ an 
insult• to ·God and the innate divinity of man- No man is .a 
sinner by the misfortune of his birth; on the co~trary ?e 
is >potentfally • and inherently divine. It was this lumm: 
ous and exalting . doctrine of his Master that Swa~m 
Vivekananda propounded and elaborated at the Parlia­
ment of Religions, revealing to his astonished hearers the 
real status of man and his birthright. By his elevated 
teaching Ramakrishna conferred upon his disciples a 
patent of nobility so that they felt they were peers of the 
spiritual reahn. 

I had seen and heard Ramakrishna in the company of 
Keshub Chunder Sen. Soon after, I had to go away to 
the other end of India. The next time I saw him was 
when he was lying in the peace and silence, and the 
supreme· majesty of death, surrounded by his disciples 
and ·a few others. The unseen an·gel of Death, his mis­
sion accomplished, stood by with folded wings. No­
thing could be serener or more tranquil than the cahn 
countenance upon which we gazed. Ramakrishna's 
appointed work had been finished and he had passed 
away into the peace and rapture of eternal communion. 

· Some years before the end came the Paramahansa 
had said that there would be three signs to indicate that 
his life on earth was drawing to a close: the first was the 
public announcement that he was an avatar, an incarna­
tion of God. He sternly rebuked any one who called 
him an avatar. The second was that he would stay a 
night away from Dakshineswar. This he never did on 
any account. He never went very far from Dakshines­
war and invariably returned at night. The third was 
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that the food cooked for him would be eaten by some one 
else. The first sign was made by the dramatist Giri$ 
Chandra Ghose, a lay disciple. He could not have been 
unaware of the Ma·ster's prophecy, but a fit of impulsive· 
enthusiasm made him forgetful and he proclaimed to a 
crowded house in a theatre that Ramakrishna, the latest 
avatar, was among them. The Master heard of this and 
perhaps he felt that his time was drawing nigh. The 
other two conditions could not be fulfilled by any one 
except himself and he proceeded to fulfil them. He was 
in Calcutta one night and, to the consternation of his 
disciples, expressed his desire of passing the night in 
Calcutta. Later on, Vivekananda went one forenoon to 
Dakshineswar. He was just recovering from a trying 
illness. The Master became very solicitous and inquired 
whether Vivekananda had had his breakfast. On getting 

· a reply in the negative Ramakrishna ordered that his 
own food, which had been cooked, should be offered to 
Naren. This was never done. If at any time the Master 
refused to take his food it was thrown away but never 
offered to any disciple or any one else. Vivekananda 
himself protested and others said fresh food would be­
quickly prepared for the lad. But the Master was in­
exorable and he stood over Vivekananda while the latter 
ate the Master's meal. Ramakrishna knew what he was 
doing, for Vivekananda was his chosen disciple and to 
him would pass the choicest gifts of the Master, the price­
less treasure of the spirit. The three signs were fulfilled 
and shortly afterwards the Master was attacked by the 
incurable malady to which he succumbed. 

During his lifetime Ramakrishna Paramahansa was 
accepted as an avatar by his disciples and lay followers, 
though he never permitted any one to adore or worship 
him as an incarnation of divinity. In the years that 
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have . h was called away to his final rest, 
Passed smce e blish d . . d after him have been esta e 

mission houses name · 
.all over India and in every one ~f these i:_non::r~:u; 
room h b consecrated to his worship, 

as een Th iversary of 
worship is offered to his likeness. e ann . 
his birth is observed with due solemnity and the day lS 

passed in prayer and meditation. All classes of people 
assemble to offer a tribute of reverence to the memory of 
Ramakrishna Paramahansa. Prayers are offered, hymns 
are sung, discourses are delivered and the poor, the 
Daridra Narayana, are fed. There are constant fresh _ac­
cessions to the ranks of the disciples and every new re­
-cruit comes from the educated classes from every part 
-of India. The vow of strict celibacy is observed by all. 
The ancient scriptures, such as the Upanishads and the 
Vedanta, are studied, while classes attended by outsiders 
are held for expounding the lofty doctrine of the 
Bhagavadgita. Social service is rendered by succouring 
-the suffering and the helpless, while in years of famine, 
flood and epidemic disease the Swamis of the Rama­
klishna Mission are unremitting in their efforts to help 
.and relieve the stricken people. People of all denomina­
tions, without distinction of caste or creed, liberally sub­
scribe to the funds needed for these laudable objects and 
everywhere the members of the Ramakrishna Mission 
are loved and respected. 

In India the doctrine of divine incarnation, or 
Avataravada, has been widely accepted for many -centu­
ries. In the famous odes of J ayadeva'" and Sankaracharya 
the doctrine has been sung in melodious verse. In part, it 
i;; the theory of evolution and the origin of species, for 
the fish, the tortoise and the boar are mentioned as the 
earliest avatars. In the Bhagavaclgita, the Lord Sri 
K.rishna, addressing Arjuna, clearly and precisely ex-
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pounds the doctrine of divine incarnation, laying down 
the object and purpose for which God appears on earth 
in a human shape. It is not implied that the incarnation 
of divinity is in any way immune from the laws of nature. 
He lives and dies like all other men. As a proof of • the 
catholic spirit of the Aryan doctrine of divine incarnation 
it may be mentioned that the Buddha is regarded as the 
ninth avatar of Vishnu. The Buddha did not believe in 
the Vedas as revealed; he was opposed to the Vedic sacri­
fice of animal life and rejected the Trimurti, the Triad 
represented by Brahma, Vishnu and Maheshwara. He 
threw away the sacred thread and broke down the bar­
riers of caste. Buddhism itself has disappeared from 
India; Buddhists ·themselves do not call the Buddha an 
avatar because they do not believe_ in the Hindu pan­
theon. 

There is not much difficulty in appreciating the 
essence ·of Ramakrishna Paramahansa's teaching intellec­
tually, but it is not so easy to assimilate it spiritually. 
The attitude of reverence towards all the prophets of 
all creeds is not to be a sort of intellectual courtesy, but 
an article of a living faith. All the prophets are to 1oe 
exalted and revered-Zarathushtra, the Buddha, Christ 
and Muhammad. There is no call, no need for · the sur­
render of a faith in which a man is born, or which he 
believes. Ramakrishna, the latest of the prophets, 
upholds all faiths and yields full recognition to all teach­
ers. Consequently, Zoroastrians, Hindus and Christians 
have experienced no difficulty in accepting the Gospel 
of Ramakrishna Paramahansa. 

Ramakrishna Paramahansa's place is secure among 
the avatars. He is recognized and worshipped as such 
by many Hindus all over India. He is revered by mem­
bers of other communities in India and a number of men 
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and women in the Far West. Blessed· are the eyes that. 
saw him; blessed are the ears that heard him! 



3. BANKIM CHANDRA CHATTERJI 
'THE COMPOSER OF THE VANDE MATARAM SONG 

(1838-1894) 

It has been my great good fortune and high privi­
lege to have seen and known Bankim Chandra Chatterji, 
the master who will be remembered as the creator of 
a great literature, the Rishi to whom was revealed the 
Vande Mataram mantra, which will be chanted and sung 
by a free India for ages to come. Half a century ago no 
name stood higher in the literature of Bengal than that 
of Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyaya and his fame has 
not faded in the years that have passed. Out in the 
West literature has been recognized as a profession for 
.a considerable time and men and worn~ are making 
,a living out of it; some have prospered, a few have 
become wealthy. Perhaps a few people in India now 
devote their whole time to literature, but it is only a· 
.doubtful and scanty living that can be made out of it. 
'There is a familiar saying in this country that Lakshmi, 
.the Goddess of Wealth, and Saraswati, the Goddess of 
Learning, do not agree and are seldom found together. 
It was so even in the West, for the greatest writers in 
Europe in earlier times were usually very poor. What 
payment did Homer receive for the Iliad and the Odyssey, 
what was paid for the Ramayana and the Mahabharata 
and the immortal works of Kalidas? How much did 
·Shakespeare receive for the dramas which are the crown 
and glory of English literatw·e? For his epic Paradise 
Regained Milton was paid the magnificent sum of £5! 
There is authority in Holy Writ for the truth that one 
cannot serve God and Mammon at the same time; 
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equally it was true that Mammon and the Muses could 
not be served together. 

Bankim Chandra did not derive a living from litera­
ture. He was one of the two first graduates of the Cal­
.cutta· University and almost immediately after obtaining 
the B.A. degree he was appointed a Deputy Magistrate, 
which office he held till nearly the end of his life, for he 
did not live long after his retirement from service, and 
he was barely fifty-six years of age at the time of his 
<lea th. Year in antl year out, with the exception of 
Sundays and the few public holidays, he was in his 
-office for six or seven hours every day. Besides, he was 
periodically transferred from one place to another and 
was seldom within reach of a good public library. The 
work he had to do in his office would have been suffi­
,cient occupation for men of. average energy, but Bankim 
Chandra utilized the few hours of leisure every day out 
of office for literary work which has enriched the Bengali 
language and secured for him a permanent place among 
-the immortals. 

There is no good likeness of him in existence. He 
:seldom sat for. his photograph and no painter or sculptor 
drew or chiselled his image. After his death the only 
likeness found in his works represents him with a large 
Moghul turban on his head. He belonged to a race 
which generally goes about bareheaded, but Bankim 
Chandra was photographed in his official dress. The 
photograph fails to convey an accurat~ idea of the face 
and the contour of the head. He was a man of a slender 
build and slightly above the medium height. His head 
and features were highly intellectual and could not fail 
to arrest attention anywhere. The forehead was not very 
high but it was broad and smooth. The eyes were deep­
seated, grey and keen. Bankim Chandra had a habit of 

" 
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looking through narrowed eyes so that they were rarely 
wide open, hut they gleamed and flashed with humour 
in conversation and became brilliant in moods of earnest­
ness and exaltation. The nose was prominent, Roman, 
and curved over the upper lip with sensitive nostrils. 
The lips were thin and closed firmly over remarkably 
small teeth, while the strong jaws bore evidence of great 
strength of mind and character. It was the head, how­
ever, that showed a high order of intellect. It was of 
the finest Brahminical type mentioned by Sir William 
Hunter. It was not unusually large but perfectly propor­
tioned-a head that a Roman sculptor would have loved 
to reproduce in plaster and marble. The keen, strong, 
aquiline face, the splendid head with its curling, ruffied 
hair . which was rarely combed or brushed, stamped 
Bankim Chandra Chatterji as a man of genius. 

Of the ,greatness of his intellect there cannot be the 
slightest question. He was profoundly versed in Sanskrit 
and English literature and the versatality of his genius 
found scope in various directions. First and foremost, 
he was a novelist, a romancer whose books display the 
novelist's art at its highest. There has be/;?n no greater 
stylist in Bengali prose. Lyrical poetry in Bengal had 
reached a high level in the time of the Vaishnava poets. 
Chandidas, was the first great lyrical poet of Bengal and 
he was a supreme artist, and his language was remark­
ably simple and musical. Bengali prose, however, was 
of much slower evolution. Raja Rammohan Roy was 
the first Bengali prose writer of distinction and he also 
composed some beautiful hymns. Later on, Akshay 
Kumar Dutt was an eminent prose writer, though his 
language was not very elegant and agreeable to the ear. 
Jswara Chandra Vidyasagara introduced a much smoother 
and more classical prose, but both these writers translat-
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ed and adapted their subjects from either Sanskrit or 
English. They did not display the creative f~culty of 
genius or introduce an original literature. Bankim Chan­
dra appeared in the literary fu·mament of Bengal as a 
dazzling luminary, a star of the first magnitude. He first 

d . overed the potential strength of Bengali prose, aritl 
~ . A . 

the music and the rhythm that can be found in it. s a 
youthful aspirant to the favour of the Muses he had 
served his apprenticeship under Isvara Chandra Gupta, 
at that time the most popular poet of Bengal and also the 
Editor of the Bengali newspaper, Sangbad Prabhakar; 
Bankim Chandra wrote· verses of no particular merit, but 
soon found out that the proper vehicle for his creative 
faculty was prose. His first novel appeared when he 
was twenty-seven years of age, and at once made a pro­
found impression. · 

To the close student it is a fascinating study to note 
the gradual formation, the growing clarity and strength, 
and the mannerisms of Bankim's style. As · a ~omance 
his first book is excellent reading, but the ·style is at 
times stilted, burdened with the elaborations and the 
long and difficult wor~s then in vogue. There can be 
no mistaking, however, of the hand of the true artist. 
throughout the book. The story is well sustained · and 
hangs well together, the characters are well developed, 
and the sense of humour, the hall-mark of the true artist; 
is often present. 

This book is called Durgeshnandint (The Chieftain's 
Daughter). The second, Kapalakundala, a name taken 
from the Sanskrit drama, Malati Madhava, bears vividly 
on every page the sign manual of the master artist, the 
wizard who with a wave of his magic wand brings forth, 
from out of the shadows, shapes that materialize into 
living, palpitating beings. The book is a prose-poem, a 
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drama in which the actors move as living beings, the 
poetic touch appearing at every turn, and the story, per­
fectly proportioned and /POWerfully (.!Onceived, moves 
onward to sudden and swift tragedy. Kapalakundala, the 
central figure, is a creation of the finest imagination. She 
is a spirit-woman, elusive, untouched by life or the world, 
virginal of body and mind, passing calm and unruffled 
through the brief span of her Iµe away from the haunts 
of men. 

Shortly afterwards Bankim Chandra founded a 
monthly Bengali magazine called Bangadarshan (The 
Mirror of Bengal) which establi~hed a new era ~ the 
literary history of Bengal. Nothing like it had ever 
been seen before in any part of India. It was the most 
scholarly and brilliant periodical ever known in Bengal 
For four years it was edited by Bankim Chandra and 
during that period it afforded full scope for the display­
ing of his versatile genius. His great social novel 
Vishavriksha (The Poison Tree) first appeared as a serial 
in this magazine. This was followed by Chandrashelchar, 
an epic romance of which the style is representative of 
Bankim's marvellous art at its highest, the dramatic deve­
iopment of the story being as effective and impressive· as 
the glowing passages are full of power and poetry, some­
tin1es rising to epic heights. To the pages of the magazine 
he ~ontributed criticisms of classic Sanskrit works and 
some important Bengali books showing critical acumen 
of a high order, unequalled powers of analysis and a 
literary judgement beyond praise. He wrote serious 
and thoughtful articles on many problems; he exposed 
the untruthful character of several chapters of modern 
British Indian history; he wrote bright humorous papers 
with an undercurrent of deep feeling. As a controver­
sialist he had no equal and no rival. In argument his 
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razor-like intellect flashed and thrust like a finely temper­
ed Toledo. In his matchless strength he was frequently 
pitiless, but there was no denying his dazzling brilliance 
and skill and superiority in controversy. 

At this distance of time it is somewhat difficult to 
realize to the fullest extent the effect produced by the 
emergence of Bankim as a force in periodical literature. 
The literary atmosphere in Bengal at that 'time was 
peculiar and artificial. The educated classes despised the 
Bengali language and literature. They prided themselves 
on nothing so much as·· the ability to speak and write 
English. They invariably discussed British authors and 
recited British poets. They were ignorant of the great 
wealth of lyrical poetry to be found among the Vaishnava 
poets of Bengal. The exquisite lyrics of the Maithil poets 
Vidyapati Thakur and Govindadas Jha, so widely appre­
ciated by the V aishnavas of Bengal, were a sealed book 
to them. Bankim himself was one of the finest scholars 
and writers of English in his time. Under the assumed 
natil'e.,of, 'Ram Sanna' he once engaged in a controversy 
in the !:!olumns of the Statesman with the ·Rev. Dr. 
William Hastie, then Principal of the General Assembly's 
Institution in Calcutta, and the ease and perfect command 
with which he used the English language and showed 
himself a past master of controversy elicited wide admi­
ration. But Bankim was much greater than a mere 
scholar. He was a born artist and creator of literature, 
and the highest literary art invarialily finds expression 
in the language lisped and learned at the mother's knees. 
In the creation of all true, imaginatjve and high literature 
the heart has as large a share as the head, and the heart 
has only one language, that in which the child heart 
speaks to the mother heart. 

The appearance of the Banga.darshan monthly maga-
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zine was nothing short of a literary revolution. It was _a 
revelation ~ well as a revolution. It revealed to the edu­
cated Bengalis the potentialities and the fascination . of 
the Bengali language when used by a highly gifted 
w-riter. Ahnost all the subscribers of this periodical 
were Bengalis who had been in the habit of scoffing . at 
their · own language. In spite of their penchant for . the 
English language and literature they could not resist the 
fascination of this Bengali writer, who used the Bengali 
language with a power and witchery that held every 
reader breathless with admiration. Round Bankim had 
gathered a small select band of writers· who, after ~. 
were the most important contributors to the Bangadar­
shan. Some of them had been in the habit of writing 
English books and papers, but were very diffident about 
their ability to write in their own language. Bankim 
prevailed · upon them to overcome their hesitation and 
they became distinguished writers of Bengali. Some of the 
Sanskrit pandits of the old school, men who favoured 
the use of long and difficult words in Bengali prose, 
savagely denounced Bankim for his marked tendency to 
simplify the Bengali language and to bring it within the 
easy comprehension of all readers. But this opposition 
was swept away by the flood tide of popular enthusiasm. 
if the Bangackirshan had three thousand subscribers, it 
had thirty thousand readers. Every number of the 
magazine was awaited with eager impatience and hailed 
as a literary event. Men and women read it from cover 
to cover with unabated interest, and keenly discussed 
what they read. The finer passages in his novels and 
essays, were read over and over again, recited and fre­
quently committed to memory. I have heard a Nair 
gentleman, a native of Malabar, reciting whole passages 
of the original Bengali text of the novel Vishavriksha, 
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k ·t t Bankim's books, 
using of course the Sans ri accen . d h e to be read 

be forgotten an av once read can never f his 
a ain . Tlili; is specially true of the best and greatest o . 

g ls. K lakundala Chandrashekhar, Anandamath, 
nove , apa ' . An Bengali who con-
Devi Chaudhurani and Sitaram. y . 

. of these books must be considered fesses ignorance . li 
.· t of the greatest master-pieces of Bengali tera-
1gnoran th 1' t' · t 
ture. They are perfect productions of e nove 1s s ar 
and some of the characters, such as Pratap, Chandra­
shekhar and the leading figures in A nandamath are 
worthy ~f the great ancient Aryan masters. These stories 
grip the imagination, while many of the dramatic situa­
tions and scenes haunt the memory for ever. 

In the appearance of the modern novel in Indian 
literature some people have endeavoured to trace the 
influence of British fiction. This is certainly true to this 
extent that the main features of the novel are western, 
in form, arrangement and execution. English fiction 
itself is by no means original. Cervantes wrote Don 

, Quixo'te- long before any English novel was written and 
that masterly and unromantic romance has exercised a 
powerful influence on aUfiction in Europe. The Sanskrit 
Hitopadesha, Kathasaritsagara, the Pali Buddha Jatakas 
and many narratives were written long before such a 

. thing as the English language was in existence. As 
stories those of the Arabian Nights have never been 
surpassed. There is also a remarkable suggestive 
parallelism between different literatures. In the ancient 
polite literature of the Aryans trre epics come first and 
these are followed by the dramas. In Greece it was the 
same, but any suggestion that this sequence is due to 
Sanskrit influence must be repudiated. The novel is 
1·eally the modern form of the epic and the saga, the 
unfolding of a sustained narrative and the delineation of 
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character. The form is immaterial so long as the stamP 
of individuality is clear. Talce, for example, Chandra­
shekhar, in which Bankim's art shows itself at its best· 
It is unquestionably an epic in prose and characters like 
Pratap and Chandrashekhar are clearly Aryan in con­
ception and might have stepped out of the pages of the 
Mahabharata. Again, the patriotism that throbs and 
rises to hejghts of devotional exaltation in Anandamath 
can never be felt or understood out of Aryan India. The 
greatest writer may owe a great deal to other influences, 
but only a man of the highest genius can achieve what 
Bankim has done. 

The series of papers called Kam.alakanta's Daptar"' 
occupies a place apart. There is no other book precisely 
like it in any other literature. Kamalakanta Chakravarti 
was an opium addict and these papers are supposed to 
have been written by him in scrap books and on stray 
sheets of . paper. The opium habit faintly suggests De 
Quincey's Confessions of an Opium-eater, but there is no 
other similarity of any kind. The character of Kama­
lakanta, the drug-fiend, is that of Bankim himself. Under 
the veneer of the opium-eater's humour and apparent 
absurdities lies a deep, strong, profoundly thoughtful 
personaliiy, the burning heart of an intense patriot, whose 
passionate, eloquent and pathetic reference to the 
Motherland cannot be read without the eyes being 
dimmed with tears. There are papers of sparkling fancy 
and fine poetic imagination, of flashes of irresistible 
raillery and bright banter, and then, without an effort, 
the theme moves to serious purpose and the reader sees 
the pierced and bleeding heart of the patriot bared before 
his eyes. The charm of the style never flags; it bubbles 
over with humour and is pointed with sarcasm. At . the 

• Note-book. 
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. . bl' h ·ghts of passion and next turn 1t rises to the su rme ei d th 
attains the note of prophetic fervour. Persiflage an _e 

. . . t· t the core there 1s slinging of wit form the outer crus , a 
the white flame of truth the ardent devotion of earneSt 

patriotism. Kamalakant~' s Daptar is undeniably a great 

book. d fin. 
Bankim's writings and style leave a very e ite 

and clear impression on the mind. His range is wide; 
he is romancer, critic, humorist, patriot; later on, he wrote 
on religious subjects and translated the Bhagavadgita. 
His Krishnacharitra (The Character of Krishna) is a 
work of great analytical power and dialectic skill. The 
precision and perspicacity of expression are everywhere 
noticeable. In reasoning and controversy the directness. 
and incisiveness of his style are always obvious, but even 
in narrative he is usually pithy and concise, and it is 
only in reflective and descriptive passages that his diction 
flows and sweeps forward in graceful and impassioned 
periods. But through it all one consciousness never 
leaves the reader, namely, the strength of the sty le and 
of the personality behind it. If a single word could 
indicate the preponderating characteristic of Bankim 
Chandra Chatterji's style it would be strength and again 
strength. It were as if he wielded the brand Excalibur 
in one hand and the hammer of Thor in the other. Never 
was intellect more masculine and virile than his, never 
were simple words charged with such tremendous 
strength. Well did Jyotirindranath Tagore, litterateur and 
dramatist, once write that when Bankim met another man 
in controversy his unlucky opponent realized what it was 
to be struck by a thunderbolt. 

During all these years, while Bankim was fashioning 
with his brain and hands a literature which has ensured 
for him a place among the immortals, he was living the-
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-drab and scarcely elevating life of a subordinate magis­
trate transferred periodically from one district to 
-another, and serving under men generally incapable of 
forming any idea of his literary genius. He was not 
always well treated; though towards the end of his ser­
vice he received titles to which he did not attach the 
,slightest importance. His work in office consisted of try­
ing criminal cases and perhaps attending to some details 
of the treasury. It was all petty work and he never 
once spoke of it out of office. It is a sign of no small 
,strength that despite his surroundings and the trivial 
work that occupied so many hours of his time day after 
day he could accomplish so much and turn out literary 
work of such a distinctly high order. 

Some of Bankim Chandra's novels were translated, 
but the translations were not very good and did not con­
vey the attractiveness of his style. Mrs. Knight's trans­
lation of Vishavriksha, however, was appreciated and the 
London · Punch wrote the following two characteristic 
lines about it: 

"Have you read the Poison Tree 
By Bankim Chandra Chatterjee?" 

Bankin?'s widest fame does not · rest upon his great 
novels and other brilliant writings, but_ on the Vande · 

Mataram. song, which appeared in the novel called 
Anandamath (The Happy Monastery) . The story is 
based upon a slight historical foundation , the rebellion 
of a sect of Hindu monks against the Muhammedan power 
in Bengal. While the story was appearing as a serial in 
the Banaadarshan, which had been revh;ed and was 
being edited by Bankim's brother, Sanjib Chandra Chat­
terji, also a Bengali writer of distinction, there was much 
speculation as to the ulterior purpose and motive of the 
:novel. In all the previous books of Bankim it had been 
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noticed that they were placed on the market without 
any press notices or extracts from favourable reviews. 
Bankim was a proud man by nature and he would not 
permit his books to be advertised backed by the com­
mendations of the Press. His name was sufficient to 
,ensure the popularity and sale of his works, though the 
buyers of books in those days were few. In the case of 
Anandamath alone Bankim made an exception. To pre­
vent · misunderstanding and attribution of any ulterior 
motive he attached to Anandamath, when it appeared as 
~ book, the opinion of the Liberal, a newspaper then 
edited by Krishna Bihari Sen, the youngest brother of 
Keshub Chunder Sen, and a scholarly, thoughtful writer 
and critic. It was the only instance in which a book 
written by Bankirn appeared with a press notice. 

Neither at the time Anandamath was running as a 
serial nor on its appearance as a book did the Vande 
Mataram song attract any particular attention or create 
any stir. O~y one incident, now nearly forgotten, can 
be recalled in this connexion. A certain Bengali poet 
who owed much of his popularity to Bankim's apprecia~ 
tion in the Bangadarshan, had a discussion with Bankim 
about this song. He wanted to know why it had been 
composed partly in Sanskrit and partly in Bengali. 
Bankim replied that he saw no objection to such a method 
considering the peculiar character of the song, but his 
interrogator persisted with his questions and objections 
,until Bankim abruptly closed the discussion by saying 
that he had composed the song as it occurred to him and 
there was no more to be said. This mingling of languages 
was, perhaps, the promise of that far off divine event the 
mingling of · the various peoples of India into a s:ngle 
and united nation as the children of the same mother, 
the Motherland! 
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Anandamath appeared in book form in the -early 
eighties of the last century and the Vande Mataram song 
lay buried in it for nearly twenty-five years, and was 
hardly ever sung in private or public. The tune to which 
it had been originally set was scarcely in keeping with 
the solemn impressiveness of the words. In 1905 came- . 
the Partition of Bengal and then this song leaped into 
sudden glorious life, electrifying the frenzied and harrow­
ed feelings of Bengal by its exalted adoration of the: 
Motherland, the exquisite beauty of language and expres-, 
sion, the intensity of devotion and the purifying and'. 
elevating influence on the mind and the spirit. And from. 
Bengal the song and the words passed over all India as a 
Jiving and unifying force, the rallying call of nationalism. 
Whenever the national heart is stirred the cry of Vande­
Mataram is heard. Wherever Indians congregate, whe­
ther it is in England or in America, Australia or Japan, 
the greeting is ever Vande Mataram, and every gather­
ing, political, social or any other, ends with shouts of 
Vande Jllfatararn. 

Here, then, is the answer to the perplexed question 
put to the composer of the song by the Bengali . poet who 
Jacked vision. If the song had been composed in Bengali 
throughout, how could it have been taken up by theWholei 
population of India speaking such a bewildering variety 
of languages? There is at present no man, woman, or 
child in India, who is an Indian by birth, that does not 
know the first two lines of the Vctnde Mataram . song. 
How did Bankim himself come to write it? A story has 
come down the years, and some reliable persons have­
vouched for it, that Bankim had said on one occasion 
that a time would come when this song would be heard 
in every mouth. Had he a prophetic intuition of this 
kind? To this question no answer can be given. That 
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the song was inspired may be readily believed. Whether 
the inspiration was conscious or unconscious is beyond 
-oui· knowledge and understanding. There is a po'Yer out­
.side of man that impels him at times to compass some 
_great purpose without any conscious volition on his part. 
It may be the light of genius, it may be the spirit of 
prophecy; whatever it was, the Vande lVIataram song was 
not composed for Bengal alone. The portion composed 
in Bengali presents no difficulty as regards its universal 
.acceptance throughout India. The Sanskrit is so simple 
that it can be understood even by those who are ignorant 
-of that classical language. In northern and southern 
.India, to people speaking languages derived from a Sans­
krit or Prakrit origin, to others who speak languages 
.derived from the Dravidian stock, this universal song is 
as simple as their own language·: 

As a national anthem this song is unique. There is 
an ·assurance of strength and the vanquishing of an enemy, 
but there is no note of exultation and defiance usually so 
.characteristic of such compositions. There is a vast differ­
ence. between invoking the homeland as the Fatherland 
and apostrophiz~g it as the Motherland. The first perso­
nifies roughness and arrogance, the second is the embodi­
ment of gentleness and sweetness. From the first word 
to the last the Va~de Mataram song is a hymn of adora­
tion, and an oflermg of love and reverence. The land, 
the fertile country of Bengal, is saluted as the Mother 
of seven crores of children. It is g),prified as a land of 
plenty, fruitful and bestowing many blessings upon her 
sons. The chatge of her weakness is repudiated, but still 
there is_ no note of vainglory, no wild challenge shouted 
to the four winds of heaven. The patriot who sang first 
this immortal song in Anandamath was weeping as he 
sang it. This is not the proud attitude and mood of 
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defiance, but of utter humility and an overwhelming 
love. It is a song of ·devotion, the prayer of the devotee, 
who worships the image of the Mother. This song exalts. 
patriotism as a religion; patriotism is not depicted as an. 

aggressive sentiment, but a feeling that fills the heart 
with love and the spirit with gratitude. The patriots of 
the Happy Monastery belonged to an order of monksi, 
monks militant but not the Jess religious on that accounL 
Other patriotic songs in other lands mention the great­
ness and power of the country, the fearlessness and 
puissance of the people; this song celebrates the beauty of 
the land, the green-clad corn fields, the soft scented breeze­
from the south, the glad nights with the white moonlight, 
the flowers everywhere in bloom, the musical notes of 
the birds, the boons freely bestowed by the loving and 
prodigal Mother. The ~dent Sanskrit saying represents 
the mother and the Motherland as more exalted than 
heaven and the singer who first sang the Vande Mataram 
song reaffirmed this sentiment. The song is in keeping 
with the tradition and temperament of the ancient people­
of India. Bankim is great as the creator of a fine litera­
ture of remarkable beauty and power, but he is greater 
as the high priest of a pure and noble· patriotism, the­
composer of one of the loftiest and most beautif\11 an~ep:is, 
in the literature of the world. 

And this man, so great, so gifted, so highly inspired, 
never stood in the limelight and consistently and reso­
lutely shunned the light of publicity. From his quiet 
study he exercised a power of which he was fully con­
scious and he dominated the literature of Bengal with 
his genius and virile strength, but he was rarely, ~fever, 
seen in public. He disliked all demonstrations and his 
countrymen, in his time, were not so demonstrative as 
they are now. To the last he followed the course of 
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Bengali literature with unabating vigilance, and every 
new writer of promise received cordial encouragement 
from him. Many were not admitted to his intimacy, but­
he was always accessible to young aspirants in literature. 
The profound thoughtfulness of his nature was concealed. 
underneath a light exterior. He was a man of superb 
silences, of long solitary hours spent in profound thought. 
The little room outside his ancestral residence at Kantal­
para, a few mile; from Calcutta on the Eastern Bengal 
Railway, was the scene of many night vigils, much 
thought and high literary work. Numbered by years his 
life was not long; he was born in 1838 and died in 1894, 
and was fifty-six years of age at the time of his death. 
He died as he had lived and no crowd followed his re­
mains to the cremation ground at Nimtola Ghat in Cal· 
cutta. I was present. The sun was setting and the river 
Hoogly was flowing silently. On his countenance was 
the solemn majesty of d:eath and the stamp of an ineffable· 
peace. It was the final and beautiful slumber that know& 
no, e;wak~g. · The' setting sun lighted up the features 
in perfect repose and cast a halo around the splendid head 
which had finished its triumphant work. 

In a country like India, a land of diverse peoples and 
many tongues, the inspired genius of Bankim created a 
common bond of nationhood with the Vande Mataram 
song. Over every man, Woman and child who utters or 
sings Vande Mataram hovers the spirit of the Master who 
had link~d a whole nation together with the words of a 
song, a song that will be heard as the hymn of a free India 
in the centuries to come. Those who have not read the 
book Anandamath. in the original may be interested to 
learn how the song is introduced in the novel. A house­
holder named Mahendra met Bhavananda one of the 
fighting monks of the Happy Monastery, in c'ircumstances 



96 NOBLE LIVES 

which made Mahendra believe that the other man was a 
free-hooter. While they were together Bhavananda sang 
the first bar of the song. Mahendra was rather surprised 
and somewhat perplexed-who was this Mother possess­
ed of sweet water and sweet fruits, fanned by the san­
dal-scented breeze from the south, clad in green corn? 
He asked, who is the Mother? 

Bhavananda gave no reply, but sang the second bar 
·of the song. Astonished, Mahendra exclaimed, "But this 
is the country, not the mother". 

Thereupon Bhavananda burst out in words that 
thrilled with feeling and fervour, "We know no other 
Mother-Janani janmabhmnishcha svargadapi gareeyasi, 
the mother and the land of birth are more exalted than 
heaven. We declare that the land that gave us birth is 
the only Mother-we have n::> mother, no father, no bro­
ther, neither have we wife, son, hearth or home, we have 
only the . sujalii, suphalii, malayaja-shitalP, shasyashya­
maui-" 

Then Mahendra understood and said, "Sing it over 
.again". Bhavananda sang and as he sang he wept: 

Vande Mataram! 
Sujawm suphaliim, 11Utlayaja shitalam, 

Shasyashyimaliim, Mataram! 
Shubhrajyotsnii pulakitay.:iminim, 

Phullakusumita drumadala shobhinim, 
Su1uisinim, sumadhura bhashinim, 
-Sukhadam, varadjm, Miitara~! 

Saptakotikanrha kalalcala niniida karfll 
Dvisaptakoti bhujair dhrita-khara karaviile 

Abala kena mJ eta bale! 
Bahubala dharinim, namami tari~im, 

Ripudalaviiri~im Mataram! 



BANK.IM: CHANDRA CHATTERJI 

Tumi vidya, tumi dharma, 
Tumi hridi, tumi marma, 
Tvam hi pTiiTJiih sharire! 
Bahute tumi ma shakti, 
Hridaye tumi ma bhakti, 

Tomarayipratima gari, mandiTe mandire! 
Tvam hi Durgii !lashapraharaT_la dha-riTJi, 

Kamala, KamaLadaLavihiiTiTJi, 
VaTJi, vidyadayini namami tvam, 

Namami Kama.lam, amalam, atulam, 
Sujalam, suphalam, Mataram, 

Vande Mata.ram! 
Shyamalam, saralam, susmitiim, bhushiwm, 

DharaT_1im, bharaT_1im, M,itaram! 

Obeisance to thee, Mother! 
Sweet is thy water, sweet are thy fruits, cool is the 

Sandal-scented breeze from the south, 
Green are thy cornfields, Mother! 

G.laddened are thy nights by the white moonlight, 
Decked art thou by the trees with flowers in bloom, 

Sweet-smiling, sweet-spoken, 
Bestower of happiness and boons, Mother! 

Terrible with the shouts rising from seventy million 
throats, 
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Twice seventy million hands armed with edged swords, 
Why do they call thee feeble, Mother! 

Possessed of mighty strength, saviour, I bow to thee! 
Vanquisher of the enemy, Mother! 

Thou art knowledge, the faith art thou, 
Thou art the heart, the core thou, 

Thou art the life in the body, 
Thou art the strength in the arm, 

The devotion in the heart, 
7 
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Thy image we build in temple after temple! 
Thou art Durga holding ten weapons, 

Lakshmi art thou seated on the petals of the lotus, 
Sarasvati thou, the giver of knowledge, to thee I bow, 

I bow to thee, Lakshmi, the pure, the peerless, 
Sweet-watered, sweet-fruited Mother! 

Obeisance to thee,.,Mother! d 
Green-hued, unsophisticated, sweet-smiling, ornamente ~ 

Nourisher of the Earth, Mother!"' 

• English rcn<lcri~c late :\Ir. Nagcndranath Gupta, the author. 



4. RABINDRANATH TAGORE 
(1861 - 1941) 

I 
THE MAN AND THE POET . 

Strong in the human heart is the desire to claim 
kinship as between man and man, between the man 
standing in the ruck and the man standing apart ?n a:1 
eminence that others may not share with him. It 1s this 
human feeling, and not merely the spur of curiosity, that 
stimulates the desire for knowledge about the personal 
peculiarities of great men and women. The baser form 
of curiosity is usually satisfied with the knowledge of 
such important events as the donning and doffing of a 
royal hat, but men desire to know more of the ways of 
those who are great in their own personal right. 
Between all men there is the bond of a common 
humanity, common frailties and a common mortality. 
And when some man towers above his fellows because 
he happens to have been touched by the magic wand of 

· genius, men wish to assure themselves that he is still 
one of them, unlike them in some respects, but very like 
them in others. 

Of the millions that come and go in the never-ending 
procession of life and death the world retains no trace: 
a pinch of ashes here and a handful of dust there, dust 
unto dust. The earth covers the nameless legion with 
the mantle of oblivion. Not all: for now and again, out 
of this mass of vanishing humanity, some one leaves 
behind him some living thought, some deathless message, 
some creation of beauty that does not die, that eludes 
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the death-grip of time, and pulses and throbs with life 
through the passing centuries. The two are easily de­
tachable, the man who goes the way of all flesh and the 
achievement that does not depart: It is of such a man 
that we wonderingly ask, what manner of man was this 
that lived and died as other men, and yet is living still, 
deathless in death? 

If it were not for the heritage left by such men 
humanity would be poor indeed, with the stark poverty 
of a barren and arid past, a flat and unstimulating present 
and a future without promise. Here in India millions 
who look upon Rama as an incarnation of God and utter 
his ·name living and dying are barely conscious of what 
they owe to the Rishi who composed the Ramayana_. 
Those whq speak of the principal characters in this sub­
limest of epics as mere myths do not understand that 
to a whole nation Rama is as real as the conception of 
the deity in many lands. History is a thing of yesterday 
and most of the great things happened long before history 
came to be written. The Ramayana is not merely a book 
to be read at leisure and to be put back on the shelf. It 
has been for more years than history can count an im­
portant part of the spiritual pabulum of one of the most 
ancient races of. the world. Every stratum of ,Hindu 
society is penetrated through and through .by the living 
influence of the story of the Ramayana. Rama, intensely 
human in his trials and sufferings, is an avatar whOS€' 
divinity has never been questioned; Sita, whose life-story 
is a long drawn tragedy, is the ideal of all womanhood 
for all time. Year after year the passion-play of the 
Ramayana prings home to the mind of the humblest 
Hindu its power and pathos, its idealism and its lofty 
teachings. And yet but for the Rishi-bard Valmiki there 
would have been no Ramayana, none of the characters 
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which are as immortal as the gods. Beyond what is 
mentioned in the epic itself, we know nothing about this 
earliest and greatest of poets. What, again, does the 
world know about Kalidasa, the master-singer who saw 
and depicted beauty as no other poet has done, before 
or since? The man, however great, passes, indistinguish­
able from the herd; his work, if it bears the hall-mark 
of immortality, endures. 

And hence this human and normal interest in the 
great Indian poet, whose fame encompasses the world 
today, whose name is on every lip and whose likeness is 
to be found in a hundred thousand homes in every coun­
try in the world. No modern poet has ever attained such 
fame as has come to Rabindranath Tagore.- There is 
scarcely any language in the world in which some of 
his works have not been translated, there is hardly any 
important city in the world in which his figure has not 
been seen and his voice has not been heard. He has 
moved, as a classic writer whose place among the immor­
tals is already assured. And everywhere men and women 
have waxed enthusiastic over the dignity and fascination 
of his personality. This is the appeal of the man to his 
fellow-men as distinguished from the impersonal appeal 
of genius apart from the man and unrestricted by limita­
tions of time. _A great man of genius may be physic­
ally unattractive, but in the case of this Bengali poet 
nature has been bountiful inside and out, and the dis­
tinction of the man is as remarkable •as the genius of the 
poet is great. As he appears today, with the fine linea­
ments of his face and his silver locks, flowing beard and 
wonderful eyes, he resembles a Rishi stepping out of a 
sylvan glade in ancient Aryavarta, or a patriarch full of 
wisdom moving in the sight of God. I can recall him as 
he looked when he was just twenty years of age, slender, 
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h. waist. He 
tall, with his black hair curling down to 15 elegant 
was fairly famous even then as a poet and a~ iter ,, 
prose-,irriter. I remember an eminent Bengali wb~ dr' 

R 1n a-
who died several years ago, then wrote about a • 

. b t warn­
nath Tagore predicting a gre~t future for hun, u d "ts of 
ing him against being carried away by the plau 

1 
d t 

the public. It was a rhetorical effusion addresse t 
0 

"Brother Handclap" and entreating this brother no~ 0 

. . d nstrations turn Rabmdranath's head by excessive erno h 
of goodwill. I wonder what this writer would ave 
thought if he had been living today and had been an eye­
witness to the world-~de homage that has been tbe 
guerdon of the poet. "Brother Handclap" has not suc­
ceeded in doing much damage to Rabindranath. As a 

· · t d matter of fact, an answer to this writer was anticipa e 
ir, one of the early songs of the poet: 

"Have I come into the world as a beggar for fame, 
to win handclaps by stringing words together? Who 
will awake today, who will work, who wants to wipe out 
the shame of the Mother?" 

A few years later Bankim Chandra Chatterji, then 
the greatest writer in Bengali literature and creator of 
the Vande Mataram song, suggested to Rabindranath that 
he should write an epic poem to establish his reputatio~ 
as a poet. The reply came after some time in some beauti­
ful lines addressed to the Lyric Muse as his beloved: 

"I had a mind to enter the lists for the composition 
of an epic poem, but I do not know when my fancy struck 
your jingling bangles and broke into a thousand songs. 
Owing to that unexpected accident the epic poem, 
shattered into atoms, is lying at your feet." 

Nearly fifty years of comradeship may constitute some 

• Akshay Chandra Sircar. 
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slight claim to an intimate knowledge of a man's nature, 
though I am not so presumptuous as to imagine that it 
is of any advantage in measuring the poet's genius. His 
Works are accessible to all readers and competent critics, 
either in the original or in translations, and are already 
a part of the literature of the world. Still I have the 
rnemory of having listened to many poems and songs 
fresh from the pen of the poet and recited or sung in 
his matchless voice, of many intimate rambles in the 
flower-strewn fields of literature, of wide ranges of con­
versation. Many of the friends who forgathered with us 
are no more, and as the sunset of life is coming on apace, 
the lengthening shadows of the past are receding in the 
distance behind us. The years that have brought much 
fame for Rabindranath have also brought him many 
sorrows, domestic bereavements of which the world 
knows nought. 

