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Introduction 
 

This is a challenging world. You are worried about your children’s future. You 

are worried about the influences they are coming under, and their engagement with 

smartphones, internet and tv. You are worried that they are not getting proper 

training. Do you want your children to grow up into responsible and noble citizens 

of the world? Do you want your children to be good and great? If so, please read 

Swami Vivekananda’s thoughts on education and try to understand his ideals. 

 In this small book, we have compiled Swami Vivekananda’s ideas on 

education. There are numerous books on education according to Swami 

Vivekananda. Why one more? Many books on Vivekananda’s ideas of education deal 

chiefly with Indian poverty and education to Indian masses. Westerners do not 

generally understand the significance of this. Further, Swami Vivekananda came for 

the good of the whole of humanity and not of any particular race or nation. So this 

book is designed to suit the present-day needs of the whole world. The ideas have 

been taken from his works, arranged under different headings, and footnotes have 

been added.  

The numbers in brackets are the volume and page number of any standard 

(especially online) Complete Works. Please take some time to read it and share it with 

your friends.  

 

Swami Sunirmalananda 

Ramakrishna Vedanta Society 

The Netherlands 
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True civilization does not mean congregating in cities and 

living a foolish life, but going Godward, controlling the 

senses, and thus becoming the ruler in this house of the 

Self. 

 

The lower the animal, the more is its enjoyment in the 

senses, the more it lives in the senses. Civilisation, true 

civilisation, should mean the power of taking the animal-

man out of his sense-life by giving him visions and tastes 

of planes much higher, and not external comforts. 

 

 

--Swami Vivekananda 
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Who Was Swami Vivekananda? 

 

 

  

Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902) was a renowned monk from India. Born in 

an aristocratic family in Calcutta, he graduated from the Calcutta University. His 

pre-monastic name was Narendranath Dutta. Narendra also studied law, but could 

not complete his law education owing to his father’s passing on and the subsequent 

trying circumstances in the family. However, he had not come to be an advocate. His 

call was completely different.  
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Vivekananda’s mind was all along in search of Truth. Since childhood he 

sought Truth. His fundamental question was this: People say there is a God. Is there 

a God? He went everywhere and to everyone in search of an answer to this question.. 

His quest finally brought him to Sri Ramakrishna [1836-1886], the God-intoxicated 

saint of Calcutta. Ramakrishna had practiced all the paths of spirituality—Hindu, 

Christian, Islamic, etc.—with astounding success. When the young Narendra 

approached Ramakrishna, the latter told Narendra that God is true and real, and that 

He can be seen. Ramakrishna said : "Yes, I see Him just as I see you here, only in a 

much intenser sense." "God can be realized," he went on; "one can see and talk to 

Him as I am seeing and talking to you.”  This was a revelation for Vivekananda. 

Vivekananda began training under Ramakrishna and soon he had the highest 

experience of God. He struggled intensely to know the Truth and attained the 

Highest. 

Knowing India 

Sri Ramakrishna passed away in 1886. Swami Vivekananda and the other 

disciples of Sri Ramakrishna formed a group, accepted monastic vows, and started 

the Ramakrishna Monastery, called Math. Swami Vivekananda then set about to 

study his motherland—to have personal experience of the vast land called India. He 

had known that India had given to the world the great philosophies. He wanted to 

see the condition of the land. He travelled thousands of kms all over India, 

sometimes on train and mostly on foot, without food and without water for days 

occasionally, became guest of the poorest of people and also the kings, and studied 

the nation.  He understood that the heart of the nation is good, its philosophy is 

excellent, and its culture is great. But in practice, there were problems due to lack of 

education. 

Meanwhile, the call came that he must participate in the Parliament of 

Religions in Chicago. He went there after a lot of struggle and difficulties, and was 

an instant success at the Parliament of Religions. He travelled widely, and preached 
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the eternal truths to the world. He brought Yoga and Vedanta to the Western world. 

Thousands heard him, and countless became illumined. He wrote, spoke, gave 

classes and interviews, translated, composed poems in different languages, founded 

societies and did several other things. He visited Europe and wrote about the history 

of the world. The Ramakrishna Monastery had already been founded. In 1897, he 

founded the Ramakrishna Mission which has centres worldwide today. Millions are 

its sympathizers. The ideal of Swami Vivekananda was: ‘Religion is realization.”  He 

visited the United States for the second time and did enormous work. In 1902, unable 

to take the strain of all these activities, the body succumbed. But a prophet had been 

born. 

The Personality of Swami Vivekananda 

Who was Swami Vivekananda? Was he just an Indian young monk travelling 

different parts of the world? No, he wasn’t. The moment Sri Ramakrishna saw the 

young man, he knew that here was one who had come for the good of the world. 

Ramakrishna declared in writing before passing: “Naren (that was Vivekananda’s 

former name) will teach the world.” And it happened. No ordinary mortal could 

accomplish all that this great one accomplished in a short time. Today, the changing 

globe stands testimony to this prophet’s contribution to the world. Yet, it is only the 

beginning. In time, when many of his ideals and ideas are practiced, the world will 

understand what a great saviour of humanity Swami Vivekananda was. 

Swami Vivekananda’s teachings were subsequently complied in nine volumes 

of Complete Works in English. These works have been translated into different 

languages.The ideas of Swami Vivekananda on any subject are outstanding, original, 

and useful for humanity. Of all his ideas, those on Education are remarkable. His 

ideas on Education have been put into practice with enormous success in India and 

elsewhere. 
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Chapter 1 

What is Education? 

The Ideal of Education 

Education is the manifestation of the perfection already in man.1 

Religion is the manifestation of the divinity already in man. 

Therefore the only duty of the teacher in both cases is to remove all 

obstructions from the way. [4:458] 

Defining Education 

What is education? Is it book-learning? No. Is it diverse knowledge? Not even 

that. The training by which the current and expression of will are brought under 

control and become fruitful is called education. [4:490]  

The ideal of all education, all training, should be this man-making2. But, 

instead of that, we are always trying to polish up the outside. What use in polishing 

up the outside when there is no inside? The end and aim of all training is to make the 

man grow. The man who influences, who throws his magic, as it were, upon his 

fellow-beings, is a dynamo of power, and when that man is ready, he can do 

anything and everything he likes; that personality put upon anything will make it 

work. [2:15] 

Does Knowledge come from Outside? 

Now this knowledge is inherent in man. No knowledge comes from outside; it 

is all inside. What we say a man “knows”, should, in strict psychological language, 

be what he “discovers” or “unveils”; what a man “learns” is really what he 

                                   
1
 ‘Man’ during Swami Vivekananda’s times meant everyone. It is not gender-specific. 

2
 By ‘man-making’, Swami Vivekananda was not being gender specific. ‘Man-making’ is a phrase used for the 

all-round development of the personality—physical, mental, and spiritual. ‘Man-making’ means to be wise, to 

have wisdom. 
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“discovers”, by taking the cover off his own soul, which is a mine of infinite 

knowledge. [1:28] 

We say Newton discovered gravitation. Was it sitting anywhere in a corner 

waiting for him? It was in his own mind; the time came and he found it out.  All 

knowledge that the world has ever received comes from the mind; the infinite library 

of the universe is in your own mind.  

