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Abstract:Vivekananda is remembered for popularising Hinduism in United States of 

America and Europe. In this paper the author examines his three main contributions to 

Political Theory namely, spiritual-religious nationalism, freedom and fearlessness. A 

Karmyogi himself,he extended lot of importance to a householder for performing his duties 

with a spirit of detachment which is true spirit of Karma according to him. Although a strong 

exponent of Vedantic scriptures, Swami acknowledged that Vedas should be interpreted 

according to modern times. In similar vein, he redefined religion in terms of feed and care. 

He opposed Europeanization and therefore opposed British rule and the social ills prevailing 

in the India society.   
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Introduction. 

Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902), pre-monastic name Narendranath Dutta was born to 

Bishwanath Dutta, a successful lawyer and Bhuvaneshwari Devi. Vivekanand was passionate 

about the search fortruth; this passion of his was satisfied to a certain extent by his mother but 

to a great extent by his Guru Sri Ramkrishna Paramhansa (1836-86). In India Darshan is 

associated with the vision of truth, and the eye of darshanikais always searching for reality 

that is hidden. It was in this sense of darshanika that Swami Vivekananda was a philosopher, 

throughout in search of the absolute with a strong desire for the redemption of sin, sorrow 

and suffering. His firm belief in propagation of Hindu religion and philosophyinspired 

Vivekananda to interpret Vedanta according to modern times. He advocated the practice of 

Karmyoga, interpreted as selfless, social and political service for the motherland. 

Vivekananda never openly revolted against the British rule, but his strong support for 

everything Indian indirectly reflected his dislike for foreign rule. Vivekananda’s vision of 

Nationalism was that of spiritual imperialism, in other words conquering the world by 

spiritual superiority (Roy: p. 193) As far as the problems of contemporary India is concerned, 
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Vivekananda focused on two critical issues, the exploitative British colonial rule and 

secondly, social ills prevailing in the Indian society.  

His philosophy can be traced to three sources: 

a) Vedic and Vedantic traditions, 

b) His contact with Ramakrishna Paramhansa, the great saint and mystic of modern 

India.  

c) His own experiences in life.  

Vivekananda shot to fame by his eloquent defense of Hinduism at the Chicago Parliament of 

Religions in September 1893. He visited the West twice: first time he lived there from July 

1893 to April 1897 but the second was a short visit from July 1899 to December 1900. He 

attended the Congress of Religions at Paris in 1900 and was a distinguished participant in 

some of its deliberations: (Varma: p. 142).  

Vivekananda’s philosophy can be deciphered from his writings on (a) the Jnana Yoga (b) his 

commentaries on Patanjali (c) his various lectures on the Vedanta Philosophy delivered in 

India or the West. His political philosophy is contained in the lectures from Colombo to 

Almora,The East and the West and Modern India. (Varma: p. 147). 

Social Philosophy of Vivekananda. 

Vivekananda was inspired by the ideal of social harmony and synthesis embodied in the 

Varna system of ancient India (CWV, Vol. 1, p. 294).He wanted to strengthen the caste 

system and interpreted the Varna arrangement as a social cohesion. Though he believed that 

everyone in the society should be helped to attain the status of a true Brahman, but 

Vivekananda was a crusader against social orthodoxy. He vehemently criticized priestdom 

and considered it synonymous to social tyranny having utter disregard for the masses. (The 

Life of SwamiVivekananda:Vol. II, p. 353). He was also critical of the principle of 

Adhikarvada because of its exclusion of the Sudras from the benefit of the highest spiritual 

knowledge. He propounded democratic spiritualism or in other words spiritual equality. He 

stated that all men are equally entitled to spiritual wisdom.  
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Vivekananda denounced untouchability. A firm believer in Karmyoga, he emphasized on 

performance of duties and obligations by all individuals and groups. Though a monk himself, 

he extended lot of importance to the householder who performed his duties in complete 

selfless spirit of detachment.  

Vivekananda considers social customs as evils but was in favor of gradual reform, not abrupt 

removal. He also pleaded for the gradual removal of those forces which were responsible for 

incorporation of those evils. He appreciated Hinduism for its capability  of absorption. He 

was of the view that the sustenance of Hinduism for assimilating the best in the system within 

its fold. 

Vivekananda was against Europeanization. It is essential to maintain one’s own identity 

rather than get moulded into the shape of other nations. “The Western institutions are suitable 

for their races but not appropriate for India, therefore imitating the West in useless. To 

Europeanize India is therefore an impossible and foolish task.” (Swami Vivekananda on India 

and Her Problems, pp. 102-103). 

Political Philosophy of Vivekananda.  

Vivekananda championed the cause of Hindu religion in the United States and Europe. He 

believed that “as every nation is recognized by few hallmark features, a central theme, India’s 

theme is religion: everything else like social reform is secondary (CWV, Part I, p. 140).” The 

emergence of India as a spiritual leader of humanity would extend a rightful place for her in 

the community of nations. His advice to all is to strive to make religion the backbone of the 

national life. He passionately propagated the cause of religious theory of nationalism, later 

advocated by Bipin Chandra Pal and Sri Aurobindo. Religion according to him should be 

made the backbone of the national life. Religion in India had been a great source of 

integration, stability and rehabilitation. It should not be identified with obnoxious social 

customs. Since religion is a great source of strength, all reforms in the system, which are 

rooted through religion have the ability to be absorbed by the masses. The expression of India 

as a divine Mother-Goddess has been espoused in the writings of early Bengal nationalists 

like that of Vivekananda, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, Sri Aurobindo and the likes. 