Of school and university education Rabindranath has 
had no_ share. ~ a boy he attended school for a very 
sho:t trme, but his delicate and sensitive nature rebelled 
against the thoughtless indiscrimination hi h 
f d" · lin • w c passes or iscip e; neither was the comp . h" anions 1p of the . 
age schoolboy to his l"k" H ave1 -1 mg. e shook the d t f h 
school from his feet after a brief expe . bus O t e 

. . nence ut at h 
he was a careful and diligent student d h ome 
posing poetry at a very early age H. an e began com-
as a young lad, but he did not at~em e went to_ En~land 
for the Ind" c· .1 S . pt to qualify either 

1an 1v1 erv1ce or the B 
ever, for some time with Mr He ar. He read, how-
much struck b th 1 · nry Morley, who was 

Y e e egance and f . nath's E 1· h . . accuracy o Rabmdra-
ng lS composition D • h " . 

England Rabi"nd th · urmg is so1oum in rana used to • 
which were publ"sh d d . . write Bengali letters, 1 e , escr1b1ng hi E 1· h riences. For a lad in h" s ng 1s expe-

15 teens the descriptions were 
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remarkably vivid and showed considerable powers of 
observation. · On his return to India two things were 
noticeable: he was entirely unaffected by his visit to 
England in his ways of living; he never put on the Euro­
pean dress and acquired no European habits. The other 
thing was that in spite of his undoubted command over 
the English language and his extensive reading of Eng­
lish literature he rarely wrote in English. All his literary 
work, and even his correspondence, was done in Bengali. 
Until he began translating his own poems he had made no 
serious attempt to write in English, and now by his trans­
lations, his lectures and his letters he ranks as a great 
original English writer. 

If genius is a capacity for taking infinite pains and hard 
and sustained work, the Indian poet has amply demons­
trated it by his unswerving devotion to literature. Of 
course, the original spark must be there, for it is absurd 
to contend that genius is latent in every man and can be 
brought out by unremitting toil. You cannot delve down 
into the bowels of the earth anywhere at random to find 
a precious stone. Our poet has fed the flame of his genius 
steadily and loyally, and the light that he has kindled 
has penetrated as a gentle and illuminating radiance to 
the remotest comers of the earth. Poetry, drama· and­
fiction have been enriched by his contributions, and he 
has shed fresh lustre upon various departments of human 
thought. Nor has he been heedless to the call of his 
country, though his temperament is unsuited for the din 
and jar of practical politics. He presided once over a 
political conference and delivered a profoundly thought­
ful address in Bengali. When Bengal was embittered by 
the partition of that Province and feelings ran high, the 
heart of the poet-patriot was deeply stirred and the songs 
he then composed were sung everywhere, at public 
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meetings and in processions, by prisoners in prison vans. 
and prison cells, by women in the home and by boys in_ 

the streets. Two or three years later, Rabindranath. 
narrowly escaped having a signal political distinction 
confe1Ted upon him by the Government of Bengal. He 
had read a certain paper in Bengali at a crowded meeting. 
in Calcutta and it was published in the usual course_ 
Shortly afterwards he received an official letter from Mr. 
Chief Secretary Macpherson conveying the warning of 
the Bengal Government against what was considered a. 
seditious speech. The Government stayed their hand so 
far that they did not fprthright launch a prosecution. 
Rabindranath told me that he sent no reply to this letter,. 
but though this little incident is not generally known, it 
is well worth being recorded as the first official apprecia-­
tion in India of the Indian poet. For some time the 
school established and maintained by Rabindranath at. 
Bolp~r and now known all over the civilized world as. 
Visva-Bharati was under grave suspicion as a hotbed 
of ·sedition. It was a fair and accurate index of the­
working of the official mind in India . 

. A few more years passed and the Nobel Prize for­
Literature was awarded to Rabindranath Tagore. How 
did this come about? The panels which make the selec­
ti~ns for the award of the various Nobel Prizes are con­
~btut~d of men who know nothing about the language 
In which the works of the Indian poet are written. It is 
contemptuously designated an Indian.provincial vernacu­
lar language, as if every living language in the world is 
not the vernacular and the mother tongue of some people 
En lish . 
h g may be a classical language but we have not 

eard that the vernacular of Englan'd is Hebrew! All 
th;_t the judges had before them was a thin volume in 
w ich the Poet had rendered into English a few of his 
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original poems in Bengali. It was not a metrical trans­
lation, but the spirit and soul of poetry were to be found 

in the marvellously musical and rhythmical lines. . Th~y 
disclosed a hitherto unrevealed subtlety of fascinat1on 1,n 
the English language, with delicate nuances of the poets 
own touch. Even so, the judges could have sc~cely 
realized that in going so far east as India and makmg a 
selection from a race ruled by a nation in Europe they 
were conferring a great honour upon the Nobel Prize 
itself, for in the list of Nobel prizemen no name stands 
higher today than that of R~bindranath Tagore. 

A large and influential deputation from Calcutta waited 
upon the poet at Bolpur in his country home, well named 
the "Abode of Peace", to congratulate him on his having 
been awarded the Nobel Prize. In his reply the poet 
spoke with a shade of bitterness. Was not all his work 
done in his own country and were not his books acces­
sible to all readers in Bengal? Those that had given him 
the Nobel Prize had only _seen a few of his poems in 
translation and did not know a word of the language in 
which they were originally written. The poet was right, 
for was it not humiliating that his countrymen in Bengal 
should have waited for recognition of his genius to have 
come home all the way l'ound from Europe? ln them-·­
troduction, written about this time, to his valuable work, 
1-l Study of Inda-Aryan Civilisation, Mr. Havell writes: 
"If Anglo-India or the Calcutta University had awarded 
a prize for literature, open to the world, neither would 
have discovered a Bengali poet." Unfortunately, it is a 
besetting weakness of our people that they see through 
other people's eyes and cannot always appreciate worth 
for its own sake. If a man gets a good Government 
appointment, or some trumpery title, there is an epidemic 
of entertainments in his honour and he is acclaimed as a 
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hero so long as the novelty of his distinction lasts. 
b If not widely popular, the name of Rabindranath had 

e~n a. household word in Bengal even before the Nobel 
- Pr1.Ze ,.. d h" H" d . ·a11 h : vvas conferre upon un. 1s poems an spec1 y 

_is songs were known everywhere, and there was not a 
single Bengali home in which his songs were not sung. 
The Inost striking tribute is that of imitation, and this 
has heen rendered to him in abounding measure, for 
!h~re is hardly any Bengali writer of verse who has not 
imitated Rabindranath's language, his metrical originality 
~d Versatility and his unmistakable distinction, though 
0 course the supremacy of the Master remains undis­
puted. 

t· The Nobel Prize looms large in the world's estima­
~on and yet one wonders whether a money prize is the 
. est tribute to genius. For a struggling author the prize 
: a considerable sum of money and Rabindranath himself· 

l
·ast received letters inquiring how the Swedish prize for 
1 eratu thousanX: may be won. ~ut while it is only about eight 
ing ch ~ 0 unds of English money, a heavy-weight box­
sand d~Pion may earn a prize of eight hundred thou­
pulp! Raarsb_ dby having his head and face mashed into 

in ranath h" 
Prize money fo h. unself kept no part of the Nobel 

r is own b h amount to tl v· use, ut anded over the whole 
1c 1sva-Bhar t· . . 

late Anatole France and Ga 1. Literary giants like the 
fused to retain the money ~;g: Bernard S~aw have r~ 
personal B t th he Nobel Prize for their 

use. u e present a . 
Almighty Doll ... r and th t 6e 1s ruled by the 
b 

« e grea est write 
ooks are considered "best ll " . rs are those whose 

even by this standard _se ers m th~ market. Judged 
place, for a . 

1 
G Rabmdranath easily holds the first 

sing e erman fi h 
copies of some f h" b rm as sold five million 
the turf, it is th O b is oaks. To borrow a phrase from 

e eSt stayer that wins a race, and the life 
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of a book is to be measured not by its vogue for a season 
but by its passing the ordeal of time. 

What detracts greatly from the intrinsic value ?f 
the Nobel Prize is that it is an annual award. How is 
it possible to discover a great name in literature every­
year when a century may pass without producing a 
really great writer? Consequently, the prize has fre­
quently to be given to mediocre writers whose reputation 
cannot b~ enhanced by any prize. It is somewhat like 
the appointment of a Poet Laureate in England. What 
great names besides those of Tennyson and Wordsworth 
are to be found in the list of English Laureates? The 
royal seal and sign manual can create ministers and 
governors but not a poet who fills his place by right 
divine and holds a commission from God Himself. Lord 
Dewar, a master of epigram and perhaps the wittiest 
living after-dinner speaker, recently said at a dinner of 
the Institute of Painters in London, "Poets are born-and 
not paid". This fine epigram was gamished with a story 
about the present English Poet Laureate, who refused 
to give the press reporters an interview when he hap­
pened to be in America some time ago. The next morn­
ing the New York papers came out with the attractive 
headline, "The King's Canary Won't Chirp!" The-King's 
canary is sometimes only a house-sparrow faked to look 
like a canary, but its chirp gives it away. Nor can a 
gift of money add to a poet's reputation. Money is here 
today and gone tomorrow, and has no element of stability. 
Therefore, in ancient Rome they crowned the poet and 
the man of genius with the laurel crown a handful of 
~vergreen leaves, emblematic of the freshness and im­
mortality of fame. It could be had for the mere plucking, 
but not all the gold in the world can produce a single 
leaf of laurel. 
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Among the messages of congratulations received by " 
the Indian poet there was one of genuine respect and 
hon1.age from the late Mr. E. S. Montagu, the Under­
.Secretary and afterwards Secretary of State for India . 
. At the next distribution of honours Rabindranath 
·received a knighthood. There may or may not be some 
connexion between these two incidents, but it is a spe­
,culation of no interest. All that has to be noted is that 
1:he Government of the country displayed an interest in 
the poet on two occasions: first, when they threatened him 
.as a purveyor of sedition and the next time when they 
conferred upon him. a knighthood in the wake of the 
Nobel Prize. This is not the end of the story, for there 
is a glorious sequel to it. When the Punjab lay pros­
trate under the iron heel of martial law, bruised, bleeding, 
outraged and martyred, the great patriot heart of Rabin­
<lranath went out in throbbing sympathy to his stricken 
eountrymen in that Province, and he cast away from him, 
:in incligµant protest, the knighthood with which he had 
been, honoured. The letter that he wrote to Lord 
Chehnsford on that occasion will remain a historical and 
~uman document of a lofty and dignified protest couched 
m ~a?'guage of singular force and eloquence. And his 
<lec1S1on has been accepted without question throughout 
the world, for no one now thinks of addressing him a 
a knight. By surrendering his title Rabindranat~ 
flun d • . g own his gauntlet as a challenge to oppression and 
it Was a deed more truly knightly than the breaki~g of 
a lance in a joust of arms. .. 
to ~ t different times it has been the privilege of genius 

~hsregard the conventions of social life and to live 
amidst pi t b. . c uresque, 1zarre surroundings. But the 
blandishments f B h · h . o o etn1a ave never had the slightest 
attraction for Rab· d th T · 1n rana agore. In lus hern-1.itage of 
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peace, surrounded by the young Brahmachari scholars of 
Visva-Bharati, teachers and learned men from distant 
lands, he has brought back the atmosphere of the open­
air teaching of the ancient Aryans. At Bolpur he is 
revered and addressed as Gurudeva, just as the Rishis 
and teachers of ancient India were addressed by their 
disciples. To such of our countrymen as delight in the 
garb of the West and look upon England and Europe as 
the Mecca of their dreams, a visit to Bolpur may prove 
something of a shock. Tin1e and again, the magnet of 
Rabindranath's personality has drawn famous and learned 
scholars of Europe to his academy. During their stay 
these learned pundits from the West discard the ·stiff 
and inelegant clothing of Europe for the graceful raiment 
of Bengal. But for the strange and humiliating obsession 
which is euphemistically called the cultural domination 
of Europe, no thought would have ever come . to Indians 
of exchanging their own costumes for European clothing. 
There is so little imagination and such lack of individual 
choice in the West that practically all Europe and Ame­
rica have only a single kind of dress. Apart from climatic 
suitability, so far as western countries may be concerned, 
I can conceive of nothing more inartistic than the clothes 
of Europe with their close fit, straight lines and sharp 
angles, making a man look like a rectangle set upon two 
straight lines. So great an authority as Thomas Alva 
Edison has, condemned the garments of Europe and 
America without reserve on the ground that they cramp 
a man's movements and his life. On the other hand, 
most Indian costumes are full of grace, generously fash­
ioned, giving free movement to the limbs, and falling in 
artistic curves and folds. There is no more attractive 
head-dress anywhere than the turban of the Punjab, no 
upper garment so well-proportioned or so suggestive of 
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dignity as the robe worn in Northern India, no costume 
so wholly beautiful as that of Bengal, the chadar being 
an improvement on the Roman toga. I recollect two 
American ladies, cultured and widely travelled, telling 
me that they had nowhere seen a costume more graceful 
than that worn by Bengalis. Rabindranath has written 
some spirited verses rebuking his countrymen who mas­
querade in the garb of Europe. The robes that Rabindra­
nath himself wears while travelling in foreign lands are 
distinguished by originality and individuality. There is 
probably no Indian living who is in deeper sympathy 
with the intellect of Europe, or has better assimilated 
the finest literature of that continent, but he has not made 
the mistake of accepting the husk for the kernel of Euro­
pean culture. 

Does the Nobel Prize afford an explanation of the 
wonderful . reception accorded to Rabindranath Tagore 
in the West and the Far East? Rudyard Kipling, the 
much-belauded poet of the Empire, is also a Nobel Prize­
holder. If he .were to undertake· a tour of the world would 
he be acclaimed in the same manner as the Indian poet? 
For Rabindranath the Nobel Prize has served as an in­
troduction to the West, but that is all. For the rest, the 
Nobel Prize has been of no more use to him than his 
cast-off knighthood. From continent to continent, country 
to country, capital to capital, he has passed as a vision 
of light, East and West rendering him the obeisance due 
to a_ world-teacher. It has been a reyal progress and 
Rabindranath has moved like a king, aye, a king of 
hearts playing with wizard fingers upon the heart-strings 
of the nations. The great ones of the world have vied 
with _one another in doing him all possible honour, learned 
and intellectual men have received him as a leader and 
elder brother, the Universities have opened wide their 
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-0oors in scholastic welcome, men and women have joStled 
-one another for a sight of this pof. t and prophet fro~ 
the East. He has lectured to crowded audiences m 
.English which was subsequently translated mto the local 
.language. He has recited his poems in the original Ben­
-gall to hushed houses which listened, without under­
standing the words, to the music of his voice. In China, 
the representative of the dethroned Manchu dynasty pre­
sented him with an imperial robe. Everywhere and in 
all lands he has been greeted and acclaimed with an 
enthusiasm and a reverence of which the world holds no 
parallel. 

Since at the moment we are concerned more with 
the man than with the poet, it may be fittingly asked 
whether apart from his great gifts Rabindranath has any 
claim to greatness. The answer is, strip him of his God­
•given dower of song, even as he himself has laid aside 
his man-made title of distinction, talce away from him 
his treasure of wisdom garnered during the years, and · 
still he is great-great in ·his lofty character, great in the 
blameless purity of his life, great in his unquenchable 
love for the land of his birth, undeniably great in his 
deep and earnest religiousness and the faith that. ,rises . 
. as an incense to his Maker. As a mere man he is air 

exemplar whom his countrymen, in all reverence and 
.all humility, may well endeavour to follow. 

As a poet Rabindranath has won wider celebrity than 
any poet in his own lifetime. His works, or parts of 
them, are familiar to most readers in Europe, Asia and 
America. The best translations in English are by himself 
and these have been translated into other languages. 
·Critics in Europe and America, almost without exception. 
have bestowed high praise on his writings and ranked 
him among the great poets of the world. Occasionally 
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:the criticism is shallow, specially when the Indian poet 
h.as been compared to some European poet. A compari­
Son between two writers in two different languages may 
-have the merit of suggestion, but it is not helpful to con-
--structive criticism. A critic iwho und,ertakes suQb. a 
~ornparison must satisfy his readers that he has read both 
·Writers in the original with full understanding. I doubt 
-Whether any European critic can make such an assertion 
in regard to the poetical writings- of Rabindranath Tagore. 
~ English admirer of the poet, who has resided in India 
for · some time, claims to have read him in the 01·iginal 
-Bengali and he considers the Indian writer in some res­
.Peets superior to Victor Hugo. He has not, however, 
'thought of comparing the poet to any English writer . 
. lf an Indian critic were to make such a comparison he 
~hould be asked whether he has read the works of Victor 
.liugo in the original French. The similarity between 
the French and the Indian writers is in their versatility 
•and range of creative genius. Both are masters of prose 
~~- y_erse, both are writers of prose and fiction, both 
have written dramatic and lyric poetry, both are child­
lovers and have tendered the homage of exquisite song 
-to the sovereignty of childhood. There the comparison 
ends and it can be can·ied no further, because the two 
~riters belong to two widely divergent schools. Tennyson 
rightly called Victor Hugo the 'Stormy Voice of France'. 
"The great French poet was 'Lord of human tears' but he 
-vvas in his element in the Sturm un.d Drang of nature 
and human passions. 'French of the French' he smote 
~d withered Napoleon Le Petit with the flail 'and fire of 
his scorn and his b · h'li · · . urrung P 1 pp1cs 1n prose and verse. 
He nicknamed Napoleon III the 'Little' in contrast with 
Napoleon the Great. The Muse of the Indian poet moves 
in the glory of early dawn and seeks the gathering sha-

8 
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dow~ .of evening. She finds her pleasure, not in the­
storm and stress, but in the smiling beauties of, nature. 
~he haunts the moonlight and strays in the· ripe and 
~aving corn. She listens to the voice of the sandal­
s~_en~ wind. from . the south and knocks gently -at the­
qoor of the human heart . . 

In the case of a great poet or writer contemporary 
j,udgement may not always be in agreement -with the 
ultimate verdict of posterity. A man standing close to­
the foot of a mountain cannot form a correct estimate of 
its height or its imposing position in the landscape. 
Similarly, a certain perspective of time is nece!sary for 
an accurate appreciation of a great original writer or­
creative genius. But the faculty of criticism has grown 
with . the development of literature and we cannot expect 
the suspension. of contemporary judgement in the case of 
any writer, great .or small. That judgement as regards: 
the Indian poet is entirely gratifying and will be endorsed 
by future generations of critics. Rich and varied as is 
the output of Rabindranath's literary work, he stands 
pre-eminent as a lyric poet. The world of readers out­
side his own province of Bengal knows him only through 
the medium of translations. Poetry divides itself easily 
into three main sections, epic, dramatic and lyri~-,_t.Ju,.:." 
three clearly demarcated and separated by wide stretches 
of time and the evolution of the human intellect. Of these, 
epic poetry is somewhat easy of translation, because its 
essence is narrative. Some loss is unavoidable in trans­
lation, but the outlines and central structure of an epic· 
can be retained even in a new language. Drama is more 
difficult, but the excellent renderings into English of the 
powerful Greek tragedies prove that the difficulties of 
translation are not insuperable. A fine lyrical poem is 
the despair of the translator. A great epic is fashioned 
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.in :a, Titanic mould of which a cast may be taken. A 
drama · is . a panoramic view of human nature and may 
be copied,· But a beautiful lyric is a sparkling little 

. jewel of , which every. facet is carefully .cut by the poet-

. jeweller and · its setting is the language in which it is 
composed. Any duplication or imitation of such a gem 
may prove . to be mere paste. To be fully .appreciated a 
lyrical poem must be read in the original with du·e un­
derstanding of the language in which it is written. · It is 
a compact and component whole from which no part can 
.be sep~ated from another. The words, the figures, the 
metre are all wedded together. Rabinclranath has 
translated his poems as no one else could have done, but 
how is it possible to convey in another language the 
grace, the metrical arrangement and the musical har­
mony of the words of the original poems? 

It can scarcely be expected that readers and ad­
mirers in. far off lands will learn the language of Bengal 
to read the works of the Bengali poet as originally writ­
~:P, J;u:,.d,ia•,, itself is a land of many languages, and out­
side Bengal Indian re.aders have to read the English 
translations of the poet. I rem~ber several years be­
fore Rabinclranath received the Nobel Prize Gopal 
Krishna Gokhale, politician and mathematician, learned 
the Bengali language for the express purpose of reading 
Rabindranath's poems in the original Bengali. Gokhale 
read out to me a few poems on one occasion, apologizing 
for his inability to reproduce the Bengali accent and 
enunciation, and then asked me to read the same poems 
in the manner of a Bengali. However wide-flung his 
fame, Rabindranath's permanent place is in the literature 
of his own language. As a Bengali free from a few delu­
sions, I recognize that Bengali literature does not rank 
as one of the great literatures of the world, though it is 
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full of promise and has already produced · a few writers 
-of undoubted genius. Periods of literary activity have 
alternated with long spells of stagnation. There have 
been a few critics of outstanding ability, but critical 
.acumen has not been systematically and conscientiously 
cultivated. The little criticism that is to be found • is 
,either shallow, or mordant, which passes for smartness, 
or indiscriminating and fulsome adulation. When 
Rabindranath was a young boy criticism by comparison 
was rampant in Bengal, and every writer of any note was 
,compared to some English writer. Early Bengali litera­
ture was neglected. The V aishnava poems of the era of 
<Chaitanya, the cradle and crown of the lyric poetry of 
Bengal, were consigned to the ,oblivion of cheap and obs­
.cure printing presses. The hoy Rabindranath turned to 
this literature with the unerring instinct of nascent 
genius. As a boy-poet he wrote a number of charming 
poems in imitation of the language of Vidyapati, a Maithil 
poet by birth and by the language of his verse; but also 
a Bengali poet by adoption and extensive imitation dur­
ing the period Bengali .poetry was influenced by the 
personality of Chaitanya. 

As the pinions of his genius grew• stronger the poet 
soared higher and ranged wider. The ,supr-.,- m:t· -of-·· 

.simplicity was his to begin with, and he rapidly acquired 
considerable depth of thought and a rare strength and 
delicacy of touch. There was very little variety in rhy­
thm, metre and measure in Bengali poetry, though the 
great poet Michael Madhusudhan Dutt had introduced 
blank verse and a few simple new metres. Rabindranath 
dazzled his readers by his creative faculty of introducing 
new metres and . measures. Tripping verses nimble­
footed as Terpsichore, slow, dreamy measures caught in 
the land of the lotus-eaters, long-swinging, stately lines 



RABINDRANAnl TAGORE ll7 

of regal grace, stirring lays of knightly deeds and martyr­
heroes, lofty chants from ancient Aryan and Buddhist 
legendary lore, holy hymns rising like hosannas from the 
shrine of the soul, all were his, and his muse answered 
every compelling call. His language is of classical purity 
and dignity, and of striking originality. Critics every­
where have been struck by his wealth of simile and 
metaphor, the subtlety of perception and suggestion, the 
realization of the beautiful. His devotional songs and 
poems are among the finest in the whole range of litera­
ture. They are a noble and melodious expression of a 
living faith beautiful in its strength and sublime in its 
appeal. His lyrics are of steadily progressive strength 
and variety, and the careful student can detect the suc­
cessive stages of development, the growing maturity · of 
thought and expression, the increasing power over 
language and rhyme, and the splendid outburst of 11usic 
in several of his later po$DS. Without attempting any­
thing like an: exhaustive criticism or appreciation of the 
poet ·hr~ay refei, to a, single i)oetn displaying some of the 
qualities which have placed Rabindranath in the front 
rank of lyric poets. This poem was composed when the 
poet was about thirty-four years of age, in the full pleni­
tude of his powers and the assured strength of his ·genius. 
The theme is Urvasi, the principal mythical dancer in 
Indra's heaven. The poem scintillates and glitters like 
the Kohinoor in the poet's Golconda of flawless jewels 
of the finest water. • 

In the Bengali text of this poem the metre is original, 
the language is full of artistic grace and the instinct of 
the true poet is to be repeatedly found in the choice of 
the words. Words like kampra (trembling), ushas~ 
(dawn), tanima (slenderness), and sonima (redness), 
delightfully musical, are rarely met with elsewhere in 
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Bengali poetry. · In one line occurs . the · word kTandasi 
(he~ven and · earth). How many Bengali ·readers of the 
poet know the meaning of this word or have troubled 
themselves to trace its origin? It cannot be found in any 
Bengali dictionary or even an average Sanskrit diction­
try. It is an archaic Sanskrit word and occurs in three 
places in the Rig-Veda, in the second, sixth and tenth 
mandalas. The meaning of the word is two contending 
armies shouting defiance, but in the commentary of Saya­
nacharya it is noted that it also means heaven and earth: 
It. is in this sense that the word· has been used by the 
poet in this poem. This will give an idea of the wide 
and accurate scholarship of the poet and his artistic 
selection of appropriate words·. 

Urvasi is an epithet of the dawn personified as an 
apsam, a heavenly nymph, the principal denseuse in 
Indr,'s heaven. The Aryan, Greek, Roman and. Islamic 
conceptions of paradise are a perpetuation of the lower 
forms of the pleasures of life on earth. The paradise of 
the North American Indian is the happy hunting ground, 
for he cannot think of a heaven without the pleasures of 
the chase. Incidents relating to Urvasi are frequently 
mentioned in ancient Sanskrit books. The earliest men­
tion is to be found in the allegory of the Rig--.U'eda,.,..ur­
which Pururava represents the sun and Urvasi the morn­
ing dawn and the evening twilight. A later myth alludes 
to the emergence of the dancer from the thigh of a Rishi 
called Narayana. According to our poet here among the 
objects and beings that rose from the sea when it was 
churned by the gods and the demons with the mount 
Mandar for a churning rod and the great serpent Vasuki 
for a churning rope Urvasi was one. This splendid alle­
gory crystallizes some dim and remote tradition about 
some stupendous convulsion of nature, may -be an un-
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· ghty volcanic erup­
-paralleled · seismic disturbance, a U:f land from the sea: 
tion, the emergence of a vast tract . tin. nt like· 

. f e forgotten con e 
or ... the submergence O som hi h is largely a reflex 
Atlantis . . In Greek mythology, w c d V • Roman 

£. Ar. th 1 A hrodite name . enus. m 
o . yan my o ogy, . p . , in which she was 
mythology· rose from the sea-foam · . 

b. .Th·' . Sanskrit legend explains how the sea was 
om. e A hrodite un- · 

churned into foam by a Titanic process. P k 
like Urvasi does not represent the dawn, but the ~e 
wo;rd for . daybreak, eos, is etymologically very s ar 
to the Sanskrit word for dawn, usha. . h 
. In all the ancient accounts relating to Urvasi : ere 
is nothing that appea~ to the finer· fee~gs. T~ere 15 the 
fascination irresistible to saint and smner alike, of an 
unearthly ~d fadeless beauty .. In the tenth mandala of 
the If.ig-V eda there is a · dialogue between Pururava and 
Urvasi. The story is told in fuller detail in the Satapatha 
Brahmana., the Bhagavata and mentioned in several 
oth~r· books.. In the Mahabharata the third Pandava, 
~ .,;~;,. whe · rejected U~~'.s advances, was. cursed by 
h~r. For a short spell she was the wife of King Pururava 
.and in dramatizing this incident in Vikra.morvasi the 
poet Kalidasa represents her as a loving and attractive 
woman. But the modern poet has restored Urvasi to 
the spirit world and interpreted her with an inspiration 
so sympathetic and elevating as to reveal her in a new 
light. As one reads and understands this poem, he 
realizes the sublimation of Urvasi from the low level of 
sense to the height of supersense. She no longer appears 
merely as the radiant but heartless ravisher of hearts, a 
much-magnified, if elusive, type of the scarlet woman. 
Any conception of the eternal feminine, whether in the 
.flesh or in the spirit, is incomplete without the three 
stages of maidenhood, wifehood and motherhood, 
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and this is the first note sounded by the 
poet while apostrophizing Urvasi. Fronting the universe 
wishrinking in the freshness and glory of the first dawn:. 
of creation, Urvasi stands in the splendour of her beauty 
with the glint of the young sunlight on her loveliness·. 

And this image recalls the legend of her first mani­
festation, for there is no word about her birth anywhere 
though the parentage of the gods can be easily traced 
in the elaborate theogony of Sanskrit sacred literature, 
with its imposing setting. Behold the gods and their­
opponents with their muscles showing like corded steel, 
heaving and straining and pulling at either end of the­
straightened but writhing coils of. the mightiest of ser­
pents, trampling the golden strand under their giant feet, 
the massive bulk of mount Mandar whirling each way 
by tum with the broad, speckled bands of the length of 
the serpent Ananta enfolding its girth, the cosmic ocean 
lashed and racked and churned into hissing, hydra-­
headed foam! And behind this travail and turmoil is the­
background of the calm and smiling rose-flush of the 
dawn! On this scene of mingled strife and peace appears 
Urvasi, parting the waters and the foam, her hair drip­
ping and clinging to the rounded curves and the slender 
lines of her peerless form, the vision of her beauty, strlk!.. 

ing the godly and ungodly beholders dumb with amaze­
ment! 

For centuries poets and dramatists and other writers 
accepted this conception of Urvasi without question. 
There was no· suggestion of any flaw in the myth, or 
anything lacking in the imagination that invested the 
nymph with perennial youth. But the latest of the great 
poets of India has noted the gap in the life-story of 
Urvasi. We see her suddenly revealed to the astonished 
eyes of the universe in the maturity of her lissome grace,, 
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the immortal gift of her beauty and her fatal fascination, . 
but nothing is known of the innocence of her early 
youth, of her playfulness as a child or the arms that 
rocked her to sleep in a gilded chamber in some sub­
marine palace. And hence the wondering question of 

· the poet concerning the missing infancy of Urvasi. ~e 
original legend is undoubtedly a daring figment revelling 
in the creation of full-grown beauty, skipping the stages 
between childhood and maturity. In Judaic tradition 
and the Book of Genesis the first man and woman were 
never infants. But the loss to the being or the spirit so 
created is immeasurable. What beauty of person or 
consciousness of strength can compensate for the void 
inseparable from the absence of the lights and shadows 
of the vista of memory, recollections of the past to fill 
moments of idleness or preoccupation? 

This is the emphasis on the word 'only' (sudhoo), 
when the poet says Urvasi has been for ages the beloved 
of the whole universe. Her appeal is the disturbing in­
fluence of beauty alone without the lighter shades of the 
memory of an innocent childhood. It is the puissance of 
sheer beauty shattering the concentrated contemplation 
of the saint and filling all the worlds with the ache of 
youth and maddening the fancy of the poet. But she, 
the creator of all this commotion, the dancer with the 
jingling anklets making music to her footfall· flits as she 
will, gay, heartwhole, fancy-free. It is whe~ she dances 
before the assembled gods on the sapphire floor of the 
ball-room in Indra's palace with ~ll the abandon and 
witchery of her art that the poet lifts the veil from the 
mystery of her identity and reveals her as the spirit of 
beauty behind the phenomena of nature. The rhyth­
mic waves of the sea keep measure to her dancing feet. 
the tremors of the agitated earth are communicated to. 
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the heads. of corn, the heart of inan is strangely and iri~ 
·explicably disturbed. The falling meteor is a jewel burst 
from the .chain .round Urvasi's neck in the mad whirl 
-of her dance, the· lambent lightning with its wavy lines 
is the broken strand of the lustrous girdle round her 
waist. Urvasi is the .expression of all the buoyant, spon­
taneous joyance of Nature! 

Still further behind is the Vedic myth, though even 
.there the identity of Urvasi with the Morning Dawn and 
the Evening Twilight is very faint and the allegory .is 
more or less lost in the proper name. In hailing her as 
the embodiment of dawn in heaven the poet greets her 
· on the threshold of early tradition and yet finds in her 
the· fulfilment of the later and wilder myths cleansed 
from the grosser accretions of later times. The morning 
-dew in which the dawn is bathed represents the tears 
of the world while the tinge of rose with which the 
delicate feet of Urvasi is painted by the rays of the mom.a 
ing sun is the heart-blood of all the worlds. As the 
lotus which remains closed at night opens its heart to 
the first touch of the sun, so the longing and the desire 
of the universe opens out as a lotus flower on which the 
dainty sun-kissed feet of Urvasi may rest. The image 
-of beauty that haunts the dreams of the world is the 
all-pervading loveliness of Urvasi. 

Will the revolving cycles bring back the ancient and 
pristine era when Urvasi rose from the sea which hailed 
her with a new song of welcome? Will a wondering 
world again witness what the gods saw? Will llhe wail­
ing cry of heaven and earth reach Urvasi and turn her 
tripping feet back to the scene of her first triumphs? 
Vain, alas is the weeping and yearning for the lost 
U rvasi ! How can the beauty and the glory of the first 

-dawn of creation ever return? Is it not recorded in the 
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Rig-Veda* thafUrvasi told Pururava, ''I have gone from' 
thee like the first of Mornings .... I, like the wind, am 
,difficult to capture"? Urvasi is not the nymph of the 
-daily recurrent dawn. She "crune from the waters flash- . 
ing brilliant as the falling lightning, bringing delicious 
:presents for Pururava."t Gone is she with the glory of 
the first of Mornings, leaving behind her the memory of . 
.a vanished beauty such as hrui never again been seen on 
-earth or in heaven, and her parting sigh comes floating 
in the festive season of springtide as an undertone of 
melancholy! 

And so we see Urvasi again, ancient as the Vedas 
in recorded language and far more ancient in mythic 
tradition, uplifted and purified, stepping forth as she did 
when she rent the veil of uncreated, brooding gloom and 
looked out on the universe in the soft dawnlight, wonder­
ing and wondered at, passing fair, winning unsought the 
.adoration of immortals and mortals. The fame of the 
~et, 1to whose .genius we owe this new presentation of 
1helw.orld_ -old Urvasi, has been broadcast round th Id 
b h . . 1 f h e wor 

Y t e wire e~s O um~ appreciation conveyed in many 
tongues, and if we claim him as our own it is with the 
knowledge that he belongs also to the world and his is 
the one form of "'.ealth which.grows with the giving. Let 
ours be the portion of sharing the glad gratefulness of 
giving, of adding to the joy and light of the world. 

II 

A GOLDEN SINGER 

If length of years were the only claim to remem­
brance few men would live in the memories of men for 

' • Rig-V cda, X, 95. 
t Ibid. 
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life at its longest is only a brief span and is ~bli~ed 
by death. What we call a man's personality, his s hi g 
presence, the nobility and beauty of his £eatureS, . s 
aplomb are evanescent, for the body is built up of perish­
able material. There is something, however, apart from 
a man's physique which occasionally helps him to con­
quer death and enables him to leave behind a record of 
achievement which does not pass away. Rabindranath 
Tagore has attained the ·biblical age of three score and 
ten years and the tributes that will be paid to him will 
be an acknowledgment of the work he has been able to 
accomplish in these years, an expression of gratitude for 
the great gifts he has made to humanity. 

The world hails him as a world-poet and 
singer whose melodies contain a world appeal, who 
has voiced the yearnings and aspirations of all 
humanity in verses of singulai· sweetness and 
penetration. His poetry radiates light, it is illu­
minating, resplendent with the glorious rays of the 
morning sun, lighting up the hill-tops and flooding the 
dark recesses of grottoes. The scorching and blinding 
glare of the noonday sun is not reflected by his muse. 
His exaltation comes of invincible and abiding faith, not 
from fitful gusts of passion. This is the secret of his 
rapid and universal popularity. The world has reacted 
promptly and eagerly to the magic of his songs, because 
the world longs for words of faith and the harmony of. 
peace and beauty. 

There is an inscrutable purpose behind the unpre­
cedented and world-wide success of Rabindranath Tagore. 
He belongs to a subject race which has no recognized 
place among the free nations of the world. Many cen­
turies of alien rule have reduced his people to the posi­
tion of helots in their own land. They have been traduced 
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~d calwnniated by foreign writers and visitors from 
-Other lands. Abroad they are either despised or barely 
tolerated by western people with an undisguised con­
'Sciousness of superiority. The language in which he 
Writes is written and spoken in only one province of 
India;· Al.though derived from one of the greatest classi­
·Cal languages of the world, it is obscure and practically 
unknown out of Bengal. It does not yet possess a great 
literature nor has it acquired an assured position among 
'the literary languages of the world. Yet these handi­
'<!aps, heavy as they urtdoubtedly are, have not stood in 
the way of the personal and literary success of Rabin­
<lranath Tagore. The man as well as his work have 
-had universal acceptance; Rabindranath himself has been 
Welcomed with open arms and warm hearts wherever 
he has gone, east, west, north and south, and his writings 
have found a'permanent place in the literature of almost 
~very country in the world. The greatest name in the 
literatW:e of today . is not to be found in the West, among 
,gr,eat ,and powerful nations but m" th · t East . . . .h bl , e anc1en 
.among a wn e people held in bo d b 

S d 
. n age y a western 

race. o o the mysterious ways f p .d 
th 1 d 

o rov1 ence fulfil 
emse ves an East and West stand .d b . · h 51 e Y side render-

mg omage to the poet and prophet. 
Genius would not be great •f "t 

<l·t· d Th ·. . ' l i were not uncon-
1 10ne . e hm1tations of langu d • . age an country the 

restrictions of personal liberty b ' 
h kl 

. are urst asunder by the 
uns ac ed spirit soaring fancy-free . th • f m e empyrean and 
pourmg orth its treasure of song • In th . . 1 th 
poems and f h · e or1gma , e 

songs o t is eastern poet are read and under-
stood by only a small section of the h I 
only through the medium of tr m_nan. r-:1ce. t is 
languages that h. f h anslations m many 
man r is ame as spread in many lands and 

Y eaders of many nationalit· h , 1es ave found his 
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1 message good for the soul. The essence has been retained'. 
°'jn the translations; ' tlte beauty of thought and the 
· subtlety of suggestion cannot be conveyed · in another 
language. That the gist of the. writings has been under­
stood and appreciated is evident from the large sale of 
the translated works and the enthusiasm· with which 
Rabindranath has been greeted wherever he has gone. 
Still the regret remains that the garb in which his muse 
is originally clothed has to be stripped in order that 
others may recognize her in other garments familiar to• 
them. The glowing light of the jewel remains, but the 
setting has to be replaced. · Else the world would have­
known the marvellously musical capacity of the language 
in which the poet writes: the mellifluous cadence of the­
·words, the tinkling lilt of the verse. Bengali is a 
language that lends itself charmingly to the composition 
of poetry and all its resources have been· wielded with 
consummate art by this poet. 

What is the secret of this poet's appeal to all lovers 
of literature without distinction of country and race? 
· Vlhy is it that his writings are so much sought after in 
the Far East and the Far West, among nations divided 
·from one .. another not only by great distances but by 
tradition and custom and different habits of thougl:it? 
Rabindranath's writings have proved, if any proof were 
needed, that there are certain characteristics, certain 
fundamental ways of thinking common to all humanity, 
and the heart of the East and the West is stirred alike if 
it can be touched the right way. Our poet does not em­
ploy exotic methods, the colouring is local and the aroma 
is racy of the soil. But the deeper truths that he explores 
and expounds are the truths of all time and all huma­
nity, and hence the universality of his appeal. Deep 
down in the hearts of all thinking men, no matter what 



R.ABINDRANATH TAGORE 

tl:i¢ir race and what· their colour, is the desire to under­
stand ;and to hold to the truth, to attempt to attain to thee 
hi@er destiny of_ the human race. It has been given to 
this , eastern . poet to reveal the deep and steadfast truths • 
Pf. life and to illuminate .the depths of human thought . 

. · It is yet too early. to say that the world has arrived 
at a final and accurate .estimate of the genius of this .poet. 
The.r:~ ·is -no difficulty at all in appreciating the universal 
welcQme ext~nded to him, or in realizing the profound' 
admiration with which his . works have been read all . 
ov.er -the world. It~is not yet possible, however, to assign 
finally his place in the world's literature. -That must 
necessarily be a matter of time. Criticism and high 
Pl:'.aise of his work, based mainly on translations, have· 
appeared in many countries. In his own country and 
among his own people there is considerable enthusiasm· 
but not much by way of an elaborate examination of the 
predominant features of his genius. The one outstand­
u:1g_ fact b.eyond .all dispute is the unparalleled recogni­
"A~_ ~at . has come ta ·him in his own lifetime. With 
chan~g conditions in the world, the' rapid spread of 
publicity, ~e growth of internationalism, the broadening 
of human interests, fame spreads more quickly th ·t 
~sed to do in the past; but even these favourable c:d:-
bons do not wholly account for the phen 1 f R • omena success 
o abmdranath Tagore as an international . 

1 
, nay, a Ulll-

versa poet. There have been and there are oth f . · t f er aroous 
w~1 ers or whom the same facilities for world-wide cele-
brity were available, the Nobel Bt--ize for literature is 
co~ferred every year, but the works of no other modern 

1
wr1te~ have been, in such a short space of time trans-
ated mto so 1an ' It . b . many guages as those of this Indian poet. 

is o vious that there must be some . 1 f . . 
some irresistibl . . specia ascmation, . 

· e appeal 1n his writings. 
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The present occasion, the completion of the 
seventieth year of the poet's life, has been marked by a 

.spontaneous offering of tributes by the poet's friends and 
admirers all over the world. It is a grateful acknow­
.ledgement of what the world owes to him. It is a personal 
tribute inseparable from the great work done by him 
-and which has brought his personality into such promi­
nence. This may be considered a fitting occasion · to 
.strike a personal note. There may be few friends still 
left who have known him young and have known him 
old, and who may recall personal memories of the years 
gone by. As a matter of fact, however, the life of the 
poet is an open book of which all the chapters are known 
to the world. There are no obscure pages, no elements 
of romance. His has been a life of high purpose, clean 
and pure,. and of steady and ceaseless work. His literary 
activities cover a wide field. Although his chief distinc~ 
tion is that of a poet, he is no less distinguished as a 
dramatist and a writer of fiction, while his work as a 
critic and essayist is by no means inconsiderable. His 
intense patriotism has found expression in his patriotic 
songs; the . different phases of the political evolution in 
his-own country have found him alert and watchful, and, 
whenever nec~ssary he has lea1·lessly expressed d!s­
approval of some parlicula1· form of political cr'ecd or 

activity. There has never been any question of the sin­
cerity of his convictions and the selflessness of his 
motives. 

These are matters which do not call for more than a 
passing mention. The world knows and will remember 
Rabindranath as a maker of exquisite melodies, a seer 
who has seen the truth and celebrated it in matchless 
song, a poet who has devoted his art to the exposition of 
the pure and the beautiful, a man of a living faith which 
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l ias been a source of unfailing inspiration to him. This 
Js Why hands and hearts have been stretched out to him 
froin every poiht of the compass -and his message h~ 
.found willing listeners in every part of the world. His 
verse has caught and sounded the harmony of the 
spheres; it has the abiding peace of a deep faith and also 
the strange pain that accompanies it. Apart frt>m the 
:profound truth that "our sweetest songs are those that 
tell of saddest thoughts", there is an indefinable hear~che 
.in the realization of the truth, throbbings of -pain that 
finally cease in peace. It is only rarely when a man is 
far more subtly gifted than his fellows that he realizes in 
:himself the travail of creation, the paroxysxn of pain 
Which is the inevitable prelude to peace. This is. an ex­
}>erience that cannot be commurt1cated to others. It is 
.an individual realization and the · result alone can be 
:shared by others. 