The external world is simply the suggestion, the occasion, which sets you to 

study your own mind, but the object of your study is always your own mind. The 

falling of an apple gave the suggestion to Newton, and he studied his own mind. He 

rearranged all the previous links of thought in his mind and discovered a new link 

among them, which we call the law of gravitation. It was neither in the apple nor in 

anything in the centre of the earth. 

All knowledge is within us. All perfection is there already in the soul. But this 

perfection has been covered up by nature; layer after layer of nature is covering this 

purity of the soul. What have we to do? Really we do not develop our souls at all. 

What can develop the perfect? We simply take the veil off; and the soul manifests 

itself in its pristine purity, its natural, innate freedom. [1:412] 

Education means Uncovering of Inner Knowledge 

  

All knowledge, therefore, secular or spiritual, is in the human mind. In many 

cases it is not discovered, but remains covered, and when the covering is being 

slowly taken off, we say, “We are learning,” and the advance of knowledge is made 

by the advance of this process of uncovering.  

The man from whom this veil is being lifted is the more knowing man, the 

man upon whom it lies thick is ignorant, and the man from whom it has entirely 

gone is all-knowing, omniscient.  
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There have been omniscient men, and, I believe, there will be yet; and that 

there will be myriads of them in the cycles to come. Like fire in a piece of flint, 

knowledge exists in the mind; suggestion is the friction which brings it out. So with 

all our feelings and actions—our tears and our smiles, our joys and our griefs, our 

weeping and our laughter, our curses and our blessings, our praises and our 

blames—every one of these we may find, if we calmly study our own selves, to have 

been brought out from within ourselves by so many blows. [1:29] 

 In our country [India], the imparting of knowledge has always been through 

men of renunciation. Later, the Pundits3, by monopolizing all knowledge and 

restricting it to the tols4, have only brought the country to the brink of ruin. India had 

all good prospects so long as tyāgis (men of renunciation) used to impart knowledge. 

[5:369] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                   
3[2]

 ‘Pundit’ is a Sanskrit word for a learned person, which is freely used in English today 
4[3]

 A tol is a village school. 



 11 

 

Chapter 2 

Who is a Truly Educated Individual? 
 

  

The Learned Person is Broad and Universal 

He is the learned man who sees that every man's property is nothing. Every 

woman his mother. [9:270] 

The other great idea that the world wants from us today, the thinking part of 

Europe, nay, the whole world—more, perhaps, the lower classes than the higher, 

more the masses than the cultured, more the ignorant than the educated, more the 

weak than the strong—is that eternal grand idea of the spiritual oneness of the whole 

universe. 

I need not tell you today how the modern researches of the West have 

demonstrated through physical means the oneness and the solidarity of the whole 

universe; how, physically speaking, you and I, the sun, moon, and stars are but little 

waves or wavelets in the midst of an infinite ocean of matter; how Indian psychology 

demonstrated ages ago that, similarly, both body and mind are but mere names or 

little wavelets in the ocean of matter, the Samashti5; and how, going one step further, 

it is also shown in the Vedanta that behind that idea of the unity of the whole show, 

the real Soul is one. There is but one Soul throughout the universe, all is but One 

Existence. [3:188] 

Help another because you are in him and he is in you, is the philosophical 

way of putting it. The real Vedantist alone will give up his life for a fellow-man 

without any compunction, because he knows he will not die. As long as there is one 

insect left in the world, he is living; as long as one mouth eats, he eats. So he goes on 

doing good to others; and is never hindered by the modern ideas of caring for the 

                                   
5[5]

 a Sanskrit word for the collective; here, it means cosmic. 
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body. When a man reaches this point of abnegation, he goes beyond the moral 

struggle, beyond everything. He sees in the most learned priest, in the cow, in the 

dog, in the most miserable places, neither the learned man, nor the cow, nor the dog, 

nor the miserable place, but the same divinity manifesting itself in them all. He alone 

is the happy man; and the man who has acquired that sameness has, even in this life, 

conquered all existence. [5:285] 

Those of you who have studied the Gita will remember the memorable 

passages: “He who looks upon the learned Brahmin, upon the cow, the elephant, the 

dog, or the outcast with the same eye, he indeed is the sage, and the wise man”; 

“Even in this life he has conquered relative existence whose mind is firmly fixed on 

this sameness, for the Lord is one and the same to all, and the Lord is pure; therefore 

those who have this sameness for all, and are pure, are said to be living in God.” This 

is the gist of Vedantic morality—this sameness for all. [1:426] 
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Chapter 3 

This is called Ideal Education 
  

Education is not filling the mind with a lot of facts. Perfecting the instrument 

and getting complete mastery of my own mind [is the ideal of education]. If I want to 

concentrate my mind upon a point, it goes there, and the moment I call, it is free 

[again]. ... 

 Education Comes from Concentration of the Mind 

By great struggle we get a certain power of concentration, the power of 

attachment of the mind to certain things. But then there is not the power of 

detachment. I would give half my life to take my mind off that object! I cannot. It is 

the power of concentration and attachment as well as the power of detachment [that 

we must develop]. [If] the man [is] equally powerful in both—that man has attained 

manhood. You cannot make him miserable even if the whole universe tumbles about 

his ears. What books can teach you that? You may read any amount of books. 

...Crowd into the child fifty thousand words a moment, teach him all the theories and 

philosophies. [1:510-11] 

Material science can only give worldly prosperity, whilst spiritual science is 

for eternal life. If there be no eternal life, still the enjoyment of spiritual thoughts as 

ideas is keener and makes a man happier, whilst the foolery of materialism leads to 

competition and undue ambition and ultimate death, individual and national. [6:391] 

 

Education for the Soul 

The ideal …is freedom of the soul. This world is nothing. It is a vision, a 

dream. This life is one of many millions like it. The whole of this nature is Maya, is 

phantasm, a pest house of phantasms. That is the philosophy. Babies smile at life and 

think it so beautiful and good, but in a few years they will have to revert to where 
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they began. They began life crying, and they will leave it crying. Nations in the 

vigour of their youth think that they can do anything and everything: "We are the 

gods of the earth. We are the chosen people." They think that God Almighty has 

given them a charter to rule over all the world, to advance His plans, to do anything 

they like, to turn the world upside down. They have a charter to rob, murder, kill; 

God has given them this, and they do that because they are only babes. So empire 

after empire has arisen—glorious, resplendent—now vanished away—gone, nobody 

knows where; it may have been stupendous in its ruin. 

 As a drop of water upon a lotus leaf tumbles about and falls in a moment, 

even so is this mortal life. Everywhere we turn are ruins. Where the forest stands 

today was once the mighty empire with huge cities. That is the dominant idea, the 

tone, the colour of the Indian mind. We know, you Western people have the youthful 

blood coursing through your veins. We know that nations, like men, have their day. 

Where is Greece? Where is Rome? Where that mighty Spaniard of the other day? 

Who knows through it all what becomes of India? [8:69] 

A little book on ethics, taught by an old man, we learnt by heart, and I 

remember one of the lessons: 

 "For the good of a village, a man ought to give up his family; 

 For the good of a country, he ought to give up his village; 

 For the good of humanity, he may give up his country; 

 For the good of the world, everything." 

Such verses are there in the books. We get them by heart, and they are 

explained by teacher and pupil. These things we learn, both boys and girls together. 