Therefore, the spiritual or religions theory of nationalism may be regarded as the first 

contribution of Vivekananda to political theory.  
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A second prominent contribution of Vivekananda to political theory is his concept of 

freedom. The whole universe yearns for attainment of freedom because liberty is considered 

to be the sole condition of spiritual progress. He believed  in the theory of natural rights of 

man, in other words to be allowed to use our body, intelligence and wealth without harming 

others, and other members in the society should have the same opportunity for obtaining 

wealth, education or knowledge. By way of example, Upanishadsvaluephysical, mental and 

spiritual freedom, all integrated into one. 

A third important contribution of Vivekananda to political theory is his concept of strength 

and fearlessness, in other words in vocabulary of political philosophy, it can be termed as 

theory of resistance. Vivekananda justified the theory of fearlessness on the grounds of 

philosophic Vedantism. According to him Atman is the supreme reality, Abhayam or 

fearlessness was the essence of Vedic and Vedantic scriptures. According to his definition, 

religion is strength for the nation which is possible through education.  

Concluding Observations. 

Vivekananda propounded religious nationalism which would prove to be a lasting and strong 

foundation in the making of Indian nation. He asserted that Hindu religion should be made 

more aggressive as he was against the word tolerance.“Sanskrit and prestige go together in 

India”, observed Vivekananda (CWV: 3, p.299). Vivekananda accepted Vedic and Vedantic 

formula unconditionally, “that to the wise men all souls are his own soul. Swami once 

claimed so far as the Bible and other scriptures of other nations agree with the Vedas, they 

are perfectly good but when they do not agree, they are not to be accepted.” (CWV, 3, p.353) 

Swami did not chart out a comprehensive programme for meaningful social changes. Rather 

he was seized with fear of some kind of class war in the garb of social change. For Swami, 

any attempt of mobilizing the masses were considered as instigating the poor and the 

downtrodden, against which he expressed a word of caution. Similarly, his suggestion for 

caste problems in India was not to bring down the upper caste/classes but upgrade the lower 

castes. This according to him could be accomplished by mass education, with greater 

emphasis on Sanskrit. Secondly, by investing the depressed castes with the sacred thread. “To 

the non-Brahmin caste, I say, wait, be not in a hurry. Do not seize every opportunity to fight 

Brahmins” (Ibid.).  
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Once he observed that, “our reformers do not know where the wound is? They want to save 

the nation by marrying the widows. Do you think that nation is saved by the number of 

husbands its widows get?” (Letters, p.114). He was unhappy with those social reforms meant 

for upper castes/class, for instance widow remarriages which did not impact seventy percent 

of the women population.  

No doubt,because of his undue emphasis on religion, unflinching faith in Vedantic scriptures, 

some of his ideas have been appropriated by right wing forces and Swami is criticized for 

being a precursor of theHindutva ideology. 

Despite the criticisms levelled against Swami, in his interpretation of Vedanta, one finds 

reassertion of pluralistic culture. Vedanta in his view allowed people to reach the same goals 

through different paths (CWV,Vol.1, p. 108).He suggested Vedas, as the common scripture 

for India. Moreover, he asserted that the task of the Vedanta was to break down privileges. 

“The idea that one man born superior to another has no meaning in Vedanta; that between 

nations, one is superior and other is inferior has no meaning…..”(CWV, I, p.423). 

Though a vocal exponent of Hindu religion, his speeches and writings reflect strong anti-

Brahmin views at times.He emphasized on all-comprehensiveness of the word Hindu, which 

he argued “covers not only Hindus but Mohemmedans, Christians, Jains and other people.” 

(CWV, 3, p. 118).He defined religion in terms of feed and taking care. His concern for poor 

and downtrodden is reflected in his ideas of religion….. “the only god that exists, the only 

god in whom I believe….my god the miserable, my god the poor of all races.” He once 

declared that “as long as dog of my country remains without food, to feed and take care of 

him is my religion.” “I don’t believe in a God which cannot wipe the widow’s tears or bring a 

piece of bread to the orphan’s mouth.” (CWV, 5, p.50). One finds a fine balance of religion 

and sensitivity to human problems in Vivekananda’s thought.  

Asmentioned earlier, Swami’s belief in Karmyoga, prompted him to value his commitment 

towards theory of Karma. He found the youth of the country to be a reservoir of energy, 

enthusiasm and integrity. Therefore, the work for future reconstruction of the country was 

entrusted by the Swami to the youth of the nation.  

Although a bitter critique of the British colonial rule,he observed that the cause of problems 

of India was more due to her own shortcomings rather than the exploitation of the rulers.He 
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was against westernization/Europeanization and believed that no doubt, West is more 

advanced and industrialized but “political greatness or military power will never be the 

mission of my race” (CWV, 3, p.108).  

An embodiment of emotional patriotism, Vivekananda believed that strong foundations of a 

nation depended on its past greatness or historical heritage. Forgetting of its past by a nation 

tantamounts to the repudiation of its existence. Vivekanand did not openly advocate 

protestant theory of Indian nationalism against British imperialism. This was mainly for two 

reasons (a) being a monk, discouraged him to get dragged into political and legal 

controversies (b) firm entrenchment of colonialism in India, open opposition to British rule 

would have meant imprisonment of Swami. This would lead to loss of energy and detraction 

from working for the moral and religious revival of his countrymen. But at a time when the 

Indian intelligentsia was full of admiration for the West, Vivekananda boldly proclaimed that 

the west should learn from India. This is praiseworthy.  

Thus, it goes beyond doubt, for clear understanding of the genesis of the Indian National 

Movement since 1904, it is essential to analyze and remember the ideas of Vivekanandafrom 

his writings.  
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