The impersonal aspect of a man's genius must trans­
~end his personality. When we say of any man that he :ia -- , _ . 

f ~ter than some achievement that has brought him 
' ame, We •~ I ha th ' ·u -0utli h· - perfect y aware t t e mans fame w1 

d ve un. -Aware of our own transitory existence we 
·en eavour to hold , fast to the passing image of a man. 
It 

15 
the light that tllwninea the lamp• quench the light 

and the latnp serves no J;>Ul'p(i)H. :W~ attach so much 
imp0rtance to personality, because we are utterly ignor-
8?t of the personalities of the greatest men of ancient 
times, men whose claim to greatness -is still beyond dis­
pute. They were wise with a great wisdom and they did 
~t concern themselves with the triviaUties of personality 

. :y have left no record of themselves and others hav~ 
sai l nokthing about them. How a man lived his life, how 
he 00 ed, how he comported hims If tl tt f e were apparen y 
ma ers O no moment. Great poets found great com-

9 
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mentators but no biographers. There were numerous. 
and varied glosses upon theological and philosophical 
works, but no word wa5 written about-the authors. The· 
ancients easily and instinctively distinguished between 
the permanent and the impermanent . . 

The ancient lack of curiosity about the personal 
history of famous men has now given way to a spirit of 
keen inquiry and a strong . desire to know all that may 
be possible about the life of a man 'distinguished above­
his fellows. It so happens that the personality of 
Rahindranath Tagore · apart from his remarkable geniu:;. 
is eminently attractive. He would attract attention any-• · 
where in any gathering of men by his physical and in­
tellectual distinction, .the -beauty and n9bility of his 
features. Added to . his personal appearance is .. the . 
singular dignity and purity of his life. The great 
strength of his character has been manifest th1"0ughout 
his · life, in the hours of trial and grief. The more one­
knows the story of his life, the greater will be his res,­
pect fo.r the man. One looks in ·vain for another per-· 
sonality so great as his, so fascinating in its beauty, so, 
impressive in its strength. 

It is a great privilege to have an .opportunity of pay­
ing our homage to the genius and character of • sueh a 
man. For him there are no bounds of nationality or· 
country. His gift is the heritage of humanity, his voice 
is the clear expression of human thoughts struggling for 
utterance. The world is grateful because he has given 
the truth to the world set to beautiful music. It is not 
for us to worry about the future, for it does not concern 
us, though the poet's own place in the future may be 
assured. We make our bow and pass on, but we feef 
our lives have been fuller and richer for what we have 
learned from this latest ·of the world-poets. If our hands 
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cannot lift the veil of the future, nor our eyes penetrate 
its folds, we can still hear faintly the music of the future 
and distinguish the ppef:;; ~ngs ringing down the golden 
steps of time. · · · ' · 
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5. PANDIT MOir'ILAL NEHRU 

(1861-1S31) 

By the death of Pandit Motilal Nehru the movement 
for Indian national freedom has lost its greatest leader, 
,one who stood next only to Mahatma Gandhi. Since the 
passing of Deshabandhu Chittaranjan Das no other 
national leader had filled so large a space in the public 
eye, or waged so unceasing a struggle for the attainment 
-0f the freedom of India. Mahatma Gandhi stands by 
himself, the supreme embodiment of the soul of a free 
India, but among his colleagues and co-workers the name 
of Pandit Motilal Nehru will, for all time, rank as high 
as that of any one else. The loving reverence in which 
he was held by all ranks and classes of his countrymen 
throughout the length and breadth of India was abund­
antly borne out by the spontaneous and profound mourn­
ing into which the whole country was plunged after his 
death. Tributes of grief and admiration have poured in 
from all quarters, from his countrymen of all shades _of 
political convictions, from his official opponen~,,tn· the · 
Indian Legislative Assembly and from mlll'lY leaders of 
thought and opinion outside India. Death comes to all 
and no one can choose the manner and time of death, 
but it is only to the privileged few that death comes as 
a crown of glory and an emblem of immortality. Among 
these privileged few is the assured place of Motilal Nehru. 

Allahabad, where the entire career of Motilal Nehru 
was spent, is not a great centre of commercial or intellec­
tual activity. Its other name is Prayag and it is one of 
the most famous places of Hindu pilgrimage. The sacred 



PAN,Dl'.f MOTllAL Ii!EJffiU 
133 

th J a at this place has 
.:onfiuence of the Ganges and e umn · . t tunes 

ted milli f ilgr. from very anc1en · 
aitrac . ·. · pns o . P uns fair is held 
ln the ~onth of Magh every year ~ lar~e f the can-
on the banks of the Ganges close to the site O la . . 
· - · · K bha. Me JS fluence. Every twelve years the great um 
h~ld at . this place and fifty to sixty 1~ of people_ con­
. th . t· n of the two· rivers. gregate to bathe at e June 10 . 

AllahabacP is the seat of the Government of the Uruted 
Pro¢.n~es of Agra and Oudh, but the time 0£ that Gov­
ernment is divided between Allahabad, . Lucknow and 
the bill station of Naini Tal. There is a university at 
Jill.ahabad and there is also a High Court, but it is a small 
city compared to Calcutta or Bombay and there is not 
the same kind of public life as is to be found in the two. 
great cities. · 

Motilal Nehru himself was not a native of the United 
Provinces. By birth he was a Kashmiri Brahmin and· 
his family had moved to iIDd settled in the United Pro,;. 
'WP.~~s . . as « laWY~:r pr~ctising ih the Allahabad High 
0 9urt: ai!,d in the courts of Oudh he s-qon qistingµisheq 
himself, fllld. in the course of time he was made an advo­
cate of the lfigh Court. He became one of the leaders of. 
the Bar and had one of the largest incomes earned by 
any lawyer in India. He became widely known not only 
as a distinguished lawyer but as a leader of society. He 
'!:,uilt a palatial house which was pamed "Anand Bhawan" 
and Uved like a prince. His unbounded • and lavish 
hospitality was extended to Indians and ~uropeans alike. 
He constantly entertained friends a~d guests at his table 
and gave garden parties in his extensive and beautiful 
grounds. Personally, he was a man of remarkable dis­
tinction. A fine upstanding figure he was a handsom~ 
p)an with keen, ~tellectual feature;, His personal charm 
and unfailing courtesy were characteristic of his culture 
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and fine temperament . . 
· Politics .did not attract Mot.ilal Nehru ear.ly in life. 

· :He was over ·forty years of age when he first attended 
the Calcutta session of the Indian National Congress in 
1906 over which Dadabhai Naoroji presided: The first · 

. signs of a cleavage in the Congress were noticed . that 
· year, the opposition being led by Bal Gangadhar Tilak, 
Bipin Chandra Pal and Aurobindo Ghosh. A threatened 
defeat over a division was averte.d by the solid front 
presented by the delegates from the United Provinces, 
two hundred strong, led by Pandit Motilal Nehru and 
Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya. Motilal Nehru was at 
that time a Moderate. He could scarcely be anything 
else. · By nature and training he was a sober thinker and 
reasoner. The glamour of rhetoric did not- appeal to 

. him. He was neither impulsive nor emotional. He 
never used the language of passion and never lost his 
balance of an intellectual poise. 

In ordinary circumstances Motilal Nehru might 
have risen to high office in the Government. A judge­
ship of a High Court would have scarcely been a distinc­
tion for him. The Law. Membership of the Government 

·· of India may be a high office, but it has been held by 
men of hardly any eminence and of doubtful pa1nridtisrh: 

· If Motilal Nehru had been an aspirant for such a distinc­
tion it would have come to him with ease. Of all the 
Indians who have been appointed Law Members at 
different times not one had the same personal popular­
ity among Europeans as Motilal Nehru. Successive 
Governors of the United Provinces were his personal 
friends and had partaken of his princely hospitality. 
There have been Law Members who were unknown and 
struggling lawyers when Motilal Nehru was at the head 
of the profession and the height of his fame as a lawyer. 
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But Motilal Nelu'U had been born for greater and higher 
.things· than . the trammels of office under a foreign Gov­
ernment. 

What satisfactory explanation can be found for the 
.extraordinary and radical change that came over Motilal 
Nelu~u's outlook and convictions? There was no abrupt 
-0r sudden change, no bitterness due to any disappoint­
. ment, no inclination whatsoever to pose as a hero and a 
martyr. If he chose the way to the prison and if he put 
.aside his hard-earned wealth it was a deliberate choice, 
.a calm and careful decision. So far ~ can be ascertained 
his final decision was influenced by two considerations: 
the first was the burning patriotism and s~lf-abnegation 
,of his only son, Jawaharlal Nehru. Jawaharlal had been 
.sent to England to compete for the Indian Civil Service . 
. He was also keeping terms to qualify as a barister-at-law. 
As was to be expected Motilal gave a very liberal allow­
.ance to his son, who did not pass the Indian Civil Service 
.examination but continued his studies of law. Early in 
'];9~8~'5h«srtly after, the cont-retemps of the abortive Surat 
~tigress; Mr. Nevih.son, 1 the well-known publicist and 
writer, was a guest of Motilal Nehru at Allahabad. Moti-
1al gave a dinner to. a number of friends to meet Mr. 
Nevinson. I was present. A few days later Motilal 
invited me alone to have a free exchange of views with 
Mr. Nevinson. There was also some conversation bet­
ween Motilal and myself in the absence of Mr. Nevinson. 
Motilal was somewhat perturbed by•the political views 
-which his son was developing in England. It was a time 
when Moderates held the field everywhere. A spilt had 
.appeared in the Congi·ess, but no one spoke of the in­
-dependence of India as an attainable goal. The subse­
quent career of Jawaharlal Nehru, his identification with 
the national freedom struggle, his repeated imprisonment, 



136 NOBLE LIVES 

form iU1 integral p.µ-t of the struggle now going on ~ 
India. Jawaharlal 1,1nd9ubted}y exercised a great in­
fluence over his father. 

The second cause that finally determined Motilal 
Nehru's place in public life and in his service to his 
country was unquestionably the unparalleled example 
and influence of lVIahatma Gandhi. Mahatma Gandhi 
was also a fairly successful lawyer at one time,. 
though he did not attain the opulence of Motilal Nehru 
or Chittaranjan Das. Mahatma Gandhi had returned'. 
from South Africa rich in sacrifice and richer still in 
suffering. Alm.ost without an effort he found himself at 
the ·head of the national movement in India. With the 
Non-co-operation movement came the call for sacrifice: 
and suffering. To C. R. Dai; and M;ot~ Nehru the 
Mahatma made a special appeal and they responded 
without hesitation. Wealth they laid cheerfully aside 
for poverty, and exchiUlged the comforts of a lµxuriol,lS 
home for the prison. 

As we Hindus believe no persuasion and no influ­
ence could have brought about the complete self-­
surrender of Motilal Nehru to the service of his country 
if he had not bee.n impelled thereto by his kanna. · He, 
coul~ have won the rep1,1tation of a patrio~ with~~t ~ ­
sacrifice or any risk. He could have c:o:p;t.ffilJed -eariiliig 
large sums of money and appe~ing on the platform as 
a patriot. He might have even won such honours as are 
in the gift of the Government. But his karma was be­
hind him arul helped to clear his vision. He realized 
that nothing can be gained in this country by playing at 
patriotism. India must pay a heavy price for her free­
dom and he who wishes to serve the cause of the libera­
tion of India must be prepared for the uttermost sacrifice­
and suffering. It must be a consecration without reserve,, 
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a full offering at the a,ltar of liberty. Indians themselves-. 
are mainly responsible for the present state of India and 
t:h.ey must expiate the sins of their forefathers. There · 
caii be no withholding of anything, no partial atonement. 
It ltlust be either .ill or nothing. Wealth, personal liberty,. 
life itself ~ust be ungrudgingly surrendered so that India 
may win back h~ self-resp.ect and her freedom. Motilal 
Nelwu's karmq, luld equipped him fully for this supreme · 
~~rifi<l.e --~ he made his choice without a moment's 
~esitation. 

-· ~~ are patriots in India who palter with patriotism 
in the belief that they are doing their duty. Lawyers 
anq.oth~rs bec~me politicians and patriots in England, and 
SOifle ~f them are called ~tatesmen. Why not in India? 
Tuey scarcely take note of the difference between a free-­
country and a .subject country. They risk nothing, sacri-
6,ce nothing, lose nothing and yet they enjoy a high 
r-epµtation. for wisdom and patriotism. They are the wise 
Q!fi\,. of, Ute ~ i , who beliesve i,n. personal prosperity and 
•~ij~ a.rst~ ~cl in -eveeything else afterwards. The 
WMle~i -.Qf them is not wiser than Motilal Nehru, nor the ­
ablest of them abler than him. Yet they have sought 
silfety w_hereas _ ~otilal Nehru dared everything. He ­
brought mto this mcarnation a richer harvest of k. 
th his 

. arma. 
. _an more cautious and less patriotic countrym 

In _the bril:~f ~ketches that have appeared in the ;;~ss 
of Motilal Nehru s career it has been stated that he was 
q Moderate when he first took part in politics, but later 
on . became an Exttel'Jlist. The •thoughtlessness with 
which the word "extremist°' is bandied about in this 
country is ex~perating. An extremist is not only be­
yond the pale of the law, but he is almost outside the 
bounds of reason E t . · • b . • x 1 em1sm lS o v10usly the last word . 
in intransigence. A t · s an ex rem1st Motilal Nehru stood 
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for full · freedom of his country. If that is an exfreme 
,-demand what demand can be more elementary? 

Motilal Nehru's ability as a leader, an organizer and 
-as a statesman was displayed at its best in the· Indian 
Legislative Assembly, of which he was the most brilliant 

.and distinguished member. He never held office as •he 
could not do so under the Government as at · present 
constituted. But as Leader of the Opposition he brought 
into play parliamentary gifts of the highest order. In 

.speech and debate he was a parliamentarian Without a 
rival or an equal in the Assembly. His intellectual acu­
men, force of argument and political sagacity made him· 
the central figure in the Legislature. And at all times and 
under all conditions he was ever the great gentleman­
urbane, courteous, unruffled and full of a great gift · of 
humour. Allied to his extraordinary intellectual gifts 
was his unbounded moral courage, which was noticeable 
at every step of his career and which left him wholly 
undisturbed when he was sent to prison more than once. 
His pride was the outcome of his fearlessness. When on 
the last occasion he fell seriously ill in the prison and · his 
release was in contemplation, he declared that he did not 
desire any clemency to be shown to him. He never 
sought nor accepted any favour; as the architect of . i..--· 

~~ own fortune and his great position it was ·rep'li°!;Juu,t ·to 
him to be under any obligation. to any one, much less u, 
the Government. 

Of his generous nature what instance can be more 
striking than his gift of "Anand Bhavan", his palatial 
residence at Allahabad, to the nation? It has been re­
named "Swaraj Bhawan" and may become a centre of 
national activities in an emancipated India. Motilal 
Nehru gave all that was in him to give to the service of 
his c~untry and his people. He gave up his profession 
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. . hat he might serve his co~m~ry 
-and his large mcome so t . h t . terruption. His . m-

. t· nd wit ou m d 
·without distrac ion a 

11 
hi thoughts were devote 

"tellect and his wisdom ~dd:~ ~ life in its service. He 
to his country and he laid b . dl and undying .grati­
has had his reward in the . oun . ess 

d Ce of a nation. tude love an -reveren f th Ganges 
, funeral at the sacred confluence o e . 

· At the • . G . dhi. the course of a brief Mahatma an · m 
and the J umna, . h h d t Id Motilal Nehru that 
oration narrated that e a o M ti 
"they w~uld get Swaraj after the Pandit's recove~. o -

. lal Nehru replied: "We .have already got Sw~aJ. There 
· t ·on of SwaraJ·" He died with this firm con-1.s no ques 1 • · ha 

· ·t· · his rm"nd Is there any doubt that India s vie 10n m · · d 
alread got Swaraj in the spirit? Motilal Nehru liv~ 
to see Ythe unprecedented awakening that has been wit­
nessed in India during the last nine months .. He ':as 
one of the chief captains in the epic struggle m which 
there has been . no clash and clang of arms but an un­
paralleled. manifestation of the st:tength of the spirit. The 
.~ hole of I India ·became another Kurukshetra w:here the 
$0\il, faced undaunted the use of physical force. Motilal 
Nehru lived to see the marvellous awakening of the 
womanhood of India, an event for which neither history 
nor tradition holds any precendent. It has been a revival 
on an. extensive scale of the most glorious tradition of 
medieval Rajasthan. The Jahar brata was the self­
immolation of Rajput women for the Preservation of their 
honour; on the present occasion the flower of Indian 
womanhood, Hindu, Mussalman," and Parsi, have flung 
themselves into the struggle and sought imprisonment 
and suffering for the sake of their country. Motilal 
Nehru lived to see the younger generation of his country­
men, young men and boys, courting physical suffering 
.and imprisonment in order to win the freedom of the 
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nation. ~ co1wicti9n. that the n.ation had got Swaraj 
was based upon a solid foundation. 

Is it necessacy to say anything about his last days? 
He was a hale man when he was sent to prison. No 
reflect~on 11eed be xnade about the justice or otherwise 
of the sentence that was passed upon him. He himself 
never complained and we have no complaint to make. 
For the cause with which he had identified himself he 
considered no sacrifice too great. He was willing to lay 
down his life as he had given up his wealth and property. 
But the bare fact Pru., to be recorded. In prison he fell 
ill and had repeated attacks of fever. Then he began 
spitting blood. A Medical Board was appointed to exa­
mine him and it was c9nsidered that there was ~o im~ 
mediate danger. When he grew worse he was · released. 
He came out of prison a striken man, stricken unto death. 
Notwithstanding the best medical ad.vice and treatment 
and the most loving and devoted care he never. recovered. 
These facts cannot be questioned and no comments are 
necessary. Neither do we mourn his death, for death 
comes at its appointed time. The individual passes on, 
but the nation abides. In th~ funeral oration made ,by 
Mahatma Gandhi, to which reference has been made, he 
truly said that this is not a time for grief but jo. -~ · 
that India should have been blessed in the' •~ 0 her 
struggle with so great a son as Moti111J: Nehru, whose 
name and life and example will be a perennial inspira­
tion to his countrymen in the ages to come. 



6. SW AMI V.lVEKANANDA 

(1863'-1902) 

I 

It was a vision of world peace that inspired Tenny­
son's famous line about the Parliament of Man, the 
l!"'ederation of the World. To some extent this was realiz­
ed in the World's Parliament of Rellgio~ held in Chicago 
.in September 1893. · It marked an epoch in the history 
-0£ huinanify, in the spirit of religions. The Parliament 
demonstrated the feasibility of the representatives of all 
the religions of the world meeting in amity and listening 
1n patient courtesy and with interest to the expositions 
of many faiths. 

Elaborate and prolonged arrangements had been 

H'd" 'to ensure the success of the Parliament of Rell-
, ' . ' • ~ -. , f • 

: . . ,_ :-. !t~~8 :-••l~a, 1,:t~ sent'' Otit W all the recog­
l mzed religious b6dies bf the world. ·Every section of the 

Christian church was represented. High dignitaries of 
the Roman Catholic Church and accredited delegates of 
the various other churches were present. B~sides these, 
as was pointed out by the President of the Scientific 
Section of the Parliament, eight important non-Christian 
religious groups were represented-Hinduism, Jainism, 
Buddhism, Judaism, Confucianism, Shintoism, Moha­
medanism and Mazdaism. There were seven to ten 
thousand persons present at the Parliament. 

Unprecendented and wonderful as the gathering was, 
there was no one among those invited who could be look­
ed upon as the spokesman of this Parliament of Religions, 
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no one who could interpret and give voice to this great 
assembly as a whole, or seize the spirit that had inspired 
the conception of the. coming -together of all the religions. 
of the world and explain the unity that lay behind this. 
wide diversity of faith. Each one present was an autho­
rity on the particular system of religion that he represent­
ed and he could be relied upon to expound the tenets of 
his faith with know:Iedg~ and clarity of expression, but 
no o~e could speak fo~ all or make an endeavour t~ har.- . 
monize the many divergent and conflicting faiths repre~ 
sented on that platform. . 

And-·yet the seemingly impossible was accomplished 
and one was found to · gather up the scattered threads of 
thought and belief in that immense assemblage, and to 
weave the straying strands into a be.autifuJ garland of 
harmony and love. He spoke for a particular religion 
but he also spoke for all religions; he exalted other faiths 
as he exalted his own; with a power aJ?-d persuasiv~ne~ 
that carried conviction, an eloquence that stirred h,.ifi 
hearers to unbom2ded enthusiasm, he outlined a universai 
religion for all mankind. No on~ was called upon to 
surrender his copvictions, or to renounce the religion h~ 
professed; universal toleration would establish the uni~ 
versality of religion._ This happy issue, this fu~ t •ot." , ... 
the main idea behind the Parliament of ~.fl-i!P~ Was 

not due to any design, or any set_purpose, but to a fortui~ · 
tous circumstance, the presence of a strange young man 
in that hall of all religions. 

This young stranger, the Hindu monk Vivekananda 
as ·he was known afterwards, would have never found 
admittance into the Parliament if the organizers had been 
sticklers for formalities. The Parliament was not open 
to all comers because that would have led to great con­
fusion. Every man and woman was more or less lmown 
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and every one . of them had been duly. delegated to the 
Parliament. This young man was an obscure, unknown 
individual who . held no power of delegation from any 
society or sect. To call him a representative of Hinduism 
Would be very vague, for Hinduism consists of numerous • 
phases of belief. Was he a Vaishnava or a Saiva, a wor­
shipper of idols or of the formless Brahman? By what 
right did he claim a place in that august assembly of the 
shining lights .of many churches and creeds? It was a 
deliberation of elders, wise and learned men and women 
with · a record of good work behind them; what could 
this young stranger from the East with only thirty years 
of undistinguished life behind him hope to accomplish in 
so distinguished and critical a gathering? 

· · Some eminent Americans, who had met this young 
Indian monk before the meeting of the Parliament, were 
of a different opinion. Professor J. H. Wright, Professor 
of Greek in the Harvard University, had a long discussion 
with Vivekananda, and he was so greatly impressed by 
!h~. - • ability of the young Hindu that he­
~ that Vivekananda should represent Hinduism. 
at thep~ . h 
h d · · · .. , e:g.t. When informed that t e young man 

a not been de"""ted b . d 1· . . . . · _,,. y any recogruze re 1gious society 
or organization and th~t he had no credentials, the Pro-
fessor made the memorable repl "T k S . . . y: o as you warm 
for your credentials 1s like asking th t ' • ' 

. h sh" ,, H d e i,un o state its 
rig ts to. me. . e un ert_ook to find a place for the 
Swami in the Parliament as a delegate, and thIS. w 

di . as~ 
cor ngly done. His seat was assigned by the side of 
the representatives of Buddhism, the Brahma Samaj and 
the _Theo_sophical Society. He had come all the way from 
In_dia, friendless and unknown, in the hope of being ad­
~tted as a delegate to the World's Parliament of Reli~ 
g1ons. The first hope was fulfilled by reason of the-
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. interest taken in him by some of the leading organizers 
-of the Parliament. 

His first appearance as a speaker on the platform., of 
the Parliament and what followed thereafter ·constitute 
a chapter of breathless romance. lrt a crowded assembl~ 

-of grave and reverend men he was the youngest and least 
-distinguished. Many of the delegates present were ac-
•<:omplished speakers, some were famous orators; Viveka­
. nanda had never spoken in public and had never practis­
ed the art of public speech. The other Indian delegates 
who .preceded him in addressing the House had carefully 

·prepared their speeches; some of -them had an established 
reputation as public speakers; Vivekananda alone had 
prepared no speech and he had no · notes. He was un• 
prepared except for the feelings .that were surging up 
tumultously within him and were· struggling to find ex'­
pression. He trusted to the inspiration of the moment to 
pass through the ordeal before him, and to clothe -his 
message in fitting words. When at length he stood up to 
speak there was a tense moment of waiting and expecta­
tion. All eyes turned to the radiant vision standing 
before the assembly, the strucingly handsome figure of 
.splendid manhood robed in the flowing; orange-coloured 
garments ol the most ancient order of Indian monb~ 1ts 
the large, brilliant eyes ranged over the vdf audience 
.streams of a subtle magnetism passed •oift!r the assembly 
and thrilled it with unconscious •tt-emors. Then came the 
first utterance, the simple and iil'tirtiate address: .. Sisters 
and Brothers of America", and the hypnosis was co~ 
plete. The hall rang with rounds upon rounds of ap­
plause. 

Other speakers had addressed the delegates and the· 
audience in conventional phrases of elaborate cout1lesy, 
but no one else had thought of this claim of humanity. 
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Ye:t this was what the World's Parliament of Religions 
represented above everything else. White and black, 
yellow and brown, East and West, they were sisters and 
'brothers all, the colours of their skins varying as the 
complexions of their faiths, but the entire human ~ce 
forming a single family like the single truth underlymg 
all religions. The Indian monk was speaking not merely 
to the people seated around him but to the whole conti­
nent of America. 

Vivekananda's first address to the Parliament was a 
short one, but it was more impressive, more stimulating 
and illuminating than any address heard on the opening 
day of the Convention. He offered the greeting of the 
-most ancient order of monks in the world to the youngest 
of the nations, which, beginning with a few pion~r pil­
grims from Europe, had established itself as a great pro­
gressive race in the Far West. The great teaching of the 
ancient faith he represented was tolerance and universal 
acceptance. He concluded his address by two apposite 
q1fO~~op.s 'from old San$krit books to the effect that all 
faiths lead to the Lord as all streams flow into the sea. 
The Parliament had been convened to represent all the 
religions of the world and here the delegates were being 
told of a religion that yielded full recognition to all reli­
gions. Here was the exposition of the spirit of the Con­
ference. This young representative of one of the most 
ancient civilizations of the world, this young recruit of 
an ancient religious order held the master key that 
opened the heart of the Parliament and the people of 
America. With an ease and a rapidity truly astonishing 
he won his way to the forefront of the most 
1·emarkable assemblage the world has ever · wit­
nessed. He was easily the most attractive and the 
most admired personality in the Parliament. He ne,;er 

10 
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rose or moved about without being greeted with enthl~CC:is­
tic plaudits. The audience hung upon his words with 
rapt attention; his voice was trained to music and his rich, 
sonorous and rhythmical diction fascinated and charmed 
his hearers; thousands of people waited patiently for 
hours in the hope of hearing him speak for a few minutes 
at the conclusion of the day's proceedings. The Ameri­
can Press, which did not then peddle so largely in cheap 
and vulgar sensation as at present, paid glowing tributes 
to his eloquence and ability, and his magnetic personal 
apperance in its colourful and picturesque setting. There 
was no need to exaggerate; the notes taken in the Parlia­
ment supplied the facts. An important New York paper 
stated the bare truth when·it wrote that no one expressed 
so well the spirit of the Parliament of Religions and its 
limitations as the Hindu monk .... "He is an orator by 
Divine Right." This high praise reminds one of 
Professor Wright's brilliant saying about his 
lack of credentials; The New York Herald wrote: "He 
is undoubtedly the greatest figure in the Parliament of 
Religions." These were not mere compliments, they 
were testimonies inspired by deep feeling and conviction. 
Afterwards it was found that the young Hindu, who g5 

so effective an orator in the forum, was equally ,"Cfiann_..., 
ing in the drawing room where society and well dressed 
women were well content to squat oli the floor for want 
.of room and to listen to his wonderful teaching. 

His success was all the more remarkable since his 
ways were not those of a courtier. His methods were 
not ingratiating; he did not pay honied compliments to 
the votaries of fashion and the high priests of Mammon; 
the enlightenment and civilization of the West did not 
move him. He did not present himself as 
an humble seeker of knowledge; he did not 
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make himself small before the towering magnifi­
cence of the West. He sued for no favour, he besought 
no consideration. One of his photographs represents him 
standing in a proud attitude with his arms folded across 
his .chest; this represents also his mental pose. He was 
not a meek and mild Hindu; he was a reincarnation of 
the ancient proud Aryan Rishi with all his vim and 
verve and clan. This spirit flashed out even in the 
Parliament of Religions. On one occasion he paused in 
the midst of an address and asked those who had read the 
sacred books of the Hindus to _raise their hands. Only 
three or four hands were raised and then Vivekananda 
cahnly said: "And yet you dare to judge us!" The rebuke 
in these words was explicit and not implied and it could · 
not be denied that it was just. ' 

From th~t ~ay to this the deep, wide and utterly 
unexpected significance of Swami Vivekananda's achieve­

. ment at Chicago has not been complete! alized tt-· 
noble object of the organizers of the p Ii~ re • e 
•- 'd .... ~"-g of lUU. sa1· ar ament was and ""' ~ •~ Ve?'. gratitude Th 
and pious men belonging to the . oun ey were learned 
modern nation. The most pow ~ ge5t and greatest 
perous nations t-oday profess th: Ch ~~ the. most pros­
idea of a Parliament of Religi·o .~1an faith and the 

. . ns or1ginat d 'th and enlightened Christians · Th e WI devout 
· e ma· ·ty 

gates were Christians· among th Jon of the dele-
ch h h. h . . ' . em were prin f th urc ' ig d1gn1tar1es and I ces o e 

d . earned d" • au 1ence consisted almost entir 4,, ivmes. The 
would have been in the fitness : . of ~hristians. I& 
figure in that august assembla ~ things if the central 
tian thinker or an eloquent ci!~ _ad been a great Chris­
man who stood out fr th istian preacher. But the 

ff . om erest h e ective , represent t· f • w o was the most . a 1ve o the p Ii 
was this obscure young Hindu ar ament as a whole, 

monk from India. He had 
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not yet come under the mellowing influence of age. 
Personally, he was an Adwaitavadi believing in the 
identity of the All-Soul with every individual human soul 
and accepting the interpretation of the Vedanta by San- . 
karacharya. But he stood for Hinduism as a whole with 
all its intricate involutions; he did not despise idolatry but 
defended it. He was not anxious for the salvation of any 
soul because to him every religion was true and provid­
ed for the salvation of its followers. Monotheism, 
Trinitarianism, or polytheism was each a different aspect 
of the same truth; all paths, straight or winding, short or 
long, converged upon the same centre. 

His robust sanity was refreshingly instnictive. He 
· ·was not a Brahman and could not claim to be a religious 

preceptor in his own land. No man was freer from cant 
and sanctimoniousness. He did not call upon the rishis 
with uplifted hands as his lineal ancestors. He made no 
pretence that · the blood of the Aryan sages and warriors 
•flowed m his veins unadulterated. There is indeed no 
such creature as a pure-blooded Aryan anywhere, whe­
·ther in India or out of it. With characteristic candour 
.and vigour he spoke of himself as recorded by Sister 
Niveclita: "He was scornful in his repudiation of the 
pseudo-ethnology of privileged races. 'If I am.~tefUl 
to my white-skinned Aryan ancestor,'. he said, 'lam far 
,more so to my yellow-skinned Mongolian ancestor, and 
most so of all to the black-skinned Negroid.' He was 
immensely proud, in his own physiognomy, of what he 
called his 'Mongolian jaw', regarding it as a sign of 'bull­
.dog tenacity of purpose .. . . The Tartar is the wine of the 
race ! He gives energy and power to every blood !' " 

The impression in England was that the Americans, 
who in spite of their hard-headed commercialism, have 
a touch of mysticism in their temperament, became easily 
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~usceptible of the influence of Swami Vivekananda, but , 
when he crossed the Atlantic and came over to England, . 
the effect was no less remarkable. It was a London 
paper, the London Daily Chronicle, which wrote that the . 
physiognomy of Vivekananda 'bore the most striking re- . 
semblance to the classic face of Buddha', and it was an -
Englishwoman, Margaret Noble, afterwards the Sister: 
Nivedita, who noted 'the look of mingled gentleness and 
loftiness on the Hindu monk's face in moods of abstrac­
tion or meditation' and compared it to that look 'that 
Raphael has painted for us on the brow of the Sistine 
Child.' . , 

The Parliament of Religions and the light that beat . 
upon it from all directions lifted Swami Vivekananda 
from obscurity to the full blaze of fame. He was an 
honoured and a welcome guest in the best houses in 
America. His th·eless energy, his incessant activities 
astonished even the Americans. He moved from place 
to place, delivering lectures, addressing selected audi­
ences iii drawing rooms, answering questions, holding 
discussions. He expounded the V edantic doctrine and 
philosophy with a fullness and lucidity that could not 
fail to be appreciated. He lectured on the four systems 
of Yoga. If his profound learning impressed his hearers, 
his keen insight into modern problems astonished them. 
Here was no Eastern dreamer, no unpractical mystic, 
but a man intensely alive to his surroundings, tingling 
with vitality to his finger-tips, a • shrewd observer, a 
fearless critic. What other visitor from the East, layman 
or monk, had 'denounced the commercial prosperity, the 
bloody war and the religious intolerance of the West'* at 
public meetings in America and England? Yet he w&: 

*The London Daily Chronicle. 
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so transparently sincere, so entirely free from all bitter­
ness that his outspoken criticism was never resented. 
Both in America and in England men and women, some 
of them of considerable intellectual distinction, became 
his disciples and held him in the highest reverence and 
veneration. They had never seen such breadth of out­
look, such catholicity of sympathy, such universality of 
acceptance. The narrowness and exclusiveness of reli­
gious beliefs, the jealously guarded turnstiles at the en­
trance to salvation vanished before the all-embracing 
creed of this Teacher from the East. The sun gives light 
im~artially to dark pits and smiling fields. Is God less 
than the sun he created? In the Parliament of Religions 
Vivekananda had shattered the depressing doctrine of 
original sin, In a voice that, thrilled the thousands facing 
him he declared it was sin to call a man a sinner: "Ye-are 
the children of God, the sharers of immortal bliss, holy 
and perfect beings." The doctrine that man is born in 
sin, that all men are sinners amounts to an admission that 
Satan is · more powerful than God. Stronger and more 
compelling than Vivekananda's teachings was his rare 
personality--dynamic, magnetic, unconventional, force­
ful, enthusiastic, in·esistibly attractive. 

In spite of the much vaunted civilization ~d' en: 
lightenment of the West, its material prosperity and 
temporal power the fact remains unchallengeable and 
undeniable that the greatest and most widely recognized 
teachers of humanity nave appeared in the Orient. They 
have been similarly garbed and they have . spoken with 
the same voice of authority. The hand of Asia has ever 
rocked the cradle of the children of wisdom. Swami 
Vivekananda was the challenge of the East to the West, 
the reaffirmation of the ancient right of the East to be 
the teacher of the world. Assimilatin.r_: all the learning 
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and wisdom of the ancient Aryan sages of !11dia he ~as 
Still modern with large and quick sympathies appreciat­
ing and reacting to the new forces at work thro~gho= 
the world. His nature was so finely strung that it w 
like an Aeo~ harp upon which the breath of human 
thought, East and West, made music. He was utterly 
unconventional, wholly unorthodox .. If ~e preached a 
t·eligion of universal concord, in conversation h~ dazzled 
by the brilliance of his wit and the range of hIS know­
ledge. His fullness impressed as much as his power 
dom.uiated the minds of men. He said he was no politician 
or political agitator. He had . a higher call but deep 
down in his heart burned the white flame of a steadfast 
love for his land, and he used to burst into tears when 
he spoke of the poverty of his countrymen. 

Who-was this young wanderer-shall we say, vaga­
bond?-from the East, who came as a conquering hero 
to · the World's Parliament of - Religions'? His peculi~ 
-~~ ~~ the subject of constant admiring . comment in 
~e w~stern hemisphere but in India it had no novelty. 
Thousands of men dressed in the same. attir~ have been 
going up and down the country for thousands of years. 
At the Parliament of Religions he did not speak about 
himself; it was not the place to do so. If he was un~ 
known, his Master, Ramakrishna Paramahansa, was 
.equally unknown. Later, in the course of his lectures he 
spoke of his Teacher, the man to whom he owed every­
thing and compared to whom he \yas nothing. Slowly 
the story of the young Orange Monk's life came to be 
known and people realized that the age of Masters and 
Apostles was not passed. The line of the Lights of the 
World is not extinc_t, and the Light still comes from the 

-East. Those who saw the d;sciple, what did they think 
of the Master whom they had not seen? Such men ap-
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pear at the appointed time, perhaps once in a thousand 
years, perhaps in two thousand years. They belong to 
a separate race, and the world sometimes lets them pass 
unrecognized, sometimes maltreats them. Vivekanan!lll, 
the disciple, spoke faultless English; Ramakrishna, the 
Master, knew no English. The disciple was an orator 
who held vast audiences spellbound; the Master slightly 
stammered in his speech. The disciple was a scholar 
steeped in the learning of the East and the West; the 
Master was practically an ignorant man, who could not 
even speak the language of genteel folk. And yet those 
who had been privileged to see and hear Romakrishna­
Paramahansa knew that Vivekananda testified to the 
unvarnished truth about his Master, who never spoke 
iike an ordinary man. Two thousand years ago they 
said of another such Master, "Never man spake like this 
man". Another five hundred years earlier they said the 
same thing of the Teacher, who found enlightenment 
under the Bodhi tree. For wealth of wisdom, grace and 
beauty of simile and parable, and strength of living faith 
Ramakrishna could be likened to the wisest teachers of 
humanity. 

Other details of the Swami's life became known. The 
thirty years that lay behind him were not the '\11:1ev:dffi.11 
chapter of a novice's life spent , in a cloister, Ten at 
least of these years were a period of strenuous probation 
and splendid achievement. The vigilant eyes of the 
Master had watched the growth of his mind and spirit. 
He had studied closely the ancient Sanskrit books and 
modern philosophical works. He had trudged on foot 
hundreds if not thousands of miles. He had known what 
it was to go hungry and even to starve. He had knoWll 
the common lot of the wandering mendicant-insult and 
kindness by turns. In the home he had been driven to 
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desperation by seeing his people in terrible straits. He 
had experienced the wrench of final renunciation of 
home, mother and brothers. He had perilous adventures 
and narrow escapes from sudden death. Above all, he 
had had leisure for long spells of meditation and com­
munion in the heights and silences of the Himalayas, 
redolent of the lofty and concentrated thoughts of the 
rishis, wrapped round by centuries of peace and high 
endeavour. 

Thus the world learned that the young Hindu monk 
who had become the observed of all observers in the 
Parliament of Religions was no mere bidder for fame and 
a place among the celebrities of the world. Neither 
fame nor distinction meant anything to him. He had 
been taught to put away from him everything that the 
world values or holds dear. He had been disciplined in 
the stern school of renunciation, the world held no temp­
tations for him. Inured to hardships and denials of aD 
kinds he longed for nothing that the world could give. He 
·Jiad ever before him the example of his great Master, 
Whci -' 'could not distinguish between gold and a handful 
of dust, who looked upon all women as mothers, who had 
no use for Wealthy or famous men. The majority of 
Vivekananda's countrymen who have occasion to go to 
Europe or America fall down and worship the golden 
image of western materialism, but his penetrating vision 
saw the rottenness at the core of the new civilization, 
the insatiable greed, the unquenchable lust for gain, the 
pitilessness of competition, the devouring covetousness 
and jealousy, the constant menace of war ti'l.at lurks be­
hind an unstable peace. All this elicited his indignant 
and outspoken protests but what excited his sympathy 
and quickened his pity was the starvation of tl1e spirit, 
the failure in two continents to read aright the message 
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of Jesus Christ and to shape the course of life and th<;>ught 
in the spirit . of his teaching. Below the veneer and 
glitter of civilization raged the . untamed spirit .of the 
Viking, the Goth and the Hun. There was nothing there 
that could win the allegiance and the admiration of the 
Indian monk. 

Across the Atlantic and over the seas and lands th~t 
divide Europe from Asia came to India the echoes oi 
the wonders wrought by him in the Far West, 
.bis dazzling triumph in the Parliament of Religions, 
the ready and wide recognition of his rare and abunQant 
gifts, the ~tonished and glowing tributes rendered to 
him in unstinted measure. For some time his identity 
could not be fixed. Those who knew him best, his fellow­
disciples and followers of Ramakrishna . Paramahansa, 
who had been called to his rest seven years before, did 
not know that Narendra Nath Datta had asswped the 
name o{Vivekananda in token of his monkhood. They 
had no notion that he had all the gifts of a gr~at orator. 
They did not know where he was, for he had made no 
sign after leaving the shores of India and had sent no. 
message. He had fared forth, alone and unnoticed, on the 
great adventure, keeping his own counsel and sendi_ng no 
words to the companions he had left behind. An ·. 
first word came not to them alone or even, to -bls·i:8' try. 
men but to the whole world, pealing as a trumpet and 
borne on the wings of fame. All the world is a stage and 
the voung monk who had wandered forth into the un­
kno\~n suddenly found himself in front of the footlights, 
with his golden voice and the pilgrim's staff in his p.and 
transformed into Aaron's rod which 'was budded, and 
brought forth buds and bloomed blossoms'. 

The impact of the wave of feeling in India was tre­
mendous. With admiration and gratitude was mingled 



SW AMI VIVEKANANDA 155 

the zest of curiosity. The Hindus of India had sent no 
representative to the Parliament of Religions. They 
knew of no one who could represent them with honour 
and distinction; they were not certain whether such a 
man, even if found, would be welcome in an assembly 
fonned mostly of men who either knew nothing of 
Hinduism or looked down upon it as an idolatrous and 
superstiti~us religion. Unknown to his countrymen and 
without any authority or sanction this nameless cham­
pion, who called himself by a name that no one had 
heard, had the temerity to stand up before the thousands 
assembled in the Parliament and to proclaim himself as 
a -defender of the faith of his country. And he proved 
a most valiant and doughty champion. With the lance 
of intellect poised in his hand and clad in the shining 
armour of the wisdom and learning of the ancient Aryans 
he had-held .his own against all comers. Nay, more, for 
he had stormed the citadel of prejudice and pride, and 
~lld1-b~ unanimously and enthusiastically acclaimed as 
t!!!! ~ ~atesi figure in the Parliament of Religions. 
:: · •The people whose cause he had championed· with 
such brilliant success were therefore filled with exultant 
gratitude. They exulted in the knowledge that he 
a conqueror, a digvijayi like the great Sankara hwas 

:1o1 . h d d , w o as a stui younger man a efeated all combatants in argu. 
ment from Malabar to Kashmir. For centuries India has 
borne the yoke of the invader and the foreigner, but 
here was a conquest higher than the physical subjugation 
of a people. The mightiest empire passes like a dream, 
~ut the conquest of the heart and the spirit is the founda­
ti~n of an imperishable empire. This is what Swami 
V~ve~~anda had achieved. The disciples who surround­
e him m America and England were his spiritual child­
ren and subjects. They showed him greater honour and 
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reverence than any liege subject offers his cro~ne: 
king. What countryman of his could fail to be e ate d 
by this knowledge? All over India people eagerly rea 
the addresses delivered by him at the Parliament and 
elsewhere and the chorus of admiration and praise that 
followed him everywhere. , . 