Later on, the education differs.  
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Education must transform Character 

Real existence, real knowledge, and real love are eternally connected with one  

another, the three in one: where one of them is, the others also must be; they 

are the three aspects of the One without a second—the Existence-Knowledge-Bliss. 

When that existence becomes relative, we see it as the world; that knowledge 

becomes in its turn modified into the knowledge of the things of the world; and that 

bliss forms the foundation of all true love known to the heart of man. [1:58] 

The very reason of nature's existence is for the education of the soul; it has no 

other meaning; it is there because the soul must have knowledge, and through 

knowledge free itself. If we remember this always, we shall never be attached to 

nature; we shall know that nature is a book in which we are to read, and that when 

we have gained the required knowledge, the book is of no more value to us. [1:57] 

Education must Broaden the Mind 

When I was first learning English, I read an English story book in which there 

was a story about a dutiful boy who had gone out to work and had given some of his 

money to his old mother, and this was praised in three or four pages. What was that? 

No Hindu boy can ever understand the moral of that story. Now I understand it 

when I hear the Western idea–every man for himself. And some men take everything 

for themselves, and fathers and mothers and wives and children go to the wall. That 

should never and nowhere be the ideal of the householder. [1:62] 

It is the heart which takes one to the highest plane, which intellect can never 

reach; it goes beyond intellect, and reaches to what is called inspiration. Intellect can 

never become inspired; only the heart when it is enlightened, becomes inspired. An 

intellectual, heartless man never becomes an inspired man. It is always the heart that 

speaks in the man of love; it discovers a greater instrument than intellect can give 

you, the instrument of inspiration. Just as the intellect is the instrument of 

knowledge, so is the heart the instrument of inspiration.  
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In a lower state it is a much weaker instrument than intellect. An ignorant 

man knows nothing, but he is a little emotional by nature. Compare him with a great 

professor–what wonderful power the latter possesses! But the professor is bound by 

his intellect, and he can be a devil and an intellectual man at the same time; but the 

man of heart can never be a devil; no man with emotion was ever a devil. Properly 

cultivated, the heart can be changed, and will go beyond intellect; it will be changed 

into inspiration. Man will have to go beyond intellect in the end. [1:413] 

Education must Remove Existential Suffering 

Wherever you see the most humanitarian ideas fall into the hands of the 

multitude, the first result, you may notice, is degradation. It is learning and intellect 

that keep things sure.  

The miseries of the world cannot be cured by physical help only. Until man’s 

nature changes, these physical needs will always arise, and miseries will always be 

felt, and no amount of physical help will cure them completely. The only solution of 

this problem is to make mankind pure. Ignorance is the mother of all the evil and all 

the misery we see. Let men have light, let them be pure and spiritually strong and 

educated, then alone will misery cease in the world, not before. We may convert 

every house in the country into a charity asylum, we may fill the land with hospitals, 

but the misery of man will still continue to exist until man's character changes. [1:53] 

The remedy now is the spread of education. First of all, Self-knowledge. I do 

not mean thereby, matted hair, staff, Kamandalu, and mountain caves which the 

word suggests. What do I mean then? Cannot the knowledge, by which is attained 

even freedom from the bondage of worldly existence, bring ordinary material 

prosperity? Certainly it can. Freedom, dispassion, renunciation all these are the very 

highest ideals, but “Even a little of this Dharma saves one from the great fear (of 

birth and death).”6 Dualist, qualified-monist, monist, Shaiva, Vaishnava, Shākta7, 

                                   
6[24]

 A Sanskrit Saying 
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even the Buddhist and the Jain and others—whatever sects have arisen in India—are 

all at one in this respect that infinite power is latent in this Jivātman (individual soul); 

from the ant to the perfect man there is the same Atman in all, the difference being 

only in manifestation. “As a farmer breaks the obstacles (to the course of water).”8 

That power manifests as soon as it gets the opportunity and the right place and time. 

From the highest god to the meanest grass, the same power is present in all—

whether manifested or not. We shall have to call forth that power by going from door 

to door. [4:484] 

Now, the question arises if this light of reason is able to judge between 

inspiration and inspiration, and if this light can uphold its standard when the quarrel 

is between prophet and prophet, if it has the power of understanding anything 

whatsoever of religion. If it has not, nothing can determine the hopeless fight of 

books and prophets which has been going on through ages; for it means that all 

religions are mere lies, hopelessly contradictory, without any constant idea of ethics. 

The proof of religion depends on the truth of the constitution of man, and not on any 

books. These books are the outgoings, the effects of man's constitution; man made 

these books. We are yet to see the books that made man. Reason is equally an effect 

of that common cause, the constitution of man, where our appeal must be. And yet, 

as reason alone is directly connected with this constitution, it should be resorted to, 

as long as it follows faithfully the same.  

Education must bring Hope to the Poor 

 

Let each one of us pray day and night for the down-trodden millions in India 

who are held fast by poverty, priestcraft, and tyranny—pray day and night for them. 

I care more to preach religion to them than to the high and the rich. I am no 

metaphysician, no philosopher, nay, no saint. But I am poor, I love the poor. I see 

                                                                                                          
7[25]

 Shaivas, Vaishnavas and Shāktas are the worshippers of Shiva, Vishnu (Krishna), and Devi or Divine 

Mother respectively. 
8[26]

 Yoga Sutra of Patanjali, 4.3 
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what they call the poor of this country, and how many there are who feel for them! 

What an immense difference in India! Who feels there for the two hundred millions 

of men and women sunken for ever in poverty and ignorance? Where is the way out? 

Who feels for them? They cannot find light or education. Who will bring the light to 

them—who will travel from door to door bringing education to them? Let these 

people be your God–think of them, work for them, pray for them incessantly–the 

Lord will show you the way.  

Him I call a Mahātman (great soul) whose heart bleeds for the poor, otherwise 

he is a Durātman (wicked soul). Let us unite our wills in continued prayer for their 

good. We may die unknown, un-pitied, un-bewailed, without accomplishing 

anything—but not one thought will be lost. It will take effect, sooner or later. My 

heart is too full to express my feeling; you know it, you can imagine it. So long as the 

millions live in hunger and ignorance, I hold every man a traitor who, having been 

educated at their expense, pays not the least heed to them! I call those men who strut 

about in their finery, having got all their money by grinding the poor, wretches, so 

long as they do not do anything for those two hundred millions who are now no 

better than hungry savages! We are poor, my brothers, we are nobodies, but such 

have been always the instruments of the Most High. [5:58] 

Each one thinks his method is best. Very good! But remember, it may be good 

for you . One food which is very indigestible to one is very digestible to another. 

Because it is good for you, do not jump to the conclusion that your method is 

everybody's method, that Jack's coat fits John and Mary. All the uneducated, 

uncultured, unthinking men and women have been put into that sort of strait jacket! 

Think for yourselves. Become atheists! Become materialists! That would be better. 

Exercise the mind! ...What right have you to say that this man's method is wrong? It 

may be wrong for you. That is to say, if you undertake the method, you will be 

degraded; but that does not mean that he will be degraded. Therefore, says Krishna, 

if you have knowledge and see a man weak, do not condemn him. Go to his level 
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and help him if you can. He must grow. I can put five bucketfuls of knowledge into 

his head in five hours. But what good will it do? He will be a little worse than before. 