There is a fine saying in Hindi about flowing 
waters and strolling sadhus-Bahata pani auT 

chulta sadhu-both representing restlessness and 
constant movement. As a chulta sadhu Vive­
kananda had wandered a great deal in the Madras 
Presidency and it was there that the voyage to far off 
America was finally decided upon. Many people knew 

' him and congratulatory meetings were held in Madras 
and other towns in the Presidency: It was in Calcutta, 
however, 'his own house', that the most impressive and 
the most representative demonstration took place. It 
may be unhesitatingly a,;serted that there was no other 
instance till then on record of so spontaneous and so 
emphatic a tribute having been paid t.o any Indian io 
his lifetime. No less remarkable is the sWiftness of 
these happenings, the incredibly brief space of time · into 
which they were crowded. Up to September, 1893, this 
young sannyasin was absolutely unknown. l:ljs,,0PJ>Or" 
tunity came at the Parliament of Religions, and because 
he did not seek fame it clung to him all the more tena­
ciously. It passed all others by and placed the laurel' 
crown on his turbanned head. From the Parliament he 
had passed on to other scenes of activity, his fame ever 
waxing greater like a snowhall rolled through a field of 
snow, men and women seeking instruction from his lips. 
Before a year had passed and while Vivekananda was 
still busy with his work in America h 's countrymen in 
Bengal convened the great Town Hall meeting in Cal-
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,cutta early in September, 1894, to vote him an address 
and to place on record their grateful and warm appr~­
ci ation of his invaluable services to his country and his 
religion. Looked at from any point of view "it was a 
memorable gathering. There were wealthy landownexs 
and shrewd and successful men of business, distinguish­
_ ed and veteran publicists, learned and famous pwidits, 
men of light and leading in various paths of life, 
B-rahmacharis, Sannyasins, lawyers, physicians and pro­
_fessors, all anxious to partake in this national demon­
. tration: The speeches were eloquent, thoughtful and 
enthusiastic. Yet there was this singular fact that of 
the thousands present probably not one had heard of 
Swami Vivekananda a year before and scarcely any 
-0ne had set his eyes upon him. Nevertheless, with one 
voice they acclaimed him hero and prophet, and the 
chosen champion of Hinduism. 

Both in America and in England Swami Viveka­
o.an~:s following consisted mainly of intellectual people, 
~~ ~~ womeq of culture and -µnderstanding. Among 
tliese the most remarkable was Miss Margaret Noble to 
o;,.rhom Vivekananda gave the name of Nivedita. one 
dedicated and consecrated to the service of India. • Sister 
Nivedita used to designate herself as belonging to the 
Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Mission. Just as Viveka­
.nanda ~as the most brilliant among the disciples of 
Raniaknshna Paramahansa so was Nivedita the most 
dis;inguished disciple of Vivekan~n.da, and she adopted 
Inaia as her home and the field of her wor1t and she 
died in India. The books that she has left behind prove 
~at she ~vas a woman of extraordinary insight and 
~lterary gifts of a high order. The distinction of the pupil 
1s a meastu·e of the grteatness of the teacber. The Western 
disciples of the Swami wel·e, if possible, 1nore devoted t(1 
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him than his Indian disciples. In India the relatio~hip 
b . . . al ch d h " il · an ancient etween a sp1ntu tea er an 1s pup s 1s 
institution. In all ages irrespective of the politic~ ~on­
ditions of the country India has produced rehgious 
teachers and reformer~ and they were never without ·a 
following. The spiritual consciousness of India has never 
been entirely lost. The disciples of Ramakrishna Para­
mahansa served him and nursed him through his last 
long and painful illness with a love, zeal and devotion 
that cannot be too highly praised. In the Western world 
religion plays only a minor part and other interests 
occupy the thoughts of the people. Only those who saw 
it can realize the devotion of Vivekananda's American 
and English disciples. They honoured him beyond all 
other men, they loved him with a great love, they yielded 
Jilin implicit obedience. They fo~nd in him a Master 
whose equal had not been seen in the West. 

He said he was no political agitator, because there 
is much untruth in political agitation. International poli­
tics of th~ kind seen in Europe is hollow and insincere. 
The political speeches with which Europe is flooded· are 
mostly clap-trap, profuse professions with scarcely any 
reality behind them. There can be no sincerity of speech 
without sincerity of purpose and there is no ~ o:i,w.~ ~­

Europe of which it can be said that it is shicere in its 
intentions towards its neighbours. In India politics can 
have only one meaninG, the winning of a status of equa­
lity with the great nations of the world. Vivekananda 
bad no use for. the trifling that passed for politics in India 
in his time, but he was a patriot if • ever there was one 
and he loved his country with all the strength of his 
strong nature. The patriotism of the Japanese filled him 
with unbounded admiration, because it has the force­
and fervour of religion. It is the intensity of his patriot-
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ism that endears the memory of Vivekananda to the 
Younger . generation of Indians today. 

Vivekananda lived and died young. Length of years 
could not have added to his knowledge or wisdom, it 
could not have added a word to his teaching. It is not 
by the number of years but by the measure of achieve­
ment that we judge of the fulfilment of the purpose of 
life . and from this standpoint Vivekananda's short life 
rea~ed a rich harvest of fulfilment. There are the three 
periods of preparation, manifestation and consolidation, 
and • then · the close; The karma acquired in previous 
births had equipped him for his part in this life. For 
inspiration and guidance he had found a Master; for an 
ordeal he had passed through want and poverty. With 
apparent ease he had acquired the learning and wisdom 
of the early teachers of his race. Years of wandering. 
and months of solitude had offered him ample leisure to 
probe and solve the problem of life and death. He had 
ponder,~d · long and deep over the sayings and teaching 
oJ; rus-:great Master and these had helped to expand his 
soul ' and add to the breadth and keenness of his soul­
vision. The period of his ministry was brief, but it pro­
foundly affected a large section of the world. He preach­
ed a new evangel of a faith wide as the universe and 
deep as the ocean. In the full glare of world-wide publicity 
he proclaimed the doctrine of his Master that man is 
not born to a heritage of sin, but he is a claimant to 
his birthright of immortality. In the brief but lofty 
exordium to his remarkable lectures on Raja Yoga he has 
pointed out the potential divinity and the high destiny 
of the human soul, and its ultimate goal. This goal is the 
manifestation of the divinity that is within us. ''This", 
says Swami Vivekananda, "is the whole of religion.. 
Doctrines; dogmas, rituals, books, temples, and form3 
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are but secondai·y details." He preached for two or 
three years · only and his teachings are embodied in his 
books. These give a clear idea of his immense learning, 
his keen intellect, his power of luminous exposition, the 
closeness of argument and vigour of expression. Above 
all the reader is impressed by his strength and the viri­
lity of his personality. His hold over the younger gene­
ration of India is growing stronger with the pas.sing 
years. All over India Swami Vivekananda represents 
the ideal of spiritual force, patriotism and strength. 
Throughout all his teachings there is one insistent com­
mandment: "Be strong; he free." 

n 

A quarter of a century has elapsed since Swami 
Vivekananda went to his rest, and every year that 
passes is bringing fresh recognition of his greatness and 
widening the circle of appreciation. But the genera­
tion that knew him in life and heard his voice is also 
p~ing with the years. Such of his contemporaries as 
are left owe it to his memory and to their countrymen 
to place on record their impressions of one who, by uni­
versal assent, · was one of the greatest Jn,c,ljh,p:i_ - ~ ~e 

well as one of the world's great men. There is no 
need to repeat the story of his life, for that has been 
well and fully done by his disciples in the four volumes 
compiled by them, but one who knew him as I did may 
endeavour to strike a personal and 1:eminiscent note, 
and to recall, so far as memory may serve, smpe small 
details of large significance and the traits of character 
and the bearing that distinguished him f-rom the people 
around him. I knew him when he was an unknown and 
ordinary lad for I was at college with him and I Imew 
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hiru when he returned from America in the full blaze of 
fame and glory. He stayed with me for several days 
and told me without reserve everything that had hap­
pened in the years that we had lost .sight of each other. 
Finally, I met him at the monastery at Belur 
near Calcutta shortly before his death. In whatever 
relates to him I shall write of what I heard from himself 
and not from others. 

The conditions in India were very peculiar when 
Swami Vivekananda first attracted ,public attention. The 
imposition of a foreign domination and the grafting of a 
foreign culture had produced a pernicious effect 
on Indian life and Indian thought. The ancient ideals 
were either forgotten or obscured by the meretricious 
glamour of western materialism. There was an air of un­
reality about most of the progressive movements in India. 
In every field of activity a sort of smug unctuousness 
had replaced the single-minded earnestness and devotion 
of the ancient ;times. The old moorings of steadfast pur­
pose had been slipped and everything was adrift and at 
the mercy of every wind and wave from outside India. 
The ancient Aryan had realized that there could be no 
achievement without sacrifice and self-surrender. The 
modern Indian in his new environment fancied that sur­
render was not necessary for attainment. Following the 
example of the West the Indian reformer did his work 
while living in comfort and ease. 'fhe method followed 
was that of the dilettante, touching the surface of great 
problems, but seldom attempting to probe deeper. Men 
with an eloquent tongue and the gift of persuasive 
speech stirred the emotions and feelings of their hearers, 
but the effect was more or less fleeting, because of the 
lack of strength in the appeals. The conditions in 
India might be described as a flu."< if there were any 

11 
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assurance of a return of the tide. Perhaps there 'was 
no conscious self-deception but people were deceived 
and mistook the sham for the reality. The placid self­
complacence noticeable everywhere was an unmistak­
able sign of growing weakness and inability to resist the 
inroads of habits of thought and ideals of life destructive 
of everything that is enduring, everything that is real 
in the long-establ:shed order of things in India. 

In the midst of these depressing surroundings took 
place the quiet and scarcely noticed emergence of Rama­
krishna Paramahansa after a period of preparation and 

. meditation unknown to the people about him. , He was 
practically an unlettered man like some of the great pro­
phets of old, and by occupation he was the priest of a 
temple, a vocation fqr which he became unfit later on. 
Ignorant people thought his mind was giving way, but 
in reality it was a struggle of the spirit seeking true 
knowledge and finding its expression. And when this was 
attained he no longer avoided men, and drew round him 
ci small band of earnest young men who sought for 
guidance· from him and endeavoured to follow his teach­
ings. Many of his sayings have been collected and pub,. 
lished, but these give only a faint indication of his indi.; 
viduality. It may be said with absolute truth ,that, he 

was one of the elect who appear at long intervals in the 
world for some great purpose. It has been my privilege 
to hear him speak and I felt then as I feel now that it is 
only rarely that men have the great good fortune of 
:Ustening to such a man. The Paramahansa's language 
was Bengali of a homely kind; he was not supple of 
speech as he spoke with a slight though delightful stam­
mer, but his words held men enthralled by the wealth 
of spiritual experience, the inexhaustible store of simile 
and metaphor, the unequalled powers of observation. the 
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bright and subtle humour, the wonderful catholicity of 
sympathy and the ceaseless flow of wisdom. 

Among the young lads and men attracted by the mag­
netic personality of the Paramahansa was-Narendra Nath 
Datta, afterwards known as Swami Vivekananda. There 
was nothing to distinguish him from the other young men 
who used to visit Ramakrishna Paramahansa but the 
Master early picked liim out from the rest and predicted 
a gr~at future for him. "He is a thousand-petalled 
lotus," said the Paramahansa, meaning that the lad was 
one of those who come fully equipped into the world for 
a great purpose and to be a leader of men. The refer­
ence 'was to the spiritual sphere since the Paramahansa 
took no account of worldly success. He could not only 
read faces with unerring accuracy but he •had also extra-' 
ordinary psychic power, which was demonstrated in the 
case of Vivekananda himseli. That young man was 
not ~ery regular in his visits to the Paramahansa. On 
one occasion he' was absent for several weeks. The 
Paramahansa made repeated enquiries . aboU:t him and· 
ultimately charged one of Vivekananda's friends to bring 
him. It may be mentioned that the Paramahansa lived 
in the temple of Dakshineswar, some miles to the north 
of Calcutta. He added that when Narendra came he 
wished to see him alone. Accordingly there was no 
one else in the room when Narendra came to see him. 
As soon as the boy entered the room the Paramahansa 
left his seat and saying, "Why havt:! you been staying 
away when I wanted to see you?" approached the lad 
and ~pped him lightly on the chest with a finger. On_ 
the mstant-these are Vivekananda's own words-the 
lad saw a flash of dazzling light and felt himself swept 
off his feet, and he cried out in alarm, ''What are you 
doing to me? I have my mother and brothers." The 
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Paramahansa patted him on the back and soothed him, 
saying, "There, there, that will do." 

Shortly after this incident Vivekananda became an 
accepted disciple of Ramakrishna Paramahansa. The 
number of these disciples was very small and the 
Paramahansa was very careful in choosing them. Every 
one of these disciples was subjected to a constant and 
unrelaxing discipline more than Spartan in its severity. 
There was no spoon-feeding and coddling. The Parama­
hansa's prediction about Vivekananda was not commu­
nicated to any publicity bureau, and he and his fellow­
disciples were always under the vigilant eyes of the 
Master. Vows, 'vratas of great hardship, were imposed 
upon the disciples and the discipline was maintained un­
broken even after the passing of the Paramahansa. 
Vivekananda went to Benares, and it was th'ere that he · 
acquired the correct enunciation and the sonorous chant­
ing of the hymns and the mantras which he recited very 
impressively at times in a deep musical voice. I have 
heard him singing in a fine tenor voice at the request of 
friends and as an orator there were both power and music 
in bis voice. 

Ramakrishna Paramahansa frequently passed into a 
trance or samadhi. The exciting cause was invariably 
some spiritual experience or some new spiritual percep­
tion. On one occasion-it was in 1881-I formed one of 
a party that had gone with Keshub Chunder Sen by river 
to see the Paramahansa. He was brought on board our 
steamer, which belonged to Maharaja Nripendra Narayan 
Bhup of Kuch Behar, Keshub's son-in-law. The Para­
mahansa as is well known was a worshipper of the god­
dess Kali, but just about that time he was engaged in 
the contemplation of Brahman, the formless, Niraka.ra., 
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and had some previous conversation with Ke~hub _on 
this subject. He was sitting clos_e to Keshub facmg hun, 
and the conversation was practically a monolo~ue, for 
eith Tr h b or some one else would put a bnef ques-

er ...-,.es u "th hi 
tion and, in answer, the Paramah~ W1 s m~-
vellous gift of speech and illustration would hold his 
hearers entranced. All of us there hung breathless upon 
his words. And gradually the conversation came round 
to Nirakara (formless) Brahman, when the Parama­
hansa after repeating the word Nirakara two or three 
times 'to himself, passed into a state of samadhi. Except 
the rigidity of the body there was no quivering of the 
1nuscles or nerves, no abrupt or convulsive movement of 
any kind. The fingers of the two hands as they lay in 
his lap were slightly curled. But a most wonderful 
change had come over the face. The lips were slightly 
parted as if in a smile, with the gleam of the white teeth 
in between. The eyes were half closed with the balls 
and pupils partly visible, and over the whole countenance 
was an ineffable expression of the holiest and most 
ecstatic beatitude. We watched him in respectful silence 
for some minutes after which Trailokya Nath Sanyal, 
known as the singing apostle in Keshub Chunder Sen's 
sect, sang a hymn to the accompaniment of music and 
the Paramahansa slowly opened his eyes, looked inquir­
ingly around him for a few seconds and then resumed 
the conversation. No reference was made either by him 
or any one else to his trance. 

On another occasion the Paramahansa wanted to see 
the Zoological Gardens of Calcutta. His eagerness was 
like a child's and would not brook any delay. There 
were times when his ways were sti·ongly reminiscent of 
the saying in the Srirnad Bh~avatam that·the mumukshu, 
the emancipated and the wise, is to be known by his 
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childlike playfulness. A cab was sent for and the 
Paramahansa accompanied by some disciples was driven 
the long distance from Dakshineswar to Alipur. When 
he entered the gardens the people with him began show­
ing him the various animals and · aquatic collections but 
he would not even look at them. "Take me to see the 
lion," he insisted. Standing in front of the lion's cage 
he mused: "This is the Mother's mount"-the goddess 
Kali in the form of Durga or Parvati is represented as 
riding a lion-and straightway passed into samadhi. He 
would have fallen but for the supporting arms around 
him. On regaining consciousness he was invited to stroll 
round the garderis and see the rest of the collection. "I 
have seen the king of the animals. what else is there 
to see?" he replied. And he went back to the waiting 
carriage and drove home. There seems to be an obvious 
incongruity between the predisposing causes of samadhi 
on these two occasions. On the first, it was the contem­
plation of the Nirakara Brahman, a high and abstruse 
spiritual concept; on the second, it was merely the sight 
of a caged lion. But in both instances the process of the 
concentration of the mind and the spirit is the same, In 
one, it is the intense realization of the supreme Brahman 
without form; in the other, it is realization in the spirit 
of a visual symbolism inseparably associated with the 
goddess Kali. In both cases a single spiritual thought 
occupies the mind to the exclusion of everything els~, 
obliterates the sense of the objective world and leads to 
samadhi. No photograph taken of the Paramahansa in 
samadhi ever succeeded in reproducing the inward glow, 
the expression of divine ecstasy, Brahm.ananda, stamped 
on the counteniffice. • 

As a young enthusiast passing through a probation of 
discipline Vivekananda desired that he should have the 
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e)cperience of samadhi like the Master. The Parama­
hansa explained to him that this was unlikely as his 
nature was rajasik, that is, he had the temperament o~ a 
doer one who achieves great things, and not sattvik, 
spirihlal, and only a sattvik was capable of passing into 
a state of prolonged samadhi. But •Vivekananda would 
not be dissuaded and once while sitting in an· attitude of 
contemplation he sent word to the Paramahansa entreat­
ing to be put into a trance. The Paramahansa promptly 
said "Let him have samadhi." Vivekananda at once be-• 
came unconscious and remained in that state until the 
Paramahansa restored him to consciousness by a word. 
Vivekananda realized afterwards _ that the Master had 
judged him rightly and his proper vocation was that of 
a worker, and the time came when in fulfilment of the 
prophecy of the Master he held aloft the torch of Truth 
in distant lands and proclaimed that the light of know­
ledge comes from the East. 

Under the vow of poverty and medicancy Viveka­
nanda travelled widely in northern and southern India 
for eight years, and his experiences, as may be imagined, 
were varied. He spent a great deal of his time in the 
Madras Presidency and he got first-hand knowledge of 
the evil influence of professional sadhus. He knew in­
~tely the village life of the Telugu and Tamil speak­
ing people and he found his earliest admirers in the 
lVIadras Presidency. He was in Bihar when there was 
gt"eat excitement in that Province on, account of the mark­
ing of mango trees with lumps of mud mixed with vermi­
lion and seed grain. In a number of districts in Bihar 
numerous mango topes were discovered marked in this 
fashion. The trustees of an empire as the Government 
in this country somewhat theatric~lly call themselves, 
m.ay have a lofty function but they have an uneasy 
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conscience and the official mind was filled with forebod­
ings of sor:ie impending gr~ve peril. The wonderful secret 
police got b~sy at once, and it wac; shrewdly surwJsed 
that lhe marks on the mango trees bore a family resem­
blance to the mysterious chapatis that were· circulated 
immediately before the outbreak of the Mutiny. The 
villagers, frightened out of their wits by the sudden in­
cursion of armed and unarmed, but not the less terrible 
on that account; authority in their midst denied all know­
ledge of the authorship of these sinister marks. Suspi­
cion next rested upon the itinerant sadhus wandering all 
over the country and they were arrested wholesale for 
spme time though they had to be let off for want of evi­
dence. The recent facilities of Regulations and Ordi­
nances did not then exist. It was found out afterwards 
that the marking of mango trees was merely by way of 
an agricultural mascot for good mango or general crops. 
Vivekananda had to get up early in the morning and to 
trudge along the Grand Trunk Road or some village path 
until -some one offered him some food or the heat of the 
sun compelled him to rest under a roadside tree. One 
morning as he was tramping along as usual he heard a 
shout behind him calling upon him to halt. He turned 
round and saw a mounted police officer, bearded SI?-d 
in full panoply, swinging a switch and followed by some 
policemen. As he came up he inquired iri the well­
known gentle voice affected by Indian policemen who 
Vivekanandc was. "As you see, Khan Saheb," replied 
Viveka11anda, "I am a sadhu." "All sadhus are bud­
mashes", sententiously growled the Sub-Inspector of 
Police. As policemen in India are known never to tell 
an untruth such an obvious fact could not be disputed. 
"You come along with me and I shall see that you are 
put in jail", boomed the police officer. "For how long?" 
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softly asked Vivekananda. "Oh, it may be for a fo~t­
night or even a month." Vivekananda went nearer him 

' alin . "d ''Khan and in an ingratiating and appe g voice sai , 
Saheb only for a month? Can you not put me away for 
six m~nths, or at least three or four months?" · The police 
officer stared and his face fell. "Why do you wish to 
stay in jail longer than a month?" he asked suspiciously. 
Vivekananda replied in a confidential tone, "Life in the 
jail is much better than this. The work there is not hard 
compared with this wearisome tramp from morning till 
night. My daily food is uncertain and I have often to 
starve. In the jail I shall have two square meals a day. 
I shall look upon you as my benefactor if you lock me up 
for several months." As he listened a look of disappoint­
ment and disgust appeared on the Khan Saheb's face and 
he abruptly ordered Vivekananda to go away. 

The second encounter with the police took place in 
Calcutta itself. Vivekananda with some of his fellow­
disciples was living in a suburb of Calcutta quietly pur­
sumg his studies and rendering such small social service 
as came his way• One day he met a police officer who 
was a friend of Vivekananda's family. He was a 
Superintendent of Police in the Criminal Investigation 
Department, and had received a title and decoration for 
~ ser~ices. ~e greeted Vivekananda cordially and in­
vited him to dinner for the same evening. There were 
some other visitors when Vivekananda arrived. At 
length they left but there were no ~gns of dinner. In­
stead, the host spoke about other matters until suddenly 
~~wering his voice and assuming a menachlg look he said, 

0 me, now, you had better make a clean breast of it and 
tell me the truth. You know you cannot fool me with 
your stories for I know your game. You and your gang pre­
tend to be religious men, but I have positive information 
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that you are conspiring against the Government." 
"What do you mean?" asked Vivekananda, amazed and 
indignant. "What conspiracies are you speaking of and 
what have we to do with them?" "That is what I want 
to know,'' coolly replied the police officer. "I am con­
vinced it is some nefarious plot and you are the ring­
leader. Out with the whole truth and then I shall arrange 
that you are made an approver." "If you know every­
thing why don't you come and arrest us and search our 
house?" said Vivekananda, and rising he quietly closed , 
the door. Now, Vivekananda was an athletic young man 
of powerful build while the police officer was a puny, 
wizened creature. Turning round upon him Viveka­
nanda said, "You have called me to your house on a false 
pretext and have made a false accusation against me and 
my companions. That is your profession. I, on the other 
hand, have been taught not to resent an insult. If I had 
been a criminal and a conspirator there would be nothing 
to prevent me from wringing your neck before you could 
call out for help. As it is I leave you in peace." And 
Vivekananda opened the door and went out, leaving the 
redoubtable police officer speechless with ill-<:oncealed 
fright. Neither Vivekananda nor his companions were 
ever again molested by this man. 

Another experience that Swami Vivekananda relat­
ed to me bordered on the tragic. The particular vow he 
had undertaken at that time was that he should steadily 
walk the whole day without either looking back or beg­
ging from any man. He was to halt only if accosted and 
to accept food if it was offered to him unasked. Some­
times he had to go without any food for twenty-four and 
even forty-eight hours. One after~oon about sunset he 
was passing in front of a stable belonging to some wealthy 
person. One of the grooms was standing on the road. 
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Vivekananda had had nothing to eat for two days and 
was looking weak and weary. The groom saluted him 
and 1 1 · g at him asked, "Sadhu Baba, have you eaten 

00 Clll k d "I h anything today?" "No," replied Vive anan a, . ave 
eaten nothing." The groom took him into the stable, 
offered him water to wash his hands and feet and placed 
his own food, consisting of some chapatis and a little 
chutney, before him. The chutney was hot but in the 
course of his wanderings Vivekananda had got accus­
tomed to eat chillies which were often the only condi­
ment he had with his food. I have seen him eating a 
handful of pungent green chillies with evident relish. 
He ate the chapatis and the chutney, but immediately 
afterwards felt a frightful burning sensation in his sto­
mach and rolled on the ground in agony. The groom 
beat his head with his · hands and wailed, "What have I 
done? I have killed a sadhu." The pain must have 
been ~ue to eating the chutney on an empty stomach. 
Jpst aoout this tit.fie• a man'. with a basket on his head 
hat{pened to be passing and 'hltlted on hearing the cries of 
the groom. Vivekananda asked him what he had in his 
basket and the man replied it was tamarind. "Ah, that 
is just what I want," said Vivekananda, and taking some 
of the tamarind he mixed it with water and drank it. 
This had the effect of allaying the burning sensation and 
the pain, and after resting for a while he resumed his 
journey. 

In the remote regions of the Himalayas Vivekananda 
met with some perilous adventures, but nothing claunted 
he went through the treadmill of discipline with high 
~urage and tireless energy. The vows imposed upon 
him entailed prolonged trials of endurance, an unbroken 
course of self-discipline, meditation and comn~union. 
When he arrived in America, without friends, without 
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funds, he had nothing beyond his intellectual and spiri­
tual equipment, and the indomitable courage and will 
that he had acquired in the course of his purposeful 
wanderings in India. One of his own countrymen, who 
had attained some fame and was a man of considerable 
eminence, attempted to discredit him by circulating un­
founded calumnies against him. In spite of difficulties 
Vivekananda found his way to the Parliament of Reli­
gions at Chicago and it was there that recognition came 
to him. He was probably the youngest man in that 
memorable and historic as well as unique gathering. 
Beyond the fact that he was a Hindu he carried no other 
credentials. The name of his Guru was unknown in 
Europe and America. He was an obscure young man 
unknown to fame with no reputation either in his own 
country or out of it for scholarship, holy living, or 
leadership. It is impossible to conceive an assembly 
more critical or less emotional than that gathering of 
learned and pious men from all parts of the world re­
presenting all the churches and creeds of the world. 
Men of great erudition steeped in sacred lore, reverend 
mid high dignitaries of many churches, men who had 
left the seclusion of the cloister and the peace of the 
monastery had met in solemn conclave in a great city 
in the Far West. It was a Parliament not filled from 
the hustings and polling booths, but from the temples 
and pagodas, the synagogues and churches and mosques 
of the world. They were mostly men well advanced 
in life, accustomed by years of discipline to self-control, 
engaged in contemplation and meditation, and not likely 
to be lightly swayed by extraneous influences. Some of 
them were men of international reputation, all of them 
were men of distinction. Obviously the least among 
them was this youthful stranger from the East, of whom 
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no 
O 

h cl ever heard and who was probably there more 
ne a i.;. t t 

by suffe~ance than by the right of any acL.L\evemen ~ 
h is credit. How he carried that grave assembly of reli­
gious men by storm, how pen-pictures of the young 
Hm· d nk in the orange-coloured robe and turban 

u~ d 
filled the newspapers of America, and how the men an 
women of America crowded to see and hear him are 
now part of _history. Slightly varying Cae~ar's laconi~ 
and exultant message it may be truthfully said of Swanu 
Vivekananda, "He went, he was seen and heard, and he 
conquel'ed." By a single bound as it were he reached 
from the depth of obscurity to the pinnacle of fame. Is 
it not remarkable, is it not significant that of all the 
distinguished and famous men present at the Parliament 
of Religions only one name is remembered today and 
that is the name of Vivekananda? There was, in sober 
fact, no other man like him in that assembly, composed 
though it was of distinguished representatives of all re­
ligions. Young in years the Hindu monk had been dis­
ciplined with a thoroughness and severity beyond the 
experience of the other mei:i who had forgathered at the 
Parliament. He had had the inestimable advantage of 
having sat at the feet of a Teacher the lL'lte of whom had 
uot been seen in the world for many centuries. He had 
known poverty and hunger, and had moved am.ong and 
sympathized with the poorest people in India, one of 
the poorest countries in the world. He had drunk deep 
at the perennial fountain of the wisdom of the ancient 
Aryan l'lshis and he was endowed with a courage which 
faced the world undismayed. When his voice rang out 
as a clarion in the Parliament of Religions slow pulses 
q~ckened and thoughtful eyes brightened, for through 
him spoke voices that had long been silent but never 
stilled, and which awoke agaln to resonant life. Who 
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in that assembly of the wise held higher credentials :: 
this youthful monk from India with his coJllJilaD : 
figure, strong, handsome face, large, flashing eyes, an_ 
th f 

· ,._,...., was mani­
e ull voice with its deep cadences? In u,.... f 

fested the rejuvenescence of the wisdom and strength 0 

ancient India, and the wide tolerance and sympatby 
characteristic of the ancient Aryans. The force and fire 
in him flashed out at every turn, and dominated and filled 
with amazement the people around him. 

Other men from India had preceded him in the 
mission from the East to the West, men of culture, men 
of eloquence and religious convictions, but no other man 
created the profound impression that he did. These others 
assumed a tone which was either apologetic, or deferen­
tial to the superiority of the West . . Some said they had 
come to learn and did not presume to teach and all were 
more or less overawed by the dazzling magnificence of 
western civilization. But S~ami Vivekananda never 
had any doubts or misgivings and he knew he came from 
a land which had produced most of the great and wise 
teachers of men. The glitter of the West held no lure 
for him and his voice never lost the ring of authority. 
Besides the anxiety to profit by his teaching there was a 
good deal of promiscuous admiration. There was the 
usual sheaf of romantic letters from gushing and im­
pressionable young women and well-meant offers of ser­
vice from many quarters. A dentist offered to clean his 
teeth free of charge whenever ne.cessary. A manicure 
presented him with a set of his dainty instruments for 
which the Indian monk had no use. A more substantial 
offer was about a lecturing tour with a well-filled purse 
of shining dollars at the end of the tour. The money 
would have been useful for the monasteries afterwards 
P.stablished by Swami Vivekananda, but his vows pre-
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eluded him from either earning or laying by any mon~y. 
~ter on, however, he ac_cepted some money for the-~­
s1on h d to found in India and elsewhere. Besides 

e propose - d En 
·the open lectures that he delivered in .America an g-
land he held what may be called informal classes attend­
ed by a small number of select people, usually earnes! 
inqUirers or people anxious to learn what t?e . Sw~ 
had to teach. The actual number of his disciples m 
those countries was not large, but he set many people 
thinking while his marvellous personality made itself 
felt. wherever he werit. 

As mentioned earlier, at Madras he was given an 
enthusiastic reception on his return from America. Some 
of the organizers of his public reception at Calcutta, 
however, thoughtfully sent him a bill of costs. Swami 
Vivekananda mentioned this incident to me with indigna­
tion. "What have I to do with any reception?" he told 
me. "These people fancied I had brought a great deal of 
money. from Am.erica to be spent on demonstrations in 
my honour. Do they take me for a showman or a charla­
tan?" He felt humiliated as well as indignant. 

Earnest young men came to him to join the Rama­
krishna Mission founded by him. They took the vows 
of celibacy and poverty. They have established monas­
teries in various parts of India. There are some in 
America also so that Swami Vivekananda's work in that 
Part of the world is still carried on end his memory is 
held in great reverence. Swami Vivekananda told me 
that the Paramahansa insisted on celibacy and moral 
purity as the essence of self-discipline, and this is equally 
noticeable among Swami Vivekananda's disciples and 
those who have joined the Brotherhood after bis passing. 
Every member of the Ramakrishna Mission is pure of 
heart and pure in life, cultured and scholarly, and is 



176 NOBLE LIVF.s 

engaged in serving his fellowmen to the best of his abi­
lity, and the comnumity is the gainer by their example 
and their selfless and silent ser~ice. . 

The last time I had met Swami Vivekananda before 
he left for the United States was in 1886. I happened 
to be in Calcutta on a brief visit and one afternoon I 
received intimation that Paramahansa Ramakrishna had 
passed into the final and eternal samadhi. I drove im­
mediately to the garden-house in a northern suburb of 
Calcutta where the Para~a had passed his Jast days 
on earth. He was lying on a clean white bed in front of 
the portico of the house, while the disciples, Vivekananda 
among them with his eyes veiled with unshed tears, and 
some other persons were seated on the ground surround­
ing the bedstead. The Paramahansa was lying on his 
right side with the infinite peace and calm of death on 
his features. There was peace all round: in the silent 
trees and the waning aftemoon, in the azure of the sky 
above with a few clouds passing overhead in silence. 
And as we sat in reverent silence, hushed in the presence 
of death, a few large drops of rain fell. This was the 
pushpa-·vrishti or rain of flowers of which the ancient 
Aryans wrote-the liquid flowers showered down by 
the gods as an offering of homage to the passing of some 
chosen mortal to rank thenceforth among the immortals. 
It was a high privilege to have seen Ramakrishna Parama­
hansa in life and also to have looked upon the serenity of 
his face in death. 

It was not till eleven years later in 1897 that I met 
Vivekananda again. He was then famous alike in the 
East and the West. He had travelled largely, seen many 
countries and many peoples. I was at Lahore and I heard 
he was staying at the hill station of Dharamsala. Later 
on he went on to Jammu in Kashmir territory and next 
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came down to Lahore. There was to be a demonstration 
and a house had been engaged for him. At the railway 
~tation when the train came in I noticed an English 
military officer alighting from a first class compartment 
and holding the door respectfully open £qr some one else, _ 
and the next second out stepped Swami Vivekananda on 
the platform. The officer was about to move away after 
bowing to the Swami, but Vivekananda cordially shook 
hands with him and spoke one or two parting words. On 
inquiry Vivekananda told me that he did not know the 
officer personally. - After entering the compartment he 
had informed Swami Vivekananda that he had heard 
some of the Swami's discourses in England and that he 
was a colonel in the Indian Anny. Vivekananda had 
travelled first class because the people at J ammu had 
bought a first class ticket. The same night Vivekananda 
came away to my house with two of his disciples. That 
night and the following nights and during the day when­
ever lwl:!§,~ee we.talked for .long hours, and what st~uck 
~~: fnol!t was the interu;ity of Vivekananda's feelings and 
bis passionate devotion to the cause of his country. There 
was a perfect blending of his spiritual fervour with . his 
intellectual keenness. He had grappled with many pro­
blems and had found a solution for most of them, and he 
had in an unusual degree the prophetic vision. "The 
middle classes in India", he said, "are a spent force. They 
have not got the stamina for resolute and sustained en­
deavour. The future of India rests "with the masses." 
One afternoon he slowly came up to me with a thoughtful 
expression on his face, and said, "If it would help the 
country in any way I am quite prepared to go to prison." 
I looked at him and wondered. Instead of making the 
remotest reference to the laurels still green upon his 
brow he was wistfully thinking of life in prison as a 

12 
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consummation to be wished, a service whereby his coun­
try might win some small profit. He was not bidding 
for the martyr's crown for any sort of pose was utterly 
foreign to his nature, but his thoughts were undoubtedly 
tending towards finding redemption for his country 
through suffering. No one had then heard of Non­
co-operation or Civil Disobedience and yet Vivekananda, 
who had nothing to do with politics, was standing in the 
shadow of events still long in coming. His visit to Japan 
had filled him with enthusiastic admiration for the 
patriotism of the Japanese nation. "Their country is 
their religion," he would declare, his face aglow with 
enthusiasm. "The national cry· is Dai Nippon Banzai! 
Live long, great Japan! The country before and above 
everything else. No sacrifice is too great for maintain­
ing the honour and integrity of the country." 

One_ evening Vivekananda and myself were invited 
to dinner by the late Bakshi J aishi Ram* who had met 
Vivekananda at Dharamsala. Vivekananda was offered 
a new and handsome hookah to smoke. Before smoking 
he told his host, "If you have any prejudices of caste you 
should not offer me your hookah, because if a sweeper 
were to offer me his hookah tomorrow I would smoke it 
with pleasure for I am outside the pale of caste/' Hl.s 
host courteously replied that he would feel honoured if 
Swamiji would smoke his hookah. The problem of un­
touchability had been solved for Swami Vivekananda 
during his wanderings in India. He had eaten the food 
of the poorest and humblest people whom no casteman 
would condescend to touch, and he had accepted their 
hospitality with thankfulness. And yet he was by no 
means a meek man. In the course of his lecture on the 

•Bakshi Jaishi Ram's son, Bakshi Tekchand, then a young boy 
at school and now a Judge of the Punjab High Court, remembe~s 
the Swami very well, and gave me his impressions after this 
pr p<'r had been written. 
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Vedanta at Lahore one of the loftiest of his utterances, 
he declared with head uplifted and nostrils dilated,. "I 

li · " It was not pride am one of the proudest men vmg. 
of the usual worthless variety but the noble pride of :11e 
consciousness of a great heritage, a revulsion of feeling 
against the false humility that had brought his country 
and his people so low. 

I met Goodwin, the young Englishman who at one 
time was on the high road to become a wastrel, but for­
tunately came under Vivekananda's influence and be­
came one of his staunchest and most devoted followers. 
Goodwin was a fast and accurate stenographer and most 
of Vivekananda's lectures were reported by him. He 
was simple as a child and wonderfully responsive to the 
slightest' show of kindness. Later on,- I met•some of the 
lady disciples of Swami Vivekananda, Mrs. Ole Bull, 
Miss MacLeod and Miss Margaret Noble, the gifted 
youn~ Englishwoman to whom Vivekananda had given 
the beautifu1J.y appropriate name of Nivedita, the Offered 
one', one· dedicated and - consecrated to tlie service 
of India. I first met Sister Nivedita at Srinagar 
in Kashmir and next in Lahore where I saw a 
great deal of her, and · again. in Calcutta where 
~he came to my house more . than once. I took her 
through the slums of Lahore and showed her the RaDr 
lila, which greatly interested her. She made eager en­
quiries about everything relating to India. She was in 
splendid health when she first cam& out to India, but the 
austerities which she practised affected her health, and 
she rapidly spent herself and was spent in the service of 
India. Of her fine intellect and gift of literary expression 
she has left abiding evidence in her exquisite books. 

In conversation Vivekananda was brilliant, illumin­
ating, arresting, while the range of his knowledge was 
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exeeptionally wide. His country occupied a great deal 
of his thoughts and his conversation, His deep spiritual 
!;!Xperiences were the bedrock of his faith and his lumin­
ous expositions are to be found in his lectures, but his pat­
riotism was as deep as his religion. Except those who saw 
i.t few can realize the ascendancy and influence of Swami 
Vivekananda over his American and English disciples. 
Even a simple Mahomedan cook who had served Sister 
Nivedita and the other lady disciples at Almora was 
struck by it. He told me at Lahore, ''The respect and the 
devotion which these Memsahebs show the Swamiji are 
far greater than any muricl [disciple] shows to his 
niurshid [religious preceptor] among us." At the sight of 
him his disciples from the West, among whom were the 
Consul General for the United States living in Calcutta 
and his wife;· would rise with every mark of respect, 
and when he spoke he was listened to with the closest 
and most respectful attention. His slightest wish was 
a command and was carried out forthwith. And Viveka­
nanda waA always his simple and great self, unassuming, 
straightforward; earnest and grave. Once at Almora he 
was visited by a distinguished and famous Englishwoman 
whom he had criticized for her appearance in the role of 
a teacher of the Hindu. religion. She wanted tQ -~ow 
~vherein she had given cause for offence. "Yon English 
people", replied Swami Vivekananda, "have taken our 
land. You have taken away our liberty and reduced us 
to a state of servility in our own homes. You are drain­
ing the country of its material resources. Not content 
-with all this, you want to take our religion, which is all 
that we have left, in your keeping and to set up as 
teachers of our religion." His visitor earnestly explain­
ed that she was only a learner and did not presume to be 
a teacher. Vivekan·anda was mollified and afterwards 
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presided at a lecture delivered by this lady. 
The next year I met Swami Vivekananda in Kashmir, 

our house-boats being anchored near each other on the 
Jhelum. On his way. back to Calcutta he was my guest 
for a few days at Lahore. At this time he had a pre­
science of early death. "I have three years more to live," 
he told me with perfect unconcern, "and the only thought 
that disturbs me is whether I shall be able to give effect 
to all ·my ideas within this period/' He died almost 
exactly three years later. · The last time I saw him was 
at the monastery at Belur shortly before his· death. It 
was the anniversary of Ramakrishna ·Paramahansa and 
I saw Swami Vivekananda when the sankirtan (singing 
of hymns with music) was at its heig~t; • rolling' in_ the 
dust and heaping dust on his head in a paroxysm of 
frenzied grief. 

The recent visit of the, King of Belgium to the 
monaste:,;y . at- . Belur. was a homage to the· memory of 
Swamio 1~ vekaiianda:,•" 1n the World War- no cro"ltled 
king;•·hi i,Europli! was more innocent of blood:.guiltiness 
than · the King of° Belgium, and India-will gratefully bear­
in mind this pilgrimage of a · monarch from Europe to the 
sacred resting place of one of the greatest sons of India. 

Swami Vivekananda's thoughts ranged over· every 
phase of the future of India and he gave all that was in 
him to his country and to the world. The world will 
rank him among the prophets and princes of peace, and 
his message has been heard in reverence in three conti­
nents. For his countrymen he has left a priceless herit­
age of virility, abounding vitality and invincible strength 
of will. Swami Vivekananda stands on the threshold of 
the dawn of a new day for India, a heroic and dauntless 
fi~re, the herald and harbinger of the glorious hour when 
India ·shall, once again, sweep forward to the van of the 
nations. 



7. LALA LAJPAT RAI 
(1865-1928) 

I 

Lala Lajpat Rai might have been born anywhere in 
India and achieved distinction, for he had in him the 
makings of greatness, but there is a divinity that shapes 
the destinies of nations, though an alien Power may for 
a time play Providence. The Punjab had special need of 
a man like Lajpat Rai. 

The Punjab has been called the sword-arm of India. 
·The Jat is a splendid specimen of virile, lithe and mus­
cular manhood; the Jat, the Sikh and the Pathan are 
racy of the Punjab soil, and they make splendid fighting 
units. Dw-ing the dark days of the "Sepoy Mutiny" of 
1857-58 the Sikhs materially and manfully helped in 
pulling the Government of the East India Company out 
of the fire. From that day to this the Punjab has borne 
its share, and more than its share, in many a campaign, 
and its martial traditions have been well up\ielQ..J:~y- its 
valiant sons. Nevertheless, the only man who, after 
Maharaja Ranjit Singh, has, by common consent, been 
designated the Lion of the Punjab was Lajpat Rai. Why? 

He did not belong to any of the warlike tribes or 
sections of the population of the Punjab. On the con­
trary, he belonged to a caste of peaceful traders, who 
never take part in fighting, and he came from the extreme 
east of the Province, which is not much of a recruiting 
ground for the army. He had a frail physique and was 
at no time in robust health. A scrofular and tubercular 
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taint ran in the family; he lost a brother and a son from · 
tuberculosis· he himself suffered from scrofula, and at 
one time th~re was serious apprehension that he would 
fall a victim to consumption. He was .not even a tall 
man. Why should he of all men, though he was not a 
warrior and did not look like one, have been styled the 
Lion of the Punjab? 

The leonine attribute is not merely physical, but 
also moral. The lion-heart is a heart that knows no fear 
and cannot be subdued. In the Punjab the fighting 
~terial comes from the villages, and the J at leaves the 
plough for _the sword; but muscles do not necessarily 
produce moral courage, though one's physical prowess 
may be indubitable. · I have seen a Jat, a giant in 
strength, hurriedly leaving the whole width of a street 
to a European who happened to be passing along. In 
cities and townships, the state of thil_)gs was, if anything, 
worse. Men grovelled to win the official smile, the reci­
pient of office fancied himself exalted to a throne, a man 
"!I'~ name appeared in the Honours Gazette was al­
most canonized alive. I knew a man in the Punjab who 
spent ten thousand rupees in festivities because an in­
significant title had been conferred upon him. Men are 
addressed by their trumpery titles of Rai Saheb and 
Khan Saheb instead of their names just like prisoners 
who lose their names and are called by the numbers 
suspended round their necks. Informers and tale­
bearers were openly honoured ang rewarded, and as a 
variant appeared juggling artists who showed clever 
tricks of picking up easy money. In these herds of 
dumb, driven cattle Lajpat Rai was a lion indeed. 

Not long ago a police officer declared that the Punjab 
was different from the rest of India. For this difference 
we have to thank ourselves. We always get what we 
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deserve, n_either more nor less. The ·moral fibre of the 
Punjab was attenuated to the thinness of a filament. Our 
degradation lies mainly in our own self-abasement. 

Lajpat Rai was a poor man's son. To earn a living 
he qualified for the profession of law, but neither his 
energies nor his interests were at any time wholly occu­
pied by his profession. By nature and instinct he was a 
helper, a worker. At all times and all through his life 
he was the ser.vant of his country and his people. When 
as a young man he came from Hissar to Lahore and 
joined the Bar of the Punjab Chief Court, he threw him­
self with ardour into the social and educational work of 
the Arya Samaj. The Arya Samaj movement filled a 
notable part in the public life of the Punjab. It made 
for self-sacrifice, self-respect, self-reliance. It attracted 
all that was best in the intelligence and the moral · man­
hood of the Punjab.. Lala Hans Raj , now rightly known 
as Mahatma Hans Raj, the Honorary Principal of the 
Dayanand Anglo-Vedic College for over a quarter of a 
century, set an example of devotion and self-sacrific•e 
that has never been equalled. The College itself never 
sought or accepted a grant-in-aid from the Punjab 
Government. It was a triumph of organization and asso­
ciated effort. Year after year, at the anniversarY,·-of•~e 
Arya Samaj, an appeal was made for funds/ and Lajpat 
Rai 's voice was the most eloquent. Men contributed 
money, women took off their ornaments and gave them 

. away to the fund. When men and women pool their 
resources for such a good cause as education the day of 
national awakening cannot be far off. The social work 
of the Samaj was deserving of high praise. The influence 
of the Arya Samaj was a powerful moral tonic to the 
Punjab. Today the Dayanand Anglo-Vedic College, 
with its buildings, halls and boarding houses, stands as a 
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magnificent monument to the concerted constructive 
talent of the Punjab. Later in life, towards the very 
end, Lajpat Rai left the Arya Samaj, but he will always 
be remembered as one of its most prominent workers and 
benefactors. 

The Indian National Congress met at Lahore for the 
first time in 1893. Dadabhai Naoroji, then a Member of 
Parliament, was the President and Sardar Dayal Singh 
Majithia was the Chairman of the Reception Committee. 
Sardar Dayal Singh was probably the · only Sikh noble­
man in the Punjab who retained his independence after 
the annexation of that Province. He· attended . no dur­
bars, never 'called on any Lieutenant-Governor, never 
sought. a title. Lajpat Rai was not an office-bearer of the 
Reception Committee, but he was a zealous though un­
obtrusive worker. He had attended . a few previous 
sessions of the Congress and at the Allahabad Congress. 
of 1888 he had attracted some attention by distributing 
am •~ : · del~gatesrcopies of an open letter that he had 
~ ll to Sir Syed Ahmed. · . ·· . 

_ He gave a good deal of his time and energy to the 
Dayanand ~glo-Vedic College as Secretary of the Col­
lege Committee and took an increasing share in its affairs. 
He was a r egular and constant contributor to the Tribune 
on ~ grea~ variety of public questions, he organized 
famme relief, he went about raising funds for the esta-
bl' hm f 15 ent o an orphanage, he was to be found wherever 
the public weal called him. As a- public speaker he 
came to be regarded as an orator of the first rank. He 
was far and away the finest Urdu speaker in the country. 
In his own country and abroad he was widely admired 
as a most eloquent speaker in English, and the time crone 
when he was listened to as one of the most effective and 
powerful debaters in the Indian Legislative Assembly. 
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All through his life Lajpat Rai was eminently sober, 
with the sobriety that is linked with strength and not 
moderation that is a cloak for pusillanimity. He had a 
well-balanced mind, with a sane and clear outlook on 
life, and unshakable faith in the destiny of his country. 
When a country situated like India begins to awaken to 
the reality of things and when her children express 
dissatisfaction with their lot and demand freedom which 
is the inalienable right of every natiori, contemptuous 
words charged with a peculiar stigma are applied to 
them. An agitator, for instance, was hardly distinguish­

.able from an incendiary. It was more seemly to genu­
flect, as it was certainly more profitable, than to agitate. 
Lajpat Rai was an agitator, and that was his first fall 
from grace. As the years passed, be became more and 
more an agitator. The word "extremist" had not then 
come into vogue. It is a fearful and ·ominous word. 
Who is an extremist? What is his creed? What is his 
-demand? What are the extreme lengths to which he is 
prepared to go? Extremism must include every form 
-of desperation. Boiled down to the hard truth, the ex­
tremist in India is the man who wants his country to be 
free like other countries. The man who wants to own 
half the world and to rule over half-a-dozen natioDS iS 
~t meek and most peace-loving individual, the im­
perialist. That is why Mark Twain, whose humour does 
not discount his truthfulness, says that the British are 
mentioned in the Bible: Jesus Christ has said, "Blessed 
are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth." The 
imperialist is an Admirable Crichton and the paragon of 
humility. But the man who wants nothing more than 
the· freedom of his own country is that unmentionable 
and holy terror-the extremist. 

Lajpat Rai belonged to the same school of political 
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thought as the early organizers of the Indian National 
Congress. He was not content with the ann_ual flutter 
at the Congress, for his hands found many thmgs to do, 
and every movement for the uplift of his people ~ppealed 
to him. If no incident had happened to break his career 
it might have proved as uneventful as that of any other 
Congressman of those days. But it pleased the Govern­
ment of the Punjab to step in and take a hand in fashion­
ing the future of Lajpat Rai. 

There was some slight agrarian trouble in the Rawal­
pindi district. It was nothing compared with what hap­
pened many years later in Bardoli, but in the Punjab 
even the suspicion of trouble is intolerable. The leading 
lawyers of Rawalpindi sympathized with the peasants. 
Lajpat Rai went up from Lahore. Perhaps there were 
some mild demonstrations and protests. Some heated 
words were exchanged between the district magistrate 
and Lajpat Rai. The Rawalpindi lawyers were arrested 
~~ , thrq~ ipto prison. Lajpat Rai was in the same 
~at. _but no immediate • action was taken against him. 
He returned to Lahore and to his avocation as a lawyer. 

A special officer was appointed to try the Rawalpindi 
lawyers. It is worth while remembering the name. It 
was Mr Martineau, who recently died in Lahore as a 
Judge of the Punjab High Court. Mr Martineau acquit­
ted all the accused honourably. If Lajpat Rai had been 
tried in that court he would have been similarly acquit­
ted. The offence of which the Ra"'o/alpindi leaders and 
lawyers were accused existed only in the imagination of 
the district officers. 

Lajpat Rai was, however, dealt with in a different 
w~y. There is that venerable Bengal Regulation which 
skips the delays and uncertainties of the law and se­
questrates the body of a man easy as easy. And when 
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a man is spirited away in this fashion all publicitr, 
kudos and .eclat are avoided. The modesty of the Gov­
ernment is almost as remarkable as that of the man who 
was advised in the Bible not to let his left hand ·haw 
what his right gave away. His countrymen will ne;~r 
know why Lajpat Rai was deported to Mandalay. ..-~ 
truth, there was nothing against the Punjab · leader. -- It 
is idle to speculate what stories were told by informers; 
or what reports were sent in by officers and the Punjab 
Government. The dossier of Lajpat-Rai's case will never 
leave the secret archives of the Government, Probably 
it has been already destroyed. · Posterity will never know 
whether it was a masterpiece of romance and imaghiaticin1 
or a triumph of fiction. · Lajpat Rai was the straightest 
man living in the Punjab. There could be no question 
of · conspiracy, because he was incapable of it. There 
could be no suggestion of sedition, because sedition· is 
the most easily punishable offence in India. 

Every attempt to have this Regulation repealed has 
been foiled. Since facts cannot be ignored, however, it 
is well to remember that the power to arrest and imprisa'~ 
without trial has been exercised even by Government.5 
which were not foreign. The Kings of France sign~~ 
lettres de cachet, which were sufficient authoritjt"'to fm;.: 
prison any one for an fadeful.ite period in the - Bastille 
without the formality of a trial. In Russia hundreds were 
dragged to perpetual exile in Siberia on the strength of 
imperial ukases issued by the Tsar. These Governments 
were not foreign, but the procedure in both cases was the 
same as under the Indian Regulation. ~e only differ­
ence between those Governments and the Government 
of India is that the latter have a fuller quiver, and while 
those Governments had only one string to their bow the 
Government here have several and thev can nroduce an 
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Ordinance with as much ease as a conjuror produces a 
i·abhit out of an empty hat. It has-only to be added that 
the ukase and lettre de cachet have disappeared with 
the· Tsars of Russia and the Kings of France. No Gov­
ernment that usurps the functions of courts of justice 
t:an be safe very long. 
· · Lajpat Rai had to be released from Mandalay after 

.six months which clearly proves that the Government 
,. ' 
failed to convince the Secretary of State for India that 
-any longer detention was justifiable. What object was 
~erved by the temporary deportation of Lajpat Rai? In 
spite of their own modesty and retiring disposition, the 
~vernment acted the part of high class publicity agents. 
The Government did for Lajpat Rai in six months what 
~e himself might not have won in twelve years. Even 
in the Punjab he was not the most prominent leader at 
that time, though he was undoubtedly ~e most active-. 
~ deportation map.e him at a single bound an all-India 
lead. "; ~~ .~ as · brought back to his Lahore house in all 
:ii~<#ecy, and wi1;hin two hours all Lahore was at his door 
and the heart of all India went out to him in enthusiastic 
~eeting. The exile of Mandalay became the universally 
acclaimed hero of India. • 

Almost immediately after his release Lajpat Rai 
Illade an extensive tour of Northern - India, addressing 
public meetings and receiving everywhere a royal wel­
come. As was only to be expected, his deportation' and 
detention without cause assigned had• stiffened the back-
bone of his mind instead of weakening it. He came · 
l>ack from Mandalay a more resolute man than he had 
been before his deportation. He became more intrepid, 
more outs~oken. A man's love for his country, his seli­
le~ness_ m the service of his people cannot be 
extinguished by oppression or punishment. The sense 
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of doing what is right and the approbation of his own 
conscience · sustain him in the hour of persecution and 
dejection. There is no power on earth that can smother 
or choke off the utterance of the truth, or drug and dope 
the awakening spirit of an individual or a race. There 
can be no nobler cause than the one with which Lajpat 
Rai identified himself, and his loyalty to the cause 
emerged triumphant from every ordeal to which he was 
subjected. It is no exaggeration to say that persecution · 
dogged his steps ever since his deportation to Mandalay, 
but bis heart never faltered for a moment and his hands 
never drew back from the work to which he had devoted 
himself. He was a man of determination and not des• 
peration, · and his work was done systematically and 
methodically, and not in brief spurts with long spells of 
indifference and inactivity. Ju~t as his protracted trials 
never deterred him from his duty, so also they never 
evoked a passionate outburst from him, and he never 
deviated from the straight path of steady endeavour. 

One decision that he took at this time gives a clear 
insight into his strength of character and his exception· 
ally high sens~ of self-respect. After his arrest, 
deportation and detention without trial he ne~er 
resumed his practice as a lawyer. There was' rib ·dis­
qualification. He· had not been convicted of any offence 
involving moral turpitude. He had not even been ac­
cused of any offence in a court of justice. There was 
no stain upon .his honour, no blemish upon his character. 
If he had rejoined the Bar of the Chief Court - in fact, 
his name always stood on the rolls - in every proba­
bility, his unbounded popularity would have brought him 
a lucrative practice. Nothing, however, would induce 
him to appear again in any court as a practising lawyer. 
He had done with the Government and all their institu-
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tions for ever. His self-respect would not permit him 
to have anything to do with the courts of a Government 
that had condemned him unheard and did not have even 
the fairness to formulate a charge against him. No one 
Called him a non-co-operator then, because the word was 
then unknown. Several years later, when the non­
co-operation movement was first heard of, lawyers were 
Urged to renounce their profession and take no part or 
share in the administration of justice, and several 
la-wyers did so. It is important to bear in mind that 
l..a.jpat Rai was an early non-co-operator; and he 
l:equired no persuasion to become one. If it is sug­
@:ested that he was suffering from 'a sense of a personal 
""1-ong, all the greater honour to his memory that he 
elected to suffer further from an empty purse; for by 
his decision he lost his main source of income, and he 
had not inherited a fortune or laid by a considerable 
SUm of money. 

~en,' are nt>t , usually so particular about the 
rnaintenahce of their self-re~ect. Cases are constantly 
l:eported from every part of India of lawyers being 
arrested and tried on various charges and of going back 
to their profession after acquittal as if nothing had hap­
pened. This is what happened in the case of the 
Rawalpindi lawyers. Several years later, when martial 
law was declared in the Punjab for a short period and 
:tnen were arrested wholesale and imprisoned, some of 
them did not decline to be associated ,vith the Govern­
ment after the amnesty. Lajpat Rai on his return 
from Mandalay refused to revert to the profession of 
law and devoted all his time and energy to the service 
of his cbuntry. To earn a living he took to trade, but 
it did not occupy much of his time. 

He was not merely a political agitator. For some 
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time he was a member of the Lahore Municipal Com­
mittee and it was on his initiative that Anarkali Bazar 
was cleared of the women of the town who infested it. 
Education, social reform, charitable organizations, every 
beneficent form of activity enlisted his enthusiastic 
support. He gave not merely his energy but his sub­
stance as well. He signalized his return from Mandalay 
by large donations, and though at no time a wealthy 
man, he gave without stint and without solicitation to 
every good cause and ended by giving away his own 
house to the Society he had founded. The time came 
when other notable Indian leaders made large sacrifices 
for the sake of their· convictions and in the service of 
their country, but there are many others who pose as 
leaders and broadcast their views without ever dreaming 
of any sacrifice. It is no disparagement to any one else 
to say that from the outset Lajpat Rai gave all he had 
to his country, the love of his heart, the thoughts of his 
head, the labour of his hand and the contents of his 
purse. . 

If his countrymen admired him, the organization 
known as the Criminal Investigation Department also 
marked him out for attention. The attachment of the 
sleuths of this Department to their quarry is so to~chirig 
that it would be almost pathetic but for the sinister fact 
that their pursuit is often big with tragedy. They are 
perfectly impart'ial in the ~istribution of their favours. 
Lajpat Rai was an ex-deportee and a permanent suspect, 
but even a man like Gopal Krishna Gokhale and others 
who have held high office have been faithfully followed 
and carefully shadowed. Any one may be led astray 
and follow a path of error, however peace-loving and 
inoffensive he may appear, and the C. I. D. experts take 
no chances. 
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Tarquinius Superbus disliked tall poppies. He 
wanted that all the flowers in bloom should be on a uni­
form level. In his morning strolls in his garden he 
kept a keen eye on the poppy beds and if he found some 
plants taller than the rest, with flowers that raised their 
heads proudly- above their fellows, he would swing the 
ivory staff in his hand and knock off the tall poppies. 
Sir John Gorst, who happened to be Under-Secretary of 
State for India some decades ago, once blurted out with 
cynical bhm1ness that tall poppies were not wanted in 
India any more than in the garden of Tarquinius. In. 
India, men with titles, men who become ministers and 
members of Executive Councils are not the tall poppies 
at all. They are harmle~ hothouse flowers, or gor-­
geous orchids and mistletoes that grow as parasites upon 
the sturdy plant known as the Government. The tall 
poppies here are those eyesores, the agitators, who lift 
up their heads and hearts, who are not content with the . 
manifold blessings of the present benign rule, but 
clamour for what they call their rights and want India 
to be as other nations of the world. The summary 
method of Tarquinius cannot be pursued at present, but 
steps hav~ to be taken to stunt the growth of such men, 
and occas1onally to stifle the noise that they make for 
this evil of agitation is highly infectious. If the pr~cess 
of stunting or repressing Lajpat Rai did not succeed it 
was not for want of trying. 

When Lajpat Rai went to Engl8.I}d and thence to 
America, he came into contact with the advanced poli­
tical thinkers of those countries. In the West and the 
Far West he served his country assiduously. He wrote 
books, delivered lectures, interviewed leading men, and 
vigorously exposed the manner in which India's progress 
t.o nationhood was being retarded. Meanwhile, the 

13 
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authorities in India were in communication v.ri.th the 
India Office and the British Government, and when 
Lajpat Rai attempted to return to his own country he 
was refused a:· passport either to England or to India. 
On the first occasion he was removed from Lahore to 
Mandalay, on the second he found the door shut in his 
face. He was left in America to shift for himself as 
best he could. 

Thus when.. the frightfulness of martial law in the 
Punjab and the holocaust of J.µlianwalla Bagh were 
filling India with horror from end to end, Lajpat Rai 
was at the other end of the world. It is not necessary 
to speculate what would have happened to him if he had 
been in Lahore · at that time. His visit to America be­
-came an enforced exile. Of course, he was never told­
why he was not permitted to return to his country. 
There are some beautiful phrases that are invariably 
trotted out by Government to meet such contingencies. 
No awkwardness whatsoever was felt in answering ques­
tions in the old Legislative Council and none is experi­
enced in the present Legislative Assembly. Why was 
not Lajpat Rai allowed to return· to India? It would not 
be in the public interest to let him come back. What had 
he done to deserve such treatment? It would not be in 

the public interest to -make a statement on that subject. 
No French fencing-master can parry a thrust more adroit­
ly. No miser guards his gold more jealously than the 
Government safeguards the public interest. If you ask, 
what is the public interest, echo answers, what? It is a 
thingumbob, a gilt-edged security, a pompous obsession 
like prestige. It is one of the familiar ghosts that keep 
running in and out of the seances of the Government . 

. Lajpat Rai had influential friends among British 
PQliticians and public men, and owing to the pressure put 
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by them on the Government the ban had to be lifted and 
he was permitted to return to India. Neither on the 
first occasion when he was deported to Mandalay, nor 
later when he was prevented from returning from Ame­
rica, was any charge preferred against hh:1 to his own 
knowledge or to the knowledge of the public. He -wrote 
several books, edited a newspaper, and constantly spoke 
in public, yet he never wrote or spoke anything for which 
he could be pr.osecuted on a charge of sedition, which 
was the easiest thing to do for the Government. It was 
not a feeling of prudence or caution that put a curb on 
his tongue, or guarded his pen, for he was one of the 
most fearless of men. He wrote and spoke as strongly = he felt, neither more nor less. In his writings and his 
speeches will be found the measure of the strength of his 
convictions. He st.ood by these and no amount of per­
secution could ever compel him to recede a single step. 

The non-co-operation movement never assumed 
very formidable proportions, but even as a mere gesture 
it was sufficient to create a panic and to unhincte the 
mind of the Government. The enrolment of vol~teers 
for the Congress was declared unlawful and pubHc meet­
ings we~e prohibi~ed. It became quite a c;mmon sight 
for a smgle bewildered policeman to be shepherding 
hundreds of laughing, singing men to prison because 
they h~d met h_1 a square to ~~Id a public meeting. 

LaJpat Ra1 naturally Jomed the non-co-operation 
movement and be refused, with other leaders in ot her 
p~ts o~ the country, to shut up the Congress office, or to 
~scontmue the enlistment of volunteers. If it had been 
m any other part of India he would have been sentenced 
to six months' imprisonment, but in the Punjab the ways 
of the law are less gentle and Lajpat Rai was sentenced 
to a long term. These convictions were had under an 
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Ordinance which ceased to be operative after a short 
time but that made no difference to the length of the ' . 
sentences. It was only when his health became serious-
ly affected and symptoms of tuberculosis appeared that 
he was released before the expiry of the full term of 
imprisonment. . 

Up to the present no Punjabi except Lajpat Rai bes 
been elected President of the Indian National Congress. 
Since every year a new man has to be found for this 
distinction it is not at all surprising that all the names 
on the roll are not equally eminent, nor has every 
President remained loyal to the Congress. There can 
scarcely be-any question, however, that Lajpat Rai was 
particularly fitted for this honour. The President of the 
Congress is the chief servant of the people, and Lajpat 
Rai was steadfast in service to the country. With per­
haps one exception he had the highest record for suffer­
ing. He had been sent out of the country without trial. 
he had been kept out of the country without trial and 
he had been sentenced to a long term of imprisonment 
for a technical political offence which ceased to be an 
offence after a short period. Nothing need be said about 
the annoying espionage to which he had to submit for the 
greater part of his life. Yet through it all he neither 
faltered in his course nor swerved from the path he had 
set for himself. 

Coincident with Lajpat Rai's fore~ of character, }us 

intrepid and indomitable example, there has been a re­
markable resurgence of the old moral courage of the 
Punjab. There is a clear distinction between the strength 
of the muscle and the strength of the mind. The man 
who can fight is not necessarily the man who can suffer 
uncomplainingly, or who refuses to be turned from his 
purpose by persecution and ill-treatment. It is not the 
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s~ord-arm but the stout heart that is the real measure 
of strength. Grievously has the Punjab suffered and 
gloriously must she struggle to win back her self-respect. 

In the closing years of his life the time came wh~n 
~pat Rai could become a member of the Indian Legis­
lative Assembly consistently with his sell-respect. . He 
entered it by the suffrage of his countryipen and became 
a.t once one of the outstanding figures in the Assembly. 
A.s an orat~r he was famous throughout India, but in a 
deliberative body flights of oratory are not of much help. 
lt is the debater, the reasoner who can·build up a fabric 
of sound argument, that can hope to command an ntten­
tive hearing. The appeal is ~ reason and not to senti­
IXl.ent. Lajpat Rai fulfilled all the requirements of a 
Parliamentary speaker and was listened to with attention 
an,d respect. One wonders whether the gentlemen who 
sat on the Government benches ever thought that there 
had been a mistake in the official estimate of Lajpat Rai's 
character and convictions. He was outspoken and un­
Sl>al:ing as a critic, but was there anything of the revO-:­
luti.onist about him? If the members of the Government 
had any doubts they kept their thoughts to themselves. 
The Government as a composite whole rests on · the 
foup.dation of infallibility. It recants no error exoresses 
no regret, and never heeds difficulties that are

1 

of its own 
making. Social amends were made and these may be 
aecepted for what they may be worth. It must have 
been rather interesting to see •the ex-depm·tee, 
the dangerous agitator who had not been permitted to 
return to his own country for a considerable length of 
time, the ex-prisoner who had undergone a Jong term of 
imprisonment, sitting down as a guest at the table of the 
Viceroy of India. What had he done to atone for the 
Past, what had earned for him this social dbtinction? 
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Lajpat Rai never made a bid for an official smile, he 
never went back on his convictions. 

To the Punjab and to India he has left the great 
example of his life, his unflinching courage, his spirit that 
faced persecution and suffering undismayed, his tireless 
beneficence, his splendid patriotism, and his unshaken 
faith in the ultimate emancipation of his Motherland, 
the mother of all knowledge and wisdom, the lamp of 
light and guidance to all humanity. The manner of his 
death deeply stirred the hearts of his countrymen. He 
was assaulted without cause or provocation by policemen, 
who are supposed to be the guardians of the public 
peace, and according to qualified medical testimony the 
assault accelerated death. In life and in death Lajpat 
Rai won the crown of -martyrdom. To the Punjab be­
longs the proud distinction of being the land of martyrs. 
Is it necessary to enumerate the long list of martyrs that 
paved the way to the foundation of the Khalsa Powe1:? 
We have only to recall the names of Bunda and Taru 
Singh, and the boy Hakikat Rai, whose samadhi lies 
close to Lahore. We may omit later and more . recent 
names, but is it without significance that Jatindranath 
Das was brought from Calcutta to Lahore to fulfil his 
vow of martyrdom? 

It is for his countrymen in the Punjab and elsewhere 
· to take up the legacy that Lajpat Hai has left and to 
carry on his work, to go forward and ever forward till 
the heights are wun and India takes her rightful place 
in the forefront of. the marching nations of the world. 
It is of such a man that it has been said on high autho­
rity, "He that is greatest among you shall be your 
servant." 



II 

At the Allahabad session of the Indian Natio:na! 
c · 1888 I saw Lala Lajpat Ra1, then a ve~y 

ongress m d "stri"buting copies of his ''Open Letter to Sir Young man, 1 · · 

S~•ed Ahmed" among the delegates. :'he~ ~e were 
strangers. He was a pleader at Hissar, ~ district in South 
Pun· b In 1892 he shifted to Lahore; I was alc,o t}l_ere 
at t~:t." time and soQil we · came to know each other w:eU. 
We remained friends to the end. 

Public ille in India in those days w.as very differ.ent 
from what it is today, th"ough _even now it.is a mistake .~o 
aver that politics in India is the same thing as in other 
countries that have their own Government. In -Christ­
mas week the Indian National Congrel?s -met every year 
for three days, the floodgates of oratory . were opened 
and carefully worded resolutions . were passed. , ..t\nd 
then the delegates returned home, satisfied that they_ }:lad 
done their duty by their country! 

In the Punjab the progressive mo-,.,ement :among the 
educated community · had found expression in the ,Ary~ 
Samaj and •the Dayanand Anglo-Vedic College, a co~bin­
ation of religious, social and educational reform. The 
Arya Samaj and the D.A.V. College displayed an excel­

_-lent organization. The former was based on the -teach-
ings of Swami Dayanand Saraswati and revived the 
ancient Vedic religion superseding the later forms of the 

. Puranic religion. The College was ..named after Swami 
Dayanand. It neither sought nor received any grant 
from the Punjab Government, but the organizers of the 
College as well as the general body of the Arya Samajists 
refrained from taking an active part in any political move­
ment. The . three :most prominent workers .for the · Col­
lege were Lala Hans Raj, Pandit Guru Dutt Vidyarthl 
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and Lala Lajpat Rai. Lala Hans Raj was Honorary 
Principal of the College for over twenty-five years. He 
accepted no salary or remuneration of any kind and 
maintained himself on a small allowance given to him 
by his elder brother Lala Mulk Raj Bhalla. Pandit 
Guru Dutt, an enthusiastic worker, was cut off at the 
early age of twenty-five. Lala Lajpat Rai was the Hono­
rary Secretary of the College Committee for several 
years and at each anniversary of the Arya Samaj his 
eloquent and powerful appeals brought a substantial res­
ponse in the shape of donations and subscriptions to the 
funds of the D.A.V. College. · 

Lala Lajpat Rai was not content to devote all his time 
and energy to the Arya Samaj and the College. The call 
of the country had stirred him from the outset. He was 
a constant contributor to the Tribune, of which I was the 
editor at the time, and he wrote letters on various public 
questions. He was not particularly strong in English at 
the beginning of his public career, but by constant and 
diligent study and travel in Europe and America he 
became one of the finest writers of English in the coun­
try and unquestionably the best writer in the Punjab. 
As an orator he ranked among the foremost in the coun­
try and was recognized as one of the ablest and most 
effective speakers in the Legislative Assembly. Among 
Urdu orators he was the greatest in India in his time. 

From 1893 to 1896 Lajpat Rai and I were next-door 
neighbours outside the Lohari Gate in Lahore and a close 
family friendship sprang up between us. His brother, 
Dalpat Rai, an M.A. of the Punjab University was · ap­
pointed the first manager of the Punjab National Bank 
which is now the oldest and one of the soundest Indian 
banking concerns. Soon afterwards, however, Dalpat Rai 
fell a victim to tuberculosis. Lajpat Ra.i's father and 
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· al h and his father Lala Rad.ha 
mother were perfectly he t Y · h tubercular 
Kishen lived to a great age, but s_ome ~w a R . himself 
taint ran in the family. Later in life LaJpat ai f 
suff d fr glandular swellings in the neck aml ~ne o 
his :::s d~: of tuberculosis. But neither do~est1c be-

t P
hysical suffering, nor pers1Stent per-

:reavemen s, nor his t · · g 
secution deterred him for a mome_nt from un rrm . 
service to the country. · . 

The Indian National Congress met for the first tune 
at Labor~ in 1893 and that decided the attitude of the 
Arya Samajists in the Punjab towards the Congress. _I 
was present at the Allahabad Congress in 1892 when it 
was decided to invite the Congress to the Punjab. No 
prominent leaders of the Arya Samaj were present. 
Sardar Dayal Singh Majithia was asked by telegram 
whether he approved the proposal and he replied that he 
would abide by the decision of the Punjab delegates. He 
would, of course, prove a tower of strength, buL all the 
san:u~ the Punjabis present at Allahabad felt somewhat 
ne~ous. In the Subjects Committee it was suggested 
that propaganda work should be carried on in the Punjab 
to create enthusiasm for the Congress. Raja Rampal 
Singh of Kalakankar, Oudh, and Pandit Madan Mohan 
Malaviya readily offered to tour the Punjab to rouse pub­
lic opinion. But no one was in a position to anticipate 
the decision of the Arya Samaj to which most of the edu­
cated Hindus of the Punjab belonged. No secret could· be 
made of the fact that Sardar Dayal Singh Majithia, who 
was a member of the Brahmo Samaj and gave liberal 
contributions to various other religious and other bodies, 
had held himself aloof from the Arya Samaj and no depu­
tation from that body had ever asked the Sardar for a 
donation. The formal invitation to the Congress to meet 
at Lahore in December 1893 was offered by a pleader 
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from Amritsar, who happened to be the oldest Punjabi 
present. 

On our return t~ Lahore we started work by putting 
out cautious feelers to ascertain the attitude of ,the 
leaders of the Arya Samaj. The result was both sur­
prising and gratifying. The great majority of Maho­
medans had everywhere declined to join the Congress 
and in the Punjab this reluctance was even more mark­
ed. On the other hand, th!;! members of the Arya Samaj 
readily responded to the invitation. Most of the mem­
bers of the Reception Committee were Arya Samajists, 
the Secretary was a prominent member of the Arya 
Samaj. Lajpat Rai was not an office-bearer, but he made 
a profound impression by lectures and helped actively in 
the collection of funds. Dadabhai Naoroji was the·Presi­
dent and both as regards ·attendance and finance the Con• 
gress session was most successful. In a few years Lajpat 
Rai became the leading Congressman in the Punjab. 

At no time in the whole length of his public career 
had Lala Lajpat Rai any connexion with any secret orga­
nization or revolutionary movement. Secrec~• in any 
form was utterly foreign to his nature. Throughout his 
life he was an outspoken critic and when he opposed 
anything he did so quite openly. Queen Victoria'.s 
Diamond Jubilee was celebrated in 1897. The Punjab 
officials and those who were led by them wanted a statue 
to be erected to commemorate the event. Lala Lajpat 
Rai proposed the founding of an orphanage instead and 
the majority of . the educated classes of Lahore agreed 
with him. At a public meeting called to decide the 
form of the memorial, the officials and their supporters, 
finding themselves in a minority, hurriedly withdrew. 
The statue was afterwards voted in a packed hole-and­
corner meeting. But Lajpat Rai established an orphanage 
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independently with the help of public subscri~tio~ b 
By his independence Lajpat Rai made ~se _o ; 

noxious to the authorities, but there was nothing agruns 
him for which he could be made liable to the law. He 
Was a practising lawyer of the Punj~b Chi~ Court, all 
his public activities were carried on m the ligh~ o! day, 
and his writings and speeches did not come within ~e 
Purview of even· the very elastic law of sedition in India. 
The · opportunity for action against him came when. Sir 
Denzil Ibbetson was appointed Lieutenant-Governor of 
the Punjab. That gentleman had the reputation of being 
a strong man. When he was a Deputy Commissioner in 
the Punjab he had refused to see an Indian .Statutory 
Civilian because the latter had the temerity to come into 
the presence without taking off his shoes. Shortly .before 
his appointment as Lieutenant-Governor he bad told a 
Punjabi visitor, -"I shall look after the Babus when I 
come to the Punjab"-the word 'Babus' being the generic 
term for the educated classes throughout India. . Sir 
Denzil Ibbetson's term of office was a very brief one, for 
he died of cancer in about a year, but during :that period 
he certainly fulfilled his undertaking. At Rawalpindi 
there was a demonstration of ·peasant-proprietors in 1907 
against the Land Alienation Act or something else con­
nected with land. There was no rowdyism and no vio­
lence, but the local authorities chose to treat it as a 
defiance of authority. Some of the -leading lawyers of 
Rawalpindi, men who had never ~en any part in any 
unlawful movemt;?nt and who were no longer young, 
sympathized with the peasants. Lala Lajpat Rai was also 
present at one of the demonstrations and some heated 
words passed between him and the district magistrate. 
Lajpat Rai returned to Lahore as soon as the popular 
excitement had subsided. The Rawalpindi lawyers were 



~ NOBLE LIVES 

promptly arrested and clapped in prison. They were 
placed on· trial before a special officer who happened to 
be Mr. Martineau, who was as judicial-minded as be was 

, conscientious, and after n lengthy trial he acquitted all 
the prisoners. 

Before his depo:rtation to Mandalay Lajpat Rai was 
a fairly well-known mail, but the action of the Govern­
ment helped to make him one of the most famous -men 
in the country. 'He received an ovation .wherever he 
appeared. I was at that time at Allahabad and it .was 
announced that he would pay a visit . to that city in the· 
course of a lecturing tour. There was a troop of Punjab 
'cavalry-men ,stationed near. the place where I was· stay­
ing. One, eveµing ,.J, met, some· -of the ; ca~alry-mt;n _.wh ~ 
told me.1hat. ·they, would• ,go ,to , tp.e.'IRailwqt,statio~ re­
ceive rum. · I pointed •out that -theyrmight. not get leave 
from their officers, to which some :of them replied that 
they did not care whether they were punished .or · dis.,. 
missed. They only desisted from their purpose when 
I explained that suspicion might fall upon Lajpat Bai 
.himself, but se~&"Bl of them saw him at public meetings 
and elsewhere. He came to breakfast with me and show­
ed meo the manuscript of the account he had writ~ 'f.2i' 
his life at Mandalay. He also told me that, ~ :'the 
treatment he had received it would be im~ ble for 
him to reswne his practice as a lawyer. 

At the abortive Surat Congress of 1907 Lajpat Rai 
tried· hard , to mediate between the two factions of the 
Congress. The parting of the ways was fast approaching, 
but the issue at Surat was mainly a personal one. There 
had· been a growing feeling in a section of the Indian 
National Congre_ss that that body should adopt a bolder 
line of policy, and a cleavage was just averted at the 
Calcutta Congress of 1906. The Mahratta slipper that 



was hurled on the platform at Surat and f~ll near the 
th B · a who took 1t away and person of Surendrana ane11e , . 

· · I was really intended for Su-preserved 1t 1n a g ass case, 
Pherozeshah Mehta against whom the fury of the Deccan 
contingent was directed. Mr. H ._ w_. Nevinson, who was 
present, gave me a graphic description of what had hap­
pened when I met him at Allahabad, and Surendranatb 
Banerjea spoke to me about it more than once. 

It was supposed that a reconciliation between the 
two wings of the Congress was effected at the Lucknow 
Congress of 1916, but the truce was temporary. To say 
that the Congress was captured by th.is party or tI!e 
other is a very loose account of what really happened. It 
was ~ot so much a matter of party feeling as an evolution 
of psychology. The struggle upon which the Congress 
was engaged was bound to become grimmer and sterner 
with the passing years. The old humdrum methods led 
nowhere. It required a considerable flexibility and 
mobility of mind to realize the change that was coming 
so swiftly. Lajpat Rai had given evidence of it at the 
Ben.ares Congress of 1905, over which Gokhale presided, 
by the passion with which he swept the Congress off its 
feet over the partition of Bengal and endeared himself 
for ever to the Bengalis. The receptivity and pro­
gressiveness of his mind were amazing. To the end he 
was steadily growing in intellectual stature and in the 
fervour of patriotism. When a country is striving· to 
attain the status of nationhood every fonn of open and 
honest agitation is constitutional for the people seeking 
a constitution, though the Government may not recog­
nize it as such. As the N~tional Congress in India moved 
forward and its demands became more and more out­
spoken and more re.solute, t4e older and more cautious 
men fell out of step and dropped behind. Then came a 
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time when the Congress and the country fell under the 
spell of Mahatma Gandhi's magic personality, the intense 
and lofty devotion that gave all and sought nothing. . His 
creed of passive resistance and the withdrawal of all co­
operation from the Government never went beyond the 
.slightest of gestures so far ac; acceptance by th~ country 
was concerned, but it revealed potentialities of which no 
one had ever dreamed and it drove the Government to 
adopt measures of desperation. There was a time when 
Presidents of the National Congress and leading Con­
gressmen were ·made Judges of the High Courts and 
received knighthoods; later on, Presidents of the Congress 
were honoured with ·a sentence of- imprisonment, .or·. 
internment without trial. Lajpat Rai was a stalwart of 
the old'Congr'~ss, bµt he, i:itayed on to be imprison,~ -~ ~· 
elected President of the Congress, after , th'e<tm5vement 
had entered on a pew ph~e. · , 

Lajpat Rai was not only a tireless political worker 
but also one of the greatest social servants of :tndia. 
Whenever there was a famine, and famines are fairly 
numerous in this country, he was busy organizing opera• 
tions of relief. He was not a wealthy man but he gave 
away large sums of money for various objects and finally 
he gave away ~ own house in trust for th~ Tilak School' 
which he had founded in Lahore. Latterly he'•iived in 
another house which he built close to the one he handed · 
over t.o the trustees of the Tilak Society. As a philan· 
thropist he was no less distinguished than as a patriot. 

During his stay in America he carried on extensive 
propaganda in order to give the citizens of that Republic 
an idea of the true state of affairs in India. As was his 
habit throughout Jife everything he did in America was 
straightforward and above-board; In America he was 
highly respected and much admired for his eloquence 
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and sinale-minded devotion to his country. The leaders 
of the Labour Party in England knew him intimately 
and formed a high opinion of his ability and character. 
His mind was perfectly well-balanced and all his varied 
activities were perfectly legitimate, though it is obvious 
that no genuine patriot in India can be a perso_-na grata 

· with the Government. If Lajpat Rai had enemies he 
had friends also in England and it was owing to the 
~fforts of the latter that the inhibition against him was 
Withdrawn and he was permitted to return to India. 

Aft~r his return from America Lajpat Rai establish­
ed an Urdu paper for which he wrote a great deal and an 
English weekly, The People, which he edited himself. 
It was an admirably written journal and, though perfectly 
outspoken, it never gave the Punjab Government any 
loop..hole for any action against it. When I met him at 
Lahore a few months ago he told me that he had found a 
Young Punjabi who gave excellent promise of making a 
very successful journalist. 

Other popular leaders in India have ·felt the heavy 
hand of the present law in this country, but not one of 
them had such a varied experience as the Punjab leader 
now gone to his rest. According to conservative esti­
mates a hundred thousand people, men and women, fol­
lowed the funeral cortege, the·number of mourners ever 
increasing as the procession wound in . and out of the 
streets of the walled city of Lahore. If it could have 
been possible to defer the funeral till the next day the 
number would have been larger, for people living at 
some distance from Lahore were most anxious to pay theh­
last respects to the departed leader. The authorities d is­
played their vigilance by holding in readiness armoured 
cars and armed troops by way of precaution against any 
untoward incident! What act of violence did they 
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apprehend from the heavy-hearted and slow-footed 
mourners? 

In an incredibly short time the news of Lajpat Rai's 
sudden death reached the remotest corners of the whole 
country and every Indian place of business was instantly 
closed. It was a spontaneous and respectful tribute to 
the memory of a man who had loved and served India 
with great love and steadfast devotion. The world had 
a glimpse of a nation in mourning, it heard the heart­
beats of a whole nation throbbing with pain. A nation 
that can . unite in mourning may also unite in rejoicing 
and in striving for the national weal. 