[1:370] 

I consider that the great national sin is the neglect of the masses, and that is 

one of the causes of our downfall. No amount of politics would be of any avail until 

the masses in India are once more well educated, well-fed, and well cared for. They 

pay for our education, they build our temples, but in return they get kicks. They are 

practically our slaves. If we want to regenerate India, we must work for them. [5:225] 

Education must Bring Culture to Society  

  

Every nation, every man, and every woman must work out their own 

salvation. Give them ideas—that is the only help they require, and then the rest must 

follow as the effect. Ours is to put the chemicals together, the crystallisation comes in 

the law of nature. Our duty is to put ideas into their heads, they will do the rest. This 

is what is to be done in India. [4:362} 

First, let us see about their respective ideas of cleanliness of the body. Purity 

means cleanliness of mind and body; the latter is effected by the use of water etc. No 

nation in the world is as cleanly in the body as the Hindu, who uses water very 

freely. Taking a plunge bath is well-nigh scarce in other nations, with a few 

exceptions. The English have introduced it into their country after coming in contact 

with India. Even now, ask those of our students who have resided in England for 

education, and they will tell you how insufficient the arrangements for bathing are 

there. [5:472] 

Every religion has it that man’s present and future are modified by the past, 

and that the present is but the effect of the past. How is it, then, that every child is 

born with an experience that cannot be accounted for by hereditary transmission? 

How is it that one is born of good parents, receives a good education and becomes a 

good man, while another comes from besotted parents and ends on the gallows? 
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How do you explain this inequality without implicating God? Why should a merciful 

Father set His child in such conditions which must bring forth misery? It is no 

explanation to say God will make amends later on—god has no blood-money. Then, 

too, what becomes of my liberty, if this be my first birth? Coming into this world 

without the experience of a former life, my independence would be gone, for my 

path would be marked out by the experience of others. If I cannot be the maker of my 

own fortune, then I am not free. I take upon myself the blame for the misery of this 

existence, and say I will unmake the evil I have done in another existence. This, then, 

is our philosophy of the migration of the soul. We come into this life with the 

experience of another, and the fortune or misfortune of this existence is the result of 

our acts in a former existence, always becoming better, till at last perfection is 

reached. [1:331] 

Education must Brighten the Power of Intuition 
  

Light comes to individuals through the conscious efforts of their intellect; it 

comes, slowly though, to the whole race through unconscious percolations. The 

philosophers show the volitional struggles of great minds; history reveals the silent 

process of permeation through which truth is absorbed by the masses. [4:258] 

And that real knowledge is not what we know, not intuition, nor reason, nor 

instinct. When that degenerates and is confused, we call it intuition; when is 

degenerates more, we call it reason; and when it degenerates still more, we call it 

instinct. That knowledge itself is Vijnana9, neither intuition, nor reason nor instinct. 

The nearest expression for it is all-knowingness. There is no limit to it, no 

combination in it. That bliss, when it gets clouded over, we call love, attraction for 

gross bodies or fine bodies, or for ideas. This is only a distorted manifestation of that 

blessedness. Absolute Existence, absolute Knowledge, and absolute Blessedness are 

not qualities of the soul, but the essence; there is no difference between them and the 

                                   
9[4]

 supreme knowledge 
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soul. And the three are one; we see the one thing in three different aspects. They are 

beyond all relative knowledge. That eternal knowledge of the Self, percolating 

through the brain of man becomes his intuition, reason, and so on. Its manifestation 

varies according to the medium through which it shines. [2:459] 

In every religion there is the essential truth and non-essential casket in which 

this jewel lies. The believing in the Jewish book or the Hindoo book is non-essential. 

Circumstances change, the receptacle is different; but the central truth remains. The 

essentials being the same, the educated people of every community retain the 

essentials. The shell of the oyster is not attractive, but the pearls are within. [2:483] 

Education Must Make us Help Others 

The greatest weakness often insinuates itself as the greatest good and strength. 

It is a weakness to think that any one is dependent on me, and that I can do good to 

another. This belief is the mother of all our attachment, and through this attachment 

comes all our pain. We must inform our minds that no one in this universe depends 

upon us; not one beggar depends on our charity; not one soul on our kindness; not 

one living thing on our help. All are helped on by nature, and will be so helped even 

though millions of us were not here. The course of nature will not stop for such as 

you and me; it is, as already pointed out, only a blessed privilege to you and to me 

that we are allowed, in the way of helping others, to educate ourselves. This is a great 

lesson to learn in life, and when we have learned it fully, we shall never be unhappy; 

we can go and mix without harm in society anywhere and everywhere. [1:89] 

It is not much use to talk about religion until one has felt it. Why is there so 

much disturbance, so much fighting and quarrelling in the name of God? There has 

been more bloodshed in the name of God than for any other cause, because people 

never went to the fountainhead; they were content only to give a mental assent to the 

customs of their forefathers, and wanted others to do the same. What right has a man 

to say he has a soul if he does not feel it, or that there is a God if he does not see Him? 

If there is a God we must see Him, if there is a soul we must perceive it; otherwise it 
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is better not to believe. It is better to be an outspoken atheist than a hypocrite. The 

modern idea, on the one hand, with the “learned” is that religion and metaphysics 

and all search after a Supreme Being are futile; on the other hand, with the semi-

educated, the idea seems to be that these things really have no basis; their only value 

consists in the fact that they furnish strong motive powers for doing good to the 

world. If men believe in a God, they may become good, and moral, and so make 

good citizens. We cannot blame them for holding such ideas, seeing that all the 

teaching these men get is simply to believe in an eternal rigmarole of words, without 

any substance behind them. They are asked to live upon words; can they do it? If 

they could, I should not have the least regard for human nature.  

Man wants truth, wants to experience truth for himself; when he has grasped 

it, realised it, felt it within his heart of hearts, then alone, declare the Vedas, would all 

doubts vanish, all darkness be scattered, and all crookedness be made straight. “Ye 

children of immortality, even those who live in the highest sphere, the way is found; 

there is a way out of all this darkness, and that is by perceiving Him who is beyond 

all darkness; there is no other way.” [1:128] 

A man comes; you know he is very learned, his language is beautiful, and he 

speaks to you by the hour; but he does not make any impression. Another man 

comes, and he speaks a few words, not well arranged, ungrammatical perhaps; all 

the same, he makes an immense impression. Many of you have seen that. So it is 

evident that words alone cannot always produce an impression. Words, even 

thoughts contribute only one-third of the influence in making an impression, the 

man, two-thirds. What you call the personal magnetism of the man -- that is what 

goes out and impresses you. [2:14] 

The Gift of Knowledge 

Helping others physically by removing their physical needs is indeed great, 

but the help is great according as the need is greater and according as the help is far-

reaching. If a man’s wants can be removed for an hour, it is helping him indeed; if his 
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wants can be removed for a year, it will be more help to him; but if his wants can be 

removed for ever, it is surely the greatest help that can be given him. Spiritual 

knowledge is the only thing that can destroy our miseries forever; any other 

knowledge satisfies wants only for a time. It is only with the knowledge of the Spirit 

that the faculty of want is annihilated forever; so helping man spiritually is the 

highest help that can be given to him. He who gives man spiritual knowledge is the 

greatest benefactor of mankind and as such we always find that those were the most 

powerful of men who helped man in his spiritual needs, because spirituality is the 

true basis of all our activities in life. A spiritually strong and sound man will be 

strong in every other respect, if he so wishes. Until there is spiritual strength in man 

even physical needs cannot be well satisfied. Next to spiritual comes intellectual 

help. The gift of knowledge is a far higher gift than that of food and clothes; it is even 

higher than giving life to a man, because the real life of man consists of knowledge.  