This great-hearted son of India passed through per­
secution and suffering from strength to strength, from 
endeavour to endeavour, and his faith in the ultimate 
destiny of his race and the ultimate issue of the struggle 
for a place in the federation of nations never flagged or 
faltered for a moment. Intrepid, dauntless, high-souled 
and full of a lofty purpose, he never looked back as he 
moved along the onward path. The debt of nature has 
always to be paid but death does not mean the quenching 
of the spirit. Death clarifies and exalts the purpose of 
life and the most potent voices that influence the living 
are the voices of the dead. Today we stand in the 
shadow of the Valley of Death with hearts heavy for the 
departed captain but he stands in the light, a luminous 
figure crowning the heights and beckoning to the millions 
of India to march forward and win in life the goal that be 
has attained in death. 
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INTRODUCTION 

PROFESSOR S. RADHAKRISHNAN 

Sri S. Radhakrishnan was born of Telugu Brahmin 
parents in Tiruttani, Chittoor District, Madras Presi­
dency, on September 5, 1888. He bad his education in 
the Voorhees College, Vellore,and the Madras Christian 
College, Madras. He took his M.A. degree in Philoso­
phy in 1909 and was, from 1909 to 1917, on the staff of 
Presidency College, Madras, where he soon distinguished 
himself as a very clear expositor of even the most abstruse 
problems ~f philosophy. He was then transferred to the 
Arts College, 'RJt.jahmundry, as Lecturer in Philosophy. 
After serving there for a year, he was select~d for the post 
of Professor of Philosophy in the Univers_ity of Mysore. 
From 1918 to 1921 he remained in Mysore, where he 
wrote his first two important books-.The Philosophy of 
Rahindranath Tagor11 in 1918 and The Reign of Religion in 
Contemporary Philosophy in 1920. The latter, which con­
tains a very able criticism of the chief contemporary 
systems of Western Philosophy from the point of view of 
Absolute Idealism, made Radhakrishnan's name well 
known in the philosophical world. • 

The young philosopher now attracted the eye of the 
great educationist, Sir Ashutosh Mukherjee, the Vice­
Chancellor of the Calcutta University, wlio offered him 
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the King George V Professorship of Philosophy in his 
University. Professor Radhakrishnan accepted the offer, 
went to Calcutta in 1921 and held the place for the next 
twenty years, with brief intervals, during which he was 
on other duty. Within three years of his going to the 
University of Calcutta he published the first volume of 
his monumental Indian Pnilosop!,y in which he gives a 
lucid survey of the philosophy of the Vedas and the 
Upaneyads, the theism of the Bhagavadgitli, the plura­
listic realism of the J ains, the ethical idealism of the 
Buddha and the later schools of Buddhistic philosophy. 
The second volume of Indian Philosophy which was publi­
shed in 1927 gives an account of the six Brahmanical 
systems of Nyliya, Vai§~ika, Slimkhya, Yoga, Mimlirilsii 
and Vedanta, and also of the Vai1g1.ava, Saiva and Siikta 
systems of theism. 

Meanwhile Professor Radhakrishnan was invited to 
deliver the Upton Lectures for the year 1926 at Manches­
ter College, Oxford. He accepted the invitation and 
went to England for the first time in 1926. The theme 
he chose for his lectures was the 'Hindu View of Life'. 
These lectures have since been published in book form. 
The first impression appeared in 1927 and there have 
been so far five other impressions. Th8 Hindu View of 
Life, which gives a clear and rational account of Hindu 
Dharma, is the most popular of Radhakrishnan's books 
and has been translated into many languages, both Indian 
and European. After delivering the Upton Lectures 
at Oxford, Professor Radhakrishnan went to the United 
States on a lecturing tour and delivered the Haskell Lec­
tures at Chicago in August 1926. 
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The Western scholars who met the Indian Professor in_ 
1926 were very much impressed by his scholarship and 
his clear exposition, in fluent and faultless English, of 
many knotty points in Hindu philosophy. They saw that 
he was not only a great writer but also a great speaker 
and that he could rouse the heart as well as enlighten the 
mind. So Radhakrishnan was invited to occupy the 
Chair of Comparative Religion in Manchester College, 
Oxford, in 1929. Accordingly he went to Oxford again 
in 1929 and gave the first of a series of lectures on the 
22nd.October. This lecture, along with some others, was 
later published in book form in 1933 with the title-East 
and West in Religion. While he was in England, he ·was 
also asked to give the Hibbert Lectures for 1929. The 
subject which he chose for these lectures was 'An Idealist 
View of Life'. These lectures were published in book 
form in 1932. An Idealist View of Life is the most import­
ant of Radhakriahn~n•s books, for it is here that we have 
his -original contribution to the religious thought of his 
time. 

After he returned to India, he was elected Vice-Chan­
cellor of the Andhra University in 1931. So he left 
Calcutta temporarily for Waltair and remained there 
from 1931 to 1936 as the head of the Andhra University. 
In 1931 he was nominated to the League of Nations' 
Committee for Intellectual Co-operation along with other 
persons of renown from various countries. He served on 
this Committee from 1931 to 1939• and had to go to 
Geneva annually for its meetings. 

In 1936, when he was offered the newly created Spal­
ding Professorship of Eastern Religions and Ethics, he 
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gave up the Vice-Chancellorship of the Andhra Univer• 
sity and went to Oxford. At the same time he reverted 
to his Professorship of Philosophy in Calcutta University. 
The arrangement was that he should divide his time 
between Oxford and Calcutta, lecturing for a term here 
and two terms there. This arrangement continued till 
the war broke out and prevented his annual voyage to 
England. During the war he was granted dispensation 
from his duties in Oxford till normal conditions were 
restored. 

Meanwhile he was induced by Pandit Madan Mohan 
Malaviya in 1939 to accept the Vice-Chancellorship of 
the Benares Hindu University. A high salary was offered 
to him, but he refused it and consented to work only in 
an honorary capacity, retaining at the same time · his 
Calcutta Professorship. It was but appropriate that a 
Hindu philosopher of Professor Radhakrishnan's emi• 
nence who had done so much by his books and lectures 
to spread a correct knowledge of Hinduism in Europe 
and America should have become the head of the Hindu 
University in the sacred city of Benares. There was, 
therefore, universal satisfaction when he accepted the 
place. 

In 1939 Professor Radhakrishnan was able to bring out 
two important books. One is a collection of his lectures 
as Spalding Professor at Oxford with the title-Eastern 
Religions and West,rn Thought. In this book he shows, with 
an astonishing wealth of learning, how the Upani,adic 
mysticism has been a continuous influence in Western 
thought from the times of Pythagoras and Plato down to 
the present day. · 
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It may be mentioned here that, while Professor Radha­
krishnan was at Oxford delivering these lectures, be was 
invited by the British Academy to give the annual lecture 
in the •Master Mind' series. He chose as his -subject 
'Gautama the Buddha,' and bis treatment of it was so 
masterly that it was described as a le·cture 'on a master 
mind by a master mind•. And next year Professor 
Radhakrishnan was elected Fellow of the British Academy. 
He was the first Indian to achieve this distinction. 

The other book published by him in 1939 was a collec­
tion of essays and reflections by eminent persons in vari­
ous walks of life all over the world on the life and work 
of Mahatma Gandhi. This collection was edited and 
provided with a long introduction by Radhakrishnan 
and presented to Gandhiji on his seventieth birthday. 
And it is a happy coincidence that in the very year 
in which he . published this symposium on Gandhiji's 
life 3nd work .Professor Radhakrishnan was invited to 
Soyth,: .-Afdca, · the scene of Gandhiji's· early life and 
activities, to_ give lectures on ·Indian philosophy and 
culture. 

In 1941 Professor Radhakrishnan, while being the 
honorary Vice-Chancellor of the Benares Hindu Univer­
sity, was requested to occupy the Sir Sayaji Rao Chair of 
Indian Culture and Civilization founded by the Gaekwar 
of Baroda in memory of his illustrious predecessor. He 
had accordingly to relinquish the Kin.,g George V Chair 
of Philosophy in Calcutta University which he had held 
for twenty years. But the bonds of love which connected 
Professor Radhakrishnan with the University of Calcutta 
could not be snapped. In 1942 he was invited to deliver 
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the Kamala Lectures at that University. The delivery 
of these lectures, first in Calcutta and then in Benares, 
was one of the most outstanding successes of Professor 
Radhakrishnan's career. The Lectures were published 
in book form later in 1947. 

In May 1944 Professor Radhakrishnan was invited by 
the Chinese Government to deliver a course of lectures in 
China and meet the leading academic people there. He 
went by plane from Calcutta toChungkingon the 6th and; 
after spending two weeks in China,returned to India on the 
2 xst. During his stay be delivered twelve lectures on vari. 
ous subjects, besides giving informal talks at the dinner 
and tea parties held in his honour. These lectures were 
later published in book form with the title India and 
China. 

In 1946 Professor Radhakrishnan went on a lecturing 
tour to the United States and delivered lectures at the 
Harvard, Yale, LosAngeles, Michigan and Cornell Univer­
sities. And during the same year be led the Indian dele­
gation to the UNESCO's first conference held at Paris. 
He has been on the Executive Board of this international , 
organization since its inception and attended its second 
conference at Mexico City in 1947 and its third conference 
at Beirut in 1948 and became the Chairman of tlie Board 
for 1948.49. In January 1948 he resigned from the Vice. 
Chancellorship of the Benares Hindu University and was, 
in the course ·of the year, appointed Chairman of the 
Indian Universities Commission. The most important 
books published by him' during the last two years 
are his translations of the Bhagavadgitii ( 1948) and 
the Dhammapada ( 1949 ). A volume on Professor 
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Radhakrishnan is in preparation in the 'Library of Living 

Philosophers'. 
The services rendered by Professor Radhakrishnan to 

Hinduism, Buddhism and Indian philosophy and, above 
all, to the cause of religion in general have been immense. 
As far as the exposition of Hinduism is concerned, no 
teacher since the appearance of Swami Vivekananda 
on the platform of the World Congress of Religions at 
Chicago in 1893 has attracted so much attention as Pro­
fessor Radhakrishnan. And his influence is likely to be 
permanent, because it depends not on mere popular 
lectures, but on scholarly works written in a charming 
style. He is undoubtedly one of the greatest figures of 
the modern Hindu Renaissance. Along with Gandhi and 
Tagore, he has raised the prestige of our nation among 

the nations of the world. 
We may say that · Professor Radhakrishnan has done 

yeoll!:an's service to both Hinduism and Buddhism by the 
reorientation he lias given to the teaching of the Buddha 
in ·•the light of the Upanitadic thought. He has shown 
that the Buddha, far from being an innovator, was a 
teacher who took his stand on the philosophy of the 
l]panirjads and tried to emphasize its ethical aspects and 
popularize its teachings. What the Upani,adic Rishis 
called Brahman, the Buddha called Dbarma. It is because 
the Buddha had attained to the Real that he perceived 
the fleeting as fleeting and discarded it. The Buddha had 
thus an experience of the Absolute and taught that bis 
eight-fold path would lead men from the unreal to the 
Real. He was only a reformer of Hinduism and not its 
opponent. 
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Professor Radhakrishnan is not only the greatest 
modern exponent of Hinduism but also a great world 
champion of religion in general. It is not the Hindus 
alone who are grateful to him for his clear and con~in­
cing explanation of all the aspects of their faith. Religi­
ous men all over the world whose faith is stronger than 
their reason will be thankful to the eminent Hindu philo­
sopher for having painted in such warm colours 'to their 
intellect what already lay painted to their heart and 
imagination'. For, possessing the true hospitality of the 
Hindu mind, he undertakes to defend not this. religion or 
that religion, but the spirit which lies behind all religions. 
And he defends this most cherished possession of huma­
nity against every kind of attack made against it in 
modern times. He courageously takes up the • gauntlet 
thrown down by the physicist, the biologist, the behavi­
ourist, the psychoanalyst, the anthropologist, the socialist, 
the communist and the humanist and reaffirms in eloqu­
ent terms the indefeasible and inalienable claims of religi­
ous experience. He boldly proclaims, wherever he goes, 
that nothing but a spiritual revival could cure the dis­
tempers of the present world. The new world ,order 
which we all hope to see after the devastating global war 
of 1939-46 must have, according to him, a deep spiritual 
impulse behind it to give it unity, drive and lasting peace. 
There seems to be no doubt that his name will go down 
into history as that of the greatest religious philosopher of 
modern times. He is in the true line of descent from the 
ancient Hindu philosophers ' who have from time to time 
rescued the spirit of religion from the aberrations of 
secular thought and practice. The only difference is that, 



INTRODUCTION 15 

while the ancient philosophers took their stand on what 
they termed scriptural revelation, the modern philosopher 
takes his stand on the religious experience of the saints, 
sages and mystics belonging to various traditions all over 
the world. 

D.S. SARMA 
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MAHATMA GANDHI-I* 

'TliE greatest fact in the story of ma~ on earth is n~t 
his material achievements, the empll'es he has built 

and broken, but the growth of his sot,tl from age to age 
in its search for truth and goodness. Those who take 
Part in this adventure of the soul secure an enduring 
Place in the history of human culture. Time has dis­
credited heroes as easily as it has forgotten everyone else; 
but the saints remain. The greatness of Gandhi is more 
in his holy living than in his heroic struggles, in his in­
sistence on the creative power · of the soul and its life. 
giving quality at a time when the destructive forces seem 
to be in the ascendant. 

I 

Religious Basis of, Politics 

Gandhi is known to the world as the one man more 
than any other who is mainly responsible for the mighty 
upheaval of the Indian nation which has shaken and 
loosened its chains. Politicians are not generally reputed 
to take religion seriously, for the values to which they are 
committed, such as the political control of one people by 
another, the economic exploitation of the poorer and 
weaker human beings, are so clearly inconsistent with the 

* Introduction to Mahatma Gandhi-Essays and Rejlutions on his 
Life and Work edited by the author. . 

2 
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values of religion that the latter could not be taken too 
seriously or interpreted too accurately. But for Gandhi, 
all life is of one piece. 'To see the universal and. all­
pervading Spirit of Truth face to face one must be able 
to love the meanest of creation as oneself. And a man 
who aspires· after . that cannot afford to keep out of any 
field of life. That is why my devotion to Truth has 
drawn me into the field of politics; and I can say with• 
out the slightest hesitation and yet in all humility, that 
those who say that religion has nothing to do with politics 
do not know what religion means!' Again, 'I have no 
desire for the perishable kingdom of earth, I am striving 
for the kingdom of heaven, which is spiritual deliverance. 
For me the road to salvation lies through incessant toil 
in the service of my country and of humanity. I want 
to identify myself with everything that lives. In the 
language of the Gita, I want to live at peace with both 
friend and foe. So my patriotism is for me a stage on 
my journey to the land of eternal freedom and peace. 
Thus it will be seen that for me there are no politics 
devoid of religion. They subserve religion. Politics bereft 
of religion a.l'e a death-trap because they kiU the soul.' 1 

If man as a political being has not been much of a success, 
it is because he bas kept religion and politics aput, thus 
misunderstanding both. For Gandhi there is no religion 
apart from human activity. Though in the present cir­
cumstances of India Gandhi happens to be a political 
revolutionary who refuses to accept tyranny or acquiesce 
in slavery, he is far from die uncompromising type of 
revolutionary whose abstractions force men into unnatural 

l C. F. Andrews, Mahatma Gandhi-His Own Sto,,, pp. 353.4, 357 
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and inhuman shapes. In the acid test of experience he 
relllains, not a politician or a reformer, not a philosopher 
or a moralist, but someone composed of them all, an 
essentially religious person endowed with the highest and 
lllost human qualities and made more lovable by the 
consciousness of his own limitations a'nd by an unfailing 

sense of humour. 

II 

Religion as Life in God 

Whatever opinion we may hold of God, it is impossible 
to deny that He means something of supreme importance 
and absolute reality to Gandhi. It is his faith in God 
that has created in him a new man whose power and 
passion and love we feel. He has the feeling of something 
close to him, a spiritual presence which disturbs, embar­
rasses and overwhelms, ~n assurance of reality. Times 
without number, when doubts disturb his mind, he leaves 
it to God. Was there a response from God1 No and Yes. 
No, for Gandhi does not hear anything said even by the 
most secret or the most distant of voices; yes, because he 
has a sense of reply, the appeased, satisfied feeling of one 
who has received an answer. It is indeed from the nature 
of the reply which is so eminently rational that he re­
cognizes that he is not the victim of his own dreams or 
hallucinations. 'There is an indefi.µable, mysterious 
power that pervades everything. I feel it though I do 
not see it. It is this unseen power which makes itself felt 
and yet defies all proof because it is so unlike all that I 
perceive through my senaes. It is proved not by extraneous 
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evidence but in the transformed conduct and character 
of those who have felt the real presence of God within. 
Such testimony is to be found in the experiences of an 
unbroken line of prophets and sages in all countries and 
climes. To reject this evidence is to deny oneself." 'It 
can never be a matter for argumeQt. If you would have 
me convince others by argument, I am floored. But I 
can tell you this-that I am surer of His existence than 
of the fact that you and I are sitting in this room. I can 
also testify that I may live without air and water but not 
without Him. You may pluck out my eyes, but that 
will not kill me. You may chop off my nose, but that 
will not kill me. But blast my beliefs in God and I am 
dead.'" 

In consistency with the great spiritual tradition of 
Hinduism, Gandhi affirms that when once we rise from 
the grossness to which the flesh is prone into the liberty of 
spirit, the view from the summit is identical for all. We 
have to climb the mountain by different paths, from the 
points where we happen to be, but that which we seek is 
the same. 'The Allah of Islam is the same as the God of 
the Christians and the Hvara of the Hindus. Even as 
there are numerous names of God in Hinduism, th~re are 
many names of God.in Islam. The names do not indicate 
individuality but attributes, and little man has tried in his 
humble way to describe mighty God by giving Him attri­
butes, though He is above all attributes, Indescribable, 
Immeasurable. Living faith in this God means equal 
respect for all religions. It would be the height of 

l 1'oung India, October u, 1928. 
l Harijan, May 14. 1938. 

I 
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intolerance-and intolerance is a species of violence-to 
believe that your religion is superior to other religions and 
that you ·would be justified in wanting others to change 
over to your faith. 01 His attitude to other religions is not 
one of negative toleration but of positive appreciation. He 
accepts Jesus' life and work as a supreme illustration of 
the principle of non-violence. 'Jesus occupies in my 
heart the place of one of the great teachers who have made 
a considerable influence on my life.' He appreciates 
the character of the prophet Mohammad, his fervent 
faith and practical efficiency, the tender compassion and 
suffering of Ali. The great truths emphasized by Islam, 
intense belief in God's overruling majesty, puritanic 
simplicity of life, ardent sense of brotherhood and chival­
rous devotion to the poor are accepted by him as funda­
mental to all religions. But the dominating force in his 
life has been Hinduism with its conception of truth, its 
vision of the soul and its charity. 

All religions, however, are means to religion. 'Let me 
explain what I mean by religion. It is not the Hindu 
religion which I certainly prize above all other religions, 
but the religion which transcends Hinduism, which chan­
ges one's very nature, which binds one indissolubly to the 
truth within, and which ever purifies, It is the permanent 
element in human nature which counts no cost too great 
in order to find full expression and which leaves the soul 
utterly restless until it bas found itself, known its Maker, 
and appreciated the true correspondence between the 
Maker and itself.' 

1 Harijaa, May 14, 1938. 



24 GREAT INDIANS 

There is no other God than Truth, and the only means 
for the realization of truth is love or ahimsii. ~nowledge 
of truth ·and the practice of love are impossible without 
self-purification. Only the pure in heart can see God. 
To attain to purity ·of heart, to rise above attachment 
and repulsion, to • be free from passion in thought, word 
and deed, to be redeemed from fear and vanity, the in­
consistencies of our flesh and the discursiveness of our 
minds must be overcome. Disciplined effort, austere 
living, tapas is the way to it. Suffering rinses our spirit 
clean. According to Hindu mythology, the God Siva 
undertakes Himself to swallow the poison which comes 
up when the ocean is churned. The God of the Chris­
tians gave His Son in order to save mankind. Even if 
they are myths, why should they have arisen if they did 
not express some deep-seated intuitions in men? The more 
you love, the more you suffer. Infinite love is infinite 
suffering. 'Whosoever would save his life shall lose it.' 
We are here working for God, called upon to use our life 
for carrying out His intentions. If we refuse to do so and 
insist on saving our lives instead of spending them, we 
negate our true nature and so lose our lives. If we are 
to be able to follow to the farthest limit we can s~e, if we 
are to respond to the most distant call, earthly values, 
fame, possessions and pleasures of the senses have to be 
abandoned. To be one with the poor and the outcast is 
to be his equal in poverty and to cast oneself out. To be 
free to say or do the right, r~gardless of praise or blame, 
to be free to love all and forgive all, non-attachml!:nt is 
essential. Freedom is only for the. unconfined who enjoy 
the whole world without owning a blade of grass in it. 
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In this matter, Gandhi is adhering to the great ideal of 
the saiiiiyasin who bas no fixed abode and is bound to no 
stable form of living. 

There is, however, some exaggeration when the asce­
tic code in all its fullness is prescribed, not merely for the 
saniiyasins but for the whole of humanity. Sexual res- . 
traint, for example, is essential for all, but celibacy is only 
for the few. The sexual act is not a mere pleasure of the 
body, a purely carnal act, but is a means by which love 
is expressed and life perpetuated. It becomes evil, if it 
harms others or if it interferes with a person's spiritual 
development, but neither of these conditions is inherent 
in the act itself. The act by which we live, by which 
love is expressed and the race continued is not an act of 
shame or sin. But when the masters of spiritual life insist 
on celibacy, they demand that we should preserve single­
ness of mind from destruction by bodily desire. 

Gandhi has. spared no pains in disciplining himself to 
th:'l qtmost possible extent, and those who know him will 
admit his claim that he has 'known no distinction bet­
ween relatives and strangers, countrymen and foreigners, 
white and coloured, Hindus and Indians of other faiths, 
whether Muslims, Parsecs, Christians or Jews.' He adds: 
•I cannot claim this as a special virtue, as it has been in 
my very nature rather than a result of any effort on my 
part, whereas in the case of non-violence, celibacy and 
other cardinal virtues, I am fully conscious of a continu­
ous striving for the cultivation of th«!m.' 1 

Only the pure in heart can love God and love man. 
Suffering love is the miracle of the spirit by which, though 

1 Mahatma Gandhi-Ires Own Sto,,, p. 2og. 
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the wrongs of others are borne on our shoulders, we feel 
a sense of comfort deeper and more real than any given 
by purely selfish pleasures. At such moments we under­
stand that nothing in the world is sweeter than the know­
ledge that we have been able to give a moment's happiness 
to another, nothing more precious than the sense that we 
have shared another's sorrow. Perfect compassion un­
touched by condescension, washed clean of pride, even of 
the pride of doing good, is the highest religious quality. 

III 
The Spirit of Humanity 

It follows that the mark of spirituality is not exile 
from the natural world but work in it with love for all. 
rasmin sarofi!ii bhiitani atmaioabhut oijanatah. Thou shalt 
love thy neighbour as thyself, iitmaiva. The condition is 
absolute. There must be freedom and equality of status. 
Such a demand makes for the establishment of a universal 
community of free persons and requires those who accept 
it to overcome the artificial barriers of race and creed, 
wealth and power, class and nation. If one group or 
nation attempts to make itself secure at the expense of 
another, Germans at the expense of the Czechs, landlords 
at the expense of tenants, capitalists at the expense of 
workers, it is adopting an undemocratic method and can 
defend its injustice only by the force of arms. The domi­
nant group has the fear of dispossession and the oppressed 
stores up just resentment. ·only justice can terminate 
this unnatural condition, the justice which means the 
recognition of the equal claims of all human beings. The 
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movement of humanity all these centuries has been to­
wards human brotherhood. The various forward thrusts 
that have become manifest in different parts of the world, 
the ideals of justice, equality and freedom from exploita­
tion of which men have become increasingly conscious, 
the demands they have come to feel are all risings of the 
common man against the perversions and compulsions 
that were perpetually developing to restrain him and hold 
him back. The progress of the consciousness of freedom 
is the essence of human history. 

We are inclined to give too much importance to 
exceptional incidents by seeing them in distorted per­
spective. What we do not sufficiently realize is that these 
setbacks, blind alleys and disasters are only a part to be 
viewed in relation to the background of the general 
tendency at work over the centuries. If we could only 
get a detached view of the continued effort of mankind, 
we would be amazed and-profoundly moved. Serfs are 
becoming-free men, heretics are no longer burned, nobles 
are surrendering their privileges, slaves are being freed 
from a life of shame, rich men arc apologizing for their 
wealth, militant empires are proclaiming the necessity of 
peace, and even dreams of the union of mankind arc 
cherished. Yes, we have even today the lust of the 
powerful, the malice of knaves, the lies of the hypocrites 
and the rise of arrogant racialism and nationalism; yet 
one would be blind if one did not see the great tradition 
of democracy which is universal in it; sweep. Unceasing 
is the toil of those who are labouring to build a world 
where the poorest have a right to sufficient food, to light, 
air and sunshine in their homes, to hope, dignity and 
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beauty fn tbefr Hves. Oandhl ls among the foremost of 
the servants of humanity. He is not comforted by tho 
prospect of the distant future when faced by the threat 
of immediate disasters. He joins forces with men of fixed 
convictions to work by the most direct means possible 
for the cure of . evils and the prevention of dangers. 
Democracy for him is not a matter of phrases but of 
social realities. All his public activities in South Africa 
and India can be understood only if we know his love of 
the common man. 

The civilized world has been stirred deeply by the Nazi 
treatment of theJ ews, and liberal statesmen have solemnly 
expressed their disapproval and sorrow at the recrude­
scence of racial prejudice. But the strange though startling 
fact is that in democratically governed countries of the 
British Empire and the United States of America many 
communities suffer political and social disabilities on 
racial grounds. When Gandhi was in South Africa he 
saw that Indians, though nominaJiy free citizens of the 
British Empire, were subjected to grave disabilities. Both 
Church and State denied equality of rights to non. 
European races, and Gandhi started his passive resistance 
movement on a mass scale to protest against the oppressive 
restrictions. He stood out for the essential principle that 
men qua men are equal and artificial distinctions based 
on race and colour were both unreasonable and immoral. 
He revealed to the Indian community its actual degrada­
tion and inspired it with ~ sense of its own dignity and 
honour. His effort was not confined to the welfare of 
Indians. He would not justify the exploitation of the 
African natives or the better treatment of Indians on 
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account of their historic CYlt1m;, While the more obtioxioUI 

of the di!IGriminaiory legislation against the Indiana ':as 
abolished, even today Indians arc subjected to bumlHatmg 
restrictions which do not reflect credit on those who sub­
mit to them or add to the prestige of the Government 
which imposes them. 

In India it was his ambition to rid the country of its 
divisions and discords, to discipline the masses to self­
dependencc, raise women to a plane of political, economic 
and social equality with men, end the religious hatreds 
which divide the nation, and cleanse Hinduism of its social 
abomination of untouchability. The success be bas achie­
ved in removing this blot on Hinduism will stand out as one 
of bis greatest contributions to the progress of humanity. 
So long as there is a class of untouchables be belongs to 
it. 'If I have to be re-born, I should wish to be born 
an untouchable so that I may share their sorrows, suffer­
ings and the -affronts levelled at them, in order that I 
may endeavour to free myself and them from that 
miserable condition.' To say that we love God as un~ 
seen and at the same time deal cruelly with people who 
move by His life or life derived from Him is a contradic­
tion in terms. Though Gandhi prides himself on being a 
conservative Hindu, there has been no more vigorous 
critic of rigours and disabilities of caste, of the curse of 
untouchability, of the vice in temples, of cruelty to cattle 
and the animal world. 'I am a re~ormer through and 
through. But my zeal never leads me to the rejection of 
any of the essential things of Hinduism.' 

Today his opposition to the autocracy of the Indian 
princes is based on his love for the millions of their 
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subjects. Not even the most generous observer can say 
that all is well with the States. I may perhaps quote a 
few sentences from the Statesman of Calcutta, a paper 
which represents British interest. 'It is no reflection 
upon individuals but only upon human nature to say 
that in many of the States appalling conditions prevail. 
The bad landlords as well as the good ones are subject to 
no laws, they have the power of life and death, there are 
no obstacles to their greed or lust or cruelty, if they are 
greedy, vicious or cruel. If the treaties which protect 
petty tyrants are never to be revised, if the Paramount 
Power is for ever to have an obligation of honour to 
defend the indefensible, then some day an irresistible force 
will encounter an immovable object, and · acc~tding to 
the classic answer to this problem something will go to 
smithereens.' The slowness of evolution is the cause of 
all revolutions. Gandhi, with the utmost friendship for 
the princes, is asking them to wake up and set their 
houses in order. I hope that they will realize, before it 
is too late, that their safety and survival are bound up 
with the rapid introduction of responsible government, 
which even the Paramount Power with. aJJ its strength 
was obliged to concede in the provinces. _ 

Gandhi's main charge against the British Government 
in India is that it has led to the oppression of the poor. 
From the beginning of her history India has been known 
for her wealth and possessions. We have vast areas of 
the most fertile soil, material resources in inexhaustible 
abundance, and with proper care and attention we have 
enough to go round and feed every man, woman and 
child. And yet we have miJJions of people who are the 
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victims of poverty, who are nnder-nourished and under­
housed, whose lives are an unceasing struggle from youth 
to old age, until at last death comes to their rescue and 
stills their aching hearts. These conditions are not due 
to pitiless nature, but to the inhuman system which cries 
out to be abolished, not only in the interests of India but 
of the whole of humanity. 

In the broadcast address which he gave from London 
to America in 1931, Gandhi referred to the •semi-starved 
millions scattered throughout the seven hundred thousand 
villages dotted over a surface nineteen hundred miles long 
and fifteen hundred miles broad.' He said: •It is a 
painful phenomenon that those simple villagers, through 
no fault of their own, have nearly six months in the year 
idle upon their hands. Time was, not long ago, when 
every village was self-sufficient in regard to the two 
primary human wantS-food and clothing. Unfortunately 
for us, when the East India Company, by means which 
I would prefer not to describe, destroyed that supple­
mentary village industry, then the millions of spinners­
who had become famed through the cunning of their 
deft fingers for drawing the finest thread, such as has 
never been yet drawn by any modern machinery-these 
village spinners found themselves one fine morning with 
their noble occupation gone, and from that day forward 
India has become progressively poor, no matter what 
may be said to the contrary.' ,. 

India lives in the villages, and her civilization has been 
an agricultural one which is becoming increasingly me­
chanical. Gandhi is the representative of the peasant, 
the producer of the world's food who is fundamental in 
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society, and is anxious to maintain and fortify this basic 
bias of Indian civilization. He finds that under British 
rule the people are giving up their old standards and in 
spite of many admirable qualities they have acquired, 
such as mechanical intelligence, inventive skill, courage 
and adventure, they are worshipping material success, 
are greedy for tangible gains and are governed by worldly 
standards. Our industrial cities have lost all proportion 
to the landscape out of which they have grown, have 
swollen to meaningless dimensions, and their people 
caught in the entangling apparatus of money and 
machinery have become violent, restless, thoughtless, un­
disciplined and unscrupulous. For Gandhi, industrialized 
humanity has come to mean women who for a paltry 
wage are compelled to work out their barren lives, babies 
who are doped with opium so that they shall not cry and 
disturb their working mothers, little children who are 
robbed of their childhood and in their tender years are 
forced into industrial works, and millions of unemployed 
who are dwarfed and diseased. We are being snared and 
enslaved, he thinks, and our souls are conquered for a 
mess of pottage. A spirit and a culture which had soar­
ed up in the rishis of the Upani~ads, the Buddhist monks, 
Hindu safifiyiisins and Muslim fakirs, cannot be GOntent 
with cars and radios and plutocracy. Our vision is 
dimmed and our way lost. We have taken a wrong 
twist which has dispossessed, impoverished and embittered 
our agricultural population, corrupted, coarsened and 
blinded our workers, and gwen us millions of children 
with blank faces, dead eyes and drooping mouths. 
Beneath our present bafflement and exasperation the 
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bulk of the people retain a hunger for the realization of 
the old dream of genuine liberty, real self-respect; of a 
life where none is rich and none is poor, where the extremes 
of luxury and leisure are abolished and where industry 
and commerce exist in a simple form. 

Gandhi does not aim at a peasant society which will 
forgo altogether the benefits of the machine. He is not 
against large-scale production. When he was asked 
whether cottage industries and large-scale production can 
be harmonized, he said, 'Yes, if they are planned so as to 
help the villages. Key-industries, industries which the 
nation needs, may be centralized. Under my scheme 
nothing will be allowed to be produced by cities which 
can be equally well produced by the villages. The pro­
per function of cities is to serve as clearing-houses for 
village products.' 1 His insistence on khadi or homespun 
and his scheme of popular education centring round the 
handicrafts are devised to resuscitate the villages. He 
repeatedly warns that India is to be found not in its few 
cities but in its innumerable villages. The bulk of India's 
population must get back to the land, stay in the land, 
and live primarily off the produce of the land so that their 
families may be self-supporting, owning the implements 
they use, the soil they cultivate and the roof that shelters 
them. Not an uprooted, shiftless class of factory workers, 
not an unsound, rapacious, money-lending business com­
munity, but a responsible agrarian population and the 
stable, level-headed people of small agricltltural market­
towns must dominate the cultural, social, economic and 
political life of the country, give it morality, tone and 

l Harijan, January !!8, 1939. 
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noble objectives. This is not to become primitive. It is 
only to take up a mode of existence that is instinctive to 
India, that supplied her once with a purpose, a faith and 
a meaning. It is the only way to keep our species civili­
zed. India of the peasant and rustic life, of village com­
munities, of forest hermitages and spiritual retreats has 
taught the world many great lessons but has wronged no 
man, has injured no land and sought no dominion over 
others. Today the true purpose of life has been perverted. 
How is India to get out of this slough of despond1 After 
centuries of subjection, the people seem to have lost the will 
or the wish to lift themselves out of it. The forces against 
them seem to be too strong. To give them confidence, a 
prouder self-respect, a more erect carriage, is no easy 
task. Yet Gandhi has tried to re-kindle a torpid genera. 
tion with the fire that burns in his soul, with his passion 
for freedom. In freedom men and women reveal their 
best; in slavery they are debased. To liberate the ordi­
nary human being from the restrictions, internal and 
external, which warp his nature has been the aim of free. 
dom. As a great defender of human liberty, he is strug. 
gling to release the country from foreign control. Patria. 
tism, when it is so pure, is neither a crime no~ bad 
manners. To fight against the present unnatural condi­
tions is one's sacred duty. He employs spiritual weapons 
and refuses to draw the sword, and in the process is train. 
ing the people for independence, making them capable of 
winning and holding it. Sir George Lloyd (now Lord 
Lloyd), the then Governor of Bombay, said of Gandhi's 
campaign: 'Gandhi's was the most colossal experiment in 
world history and it came within an inch ,of succeeding.• 
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Though he has failed in his attempt to move the British 
· Government he has liberated forces in the country which 

' . will not cease to act. He has stirred the people from thell' 
lethargy, given them a new self-confidence and responsi­
bility and united them in their resolve to win freedom. 
To the extent to which there is today an awakening of a 
new spirit, a preparedness for a new kind of national cor­
porate life, a new social attitude in dealing with the de­
pressed classes, it is largely due to the spiritual energy and 
dynamic of Gandhi's movement. 

Gandhi's outlook has nothing sectional or provincial 
about it. He believes that the heritage of India can help 
the culture of the world. A prostrated India can give no 
hope to humanity; only an awakened, free India can give 
help to a groaning world. Gandhi affirms that if the 
British are earnest about their vision of justice, peace and 
order, it is not enough to put down the aggressive powers 
and preserve the status quo. Our love of liberty and 
justice must exclude the passive violence of refusing to 
reform a situation which is contrary to the professed 
ideals. If greed, cruelty and contempt of man have gone 
to the making of empires, we must change them before 
we call upon the world to rally to the forces of freedom 
and justice. Violence is either active or passive. The 
aggressive powers are now actively violent; the imperial 
powers who persist in the enjoyment of unjust advantages 
acquired from past violence are as much guilty of violence 
and are inimical to freedom and democracy. Until we 
act honestly in this matter, we cannot secure a better 
world-order and the world will be in a chronic state of 
uncertainty, full of wars and threats of wars. Self-

3 
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government for India is the acid test of British honesty. 
Gandhi is still observing his twenty-four hours' fast every 
Monday ·to indicate to all concerned that self-rule is un­

•attained. And yet his is the restraining influence on 
an impatient India, torn between the legitimate aspira-
tions of the people and the obstinacy of the British rul­
ing classes. He has been the greatest force for peace in 
India. 

When he landed in England after the South African 
struggle was over, he found that war against Germany 
had been declared. He offered to enlist unconditionally 
for the whole duration of the war in order to undertake 
ambulance work at the Front. His offer was accepted 
and he was placed in a responsible post with · an Indian 
unit. But owing to over-exposure while on duty, h:e was 
taken ill with pleurisy and his life was suspected to be in 
danger. On recovery he was ordered by the doctors to 
leave for the warm climate of India. He actively encou­
raged recruiting in the war-a thing which has puzzled 
even many of his friends. At the end of the war the 
Rowlatt Act was passed against the unanimous opposition 
of Indians. Things were done in the Punjab under• mar­
tial law which shocked the country. Gandhi was one of 
the authors of the Congress Inquiry Report on the ·Punjab 
disturbances. In spite of it all, he recommended to the 
Congress at Amritsar in December 1919 that the Reforms 
should be accepted and worked in a constitutional man­
ner. When in 1920 the Hunter Commission Report waver­
ed in its criticism of official action, when the House of 
Lords declined to condemn General Dyer, he made the 
great decision of his life to refuse to co-operate with 
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the British Government, and in September 1920 the 
Congress adopted the resolution of non.violent non-co­
operation. 

It will be well to quote his own words in a letter to the 
Viceroy, written on August 1, 1920: 'Your Excellency's 
light-hearted treatment of official crime;' your exoneration 
of Sir Michael O'Dwyer, Mr Montagu's despatch and, 
above all, the shameful ignorance of the Punjab events 
and the callous disregard of the feelings of Indians be­
trayed by the House of Lords, have filled me with 
the gravest misgivings regarding the future of the 
Empire, have estranged me completely from the present 
Government, and have disabled me from rendering, 
as I have hitherto whole-heartedly rendered, my loyal 
co-operation. 

'In my humble opinion the ordinary method of agitating 
by way of petitions, deputations, and the like is no remedy 
for moving to repentance a Government so hopelessly in­
different to the welfare of its charge as the Government of 
India has proved to be. In European countries condem­
nation of such grievous wrongs as the Khiliifat and the 
Punjab would have resulted in a bloody revolution by 
the people. They would have resisted, at all costs, natio­
nal emasculation. Half of India is too weak to offer vio­
lent resistance, and the other half is unwilling to do so. 
I have therefore ventured to suggest the remedy of non­
co-operation, which enables those who wish to dissociate 
themselves from Government, and which, if unattended 
by violence and undertaken in an ordered manner, must 
compel it to retrace its steps and undo the wrongs 
committed; but, whilst I pursue the policy of non~co-



38 GREAT INDIANS 

operation, in so far as I can carry the people with me, I 
shall not lose hope that you will yet see your way .to do 
justice.' 

While he maintains that British rule in its present form 
has made India 'poorer in wealth, in manliness, in godli­
ness and in her sons' power to defend themselves,' he 
hopes that it can be altered. Even while he continues his 
campaign against British control, be is not opposed to the 
British connexion. In the heyday of the non-co-operation 
movement he fought stoutly against the moveme~t for 
complete severance from Britain. 

While he was willing to work with the British as friends 
and equals, he was firm that no improvement in the 
Indian situation was possible so long as the British 
adopted an unnatural attitude of patronage and 
superiority. Let us remember that even in moments· of 
the greatest excitement be did not harbour ill-will to ·the 
British. 'I will not hurt England or Germany to serve 
India.' 

When by some stupid or ill-conceived measure, such as 
the Amritsar massacre or the appointment of the Simon 
Commission, India lost patience and self.control and be. 
came aflame with wrath, Gandhi was there lea~ing the 
discontent and indignation into safe channels of love and 
reconciliation. In the Round Table Conference he show. 
ed his indelible affection for the British and his faith in a 
commonwealth based not on force but on reason, and the 
will to promote the general good of mankind. A halting 
measure of self-government in the provinces was the 
result of the Round Table Conferences, and when the 
majority of the people were against the acceptance and 
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working of the Constitution, it was Gandhi again, more 
than any other, who persuaded the Congress to work the 
reforms for what they were worth. His sole concern is 
peace with Britain, but peace rooted in freedom and 
friendship. India today is represented by a leader who 
has no trace of racial bitterness or personal rancour; he 
has no faith in the use of force and restrains his people 
from resorting to violence. He does not desire to separate 
India from the British Commonwealth if only it means a 
fellowship of free nations. His Majesty the King in his 
speech to the Canadian Parliament on the 19th of May 
said that the unity of the British Empire 'finds expression 
today in the free association of nations enjoying common 
principles of government and a common attachment to 
the ideals of peace and freedom, bound together by a 
common allegiance to the Crown.' Gandhi demands the 
application of these 'common principles of government' 
to India. He claims that the Indians should be masters 
in their own house, and that is neither unreasonable nor 
immoral. He is keen on bringing about better relations 
between the two camps through the co-operation of men 
of good will. 

It is tragic that his appeal avails no more than the 
whistling of the wind. After years of unwearied labour 
and heroic struggle his great mission remains unfulfilled, 
though his vision and faith are still alive. For myself 
I shall hope that British public opinion will assert itself 
and compel its Government to set up a free, self-govern­
ing India, without bartering or niggling, without hesita­
~ion or delay, with a fine, open gesture of faith; though 
it may involve a little risk: for I am persuaded that, if it 
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is not done in response to Gandhi's appeal for justice· and 
fair play, the relations of our two countries will get 
worse, the .breach will widen and bitterness grow to the 
detriment and danger of both. 

Whether it is the South African Government or the 
British Government, whether it is the Indian mill-owners 
or the Hindu priests or the Indian princes who are the 
objects of Gandhi's criticism and attack, the underlying 
spirit is exactly the same in all these different activities. 
'I recognize no God except the God that is to be found in 
the hearts of the dumb millions. They do not ri::cognize 
His presence; I do. And I worship the God that is 
Truth, or Truth which is God, through the service of 
these millions.' 1 

VI 

Satyagraha 

'Ahim.sii. or non-violence is the highest duty' is a well. 
known saying of the Mahiibhiirata. Its practical applica· 
tion in life is satyii.graha or soul-force. It is based on the 
assumption that 'the world rests on the bedrock of satya 
or truth. Asatya, meaning untruth, , also means non­
existent, and satya, or truth, means "that which is"·. If 
untruth does not so much as exist, its victory is out of the 
question. And truth being "that which is" can never be 
destroyed.' 11 God is the reality. The will to freedom and 
love is in accordance with reality. When man rejects this 

l Harijan, March 11, 1939. 
2 Mahatma Gandhi-His Own Story, p. 225. 
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will for his own interests, he is rejecting himself. By this 
act of frustration he is setting himself in opposition to 
reality, is isolating himself from it. This negation repre­
sents man's est_rangemcnt from himsc]f, his denial of the 
truth about himself. It cannot be final or ultimate. It 
cannot destroy the real will. Reality cannot frustrate 
itself. 'The gates of hell shall not prevail.' God cannot 
be beaten. The meek shall inherit the earth and not 
the mighty who will lose themselves in the effort to 
save themselves, for they put their trust in unspiri­
tual or unreal things like wealth and death-dealing 
weapons. Ultimately men are ruled not by those who 
believe in negation, hatred, violence, but by those who 
believe in wisdom and love, in _ inward and outward 
peace. 