Ignorance is death, knowledge is life. Life is of very little value, if it is a life in 

the dark, groping through ignorance and misery. Next in order comes, of course, 

helping a man physically. Therefore, in considering the question of helping others, 

we must always strive not to commit the mistake of thinking that physical help is the 

only help that can be given. [1:52] 

Education must Open the Heart to Knowledge and Light 

The Self is not to be reached by too much talking, not even by the highest 

intellects, not even by the study of the scriptures. The scriptures themselves say so. 

Do you find in any other scripture such a bold assertion as that—not even by the 

study of the Vedas will you reach the Atman? [3:282] 

You must open your heart. Religion is not going to church, or putting marks 

on the forehead, or dressing in a peculiar fashion; you may paint yourselves in all the 

colours of the rainbow, but if the heart has not been opened, if you have not realised 

God, it is all vain. If one has the colour of the heart, he does not want any external 

colour. That is the true religious realization. We must not forget that colours and all 
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these things are good so far as they help; so far they are all welcome. But they are apt 

to degenerate and instead of helping they retard, and a man identifies religion with 

externalities. Going to the temple becomes tantamount to spiritual life. Giving 

something to a priest becomes tantamount to religious life. These are dangerous and 

pernicious, and should be at once checked. Our scriptures declare again and again 

that even the knowledge of the external senses is not religion. That is religion which 

makes us realise the Unchangeable One, and that is the religion forever one. He who 

realises transcendental truth, he who realises the Atman in his own nature, he who 

comes face to face with God, sees God alone in everything, has become a Rishi [a 

sage]. And there is no religious life for you until you have become a Rishi. Then 

alone religion begins for you, now is only the preparation. Then religion dawns upon 

you, now you are only undergoing intellectual gymnastics and physical tortures. 

  

We must, therefore, remember that our religion lays down distinctly and 

clearly that every one who wants salvation must pass through the stage of Rishi-

hood—must become a Mantra-drashta,10 must see God. That is salvation; that is the 

law laid down by our scriptures. Then it becomes easy to look into the scripture with 

our own eyes, understand the meaning for ourselves, to analyse just what we want, 

and to understand the truth for ourselves. This is what has to be done. At the same 

time we must pay all reverence to the ancient sages for their work. They were great, 

these ancients, but we want to be greater. They did great work in the past, but we 

must do greater work than they. They had hundreds of Rishis in ancient India. We 

will have millions—we are going to have, and the sooner every one of you believes in 

this, the better for India and the better for the world. Whatever you believe, that you 

will be. If you believe yourselves to be sages, sages you will be tomorrow. [3:282-3] 

If the evolution of an animal is effected by the destruction of a thousand 

others, then one must confess that this evolution is doing very little good to the 

                                   
10[13]

 Mantras are the Sanskrit truths in the Vedas. Drashtas, are “seers”. It is well-known that the Vedas are not 

books, and were not composed by anyone. They are the compilations of eternal truths of the universe. The seers 

of these truths were called Rishis. Anyone can become a Rishi by discovering some truth. 
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world. Taking it for granted that it conduces to physical well-being, we cannot help 

admitting that it is a serious obstacle to spiritual development.  

According to the philosophers of our country, every being is a perfect Soul, 

and the diversity of evolution and manifestation of nature is simply due to the 

difference in the degree of manifestation of this Soul. The moment the obstacles to 

the evolution and manifestation of nature are completely removed, the Soul 

manifests Itself perfectly. A greater manifestation of the Soul takes place through 

education and culture, through concentration and meditation, and above all through 

sacrifice.  

Therefore, to designate the obstacles not as the effects but as the causes of the 

Soul-manifestation, and describe them as aiding this wonderful diversity of nature, is 

not consonant with reason. The attempt to remove evil from the world by killing a 

thousand evil-doers only adds to the evil in the world. But if the people can be made 

to desist from evil-doing by means of spiritual instruction, there is no more evil in 

the world. Now, see how horrible the Western struggle theory becomes! [7:153] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 26 

Chapter 4 

Why Such Ideal Education? 

At the Individual Level 

1. KNOWLEDGE GIVES POWER: Knowledge is power. We have to get this 

power. [1:144]   

What is the use of such knowledge? In the first place, knowledge itself is the 

highest reward of knowledge. And secondly, there is also utility in it. It will take 

away all our misery.  

When by analyzing his own mind, man comes face to face, as it were, with 

something which is never destroyed, something which is, by its own nature, 

eternally pure and perfect, he will no more be miserable, no more unhappy. All 

misery comes from fear, from unsatisfied desire. Man will find that he never dies, 

and then he will have no more fear of death. When he knows that he is perfect, he 

will have no more vain desires, and both these causes being absent, there will be no 

more misery—there will be perfect bliss, even while in this body. 

It is through knowledge that power comes. Man has got to know. Here is a 

man of infinite power and strength. He himself is by his own nature potent and 

omniscient. And this he must know. And the more he becomes conscious of his own 

Self, the more he manifests this power, and his bonds break and at last he becomes 

free. [9:215] 

It is absolutely necessary that every individual can become divine. That is only 

[possible] when every individual has absolute mastery over his own thought. ...[The 

thoughts, the senses] should be all my servants, not my masters. Then only is it 

possible that evils will vanish. ... 
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Knowledge is power, and as soon as we begin to know a thing, we get power 

over it; so also when the mind begins to meditate on the different elements, it gains 

power over them. [1:211] 

 

2. KNOWLEDGE GIVES DETACHMENT: We [in India] have, as it were, thrown 

a challenge to the whole world from the most ancient times. In the West, they are 

trying to solve the problem how much a man can possess, and we are trying here to 

solve the problem on how little a man can live. This struggle and this difference will 

still go on for some centuries. But if history has any truth in it and if prognostications 

ever prove true, it must be that those who train themselves to live on the least and 

control themselves well will in the end gain the battle, and that those who run after 

enjoyment and luxury, however vigorous they may seem for the moment, will have 

to die and become annihilated.  

... The thoughtful men of the West find in our ancient philosophy, especially in 

the Vedanta, the new impulse of thought they are seeking, the very spiritual food 

and drink for which they are hungering and thirsting. And it is no wonder that this is 

so. [3:182] 

The Messenger came to show the path: that the spirit is not in forms, that it is 

not through all sorts of vexations and knotty problems of philosophy that you know 

the spirit. Better that you had no learning, better that you never read a book in your 

life. These are not at all necessary for salvation -- neither wealth, nor position nor 

power, not even learning; but what is necessary is that one thing, purity. "Blessed are 

the pure in heart," for the spirit in its own nature is pure. How can it be otherwise? It 

is of God, it has come from God. [4:148] 

From the day when education and culture etc began to spread gradually from 

patricians to plebeians grew the distinction between the modern civilization as of 

Western countries, and the ancient civilization as of India, Egypt, Rome, etc. [4:482] 
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3. KNOWLEDGE BRINGS BROADNESS: It is ignorance that makes us hate 

each other, it is through ignorance that we do not know and do not love each other. 

As soon as we come to know each other, love comes, must come, for are we not one? 

Thus we find solidarity coming in spite of itself. Even in politics and sociology, 

problems that were only national twenty years ago can no more be solved on 

national grounds only. They are assuming huge proportions, gigantic shapes. They 

can only be solved when looked at in the broader light of international grounds. 

International organizations, international combinations, international laws are the 

cry of the day. That shows the solidarity. In science, every day they are coming to a 

similar broad view of matter. You speak of matter, the whole universe as one mass, 

one ocean of matter, in which you and I, the sun and the moon, and everything else 

are but the names of different little whirlpools and nothing more. Mentally speaking, 

it is one universal ocean of thought in which you and I are similar little whirlpools; 

and as spirit it moveth not, it changeth not. It is the One Unchangeable, Unbroken, 

Homogeneous Atman. [3:241] 

4. KNOWLEDGE BRINGS FAITH IN ONESELF:  Through education comes 

faith in one's own Self, and through faith in one's own Self the inherent Brahman is 

waking up in them, while the Brahman in us is gradually becoming dormant. In New 

York I used to observe the Irish colonists come—downtrodden, haggard-looking, 

destitute of all possessions at home, penniless, and wooden-headed—with their only 

belongings, a stick and a bundle of rags hanging at the end of it, fright in their steps, 

alarm in their eyes. A different spectacle in six months—the man walks upright, his 

attire is changed! In his eyes and steps there is no more sign of fright. What is the 

cause? Our Vedanta says that that Irishman was kept surrounded by contempt in his 

own country—the whole of nature was telling him with one voice, “Pat, you have no 

more hope, you are born a slave and will remain so.” Having been thus told from his 

birth, Pat believed in it and hypnotized himself that he was very low, and the 

Brahman in him shrank away. While no sooner had he landed in America than he 
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heard the shout going up on all sides, “Pat, you are a man as we are. It is man who 

has done all, a man like you and me can do everything: have courage!” Pat raised his 

head and saw that it was so, the Brahman within woke up. Nature herself spoke, as it 

were, “Arise, awake, and stop not till the goal is reached.”11 

 

At the Collective Level 

1. Education for Nation-building 

I see it before my eyes, a nation is advanced in proportion as education and 

intelligence spread among the masses. If we are to rise again, we shall have to do it in 

the same way, i.e., by spreading education among the masses. [4:482] 

How can there be any progress of the country without the spread of 

education, the dawning of knowledge? Even no real effort or exertion in the cause is 

visible among the few in your country who are the promise of the future, you who 

have received the blessings of education. But know for certain that absolutely 

nothing can be done to improve the state of things, unless there is spread of 

education first among the women and the masses. [6:489] 

Men must have education. They speak of democracy, of the equality of all 

men, these days. But how will a man know he is equal with all? He must have a 

strong brain, a clear mind free of nonsensical ideas; he must pierce through the mass 

of superstitions encrusting his mind to the pure truth that is in his inmost Self. Then 

he will know that all perfections, all powers are already within himself, that these 

have not to be given him by others. When he realizes this, he becomes free that 

moment, he achieves equality. He also realizes that every one else is equally as 

perfect as he, and he does not have to exercise any power, physical, mental or moral, 

over his brother men. He abandons the idea that there was ever any man who was 

lower than himself. Then he can talk of equality; not until then. [8:94] 

                                   
11[23]

 Katha Upanishad, 1.2.4 
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Education, education, and education alone! Travelling through many cities of 

Europe and observing in them the comforts and education of even the poor people, 

there was brought to my mind the state of our own poor people, and I used to shed 

tears. What made the difference? Education was the answer I got.  
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Chapter 5 

True Education for Whom? 

  

Let Everyone Have Ideas 

Every nation, every man, and every woman must work out their own 

salvation. Give them ideas—that is the only help they require, and then the rest must 

follow as the effect. Ours is to put the chemicals together, the crystallisation comes in 

the law of nature. Our duty is to put ideas into their heads, they will do the rest. 

Go and preach to all, “Arise, awake, sleep no more; within each of you there is 

the power to remove all wants and all miseries. Believe this, and that power will be 

manifested.” Teach this to all, and, with that, spread among the masses in plain 

language the central truths of science, philosophy, history, and geography. 

Material civilisation, nay, even luxury, is necessary to create work for the 

poor. Bread! Bread! I do not believe in a God who cannot give me bread here, giving 

me eternal bliss in heaven! Pooh!  

The only service to be done for our lower classes is to give them education, to 

develop their lost individuality. They are to be given ideas; their eyes are to be 

opened to what is going on in the world around them; and then they will work out 

their own salvation.  

The great difficulty in the way of educating the poor is this. Supposing even if 

you open a free school in every village, still it would do no good, for the poverty in 

India is such, that the poor boys would rather go to help their fathers in the fields, or 

otherwise try to make a living, than come to the school. Now if the mountain does 

not come to Mohammed, Mohammed must go to the mountain. If the poor boy 

cannot come to education, education must go to him. 
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Let Everyone Get Education and Happiness  

If there is inequality in nature, still there must be equal chance for all—or if 

greater for some and for some less—the weaker should be given more chance than 

the strong. 

 In other words, a Brahmin is not so much in need of education as a Chandala. 

If the son of a Brahmin needs one teacher, that of a Chandala needs ten. For greater 

help must be given to him whom nature has not endowed with an acute intellect 

from birth. It is a madman who carries coals to Newcastle. The poor, the 

downtrodden, the ignorant, let these be your God. [6:319] 

Educate and raise the masses, and thus alone a nation is possible. They are to 

be given back their lost individuality. They are to be educated. Whether idols will 

remain or not, whether widows will have husbands enough or not, whether caste is 

good or bad, I do not bother myself with such questions. Everyone must work out his 

own salvation. Our duty is to put the chemicals together, the crystallisation will come 

through God's laws. Let us put ideas into their heads, and they will do the rest. Now 

this means educating the masses. Here are these difficulties. A pauper government 

cannot, will not, do anything; so no help from that quarter. [8:307] 

Problems in Modern Educational Methods 

The true teacher will be able to find out for you what your own nature is. 

Maybe you do not know it. It is possible that what you think is your own nature is all 

wrong. It has not developed to consciousness. The teacher is the person who ought to 

know...He ought to know by a glance at your face and put you on [your path]. We 

grope about and struggle here and there and do all sorts of things and make no 

progress until the time comes when we fall into that life - current and are carried on. 

The sign is that the moment we are in that stream we will float. Then there is no more 

struggle. This is to be found out. Then die in that [path] rather than giving it up and 

taking hold of another. [1:473] 
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Try to have their eyes opened as to what has taken place or is taking place in 

different countries, what this world is like, and so forth. You have got lots of poor 

and ignorant folk there. Go to their cottages, from door to door, in the evening, at 

noon, any time—and open their eyes. Books etc., won't do—give them oral teaching. 