Satyagraha is rooted in the power of reality, in the in­
ward strength of the soul. It is not merely the negative 
virtue 9f abstaining from violence, but the positive one of 
doing good. , 'If I hit my adversary, that is of course 
violence; but to be truly non-violent, I must love him and 
pray for him even when he hits me.' Love is unity and 
it comes into clash with evil which is separateness, getting, 
despising, hating, hurting and killing. Love docs not ac­
quiesce in evil, in wrong-doing, injustice or exploitation. 
It does not evade the issue but fearlessly faces the wrong­
doer and resists his wrong with the overpowering force of 
love and suffering, for it is contrary to human nature to 
fight with force. Our conflicts are to li'e settled by the 
human means of intelligence and good will, of love and 
service. In this confused world the one saving feature is 
the great adventure of being human. Creative life asserts 
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itself in the midst of death. In spite of all this fear and 
gloom, humanity is practised by all, by the farmer and 
the weaver, by the artist and the philosopher, by the monk 
in the cloister and the scientist in the laboratory, and by 
all, young and old, when they love and suffer. Life is 
immense. Prii!].O viraf. 

The advocates of the use of force adopt a crude version 
of the Darwinian struggle for existence. They overlook 
the fundamental distinction between the animal and the 
human worlds and exalt a biological generalization into 
a doctrine of human destiny. If violent resistance is 
adopted in a world where it does not belong, human life 
is in danger of being degraded to the level of animal exis­
tence. In the Mahiibhiirata the warring world of men is 
compared to a dog kennel. 'First there comes the wag­
ging of tails, then the bark, then the replying bark, then 
the turning of one round the other, then the show of teeth, 
then the roaring, and then comes the commencement of 
the fight. It is the same with men; there is no difference 
whatever.' 1 Gandhi asks us to leave fighting to apes and 
dogs and behave like men and serve the right by quiet 
suffering. Love or self-suffering can overcome the enemy, 
not by destroying him but by changing him, for he is, 
after all, a person of like passions with ourselves. Gandhi's 
acts of repentance and self-humiliation are full of moral 
courage and atoning sacrifice. 

While a few individuals here and there tried to use the 
method of love in their personal lives, it is Gandhi's sup. 
rem~ achievement to have adopted it as a plan for social 

1 Evam eva manu,ye"1 vis~o nasti kdcana, V, 72, 72.3. 
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and political liberation. Under his leadership organized 
groups in South Africa and India have used it on a large 
scale for the redress of grievances. Entirely abjuring the 
use of any physical violence for attaining political 
ends, he has developed this new technique in the history 
of political revolution, a technique ·· which does not 
injure the spiritual tradition of India but arises out 
ofit. 

It has taken different forms of passive resistance, non­
violent non-co-operation, and civil disobedience. Every 
one of them is based on hatred of the wrong and love for 
the wrong-doer. A satyagrabi is chivalrous to his oppo­
nents. The disobedience to law has always to be civil, 
and 'civility does not mean the mere outward gentleness 
of speech cultivated for the occasion, but an inborn gen­
tleness and desire to do the opponent good.' In all his 
campaigns, whenever the enemy was in trouble Gandhi 
went .to his rescue. He condemn• all attempts to use the 
enemy's need as one's opportunity; We should not strike 
a bargain with Britain when she is in trouble in Europe. 
During the war he wrote to the Viceroy of India: 'If I 
could make my countrymen retrace their steps, I would 
make them withdraw all the Congress resolutions and not 
whisper "Home rule" or "Responsible government" dur­
ing the pendency of the war.' Even General Smuts felt the 
irresistible attraction of Gandhi's methods, and one of his 
secretaries said to Gandhi: 'I do not like; your people and 
I do not care to assist them at all. But what am I to dot 
You help us in our days of need. How can we lay hands 
upon you! I often wish that you took to violence like the 
English strikers and then we would know at once how to 
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dispose of you. But you will not injure even the enemy. 
You desire victory by self-suffering alone and never 
transgress your self-imposed limits of courtesy and 
chivalry. And that is what reduces us to sheer helpless­
ness.'1 

Twenty years after the war to end war millions of men 
are again under arms and in peace time armies are mobi­
lizing, fleets are covering the seas and aeroplanes . .are 
assembling in the sky. We know that war solves no 
problems but only makes their solution more difficult. 
Many Christian men and women are tormented by the 
arguments for and against war. The pacifist declares that 
war is a crime that disgraces humanity and there is no 
justification for defending civilization by the instruments 
of barbarism. We have no right to impose suffering on. 
men and women with whom we have no quarrel. A 
nation engaged in war is inspired by a grim determina­
tion to defeat and destroy the enemy. It is swept by fear 
and the passion of hatred. We cannot rain death and 
destruction on a crowded city in a spirit of love and for­
giveness. The whole method of war is one of engaging 
Satan to reprove Satan. It is contrary to the mind ,of 
Jesus, his moral teaching and example. We cannot re­
concile killing and Christianity. 

The advocates of war argue that, though war is a 
dreadful evil, on occasions it becomes the lesser of two 
evils. Practical wisdom consists in a proper appreciation 
of relative values. We owe obligations to the social com­
munity and the State which is its organ. As members of 

l Mahatma Gandhi-HI,$ Own Story, p. !247• 
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a society, we derive protection of person and property, 
education and other advantages which give our lives 
value and interest. Naturally our duty is to defend the 
State when it is attacked, to preserve the inheritance 
when it is threatened. 

It is this line of argument that is presented to ·us when 
we are called upon to maim and kill, to wound and des­
troy people against whom we have no ill will. Nazi Ger­
many contends that man's principal duty is membership 
of his State, and his reality, goodness and true freedom 
the furtherance of its ends. The State has the right to 
subordinate the happiness of individuals to its own great­
ness. The great virtue of war is that it kills man's long­
ing, in the weakness of his flesh, for personal liberty. In 
his speech at the twentieth anniversary of the foundation 
of the Fascist party, Mussolini said: 'The order of the day 
is more ships, more guns and more aeroplanes at what­
~ver. ~qst -~d. by whatever means, even if we have to wipe 
out completely what is called civiHan life.' 'From pre­
historic days one cry has been borne over the centuries, 
"Woe to the unarmed".' •We desire that nothing more 
shall be heard of brotherhood, sisterhood, cousinhood or 
their bastard parenthoods because the relations between 
states are relations of force and these relations of force 
arc the determining elements of our policy.' Mussolini 
adds, •If the problem is considered on the claim of mora­
lity, nobody has the right to throw the first stone.' Empire 
building is like a game of cards. Some Powers get a 
good hand and play it so well that others arc nowhere. 
When all the profits are in the pocket they turn round 
and say that gambling is bad and assume an attitude of 
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amazement that others wish lo play the old game. 
It is not right to assume that the idols of race, 
power and -armed force are worshipped only in Central 
Europe. 

The Archbishop of Canterbury, in his speech in the 
House of Lords during the debate on the 20th of March, 
pleaded for 'the massing of might on the side of the 
right' . . 1We are driven to this,' he argues, 'because we _are 
convinced that there are some things that are more sacred 
even than peace and that these things must be defended.' 
1 I cannot believe that it is against the will of Providence 
that nations should defend things which are so precious 
to civilization and human welfare.' In Gandhi we have 
that rarest kind of religious man who could face a fana­
tical, patriotic assembly and say that he would, if he had· 
to, sacrifice even India to the Truth. Gandhi says: 'Most 
religious men I have met are politicians in disguise; I, 
however, who wear the guise of a politician, am at heart 
a religious man.' 

The aim of the religious individual is not to degrade 
the vision to the demands of the actual but to raise the 
actual to the pattern of the ideal. Our patriotic alle­
giances disrupt the spiritual unity of the human family 
and we maintain our loyalty to the larger community by 
refusing to engage in war and our loyalty to our State 
by defending it in religious and human ways. The reli­
gious at least, like the Apostles, 'ought to obey God 
rather than men'. Our trouble is that society in all 
countries is in the hands of people who believe in war as 
an instrument of policy and think of progress in terms of 
conquest. 
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Man, unless he is sadistic, is happy when he is gentle 
and merciful. · There is joy in creation and misery in 
destruction. The common soldiers have no hatred for 
their enemies, but the ruling classes by appealing to their 
fear, self-interest and pride seduce them from their 
humanity. People in whom rage and hatred are facti­
tiously produced fight one another because they are 
simple men trained to obedience. Even then they cannot 
put rancour in their killing. It is discipline that compels 
them to do what they hate. The ultimate responsibility 
lies with the Governments that are implacable and pitiless. 
They have imprisoned simple people arid diminished 
their humanity. Men who delight in creation are drilled 
to form armies, navies and air fleets that arc meant for 
destruction. We applaud murder and make mercy a 
thing of shame. We forbid the teaching of truth and 
command the spreading of lies. We rob both our own 
people and strangers of decency, of happiness and of life, 
and make ourselves responsible for mass murders and 
spiritual death. 

We cannot have peace until all the nations treat with 
each other iri a mood of freedom and friendliness, until 
we develop a new conception of the integrated social life. 
The fate of civilization and humanity on this planet is 
bound up with that deep instinct for the universal values 
of spirit, freedom, justice and love of man which form 
the breath of Gandhi's being. In this violent and distracted 
world Gandhi's non-violence seems t; be a dream too 
beautiful to be true. For him God his truth and love, 
and God wishes us to be truthful and loving regardless 
of consequences. A truly religious man takes as much 
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trouble to discover what is right as the prudent man does 
to discover what will pay, and he does it even if it means 
the surrender of his dearest interests, individual, racial 
and national. Only those who have emptied themselves 
of all selfishness, individual, and corporate, have the 
strength and the courage to say, 'May my interests 
perish, so Thy will · be done.' Gandhi does not admit 
the possibility that love of God and of truth and fair 
dealing can hurt anyone. He is certain that against the 
rock of moral law world's conquerors and exploiters hurl 
themselves eventually to their own destruction. ·. It is not 
even safe to be immoral, for the will to power is self­
defeating. When we talk of 'national welfare', we 
assume that we have an inviolate and perpetual right to 
hold certain territories; and as for 'civilization' the 
world has seen a number of civilizations on which the 
dust of ages has settled. The jungle has conquered their 
cities and jackals howl there in the moonlight. 

Considerations of 'civilization' and 'national welfare' 
are irrelevant to the man of faith. Love is not a matter 
of policy or calculation. To those who arc persuaded by 
despair that there is no remedy against the violence of 
the modern world but to escape or destroy, Gandhi says 
that there is another within the reach of us all~ the 
principle of love which has upheld the spirit of man 
through many tyrannies and will uphold it still. His 
satyiigraha may seem to be an ineffectual answer to the 
gigantic displays of brute force; but there is something 
more formidable than force; the im!D,ortal spirit of man 
which will not be subdued by noise or numbers. It will 
break all fetters which tyrants seek to rivet on it. In an 
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interview with a New 'rork Times correspondent who asked 
him in the March crisis for a message to the world, 
Gandhi recommended simultaneous disarmament on the 
part of the democratic powers as the solution. 'l am 
certain', he said, 'as I am sitting here, that this would 
open Hitler's eyes and di'sarm him.' · The interviewer 
asked, 'Would not that be a miracle1' Gandhi replied: 
'Perhaps. But it would save the world from the butchery 
which seems impending.' 'The hardest metal yields to 
sufficient heat; even so must the hardest heart melt before 
the sufficiency of the heat of non-violence. And there is 
no limit to the capacity of non-violence to generate heat . 
. . . . During my half.century of experience I have not yet 
come across a situation when I had to say that I was 
helpless, that I had no remedy in terms of non-violence.' 
Love is the law of human life, its natural necessity. We 
arc approaching a state when this necessity would be 
manifest, for human life would be impossible if men were 
to·evade and disobey this principle. We have wars simply 
because we are ·not sufficiently selfless for a life which 
does not need wars. The battle for peace must be fought 
in the heart of the individual. The spirit in him must 
break the power of pride and selfishness, lust and fear. 
A new way of life must become the foundation of national 
life as well as of world order, a way of life which will 
conserve and foster the true interest of all classes, races 
and nations. It is the freed men, who have liberated 
themselves from submission to the bli~d, selfish will of 
avidya, that can work for and establish peace. Peace is 
a positive demonstration in life and behaviour of certain 
universal principles and standards. We must fight for 
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them by weapons which do not involve the debasement 
of moral values or the destruction of human life. In this 
effort we. must be ready to endure whatever suffering 
comes our way. 

In my travels in different parts of the world I have 
noted that Gandhi's reputation is more universal than 
that of the greatest statesmen and leaders of nations, and 
his personality more beloved and esteemed than any or 
all of them. His name is familiar to such a degree that 
there is scarcely a peasant or a factory worker .who does 
not consider him to be a friend of humankind. They 
seem to think that he is likely to restore the golden age. 
But we cannot summon it, as we would summon, let us 
say, a passing cab. For we are subject to a thing more 
powerful than any nation, more humiliating than any 
conquest, and that is ignorance. Though all our faculties 
are designed for life, we have allowed them to be perverted 
in the cause of death. Though the right to happiness is 
clearly implicit in the creation of humankind, we have 
allowed that right to be neglected and suffered our energy 
to be used in the pursuit of power and wealth by which 
the happiness of the many is sacrificed to the doubtful 
satisfaction of a few. The world is in slavery to the same 
error to which you and I are subject. We must ·strive, 
not for wealth and power but for the establishment of 
love and humanity. Freedom from error is the only true 
liberty. 

Gandhi is the prophet of a liberated life wielding power 
over millions of human beings· by virtue of his exceptional 
holiness and heroism. There will always be some who 
will find in such rare examples of sanctity the note of 
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strength and stark reality which is missing in a life of 
general good will, conventional morality or vague aesthetic 
affectation which is all that many modern teachers have 
to offer. To be true, to be simple, to be pure and gentle 
of heart, to remain cheerful and contented in sorrow and 
danger, to love life and not to fear death, to serve the 
Spirit and not to be haunted by the spirits of the dead, 
nothing better has ever been taught or lived since the 
world first began. 
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WE are too near the event-the great blow fell only 
the day before yesterday and our hearts are so full 

of grief that it will not be possible for us to undertake any 
detailed or detached appraisal of his life and work. The 
whole world has been shocked with horror that a great 
soul, rare in any age but unique in ours, has thus fallen. 
President Truman said that a giant among men had 
fallen. This puny figure of seven stone was a giant among 
men, measured by the greatness of his soul. By his side, 
other men, very important and famous men, big in their 
own way, big in their space and time, look small and in­
significant. His profound sincerity of spirit, his freedom 
from hatred and malice, his mastery over himself, his 
h_uman, friendly, all-embracing charity, his strorig con­
viction, which he shared with the great ones of history, 
that the martyrdom of the body is nothing compared 
with the defilement of the soul, a conviction which he 
successfully put to the test in many dramatic situations 
and now in this final act of surrender, show the i,mpact 
of religion on life, the impact of the eternal values on the 
shifting problems of the world of time. 

The inspiration of his life has been what is commonly 
called religion, religion not in the sense of subscription to 
dogmas or conformity to ritual, but religion in the sense 

• An addreas delivered in All Soula Co11e!le, Oxford, 
on Sunday, February 1, 1948. 
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of an abiding faith in the absolute values of truth, love 
and justice and a persistent endeavour to realize them on 
earth. Nearly fifteen years ago, I asked him to state his 
view of religion. He expressed it in these words: 

'I often de~cribe my religion as the Religion of Truth. 
Of late, instead of saying God is Truth, I have been 
saying Truth is God, in order more fully to define my 
Religion ..•. Nothing so completely describes my God 
as Truth. Denial of God we have known. Denial of 
Truth we have not known. The most ignorant among 
mankind have some truth in them. We are all sparks 
of Truth. The sum-total of these sparks is indescri­
bable, as yet-unknown-Truth which is God. I am 
being daily led nearer to It by constant prayer." 
Even though Gandhi practised this religion with courage 

and consistency, he had an unusual sense of humour, a 
certain light-heartedness, even gaiety, which we do not 
associate with ardent religious souls. This playfulness 
was the outcome of an innocence of heart, a spontaneity 
of spirit. While he redeemed even the most fugitive and 
trivial moment from commonness, he had all the time a 
remote, a far-way look. The abuses and perversities of 
life did not shak~ his confidence in the essential goodness 
of things. He assumed, without much discussion, that his 
way of life was clean, right and natural, while our way in 
this mechanized industrial civilization was unnatural. 

Gandhi's religion was an intensely practical one. There 
are religious men who, when they find the troubles and 
perplexities of the world too much for them, wrap their 

l Radhakrishnan & Muirhead: Con11mporary Indian Philo.·ophy 
(1936), p. :u. 
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cloaks around them, withdraw into monasteries or 
mountain-tops and guard the sacred fires burning in 
their own hearts. If truth, love and justice are not to be 
found in the world, we can possess these graces in the 
inviolable sanctuary of our souls. For 9andhi, sanctity 
and service of man were inseparable. 

'My motive (he says) has been purely religious. I 
could not be leading a religious life unless I identified 
myself with the whole of mankind; and this I could not 
do unless I took part in politics. The whole gamut of 
man's activities today constitutes an indivisible whole; 
you cannot divide social, political and purely religious 
work into watertight compartments. I do not know 
any religion apart from human activity.' 
If Gandhi took to politics, it is because he looked upon 

politics as a branch of ethics and religion. It is not a strug­
gle for power and wealth, but a persistent and continuous 
effort to enable the submerged.millions to attain the good 
life, to raise the quality of human beings, to train them 
for freedom and fellowship, for spiritual depth and social 
harmony. A politician who works for these ends cannot 
help being religious. He cannot ignore the formative share 
of morality in civilization or take the side of evil against 
good. Owing no allegiance to the material things of life, 
Gandhi was able to make changes in them. The prophets 
of spirit make history just by standing outside history. 

It is impertinent for any man to set about reforming 
the universe. He must start his work from where he is. 
He must take up the work that lies nearest to hand. 
When, on his return from South Africa, he found the 
people of India suffering from mortified pride, want, 
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pain, and degradation, he took up the task of their 
emancipation as a challenge and an opportunity. No 
improvement, he felt, was possible without political free­
dom. Freedom from subjection should be won not by the 
usual methods of secret societies, armed rebellion, arson and 
assassination. The way to freedom is neither by abject 
entreaty nor by revolutionary violence. Freedom does 
not descend upon a people as a gift from above, but they 
have to raise themselves to it by their own effort. The 
Buddha said: 'Ye who suffer, know ye suffer from your­
selves; none else compels.' In self-purification lies the 
path to freedom. Force is no remedy. The use of force 
in such circumstances is foul play. The force of spirit is 
invincible. Gandhi said: 

'The British want us to put the struggle on the plane 
of machine-guns. They have weapons and we have not. 
Our only assurance of beating them is to keep it on the 
pl~ne where·we·have the weapons and they have not.' 

He took hold of ordinary men and women, men and 
women who were an incredible mixture · of heroism and 
conceit, magnificence and meanness, made heroes out of 
them and organized an unarmed revolt against British 
rule. He weaned the country from anarchy and terrorism 
and saved the political struggle from losing its soul. The 
transfer of power on August 15-, 1947, marked the end of 
that struggle. The fight was a clean one, it was comple­
tely free from any trace of racial bitterness or feeling. It 
has ended in a settlement reached in a spirit of good tem­
per and friendliness. The credit for it is due to Gandhi. 

Freedom for Gandhi is not a mere political fact. It is 
a social reality. He struggled not only to free India from 
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foreign rule but to free her from social corruption and 
communal strife. He strove for a free and united India. 
The hour · of his triumph proved to be the hour of his 
humiliation. The division of the country is a grievous 
wrong we have suffered. Our leaders, caught in a mood 
of frustration, tired · of the communal 'killings' which 
had disgraced the country for some months past, anxious 
to give relief to the harassed, distraught multitudes, 
acquiesced in the partition of India against their better 
judgement and the advice of Gandhi. The New Delhi 
celebrations on August 15 Gandhi would not attend. He 
excused himself and was engaged in his lonely trek in the 
villages of Bengal, walking on foot, comforting the poor 
and the homeless, entreating them to remove from their 
hearts every trace of suspicion, bitterness and resentment. 
The division of the country has not resulted in communal 
peace but has actually increased communal bitterness. 
The large migrations, the thousands of people wandering 
to and fro, weary, uprooted, heavy laden, the mad career 
of communal violence, worst of all, the spiritual degrada. 
tion all around, suspicion, anger, doubt, pity, grief, ab. 
sence of hope, filled Gandhi with deep sorrow and led 
him to devote the rest of bis life to the psychological solu­
tion of this problem. His fasts at Calcutta and Delhi had 
a sobering effect but the evil was too deep to be cured so 
easily. On his seventy-eighth birthday, October 2, 1947, 
Gandhi said: 

'With every breath I pray God to give me strength 
to quench the flames or remove me from this earth. I, 
who staked my life to gain India's independence, do not 
wish to be a living witness to its destruction.• 
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When last I met him, early in December, 1947, I found 
him in deep agony and determined to do his utmost to 
improve the relations among the communities or die in 
the process. He met his death while engaged in this great 
work. It is the cross laid on the great-hearted that they 
exhaust themselves in sorrow and suffering so that those 
who come after them may live in peace and security. 

We are too deeply entangled in our own past misdeeds; 
we are caught in the web we have ourselves spun accord­
ing to the laws of our own twisted ethics. Communal 
differences are yet a wound, not a sepsis. But wounds 
have a tendency to produce sepsis. If this tendency is to be 
checked we must adhere to the ideals for which Gandhi 
lived and died. We must develop self-restraint; we must 
refrain from anger and malice, intemperance of thought 
and speech, from violence of every kind. It will be the 
crown of his life-work if we settle down as good neighbours 
and . adjust our problems in a spirit of peace and good­
will. The way to honour his memory is to accept and 
adopt his way of approach, the way of reconciliation and 
sympathetic adjustment of all differences. 

When the strife of these days is forgotten, Gandhi will 
stand out as the great prophet of a moral and spiritual 
revolution without which this distracted world will not 
find peace. It is said that non-violence is the dream of 
the wise while violence is the history of man. It is true 
that wars are obvious and dramatic and their results in 
changing the course of history are evident and striking. 
But there is a struggle which goes on in the minds of men. 
Its results are not recorded in the statistics of the killed 
and the injured. It is the struggle for human decency, 
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for the avoidance of physical strife which restricts human 
life, for a world without wars. Among the fighters in 
this great . struggle, Gandhi was in the front rank. His 
message is not a matter for academic debate in intellec­
tual circles. It is the answer to the cry of exasperated 
mankind which is at the cross-roadS-which shall prevail, 
the law of the jungle or the law of love! All our world 
organizations will prove ineffective if the truth that love 
is stronger than hate does not inspire them. The world 
does not become one simply because we can go round it 
in less than three days. However far or fast we may 
travel, our minds do not get nearer to our neighbours'. 
The oneness of the world can only be the oneness of our 
purposes and aspirations. A united world can only be 
the material counterpart of a spiritual affinity. Mechani. 
cal makeshifts and external structures by themselves 
cannot achieve spiritual results. Changes in the social 
architecture do not alter the minds of peoples. Wars 
have their origins in false values, in ignorance, in in­
tolerance. Wrong leadership has brought the world to 
its present misery. Throughout the world there seems to 
be a black-out of civilized values. Great nations bomb 
one another's cities in order to obtain victory. The 
moral consequences of the use of the atom bomb may 
prove to be far more disastrous than the bomb itself. 
The fault is not in our stars but in ourselves. Institutions 
are of little avail unless we are trained to obey our con­
scie.nce and develop brotherly love. Unless the leaders 
of the world discover their highest human dignity in 
themselves, not in the offices they hold, in the depth of 
their own souls, in the freedom of their conscience, there 
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is no hope for the ordered peace of a world community. 
Gandhi had the faith that the world is one in its deepest 
roots and highest aspirations. He knew that the purpose 
of historical humanity is to develop a world civilization, a 
world culture, a world community. We can get out of 
the misery of this world only by exposing the darkness 
which is strongly entrenched in men's hearts and replacing 
it by understanding and tolerance. Gandhi's tender and 
tormented heart heralds the world which the United 
Nations wish to create. This lonely symbol ofa vanishing 
past is also the prophet of the new world which is struggl­
ing to be born. He represents the conscience of the 
future man. 

Gandhi has paid the penalty of all who are ahead of 
their time-misunderstanding, hatred, reaction, violent 
death. 'The light shineth in darkness and the darkness 
comprehendeth it not.' The struggle between light and 
dark,ness, betwee11 love and hate, between reason and 
unreaso~ which is at the he~rt of the cosmic is shown up 
by this most moving tragedy of our age. We made 
Socrates drink death; we nailed Jesus to the Cross; we 
Jighted the faggots that burnt the mediaeval martyrs. We 
have stoned and killed our prophets. Gandhi has not 
escaped the fate of being misunderstood and hated. He 
has met his death facing the forces of darkness, of ulti­
mate unreason, and through it has increased the powers 
of light, love and reason. Who kqows if Christianity 
would have developed had Jesus not been crucified t 
Gandhi's death was a classical ending to his life. He died 
with the name of God on his lips and love in his heart. 
Even as he received the bullet wounds he greeted bis 

4• 
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murderer and wished him well. He lived up to what he 
preached. Possessed ·and inspired by the highest ideals 
of which human nature is capable, preaching and practi­
sing fearlessly the truth revealed to him, leading almost 
alone what seemed to be a forlorn hope against the im­
pregnable strongholds of greed and · folly, yet facing 
tremendous odds with a calm resolution which yielded 
nothing to ridicule or danger, Gandhi presented to this 
unbelieving world all that is noblest in the spirit of man. 
He illumined human dignity by faith in the eternal signi­
ficance of man's effort. He belongs to · the type that 
redeems the human race. 

We have killed his body but the spirit in him which is 
a light from above will penetrate far into space and time 
and inspire countless generations to nobler living. 

yad-yad vibhiitimat satvam 
§rimad iirjitam eva vii 
tad-tad eviivagaccha tvam 
mama tejo aiMasarilbhavam. 

Whatever being there is endowed with glory and 
grace and vigour, know that to have sprung from a 
fragment of My splendour.-Bhagavadgitii, x. 41. 



BHAGAVAN SRI RAMANA: 
Sustainer of Spiritual Reality * 

I 

The Livin~ Reality 

JT is somewhat surprising that many students of reli-
gion assume that the religious seers, the true representa­

tives of religious genius, belong wholly to the past and we 
today have to live on the memory of the past. If religion 
is a living truth, if it has any vitality, it must be capable 
of producing men who from time to time bear witness to 
the truth and confirm and correct from their own expe­
rience the religious tradition. When the springs of expe­
riet1ce dry up, our love for religion is a mere affectation, 
our faith a belief and our behaviour a habit with no rea­
lity behind it. In the Indian religious tradition, religion 
has meant not an imaginative or intellectual apprehen­
sion of Reality but its embodiment in regenerated living. 
Religion should energize our consciousness, transform our 
character and make us new men. The truly religious are 
those who have solid hold of the unseen Reality in which 
we ordinary men merely believe. They are not freaks 
proclaiming the reality of spirit, whjch is esoteric and 
intense. They tell us that they have a direct knowledge 
of the Real of which we have indirect or inferential 

• Bba~avan Sri Ramana Maharshl-Golden Jubilee 
Souvenir, 1946. 
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knowledge. For them God is an Abiding Fact, a Living 
Presence, and in the consciousness of this fact their whole 
existence is transformed. These artists of the inner life 
are of different types. Some are full of poetry and music; 
others are vigorous men of action; still others are solitary 
souls. Despite these differences they walk the same road, 
speak the same language of the soul and belong to the 
same family. 

The Indian tradition has been kept alive by seers who 
were born in every age and incarnated the great ideal. 
We have such God-engrossed souls even today. • It is our 
good fortune that we have with us today a living embodi­
ment of God-centred life, a perfect image of the life divine 
in the mirror of human existence. Sri Ramana Maharshi 
is not a scholar; he has no erudition, but he has wisdoin 
that comes from direct experience of Reality, the wisdom 
we acquire through the discipline, not of intellect but of 
one's nature, through chastity, poverty and obedience. 
The possession of this wisdom yields the fruits of spirit, 
love and purity, courage and humility, courtesy and 
holiness. 

II 

His Spontaneous Realization 

Sri Ramana was born on the 30th December, 1879, 
with a latent disposition to religion. He was no good at 
studies because his heart was elsewhere. His reading of 
Periapurii{zam with its account of the selfless devotion of 
bhaktiis made a deep impression on his devout nature. 
The change which took him away from worldly pursuits 
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is thus described in his own words: 'It was six weeks be­
fore I left Madura for good that the great change in my 
life took place. It was so sudden. One day I sat up 
alone on the first floor of my uncle's house. I was in my 
usual good health. But a sudden and unmistakable fear 
of death seized me. I felt I was going to die, and at 
once set about thinking what I should do. I did not care 
to consult anyone, be he a doctor, elder or friend. I felt 
I had to solve the problem myself then and there. The 
shock of the fear of death made me at once introspective 
or "introverted". I said to myself mentally, i.e. without 
uttering the words, "Now death is come, what docs it 
mean1 Who is it that is dying! This body dies." I at 
once dramatized the situation. I extended my limbs and 
held them rigid, as though rigor-mortis (death-stiffening) 
bad set in. I imitated a corpse to lend an air of reality 
to my further investigation. I held my breath and kept 
my _mouth closed, pressing the lips tightly together, so 
that no sound could escape. "Well then," said I to my­
self, "This body is dead. It will be carried stiff to the 
crematory and there burnt and reduced to ashes. But 
with the death of my body am 'I' dcad1 Is the body 
'1'1 . This body is silent and inert. But I am still aware 
of the full force of my personality and even of the sound 
of 'I' within myself, as apart from the body. So 'I' 
am a Spirit transcending the body. The material body 
dies, but the Spirit transcending it cannot be touched by 
death. I am, therefore, the deathless Spirit." All this 
was not a feat of intellectual gymnastics, but came as a 
flash before me vividly as living TRUTH, something 
which I perceived immediately, without any argument 
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almost. "I" was something very real, the only real thing 
in that state, and all the conscious activity that was con­
nected with my body was centred on that. The "I" or 
myself was holding the focus of attention with a powerful 
fascination. Fear of death vanishdd al once and for ever. The 
absorption in the Self has continued from that moment . right up 
to now.' 1 Growing absorption in spiritual matters inade 
Sri Ramana indifferent to his studies. When rebuked, 
he left his home 011 Saturday, the 29th of August 1896, 
leaving a note behind him: 'I have in search of my 
Father, according to his command, started from . this place. 
On a virtuous enterprise indeed has this embarked. 
Therefore, for this act none need grieve nor to trace this 
out need money be spent.' Thus under a sense of Divine 
Command he left Madura and after some trouble, reach­
ed Tiruvannamalai on the ISt of September. When he 
visited the temple he fell into a trance. In such condi­
tions a sense of oneness with the Ultimate Reality is pro­
duced. Sri Ramana renounced the world and became an 
AoadhiUa which is a compound word made of four letters 
A-va-dhii-ta. The first stands for Ak1aratva or imperishabi­
lity; the second for Vare!Jyalva or the summit of perfec­
tion; the third for the destruction of the bonds which 
implicate us in the temporal process and the last for the 
realization of the truths conveyed by the great passage 
'That art thou.' 2 To attain such a condition of harmo­
nizing consciousness, has been the aim of religious men. 
If we lose ourselves in the hopes and desires, in the fears 

l Th, Sage of Aru~agiri \1945), pp. 8 & !I, 
2 Ak~aratviid varca;iyatviid dhiitasamsiirabandhaniit 

Tartvamasyiidilaqratviid avadhuta itiryatc. 
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and cravings, which wax and wane with the accidents of 
the outer world, if we yield to the chance allurements of 
time and space, we will lose our soul. Doubt which comes 
to us from outside is insignificant as compared with the 
doubt that corrodes from within. The true evil is not 
death of the body, but the failure of one's nature, the 
death offaith in the Ultimate Reality. 

III 

The Spiritual Value of the Sa~e•s Presence 

In this thought, Sri Ramana adopts the metaphysical 
position of Advaita Vedanta. He speaks to us of the 
Divine which is the pure subject from which all objecti­
vity is excluded. The 'I' is different from the 'me'. 
The Self is not the body which perishes, not the senses 
which suffer the same fate as the body, not life, mind or 
intellect. It is the pure Spectator, the Siiqin, which is 
the same in all. We get to realize it not by metaphysical 
theorizing but by spiritual discipline. Reality impinges 
on the unreality of life and to discover reality, absolute 
concentration and consecration arc essential. We have 
to still our desires, steady our impulses, tread the ethical 
path. We cannot sec so long as our vision is engrossed 
in outer forms but those who turn their gaze inwards 
behold it. No one can see properly so long as he remains 
divided and disintegrated in his consciousness. We must 
become inwardly whole and free. We cannot acquire 
this wholeness or integrity if we do not root out our selfish 
impulses. We cannot know truly or act rightly so long 
as we are too afraid, too indolent or too self-centred. To 
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see the Real and not merely the things of the world, the 
eye must be inverted.1 God is within us.2 Not comfort 
but control is happiness. 'If any man will come after 
me, let him deny himself,' says Jesus. Dedication to God 
means denial of the ego. We must empty the self in the 
abyss of God. This process is helped by the practice of 
unselfish service (niikiima karma), devotion (hhakti), mind­
control (yoga), and inquiry (viciira). Inquiry into self, 
religious worship, ~thical service are means to this realiza­
tion. The end of all worship, pujii, japa, dhyiina, is commu­
nion with God. With increasing intensity in our devotion 
the distance between the human and the Divine dimini­
shes. Indian thought believes in four stages of God. 
realization-siilokya, where God and the worshipper dwell 
in the same world, siimipya, where the devotee is near the 
Divine, siiriipya, where the devotee assimilates more and 
more the forms and attributes of the Divine, and siiyujya. 
where the devotee is united to the Divine. 

When one discovers the Divine within oneself, one must 
discover it also in the outer world of men and things. 
While the heights within arc revealed to those who strenu­
ously exclude all that lies without, the process of seeing 
all in the fullness of the Divine is more arduous. God is 
both eternal silence and perpetual activity, the unmoved 
witness and the ground of all that is, the metaphysical 
Absolute and the personal Lord. The Divine reveals itself 
anew in all life and existence. Nothing on earth is excluded 
from the divine Consciousness. The Divine is the life which 

l Avrttacaquh-Katha Up. ii, 1: 1. 

2 Atmaiva devatih sarvah 
Sarvarp itmanyavuthitarp 
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gives birth to us all and is further than our farthest 
thought. Sri Ramana dwells not only in a world of pure 
subjectivity but has also a sense of the Infinite that is in 
all. As he has eliminated his selfish ego he becomes the 
Voice of the whole, the conscience of all that is. As he has 
no selfish desires and no sense of agency, he enters into 
the world-movement and carries out the functions 
expected of him by that .Universal Spirit. Honour and 
dishonour, praise and blame, do not move him. Actions 
are not subject to the necessity of nature but are centred 
in the freedom of the Divine. 

It is a false assumption to hold that the spiritually 
strong have no patience with human weakness. They 
are not insensitive to human sorrow. The r#s are revea­
lers of Reality, which is all-bliss. They do not keep their 
discoveries to themselves. They have a social signifi­
cance. By getting into their company, we, ordinary 
people, realize the actuality of the world of spirit and 
catch something of their fire. The great of spirit are 
ministering angels who assist, protect and help those who 
are in need. Association with the holy people produces 
detachment from fruits of action. Such detachment leads 
to desirelessness; from desirelessness arises stability of 
mind; Liberation in life is then at:hieved.1 The Upani!}ad 
asks the aspirant for spiritual life to approach, fuel in 
hand, a teacher versed in scripture, steady in his realiza­
tion of the Supreme.' The teacher shows the path. His 
very presence radiates peace and joy. • He refashions the 

l Satsamgatve nissamgatvam nissamgatve nirmohatvam 
nirmohatve niscalatattvam niscalatattve j ivanmuktih. 

2 Mun¢aka Up. i. ll, Ill. 
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souls of those who look ·to him for help. With keen 
psychological insight he understands the needs of those 
who approach him and satisfies them. Like all sai_nts, 
he has the foundation in God; his surface is intertwined 
with everything that exists. He loves all beings as he loves 
himself and cannot rest until everyone mirrors the Divine 
in his life. 

The saints are the sustainers of society. Philo remarks: 
'Households, cities, countries and nations have enjoyed 
great happiness, when a single individual has taken heed 
of the good and beautiful. Such men not only liberate 
themselves they fill those they meet with a free mind.' 
The true sages possess the inner joy and peace which are 
independent of outer circumstances. Their happiness is 
not dependent on outer things. They have passed beyond 
the forms of social life. Their renunciation is spontaneous 
and does not involve any idea of sacrifice. They work 
for the fulfilment of the Divine in the world, for the 
good of aU beings, for the fulfilment of the Purpose. 
They are one in consciousness and action with the 
Divine. 

To suggest that the spiritual souls are expected to 
abstain from action in the world is incorrect. The oppor­
tunities which the world offers are to be used for self. 
development. Life is a game where we should act our 
parts. We are all cast for different roles and our business 
is to play them in the right spirit. We may lose the game 
but we should not mind it. It is the play that matters and 
not the score we make, 
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IV 

Reality to be Sought 

If the world is to be saved, it can only be by the intru­
sion of another world into it, a world o.f higher truth and 
greater reality than that which is now submerged by the 
overwhelming discords and sufferings of the present time. 
Our failure to develop contact with this world of Reality 
is the cause of our malady. Men like Sri Ramana 
recall us to that larger dimension of Reality to which we 
really belong, though we are generally unaware of it. 



SRI RAMAKRISHNA* 

I 

THIS Centenary Volume brings together the different 
systems of thought, belief and practice which have 

developed in India from the dawn of reflection, Though 
this amorphous mass appears at first sight to be more an 
encyclopaedia of varying philosophies and sects than a 
continuous and uninterrupted development of one system, 
closer second thought reveals a pervading unity which 
binds together the bizarre multiplicity of beliefs and 
practices. The different systems described in this volume 
possess a unity of character and attitude which makes 
the manifold a single whole, which we might describe as 
the Hindu spirit. The civilization which is inspired by 
the spiritual insight of our sages is marked by a certain 
moral integrity, a fundamental loyaliy, a fine balance of 
individual desires and social demands, and it is these that 
are responsible for its vitality and continuity. To a 
departure from the ideals can be traced the present weak­
ness and disorder of the Hindu civilization. 

Spiritual life is the true genius of India. Those who 
make the greatest appeal to the Indian mind are not the 
military conquerors, not the rich merchants or the great 
diplomats, but the holy sages, the r#s who embody 
spirituality at its finest and purest. India's pride is that 

• Introduction to Th, Cultural Hnitag, of India: 
(Sri Ramakrishna Centenary Memorial: Volume I), 
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almost in every generation and in every part of the coun­
try, from the beginnings of her recorded history, she has 
produced these holy men who embody for her all that the 
country holds most dear and sacred. Though they 
generally remain away from the main stream of life, 
kings and commoners pay reverent homage to them and 
take their advice in the problems of their personal lives 
as well as in public affairs. By their lives they teach us 
that pride and power, wealth and glory are nothing in 
comparison with the power of spirit. It is those who 
scorn their own lives that raise life above our scorn. 

Sri Ramakrishna is one such r#, though not the only 
one of his kind. He is one of those rare beings in whom 
the flame of spiritual life burns so brightly that all who 
come near are able to share the illumination and see the 
world new-born as on the first day. He is an illustrious 
example of the mystical tradition · which runs right 
through the re.igious history of this country from the days 
of the Vedic . r,is. · This tradition may sometimes have 
beedfovercome by a ceremonial piety or by a rationalist 
dogma. Yet it always reappears faithful to its original 
pattern. Its characteristic tendencies are those set forth 
in the Upani!}ads. 

II 

Religion is a matter of experience. It is not an awaken­
ing from a swoon, but a transformation of one's being. 
It is not an addition to one's intellectual furniture, but 
an exaltation of ·one's personality into the plane of the 
universal spirit. It is Brahmadar/ana-insight into reality, 
a direct awareness of the world of values. 
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Religious experience is not to be confused with the 
pursuit of truth, beauty or goodness. It is a life of ador­
ing love transcending these. The Divine is not a mere 
sum of knowledge, love and beauty. The ultimate Reali­
ty which responds to our demands is more than rational. 
Religion means awe more than service, holiness more 
than virtue. We worship not what we can understand, 
but what we cannot. There is the unknown, the reserve 
of truth, which the intellect cannot reach and yet feels 
lies behind everything. There is an element of mystery 
in all religion, an incomprehensible certainty which is not 
to be explained by grammar or logic. Life is open only 
to life. Religious experience, when genuine, is characte­
rized by vividness, directness, freshness and joy. In it we 
feel the impact of Reality. It is spiritual discovery, not 
creation. The men of experience feel the presence of God 
and do not argue about it. The shoals and shallows of 
existence are submerged in a flood-tide of joy. 

We do not infer God from our feeling of dependence or 
from an analysis of the self. The reality of God is reyeal­
ed in an immediate intuition of the essential dependence 
of all finite things, of the priority of absolute to relative 
being. 

Though the experience is beyond reason, it is not op­
posed to reason. While the Upani~ads emphasize the 
direct awareness of the world of spirit, they also adduce 
reasons in support of the reality of spirit. Their approach 
is both objective and subjective. 

Each order of reality known· to us is only truly appre­
hended from a standpoint higher than itself. The signifi­
cance of the physical world (anna) is disclosed in the 
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biological (pratta); that of the biological in the psycholo­
gical (manas); that of the psychological in the logical and 
ethical (vijiiiina). The logical finds its meaning in the 
spiritual (iinanda). The drift of the world has an undc:r­
lying tendency, a verifiable direction towards some im­
plied fulfilment. If the vast process of the world leads 
up to the spiritual, we are justified in finding in the spiri­
tual the best clue to the understanding of the world. 