Then slowly extend your centres. Can you do all this? [6:290] 

If I am in a dark room, no amount of protestation will make it any brighter -- I 

must light a match. Just so, no amount of grumbling and wailing will make our 

imperfect body more perfect. But the Vedanta teaches—call forth your soul, show 

your divinity. Teach your children that they are divine, that religion is a positive 

something and not a negative nonsense; that it is not subjection to groans when 

under oppression, but expansion and manifestation. [1:330] 

Knowing this, stand up and fight! Not one step back, that is the idea. ...Fight it 

out, whatever comes. Let the stars move from the sphere! Let the whole world stand 

against us! Death means only a change of garment. What of it? Thus fight! You gain 

nothing by becoming cowards. ...Taking a step backward, you do not avoid any 

misfortune. You have cried to all the gods in the world. Has misery ceased? The 

masses in India cry to sixty million gods, and still die like dogs. Where are these 

gods? ...The gods come to help you when you have succeeded. So what is the use? 

Die game. ...This bending the knee to superstitions, this selling yourself to your own 

mind does not befit you, my soul. You are infinite, deathless, birthless. Because you 

are infinite spirit, it does not befit you to be a slave. ...Arise! Awake! Stand up and 

fight! Die if you must. There is none to help you. You are all the world. Who can help 

you? [1:461] 
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Chapter 6 

The Social Situation Now 
  

  

Learning from the Past 

Many times have I been told that looking into the past only degenerates and 

leads to nothing, and that we should look to the future. That is true. But out of the 

past is built the future. Look back, therefore, as far as you can, drink deep of the 

eternal fountains that are behind, and after that, look forward, march forward and 

make India brighter, greater, much higher than she ever was. Our ancestors were 

great. We must first recall that. We must learn the elements of our being, the blood 

that courses in our veins; we must have faith in that blood and what it did in the 

past; and out of that faith and consciousness of past greatness, we must build an 

India yet greater than what she has been. [3:285-6] 

 

As to education and culture, it all depends upon the man. That is to say, 

where the men are highly cultured, there the women are; where the men are not, 

women are not. Now, from the oldest times, you know, the primary education, 

according to the old Hindu customs, belongs to the village system. All the land from 

time immemorial was nationalised, as you say—belonged to the Government. There 

never is any private right in land. The revenue in India comes from the land, because 

every man holds so much land from the Government. This land is held in common 

by a community, it may be five, ten, twenty, or a hundred families. They govern the 

whole of the land, pay a certain amount of revenue to the Government, maintain a 

physician, a village schoolmaster, and so on. [8:68]  

The Way is not of  Enjoyment 



 35 

Two great problems are being decided by the nations of the world. India has 

taken up one side, and the rest of the world has taken the other side. And the 

problem is this: who is to survive? What makes one nation survive and the others 

die? Should love survive or hatred, should enjoyment survive or renunciation, 

should matter survive or the spirit, in the struggle of life? We think as our ancestors 

did, away back in pre - historic ages. 

 Where even tradition cannot pierce the gloom of that past, there our glorious 

ancestors have taken up their side of the problem and have thrown the challenge to 

the world. Our solution is renunciation, giving up, fearlessness, and love; these are 

the fittest to survive. Giving up the senses makes a nation survive. As a proof of this, 

here is history today telling us of mushroom nations rising and falling almost every 

century—starting up from nothingness, making vicious play for a few days, and then 

melting. This big, gigantic race which had to grapple with some of the greatest 

problems of misfortunes, dangers, and vicissitudes such as never fell upon the head 

of any other nation of the world, survives because it has taken the side of 

renunciation; for without renunciation how can there be religion? [3:204-5] 

The Problem of Ignorance 

How can there be these distinctions and differences? How can the rich man 

turn up his nose at the poor man, and the learned at the ignorant, if we are all spirit 

and all the same? Unless society changes, how can such a religion as Vedanta 

prevail? It will take thousands of years to have large numbers of truly rational 

human beings. It is very hard to show men new things, to give them great ideas. It is 

harder still to knock off old superstitions, very hard; they do not die easily. With all 

his education, even the learned man becomes frightened in the dark—the nursery 

tales come into his mind, and he sees ghosts. [8:136] 

[Is there then no way out for us?] Certainly there is. ... The lower the hollows 

the billows make, the higher and with greater force will they rise again. [5:381] 
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So the young missionaries will hang about the fag end of a famine and give a 

starving native 5 shillings, and there you have him, a readymade Christian; take him. 

The only band of converts around each missionary is composed of those dependent 

upon him for a living. They have to be christians or starve. And they are dwindling 

as the money supply decreases. I am glad if you want to make christians in India by 

giving work and bread to the poor. God speed you to do that. There is one benefit 

that must be credited to the missionary movement. It makes education cheap. The 

missionaries bring some money with them from the people who send them, and the 

Indian government appropriates some, so that there are some very good colleges and 

schools available to the natives through missionaries. [9:453] 
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Chapter 7 

The System of Education Now Has Problems 
  

We are Getting Negative Education 

 

Is that education which is slowly making man a machine? 

 

The education that you are getting now has some good points, but it has a 

tremendous disadvantage, which is so great that the good things are all weighed 

down. In the first place it is not a man-making education, it is merely and entirely a 

negative education. A negative education or any training that is based on negation is 

worse than death. The child is taken to school, and the first thing that he learns is that 

his father is a fool, the second thing that his grandfather is a lunatic, the third thing 

that all his teachers are hypocrites, the fourth that all the sacred books are lies! By the 

time he is sixteen he is a mass of negation, lifeless and boneless.  

Likewise the education that our boys receive is very negative. The schoolboy 

learns nothing, but has everything of his own broken down—want of faith 

(shraddhā)12 is the result. The shraddhā which is the keynote of the Veda and the 

Vedanta—the shraddhā which emboldened Nachiketa to face Yama13 and question 

him, through which shraddhā this world moves—the annihilation of that shraddhā! 

“The ignorant, the man devoid of shraddhā, the doubting self runs to ruin.”14 

Therefore are we so near to destruction. 

                                   
12[16]

 Faith. But Swami Vivekananda has remarked that it is difficult to translate this term. To believe that there is 

gold in the next room is faith. But to begin to struggle to acquire it with faith is shraddhā 
13[17]

 This refers to the Katha Upanishad story. In this Upanishad there is a story. A brahmin was donating cows 
as part of a sacrifice. His little son was Nachiketa. Little Nachiketa saw that the cows that his father was 

donating were useless. So he asked his father: “To whom will you donate me?” When the son repeatedly asked 

this question, the angry father said: “I shall donate you to the King of Death, Yama.” The boy was not agitated. 

He wanted to fulfil his father’s words and went to the King of Death. But Yama was out. When he returned, 

Yama was pained to see a little brahmin boy waiting to meet him since three days. So he granted the boy three 

boons. As the first boon, Nachiketa asked for safe return and welcome by his father. As the second boon, 

Nachiketa wanted to know the ways and means of entering heaven. As the third, he wanted the highest 

knowledge. 
14[18]

 A Sanskrit proverb 
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We have had a negative education all along from our boyhood. We have only 

learnt that we are nobodies. Seldom are we given to understand that great men were 

ever born in our country. Nothing positive has been taught to us. We do not even 

know how to use our hands and feet! We master all the facts and figures concerning 

the ancestors of the English, but we are sadly unmindful about our own. We have 

learnt only weakness. Being a conquered race, we have brought ourselves to believe 

that we are weak and have no independence in anything. So, how can it be but that 

the Shraddha is lost? [5:332] 

 

Present Education Does not make our Will Strong 

Is that education as a result of which the will, being continuously choked by 

force through generations, is well nigh killed out? Is that education under whose 

sway even the old ideas, let alone the new ones, are disappearing one by one?  