It is now admitted that the forms and properties of 
matter, animals and plants in their varied classes and 
orders, human beings with their power of choice between 
good and evil, did not come into existence in their present 
form by a direct act of Almighty God, but assumed 
their present forms in slow obedience to a general law of 
change. The higher exerts a curious pressure on the 
happenings of the lower and moulds it. This fact requi­
res explanation arid modern philosophe,s: confirm · the 
suggestions: of the. Upani,ads on this question. Professor 
Lloyd Morgan, who· studies the problem from the biolo­
gical side, affirms that while resultants can be explained as 
the results of already existing conditions, emergents like 
the advent of life, mind and reflective personality cannot 
be explained without the assumption of divine activity. 
The progressive emergence, in the course of evolution, of 
life, mind and personality, requires us to assume a crea­
tive principle operative in nature, a timeless reality in 
the temporal. • 

Professor A. N. Whitehead argues, after Plato, that 
there are eternal objects, answering to the eternal forms 
or patterns of Plato, and makes God transcend both the 
eternal objects and the concrete occasions. He is the 
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active source of limitation or determination. For Plato 
also, the ideal world ruled by the supreme Idea of the 
Good is different from the creative God. The Supreme 
Being is the Ideal World and the Demiurge contemplates 
the Ideas and their unity in relation to the Idea of the 
Good and reproduces this heavenly pattern as far as is 
possible in time and space. Plato does not tell us what 
exactly the relation of form to sensible fact is; nor does 
Whitehead tell us what exactly the relation of eternal 
object to concrete occasion is. Is a sensible thing a mere 
assemblage of forms or eternal objects or universal, or is 
it more1 Aristotle felt that Plato's mistake lay in separat­
ing the universal characters from sensible things and set­
ting up these supersensible abstractions as the source of 
the things we sec. Aristotle believes that he gets-over- the 
difficulty by affirming that the form exists only in the 
individual thing and is just its essential character. The 
solution is not quite so simple. We still ask: What is the 
status of scientific objects and how are they related to the 
things we perceive1 What is the position of moral ideas 
and how arc they related to moral facts1 Whatever these 
difficulties may be, it is agreed that the universe is not 
self-explanatory. 

When we consider the nature of cosmic process with 
its ascent from matter to spirit, we are led to the 
conception of a Supreme Being who is the substantia­
tion of all values. These values are not only the 
revealed attributes of God but the active causes of 
the world. Till these values are realized, God is trans­
cendent to the process, though He inspires it. God is 
the creator, destroyer and sustainer of this universe. He 
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transcends all creatures as the active power in which 
they take their rise . 

.An analysis of the self yields the same result. The 
llpan~ads undertake an analysis of the self and make 
out that the reality of the self is the divine universal cons­
ciousness. It is needless to repeat here the careful accounts 
Which the Chandogya and the Mafl#tikya Upani1ads relate.1 

Some modern thinkers arrive at similar results. The 
iivatman is not a substance, but an activity, what Aristotle 
calls energeia or self-maintaining activity. We have to 
distinguish the logical subject from the substratum of 
qualities. The former is a logical problem while the 
latter is an ontological one. So long as we adopt the 
'substance' theory of the self, difficulties arise. Locke was 
obliged to reduce substance to an unknowable substratum, 
a something he knows not what, which supports its attri­
butes, he knows not how. It becomes a superfluous entity 
and · rightly did Berkeley abolish material substance alto­
gether. Its attributes, which he called ideas, could just 
as Well be said to inhere in one divine mind as in a multi­
tude of unknowable substrata. But Berkeley retained 
spiritual substance, for, according to him, the essence of 
any existent thing is to be perceived by a mind. Hume 
applied a more rigorous analysis. He broke up the self 
into a succession of impressions and ideas. He would 
recognize nothing in the mind except these: 'When I 
enter most intimately into what I ca"ll myself,' he said, 
'I always stumble on some particular perception or other 
of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or 

1 Sec the writer's Philosophy of th6 Upani,ads-Allen and Unwin. 
Revised second edition, 1935. 
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pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without 
a perception, and never can observe anything but the 
perception.' He inferred that 'were all my perceptions 
removed ·by death, I should be entirely annihilated.' 
For him there was nothing 'simple and continued'. 
'The successive perceptions only constitute the mind.' 1 

But Hume'~ analysis does not account for the continuity 
of self and the feeling of identity. How can a series of 
feelings be aware of itself as a series¥ Hume has no ans­
wer to this question but takes shelter under 'the privilege 
of a sceptic'. Kant, however, was greatly disturbed by 
the precarious position in which Hume left the problem 
of knowledge. He started with Hume's analysis and tried 
to cure its defects by the use of a priori principles. But 
he conceived the self on the analogy of material substance, 
as the permanent in change, which is necessary for the 
perception of change. He did not raise the question of 
the relation of changing attributes to the unchanging 
substance. Does the substance itself change when the 
attributes do1 

We must seek for the source of substance not in the ex­
ternal persistence in space, but in the internal continuity 
of memory. The question, why do the contents of the 
mind hang together, how are they unified, Kant an!lwers 
by referring us to the transcendental subject, to which all 
experiences are finally to be referred. It is the subject 
which is the correlate of all objects. But it is only the 
logical subject, and is not to be confused with the meta­
physical soul or a spiritual substance which is simple and 
indissoluble and therefore immortal. Even McTaggart in 

l Trtatise of Human Nature-Ed, Selby Bigge, pp. 252.3. 
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the second chapter of his Studies in Hegelian Cosmology 
attempts to establish the immortality of the self on the 
ground of its immutability. But that which is immut­
able, and therefore immortal, is not the empirical self. 
This transcendental self is the Paramiitman_, functioning in 
all minds. It is not _capable of existing in the plural. 
There is only one transcendental self and our empirical 
selves are psychical facts, streams of change. The jivatman 
is not a substance, but an activity, whose nature is to 
change continuously. Whether we look at the real from 
the objective or the subjective point of vie·w, the real can 
be defined only as spirit. 

Though the being of man is spirit, his nature is com­
plex and unstable. There are other grades and kinds of 
life in the human individual. That is why he has the 
creaturely sense over against the transcendent majesty of 
God, the spaceless spirit of all individual spirits. 

III 

Those who live in God do not care to define. They 
have a peculiar confidence in the universe, a profound 
and peaceful acceptance of life in all its sides. Their res­
ponse to ultimate Reality is not capable of a clear-cut, 
easily intelligible formulation. The mystery of God's 
being cannot be rationally determined. It remains out­
side the scope of logical concepts. Its form does not lie 
in the field of vision, none can see it with tile eye. There 
is no equal to it. An austere silence is more adequate to 
the experience of God than elaborate descriptions. 

The Upan~ads often give negative accounts of the 
supreme Reality. God is nothing that is. He is non-
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being. Pagans like Plotinus, Christians like Nicholas of 
Cusa support the negative theology of the Upani~ads. 
This negative theology also gives us a knowledge of Divi­
nity. It affirms that Divinity is not perceived by the 
categories of reason. It is grasped by the revelations of 
spiritual life. 

When positive accounts are given, we abandon concepts 
in favour of symbols and myths. They are better suited 
to life which is inexhaustible and unfathomable. God is 
regarded as father, friend, lover. Infinite power and in­
finite love are both revelations of God. God is infinite 
love that pours forth at every time and every place its 
illimitable grace on all that ardently seek for it. The 
divine solicitude for man is easy of comprehension when 
we look upon the Divine as Mother. She wishes· to possess 
us and so will pursue and track us down in our hiding 
places. God is in search of us. This conception has 
been made familiar to us by Francis Thompson's The 
Hound of Heaven. 1 Among the worshippers of the Divine 
as Mother, Ramakrishna holds a high place.9 In poly-

1 Cf. Pascal's M.:,stere de juus, •I have loved thee,' said Christ 
to Pascal, •more ardently than thou hast loved thy defilements.' 

2 Compare the lines of Any Mother by Katharine Tynan : 
• There is no height, no depth, my own, could set us apart 

Body of mine and soul of mine; heart of my heart I 

If some day you came to me heavy with sin, 
I, your mother, would,run to the door and let you in. 
I would wash you white again with my tears and grief, 
Body of mine and soul of mine, till you found relief. 
Though you had sinned all sins there are 'twist cast and 

west, 
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theistic religions, the nature of the Divine becomes as it 
were divided into fragments'. 

The positive descriptions are variations of the central 
theme that God is a person. The negative theology makes 
out that even personality is a symbol. In later Vedanta, 
a distinction is drawn between the Absolute Brahman 
and the Personal Hvara. barilkara says, 'Brahman is 
realized in its two-fold aspect: In one aspect it is endowed 
with the upadhis (adjuncts) of name and form that are sub­
ject to modification and cause differenti~ on; and in the 
other it is just the opposite (bereft of all upiidhis), i.e. the 
transcendental Reality.' The Absolute answers to the 
essential deity of which Eckhart •';peaks as deeper than 
God himself and the groundlessness of Boehme. Brahman 
and Isvara, Absolute and God, are not contradictory, but 
complementary to each other. Each is the perspective 
offered to the mental standpoint of the seeker. Religious 
experience also lends support to this dual conception. It 
has normally two sides, an experience of personal inter­
course with a personal God as well as a sense of rest and 
completeness in an absolute spirit which is more than 

You should find my arms wide for you, your head on my 
breast. 

Child,ifI were in Heaven one day and you were inHell­
Angels white as my spotless one stumbled and fell-
I would leave for you the fields of God and Q.ueen Mary's 

feet, 
Straight to the heart of Hell would go seeking my sweet, 
God mayhap would turn him round at sound of the door, 
Who is it goes out from me to come back no more f 
Then the blessed Mother of God would say from her 

throne: 
Son, 'ti, a mother goes to Hell seeking her own.' 
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personal. If the latter alone were experienced, we should 
not lapse from the condition of absolute freedom. It is be­
cause our natures are rooted in the world of space-time 
as well that we look up to the Absolute as something 
different from us, with whom it is possible for us to have 
personal relations. There are experiences of men who are 
convinced that they are working with God, thinking and 
striving under pressure from Him. For them God is not 
an unchanging Absolute, a Being perfect in nature and 
realization."4'. ~ is aiming at something through the 
mediurft of the human. There · is a sense in which God 
has real need of us and calls us to share in His increasing 
victories and anothe <m which God is timeless, and com­
pletes our being. When we emphasize the former aspect, 
we call it the Supreme Ge .. .- .vhen we lay str~s on ·the 
latter, we call it the Absolute. 

There are three terms in constant use in the Indian 
religious vocabulary which bring out different aspects of 
the Supreme: Brahman, Atman and Isvara. These words 
are used with little appreciation of the distinctions im­
plied by them. Brahman is the immense, the vast, the 
ultimate, permeating all the universe and yet eluding 
any conceptual definition. We experience its Jiving reali­
ty, its otherness, its unconditionedness by all that is of 
this world. To the logical mind its character is not 
dear and yet its reality is apprehended as something 
which contrasts with the time.series. We have direct 
relationship with it. Brahman is the name we give to 
that substantial and eternal Beh;g, It is the object of 
our metaphysical quest. It is the transcendent and abid­
ing reality which is far beyond the world of succession, 
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though it gives meaning to the process and supports it 
all through. 

Since it is apprehended by us it is clear that we have in 
, us a quality which apprehends it. It is we that possess 
~ the ineffable consciousness of the eternal. The soul it is 

that becomes aware of Brahman. The Absolute is spirit. 
Though unspeakable in its transcendence, the Supreme 
is yet the most inward part of our being. Though Brah­
man in one sense entirely transcends us, in another sense 
it is intimately present in us. The Eter I Being, Brah­
man, is spirit, Atman. That which we indicate with awe 
as the Absolute is also our own transcendental essence. 
It is the ground of our being, that in which our reality 
consists. 

Off and on, in some rare moments of our spiritual life, 
the soul becomes aware of the presence of the Divine. A 
strange awe and delight invade the life of the soul and it 
becomes convinced of the absoluteness of the Divine, 
which inspires and moulds every detail of our life. To 
bring out that God is both transcendent and immanent, 
that he is a presence as well as a purpose, the conception 
of Isvara is used. It affirms the ever-present pressure of 
God on the here and now. He is the lord and giver of 
life, in this world and yet distinct from it, penetrating all, 
yet other than all. Isvara is the Absolute entering into 
the world of events and persons, operating at various 
levels but most freely in the world of souls. Isvara as 
the divine presence is maintaining, helping and preserving 
the whole world to move up, at every plane,- in every 
person and at every point, to reach towards greater per­
fection, to get into conformity with its own thought for 

6 
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the world. It is the pure Absolute, Brahman, acting. 
The religious sense that spiritual energy breaks through 
from another plane of being, modifying or transforming 
the chain of cause and effect, finds its fulfilment in the 
concept of Isvara. As the Upani~ad has it: 'The~ 
divine Intelligence is the lord of all, the all-knower, the 
indwelling spirit, the source of all, the origin and end of 
all creation.' 

IV 
'ta t,Utul.u.l§m. the .ie§crtpdaH§ af the ~upr@ffil! al.'I! ma.HY= 

sided and comprehensive. A catholic retiglon expresses 
itself in a variety ofl orms and comprehends all the rela­
tions which exist between man and God. Some of the 
great religions of the world select ooe or the other of. the 
great relations, exalt it to the highest rank, make it the 
centre and relate alJ else to it. They become so intoler­
ant as to ignore the possibility of other relations and insist 
on one's acceptance of its own point of view as giving the 
sole right of citizenship in the spiritual world. Bu.t 
Hinduism provides enough freedom for a man to go for­
ward and develop along his own characteristic lines, lt 
recognizes that the divine light penetrates only by degrees 
and is distorted by the obscurity of the medium whJch 
receives it. Our conception of God answers to the level 
of our mind and interests. Hinduism admits that religion 
cannot be compressed within any juridical system or 
reduced to any one single doctrine. The different creeds 
mark out the way of the spirit. Rcligiou1 Jifo ha1 to bo 
built through their aid, R.tUDi.lkri1bn& prn~ti11ed fgrm1 • 
of worship not only of the different Hindu sects but also 
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those of Islam and Christianity. From actual experience 
he established that the goal of all religions is the same. 
'As the same sugar is made into various figures,' Rama­
krishna used to say, 'so one sweet Mother Divine is wor­
shipped in various climes and ages under various names 

and · forms. Different creeds are but different paths to 
reach the Almighty. As with one gold various ornaments 
are made having different forms and names, so one God 

i is worshipped in different countries and ages, has different 
forms and names.'' Real contradictions are found more 
ofum in ml!dieore mindn, but th~ vastn@ss of soul of tbe 
spiritually prnfound gathers within iu@lf opiniong and 
tendencies profoundly contradictory. 

Idolatry is a much-abused term. Even those who op­
pose it are unable to escape from it. The very word 
brings up to our mind thoughts of graven images, strange 
figures of frightful countenance, horrid animals, and 
shapes, and so fong as the worshippers confuse these outer 
symbols with the deeper divine reality, they are victims 
of idolatry. 

But as a matter of fact, religion cannot escape from 
symbolism, from icons and crucifixes, from rites and 
dogmas. These forms are employed by religion to focus 
its faith, but when they become more important than the 
faith itself, we have idolatry, A symbol does not subject 
the infinite to the finite, but renders the finite transparent. 
It aids us to see the infinite through it. When, however, 
we confuse the symbol with the reality, exalt the relative 
intQ th~ l\ln1olute, difficulties arbe and an 1.mju11titicd 
idolatry develops. 

l Max MUiler: Th; Lif; and Sa.,inlJs of Ramakrishna, p. 100. 
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It is this idolatry that stands in the way of religious 
fellowship and understanding today. Every dogmatic 
religion overlooks the spiritual facts and worships theolo­
gical opinions. It is more anxious for the spread of its 
dogmas than for the spiritual education of the human 
race. If we realize the true place of symbolism, then we 
shall not bother about how men reach the knowledge of 
spiritual reality. 

The different religious groups bound within themselves ! 
by means of rites and ceremonies militate against the 
formation of a human society. Intuitive religion rebels 
against these communal and national gods, confident in 
the strength of the one spirit whose presence informs and 
illumines the whole of mankind. 

V 

The Absolute which is timeless is reflected in some 
fashion in our world of space and time. The world is 
the appearance of the Absolute. It is the vivaria of the 
Absolute. The unity of the Absolute is not affected by 
the plurality of existent worlds, though the world is· an 
expression of the Absolute. Of course, the nature of the 
Absolute is by no means exhausted by this world or .for 
that matter by any number of such worlds, and the 
changes, of the varied worlds do not in any way affect 
the unity of the Absolute. We cannot, however, say that 
the empirical universe is the result of the apprehending 
consciousness, for that would mean the Absolute is a thing 
in itself and the world a mere appearance, and there is 
nothing to tell us whether it is an appearance or whether 
there is a thing in itself at the back of it. Much the best 
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solution is to admit that the world expresses the Absolute 
Without in any way interfering with its unity and inte­
grity. Such a kind of relationship is what is called viuarta 

by Indian thinkers. 
Without being content with such a view we sometimes 

ntake out that .the real is not pure being which excludes 
all negation, but a self-conscious principle which involves 
a certain negation of absolute reality. God is a form of 
Absolute being. Even as the worlcl is distinct and is in a 
sense a negation of the Absolute being, God is a limited 
expression of the Absolute. So far as God is concerned, 
the world is as necessary to God as God is to the world. 
God would not be God but for the world which expresses 
him. The world is an expression or parirziima of God, 
though a vivarta of the Absolute. 

VI 

T.hM dp._ of,-karma has been with ,us from the beginning 
~~,pJiilosophic_ reflection. The· self is a composite of mind, 
body and activities.1 Surely 'one becomes good by good 
action, and bad by bad action.' 11 When a man dies, the 
two things that accompany him are vidyii and karma.a 
• According as one acts, according as one conducts, so 
does one become.' ' Desire becomes action and · actions 
determine the course of life. Evolution of life goes on 
until salvation is attained. 

Salvation or mukti is life eternal and has nothing to do 
with continuance in endless time. No adequate account 
of mukti can be given since it transcends the limitations 

1 Brhadara,;,.:,aka, i. 6 -1. 
3 Ibid. iv. 4.~. :2 Ibid. iii. 2 • 1 g. 

4 Ibid. iv. 4.5• 
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with which human life is bound up. So the question of 
the nature of salvation, whether it is individual or univer­
sal, has no relevance or meaning when applied to life 
eternal, which is altogether a different life. 

The question becomes important when we attempt to 
describe the state of salvation from the standpoint of the 
empirical world. Whether salvation is individual or uni­
versal has significance only on the basis of the plurality 
of individual souls on the empirical plane. If in this 
universe we have only one soul, then salvation of that 
soul means the redemption of the whole universe. In the 
ekajivaviida, universal salvation and individual :salvation 
are identical. 

Though some later Advaitins adopt this position, Sam­
kara is opposed to it. If all the different souls are only 
one jiva, then, when, for the first time, any soul attains 
liberation, bondage should have terminated for all, which 
is not the case. He says: 'No man can actually annihi­
late this whole existing world .... And if it actually could 
be done, the first released person would have done it 
once and for all, so that at present the whole world would 
be empty, earth and all other substances having been 
finally annihilated.' 1 

From the empirical standpoint a plurality of individuals 
is assumed by Samkara and many of his followers. On 
this view salvation does not involve the destruction of the 
world. It implies the disappearance of a false view of the 
world. The idea is further elucidated by Samkara in the 
Sutra-B¼ya: •Of what nature is that so-called annihi­
lation of the apparent world? Is it analogous to the 

1 Brahma-Sutra_Bhava, iii. 11-21. 
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annihilation of hardness in congealed clarified ~utter (;hee) 
which is effected by bringing it into contact with _fire . Or 
is the apparent world of names and forms which_ 1s super­
imposed upon Brahman by nescience to be dissolved by 
knowledge, just as the phenomenon ~f a double moon 
which is due to a disease of the eyes 1s removed by the 

d • • ~• I application of me 1cme t • 

Samkara admits that the world appearance persists for 
the jiuaninukta or the sthitaprajiia of the Bhagauadgitii. 
The jiuanmukta, though. he realizes-mok,ra or Brahmabhiiua, 
still lives in the world. The appearance of multiplicity 
is not superseded. It is with him as with a patient suffer­
ing from timira that, though he knows there is only one 
moon, he secs two. Only it does not deceive the freed 
soul even as the mirage does not tempt one who has 
detected its unreal character. Freedom consists in the 
attainment of a universality of spirit or saruiitmabhiiua. 
Embodiment continues after the rise of the saving know­
ledge. Though the spirit is released, the body persists. 
While the individual has attained inner harmony and 
freedom, the world appearance still persists and engages 
his energies. Full freedom demands the destruction of 
the world appearance as well. Samkara's view of the 
jioanmukta condition makes out that inner perfection and 
work in the finite universe can go together. 

It is usually thought that at death the soul attains final 
liberation or uidehamukti. It is not easy to reconcile this 
view with Samkara's other statement.that Apantaratamas, 
Bhrgu and Narada even after death work for the saving 
of the world.1 These are said to be the 'possessors of 

l Brahma.Swra Bhaya, iii. 2-21. 2 Ibid. iii. 3-32. 
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the complete knowledge of the Vedas'. Samkara writes: 
'The continuance of the bodily existence of Apantarata· 
mas and o~hers depends on the offices which they discharge 
for the sake of the world. As the sun, who after having 
for thousands of ages performed the office of watching 
over these worlds, at the end of that period enjoys the 
condition of release in which he neither rises nor sets, so 
Apantaratamas and others continue as individuals, a). 
though they possess complete knowledge, which is the 
cause of release, and obtain release only when their office 
comes to an end.' So long as their offices last their karmas 
cannot be said to be exhausted. Sarilkara here admits 
that samyagdar/ana, though it is the cause of release, does 
not bring about final release and the liberated individuals 
are expected to contribute to lokasthiti or world m~inte­
nance. Their karma can never be fully exhausted, so long 
as the world demands their services. 

This view is not to be confused with kramamukti or 
gradual release, which is the aim of those who are devoted 
to Kiirya-Brahma or Hiral}.yagarbha. 1 Sarb.kara is discus­
sing not gradual release, but release consequent on Brah. 
majiiiina which is attainable here and now: and for eyen 
such released souls, persistence of individuality is held not 
only as possible by Samkara but necessary in the interests 
of what is called lokasthiti. In other words, the world will 
persist as long as there are souls subject tQ bondage. It 
terminates only when all are released, i.e. absolute salva. 
tion is possible with world redemption. 

Such a view of Samkara's philosophy is by no means 

l These attain liberation when the office of Hirar;iyagarbha t~­
minates. 
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new. Appaya Dik!}ita, for example, takes his stand on 
those passages in Samkara where the jiva is said to be of 
the nature of Isvara and not Brahman, and holds that 
the liberated individuals attain communion with lsvara 
and not union with Brahman. 'The Self of the Highest 
Lord is the real nature of the embodied self' (iii. 4-8) 
and so he contends that Samkara supports the view of 
mokia as attaining the nature of Isvara. He also suggests 
that when all jivas attain liberation, the world with the 
liberated souls and Isvara lapse into the Absolute where 
there is neither subject nor object, neither world nor 
God. But so long as some souls are unredeemed, even the 
liberated are in the world, which is governed by Isvara, 
though filled by the spirit of oneness of all, and fulfil 
their redemptive functions. 

That the individual does not become identical with 
Brahman but only with Isvara comes out from what is 
called the theory of reflection or bimba-pratibimbauiiaa. 
When a face is reflected in a number of mirrors, the des­
truction of a particular mirror means only its lapse into 
the reflecting face and not the face in itself. It is only 
when all reflection ceases, i.e. when all mirrors are des­
troyed, that the reflecting face disappears and the face in 
itself appears. The full release or the attainment of 
Brahman is possible only when all avidyiis are destroyed. 
Until then, release means only identity with Isvara. 

If such a view is adopted, two conditions are essential 
fo~ ~nal salvation: (1) inward _perfeotion attained by in­
t~ition of self, (2) outer perfection possible only with the 
hberation of all. The liberated souls which obtain the 
first condition continue to work for the second and will 
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attain flnal release when the world as such is redeemed. 
To bo soved in tho former ncnao iu to m, the 111ilf in flll, tg 
see all things in the self and to live in the self with all 
things. To be perfect is to be oneself and aU else; it is 
to be the universe. It is to give oneself so that aH might 
be ·saved. Commenting on the Mu1J4,alca Upani1ad text 
(iii. 2-15), Samkara says: 'He who has reached the all­
penetrating Atman enters into the all.' Kumarila in his 
Tantravtirttika quotes the Buddha as saying : 'Let all the 
sins of the world fall on me and let the world be saved.11 

The liberated individual has the consciousness of the 
timeless infinite, and with that as his background, takes 
his place in the temporal world. He has what the seers 
caHed trikiiladr,ti, an intuition of time in which past, present 
and future exist together for ever in the self-knowledge and 
self-power of the Eternal. He is no more swept helplessly 
on the stress of the moments. He lives in · the conscious­
ness of the universal mind and works for the welfare of 
the world in an unselfish spirit. True renunciation is not 
abandonment of action, but unselfish conduct. 

Conclusion 
While the sayings of Ramakrishna did not penetrate so 

much into academic circles, they found their way into l~nely 
hearts who have been stranded in their pursuit of pleasure 
and selfish desires. Under the inspiration of this great tea. 
cher there has been a powerful revival of social compassion. 
Educational and medical work is done throughout the 
country. He has helped to raise from the dust the fallen 
standard of Hinduism, not in ~ords merely, but in works 
also. 

l See the writer's Aa ld,alist View of Life, Cb. VII. 



RABINDRANATH TAGORE* 

I 

The Greatness of Literature 

JT is the peculiar glory of great literature that it lasts 
much longer than kings and dynasties. History bears 

witness to the power of the human spirit, which endures 
longer than dynasties or creeds . . The political world of 
Homer is dead while his song is living today. The 
splendour of Rome has vanished but the poetry of Virgil 
is yet vital. The dreams of Kalidasa still move us like the 
cry of a living voice, with their poignant sense of tears 
in human relations, while the Ujjain of which he was the 
ornament has left her memory to his keeping. The great 
medieval potentates arc forgotten, but the song. of Dante 
is still cherished; and the Elizabetha~ age will be re­
membered as long as the English language lives on 
account of its Shakespeare. When our lords and leaders 
pass into oblivion, Tagore will continue to enchant us by 
his music and poetry; for though he is an Indian, the 
value of his work lies not in any tribal or national cha­
racteristics, but in those clements of universality which 
appeal to the whole world. He has added to the sweet­
ness of life, to the stature of civilization. 

• Presidential Address at the General Conference in 
connexion with the Seventieth Birthday Celebrations of 
Rabindranath Tagore, held in Calcutta, December 1931. 
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II 

Emphasis on the Spiritual 

To many a young Indian in these changing times 
Rabindranath's voice has been a comfort and a stimulus. 
When we are weighed down by the burden of defeated 
hopes and stand dazed at the conquests of science and 
organization, when our minds lose their moorings and 
sense of direction, he comes to us instilling hope into our 
hearts and courage into our minds. He points out that 
though our heads are bleeding they are not bowed down, 
and that the value _ of success need not be judged by 
standards of wealth and power. The true tests of civi­
lization are spiritual dignity and power of suffering. 
Wealth, power and efficiency are the appurtenances of 
life and not life itself. The significant things are the 
personal ones which are beyond the reach of science and 
organization. 

In his insistence on the supremacy of spiritual values 
as central to the good life and social order, Rabindranath 
is at one with the long tradition of Indian thinkers, In 
him we find the eternal voice of India, old and yet ne~. 
In spite of the vicissitudes of fortune and the driftings of 
history, India has kept her essential spirit alive. The self 
of man is not to be confused with the physical body or the 
intellect. There is something deeper than intellect, mind 
and body-the real self, which is one with the self of all 
goodness, truth and beauty. To aim at that and make it 
a living presence is the purpose of religion; to train one­
self through purity, love and strength into conformity 
with that conception is the aim of ethics; to mould oneself 
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to the pattern of that eternal being is the consumma­
tion of our aesthetic nature. One has to achieve not 
ltlerely technical efficiency but greatness of spirit. 

When we walk into the night and see the stars keeping 
their eternal watch, we experience a seQse of awe before 
their remoteness, of annihilation before their immutabi­
lity, of utter insignificance before their immensity. The 
heart stops beating, breathing is suspended and our whole 
being receives a shock. Our petty interests and anxieties 
look pitifully small and sordid. There is a similar per­
turbation, a similar break in the. breath, when we listen 
to great poetry or gaze into a human soul. Philosophy 
and religion, ·art and literature, serve to heighten this 
spiritual consciousness. It is because we have ignored 
this aspect of life that we find today so much instability, 
conflict and chaos in spite of intellectual advance and 
scientific progress. For over three centuries scientific 
inx e~ij9~s,.-@,Dq discovcdes h~ve proc;luccd in•creased pros­
perity. Famin•es have prac•tically disappeared, popula­
tion has increased and the grimmer incidents of life like 
plagues and pestilences have been brought under control. 
As the sense of confidence and security about the social 
order spreads over the world, the spirit of curiosity and 
exploration, which was mainly responsible for the trium­
phs in the scientific and the technical regions, became 
extended to the deeper things of life. The world was 
soon robbed of its mystery and romance. A strange new 
world of hardness and brutality, of science and big busi­
ness, arose, which prejudiced the order of love; beauty 
and happiness so very essential for the growth of the soul. 
Scepticism and agnosticism have become attractive to the 
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modern mind. In the struggle between the sceptics ~nd 

agnostics who doubt whether there is anything behtnd 
the universe and the spiritual positivists who affirm that 
the most vital reality is behind the universe, Rabindra­
nath is with the latter. 

There is a story about the visit of an Indian philoso­
pher to Socrates. It comes not from Plato or Xenophon 
but from Aristoxenes of the third century a.a. He relates 
how Socrates told the Indian stranger that his work 
consisted in enquiring about the life of men, and how the 
Indian smiled and said that none could understand things 
human who did not understand things divine. · For the 
whole Western tradition, man is essentially a rational 
being, one who can think logically and act upon utilita­
rian principles. In the East, spiritual understanding and 
sympathy are of greater importance than intellectual 
ability. For thousands who talk, one can think; for 
thousands who think, perhaps one sees and understands. 
What distinguishes man is this capacity for understanding. 

Physical g~owth and intellectual efficiency cannot 
satisfy us. Even if we have extensive agriculture; and 
efficient transportation and every one possesses his own 
aeroplane and radio set, if all disease is eradicated, if 
workmen receive doles and pensions and every one lives 
to a green old age, there will still be unsatisfied aspira­
tions, wistful yearnings. Man does not live by bread 
alone nor by learning alone. We niay recognize the 
world on the most up-to-date and efficient scientific lines, 
and make of it a vast commercial house where all the 
multiple activities of the human atoms are arranged for 
so that we have in it every group, from the scullery: 
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lllaids and the errand boys doing their work in the base­
lllent cellars up to the women of fashion making up their f: , 
aces in the beauty parlours on the top floor, and may 

even succeed in transforming a society of human beings 
~nto a swarm of ants; yet there will be unsatisfied long­
ings, a thirst for ultimates. Even in that new world­
order, children will continue to laugh and cry, women to 
love and suffer, men to fight and struggle. The real 
greatness of man is due to bis failure, to his moving about 
in worlds unrealized, with vague misgivings. Man is a 
creature with a dual status. He partakes of the charac­
·ters of both the seen and the unseen worlds. While he is 
·a Part of the ~atural order, he has in him the seed of 
spirit which makes him dissatisfied with his merely natural 
being. He is truly 'a creature of the borderland', with 
animal. desires and spiritual yearnings; and a life which 
is entirely .given over to the former , cannot give him 
rest~~ .o · t u..-1 .. J. • • • • 

• ' in his daily life of work and toil, when he tills the soil 
or governs the State, when he seeks wealth or pursues 
power, man is not himself. In such activities things are 
in the saddle. The making of money and the tending of 
Camilies absorb all one's time and strength. ~biogs 
eternal and unseen get no chance. And yet events occur 
which disturb the complacency of superficial minds, 
events with which the sense of mystery and the feeling of 
uncertainty return. When in the soroow of death or the 
suffering of despair, when trust is betrayed or love dese­
crated, when life becomes tasteless and unmeaning, man 
stretches forth his hands to heaven to know if perchance 
there is an answering presence behind the dark clouds; 
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mahiintam purfl!am iidityavaf!l(lm tamasah parastiit-it is then 
that he comes into touch with the supreme in the solitude 
of his consciousness, in the realm of the profound and the 
intense. It is the world of light and love in which there 
is no language but that of silence. It is the world of joy 
that reveals itself in innumerable formS- iinandariipiim 
amrtam yad vibhiiti. 

The poetry of human experience, the realities of life as 
distinct from its mere frills, are achieved in solitude. 
When we move away from the self, we move away from 
the only reality which is accessible to us. Man is himself 
in his religion and in his love. Both these .are strictly per­
sonal and intimate, peculiar and sacred. If our society 
attempts to invade even this inner sanctuary, life will lose 
all its worth and genuineness. A man can share liia .pos­
sessions with others, but not his soul. 

We have become so poor today that we cannot even 
recognize the treasures of spirit. In the rush and clamour 
of our conscious life we do not pay attention to the less 
audible elements of our being. The sudden thrills, the 
disturbing emotions, the flashes of insight, it is these 
that reveal to us the mystery we are, and by thes·e we 
apprehend the truth of things. 

Only the man of serene mind can realize the spiritual 
meaning of life. Honesty with oneself is the condition 
of spiritual integrity. We must let in the light to illumine 
the secret places of the soul. Our pretensions and pro­
fessions are the barriers that shut us away from truth. 
We are more familiar with the things we have than with 
what we are. We are afraid to be alone with ourselves, 
face to face with our naked loneliness. We try to hide 
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from ourselves the truth by drugs or drunkenness, excite­
ment or service. It is with an effort that we have to pull our­
selves together, cultivate the inner life, and abstract from 
the outer sheaths of body, mind and intellect. We then see 
the soul within and attain to a stillness of spirit. The dis­
covery of inwardness is the essential basis of spiritual life. 

So long as we lead outward lives, without being touch­
ed to our inward depths, we do not understand the mean­
ing of life or the secrets of the soul. Those who live on 
the surface naturally have no faith in the life of spirit. 
They believe that they do their duty by religion if they 
accept the letter of faith. Such spiritual dependence is 
inconsistent with true religious life, of which the founda­
tion is utter sincerity. A life without independent thought 
cannot comfort a spiritual being. It is lack of spiritual 
confidence that impels us to accept 'Yhat others say _about 
religious truth. But when once the individual .in his free­
~011,1 ro£. ~airit pursues truth .. ·and builds up a centre in 
JHwselt:,, he has en~>0gh strength and stability to deal with 
all that happens to him. He is able to retain his peace 
and power even when he is faced by aqverse conditions. 
Absolute serenity of spirit is the ultimate goal of human 
effort, and this is possible only for one who has deep faith 
in the creative spirit and is thus free from all petty desires. 
Naturally orthodox religion, whether as dogma or ritual, 
means almost nothing to him. 

III 

Insistence on Life 

But to dwell in the realm of spirit does not mean that 
we should be indifferent to the realities of the world. It 

7 
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is a common temptation, to which Indian thinkers have 
fallen more than once victims, that spirit is all that counts 
while life 'is an indifferent illusion, and that all efforts 
directed to the improvement of man's outer life and society 
are sheer folly. Frequently the ideal of the cold wise man 
who refuses all activity in the world is exalted, with the 
result that India has become the scene of a culture of 
dead men walking the earth peopled with ghosts. No one 
who holds himself aloof from the activities of the world 
and who is insensitive to its woes can be really wise. To 
practise virtue in a vacuum is impossible. Spii:itual v,ision 
normally issues in a new power for good in the world of 
existence. The spiritual man does not turn his back on 
the realities o~ the world, but works in it with the sole 
object of creating better material and spiritual condi­
tions. For spiritual life rises in the natural. Being a poet, 
Rabindranath uses the visible world as a means of shadow­
ing forth the invisible. He touches the temporal with 
the light of the eternal. The material world becomes 
transparent as his spirit moves in it. 

The world is not a snare nor its good a delusion. They 
are opportunities for self-development, pathways 'ror 
realization. This is the great tradition which has come 
down from the seers of the Up_an~ads and the author of 
the Gita. They delight in life. For since God has taken 
upon Himself the bonds of creation, why should we not 
take upon ourselves the bonds of this world1 We need 
not complain, if we _ are clothed, in this warm garment of 
flesh. Human relationships are the mainspring of spiri­
tual life. God is not a Sultan in the sky but is in · all, 
through all and over all. We worship Him in all the 
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true objects of our worship, love Him whenever our love 
is true. In the woman who is good, we feel Him; in the 
man who is true we know Him. Tagore's Hibbert Lec­
tures on The Religion of Man (1931) ask us to realize the 
supreme in the heart of us all. 

The great of the world work in it sensitive to its woes. 
When the Buddha preaches maitri and the Gita teaches 
sneha for all, they mean that we can understand others 
only through love. To look upon life as an evil and treat 
the world as a delusion is sheer ingratitude. In his play 
Saiiiiyasi or the Ascetic, Rabindranath points out how out­
raged nature had her revenge on the ascetic who tried to 
gain a victory · over her by cutting away the bonds of 
human desires and affections. He attempted to arrive at 
a true knowledge of the world by cutting himself off from 
it. A little girl brought him back from this region of 
abstraction int9 the play of life. No asceticism is ever 
equal to the task of suppressing living beauty. The asce­
tic's inmost defences went down before the rapture of 
beauty, and clamant life compelled him to fling open the 
doors. The Saiiiiylisi discovered that 'the great is to be 
found in the small, the infinite within the bounds of form 
and the eternal freedom of the soul in love'. We must 
bring heaven down to earth, put eternity into an hour 
and realize God in this world. Ascetics are like cut 
flowers in metal vases. They are beautiful to contem­
plate for a while but they soon wither, being without 
nourishment from the soil. To be firm and rooted, man 
must consent to be nourished on life. Asceticism, how­
ever necessary it may be for the growth of the person, 
cannot be confused with a mere refusal of the nourishment 
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by which the growth is helped. The saints do not refuse 
to sit at the rich man's table; nor do they object to the 
scent of precious ointment. 

It is foolish to fancy that God enjoys our sorrows and 
sufferings, our pains and fasts, and loves those who tax 
themselves to the uttermost. Life is a great gift, and 
those who do not love it are unworthy of it. Those who 
lay waste their souls and call it peace cannot obtain the 
support of Tagore for their action. · 

One need not enter a convent or become an ascetic to 
reject life. Many of us reject life by surrounding our­
selves with taboos and prohibitions. Interpreting the main 
intention of Hindu thought, Tagore insists on a loyal 
acceptance of life. We must face life as an adventure 
and give full play to its possibilities. 

Reiigion speaks to us in many dialects. It has diverse 
complexions. And yet it has one true voice, the voice of 
human pity and compassion, of mercy, of patient love, 
and to that voice we must do all we can to listen. Natu­
rally, a sensitive soul is bound to be outraged by the 
social order which is at the end of one age and the begin­
ning of another. We say that there is a revolution' in 
Russia or Spain; but there is one in our country too, We 
also have our guillotines and our victims, though many 
of those who suffer still go about with their heads on their 
shoulders. We have become mere walking and talking 
phantoms. With our languid paleness and lack of depth, 
which we try to cover by paint and pose, our lives remind 
us of the mannequins in the shop windows ofCbowringhce. 

Our deepest passions are debased by the conditions 
imposed by society. Add to this the appalling poverty 
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and ignorance in which many people live. If they are 
somewhat sensitive in temper, they are compelled to 
spend perturbed nights of anguish and long monotonous 
days of struggle, measuring time by the throbs of pain 
and the memories of bitterness. When dim thoughts of 
suicide rush through their overcrowded heads, they stare 
at the ceiling and smoke a cigarette. Rabindranath bas 
not much sympathy with the prevalent view that social 
service consists simply injoiriing leagues to stop cigarette­
smoking or to advance the practice of birth control. It 
consists in enabling people to live with intensity of being. 

As a poet he despises organization and believes in each 
man living his own life in his own way. He is the 
champion of the individual in his age-long struggle 
against the mass tyranny which crushes him. The fate 
of one who sets himself against the established order is 
abuse and criticism, persecution ~d fierce solitariness. 
TagQrc Ja:tlie poet of sorrow a_qd suffering. The pathos 
of men's striving, the. bitterness of life submerged in the 
shadows, the waste and loneliness of women's lives have 
found few more profoundly moved spectators. To this 
audience it is scarcely necessary to refer to the innumer­
able instances where the poet reveals the anguish that is 
implicit in common situations. 

The most sacred of all human relationships is love; and 
whatever our scriptures may say, our practice is immoral 
because it demands the beauties of self-control and self­
abnegation from only one sex. So l~ng as our women 
arc treated as mere servants and toys of the undisciplined 
male, the social order will continue to be corrupt. The 
convention that a woman's virtues arc chastity and 
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submissiveness to man is altogether too flimsy an excuse 
for masculine tyranny. What is virtue in a man is virtue 
in a woman. Itis unfortunate that there are many among 
us who are cold-blooded libertines who unscrupulously 
use women as instruments of their lust. They are the 
human anima]s, the s]aves of sense. 

The body is the teI1;1p]e of the spirit, the appaPatus for 
spiritual growth. To regard the body or any part of it 
as indecent or vile is the sin of impiety. To treat it as 
cheap and vulgar is equally impious. Physical · union 
without love is the essence of prostitution. This is true 
within as without marriage. A woman who gives herself 
to a man for whom she has no love, as a mere act of duty 
just because she is his wife, is as cruelly abusing herself 
as the husband who insists on his rights. Love is.spiritual 
and aesthetic, a matter of conscience and good taste and 
not one of law or codes. Married life without love is 
like slave labour. Obedience to ecclesiastical pundits or 
social rules is a form of self-indulgence, even as action in 
obedience io one's deepest being is the imperative com­
mand of life. As beauty is higher than harmony, as 
truth is higher than consistency, so is love higher than 
law. Like fire it purifies everything. 

In his play Sati, Uma refuses to accept the man who 
never won her love even though he was her chosen hus­
band, whatever pledges others may have given for her. 
When she cuts herself away from Jivaji, to whom she 
was sacredly affianced, and accepts another, she defends 
herself by saying, •My body was yielded only after love 
had given me.' When her mother says, 'Touch me not 
with impure hands,' she replies, 'I am as pure as yourself.' 
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lier eloquent and dignified bearing cuts her father 
to the quick and he says: 'Come to me, my darling 
<:hild ! mere vanity are these man-made laws, splashing 
hke spray against the rock of heaven's ordinance.' Our 
legal providers and protectors do not realize that our 
Women possess souls, yearning for understanding, for 
801lle one to share their dreams and their longings; and 
When a man and a woman offer to each other, not their 
strength or rank or fortune but their weakness, their 
desolation, their heart's need, they enter into a region 
Which is not built by the labour of human hands but by 
the love of their hearts. Their union is consecrated 
though it may not be approved. 

IV 

Conclusion 

In,~~l Rabindranath's work three Features are striking. 
( f i 'The ultimateness of spiritual values to be obtained 
by inward honesty and cultivation of inner life; (2) the 
futility of mere negation or renunciation and the need 
f'or a holy or a whole development of life; and (3) the 
positive attitude of sympathy for all, even the lowly and 
the lost. It is a matter for satisfaction to find an Indian 
leader insisting on these real values of life at a time when 
so many old things arc crumbling away and a thousand 
new ones are springing up. 
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