It is more blessed, in my opinion, even to go wrong, impelled by one’s free 

will and intelligence than to be good as an automaton. Again, can that be called 

society, which is formed by an aggregate of men who are like lumps of clay, like 

lifeless machines, like heaped up pebbles? How can such society fare well? [4:490] 

Present Education gives Facts, No Thinking 

The present system of education is all wrong. The mind is crammed with facts 

before it knows how to think. Control of the mind should be taught first. If I had my 

education to get over again and had any voice in the matter, I would learn to master 

my mind first, and then gather facts if I wanted them. It takes people a long time to 

learn things because they can't concentrate their minds at will. [8:280] 

The modern student is not practical. He is quite helpless. What our students 

want is not so much muscularity of body as hardihood. They are wanting in self-

help. They are not accustomed to use their eyes and hands. No handicraft is taught. 

The present system of English education is entirely literary. The student must be 
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made to think for himself and work for himself. Suppose there is a fire. He is the first 

to come forward and put out the fire who is accustomed to use his eyes and hands. ... 

if the students be made to learn some handicraft apart from its utilitarian aspect, it is 

an education in itself. 

Secondly, how many thousands of students I know who live upon the worst 

food possible, and live amidst the most horrible surroundings, what wonder that 

there are so many idiots, imbeciles and cowards among them. They die like flies. The 

education that is given is one-sided, weakening; it is killing by inches. The children 

are made to cram too much of useless matter, and are incarcerated in schoolrooms 

fifty or seventy in each, five hours together. They are given bad food. It is forgotten 

that the future health of the man is in the child. It is forgotten that nature can never 

be cheated and things cannot be pushed too early. In giving education to a child the 

law of growth has to be obeyed. And we must learn to wait. Nothing is more 

important than that the child must have a strong and healthy body. The body is the 

first thing to attain to virtue. 

  

 

Children Don’t know how to Behave 

Thirdly, our character has disappeared. Our English education has destroyed 

everything and left nothing in its place. Our children have lost their politeness. To 

talk nicely is degrading. To be reverential to one’s elders is degrading. Irreverence 

has been the sign of liberty. It is high time that we go back to our old politeness. The 

reformers have nothing to give in place of what they have taken away. Yet in spite of 

the most adverse surrounding of climate, etc., we have been able to do much, we 

have to do much more. I am proud of my race, I do not despair, I am seeing daily a 

glorious and wonderful future in my mental visions. Take greatest care of these 

young ones on whom our future depends. [9:547] 
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Chapter 8 

Is Secular Education Sufficient? 

 

Ordinary People cannot Understand 

Generally the uneducated minds, the vulgar minds of every nation, like the 

vulgar mobs in every big city, cannot grasp, cannot see, cannot understand, any fine 

movement. The causes, the real movements in this world of ours, are very fine; it is 

only the effects that are gross and muscular.  

The mind is the real cause of this body, the fine movements behind. The body 

is the gross, the external. But everyone sees the body; very few see the mind. So with 

everything; the masses, the brutal, ignorant masses of every race, see a triumphant 

procession, stampeding horses, arms and cannonades, and these they understand. 

But those fine, gentle workings that are going on behind—it is only the philosopher, 

the highly cultivated man or woman, that can understand. [9:257] 

Don’t Remove Religion from Society 

Take religion from human society and what will remain? Nothing but a forest 

of brutes. Sense-happiness is not the goal of humanity. Wisdom (Jnana) is the goal of 

all life. We find that man enjoys his intellect more than an animal enjoys its senses; 

and we see that man enjoys his spiritual nature even more than this rational nature. 

So the highest wisdom must be this spiritual knowledge. With this knowledge will 

come bliss. All these things of this world are but the shadows, the manifestations in 

the third or fourth degree of the real Knowledge and Bliss. [3:4] 

There are times in the history of a man's life, nay, in the history of the lives of 

nations, when a sort of world-weariness becomes painfully predominant. It seems 

that such a tide of world-weariness has come upon the Western world. There, too, 

they have their thinkers, great men; and they are already finding out that this race 
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after gold and power is all vanity of vanities; many, nay, most of the cultured men 

and women there, are already weary of this competition, this struggle, this brutality 

of their commercial civilization, and they are looking forward towards something 

better.  

There is a class which still clings on to political and social changes as the only 

panacea for the evils in Europe, but among the great thinkers there, other ideals are 

growing. They have found out that no amount of political or social manipulation of 

human conditions can cure the evils of life. It is a change of the soul itself for the 

better that alone will cure the evils of life. No amount of force, or government, or 

legislative cruelty will change the conditions of a race, but it is spiritual culture and 

ethical culture alone that can change wrong racial tendencies for the better. 

Spirituality is our Life-Blood, not Worldliness 

When the life-blood is strong and pure, no disease germ can live in that body. 

Our life-blood is spirituality. If it flows clear, if it flows strong and pure and 

vigorous, everything is right; political, social, any other material defects, even the 

poverty of the land, will all be cured if that blood is pure. For if the disease germ be 

thrown out, nothing will be able to enter into the blood.  

To take a simile from modern medicine, we know that there must be two 

causes to produce a disease, some poison germ outside, and the state of the body. 

Until the body is in a state to admit the germs, until the body is degraded to a lower 

vitality so that the germs may enter and thrive and multiply, there is no power in any 

germ and in the world to produce a disease in the body. In fact, millions of germs are 

continually passing through everyone's body; but so long as it is vigorous, it never is 

conscious of them. It is only when the body is weak that these germs take possession 

of it and produce disease. Just so with the national life. It is when the national body is 

weak that all sorts of disease germs, in the political state of the race or in its social 

state, in its educational or intellectual state, crowd into the system and produce 

disease.  
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We must Know the Root of the Disease to Cure it 

To remedy it, therefore, we must go to the root of this disease and cleanse the 

blood of all impurities. The one tendency will be to strengthen the man, to make the 

blood pure, the body vigorous, so that it will be able to resist and throw off all 

external poisons. [3:288] 

In the West I have found that those who are in the employment of others have 

their seats fixed in the back rows in the Parliament, while the front seats are reserved 

for those who have made themselves famous by self-exertion, or education, or 

intelligence. In Western countries there is no botheration of caste. Those on whom 

Fortune smiles for their industry and exertion are alone regarded as leaders of the 

country and the controllers of its destiny. Whereas in your country, you are simply 

vaunting your superiority in caste, till at last you cannot even get a morsel of food! 

You have not the capacity to manufacture a needle, and you dare to criticise the 

English! Fools! Sit at their feet and learn from them the arts, industries, and the 

practicality necessary for the struggle for existence. You will be esteemed once more 

when you will become fit. Then they too will pay heed to your words. Without the 

necessary preparation, what will mere shouting in the Congress avail? 

When with the spread of education the masses in our country grow more 

sympathetic and liberal, when they learn to have their thoughts expanded beyond 

the limits of sect or party, then it will be possible to work on the democratic basis of 

organisation. For this reason it is necessary to have a dictator for this Society. 

Everybody should obey him, and then in time we may work on the principle of 

general voting. [6:477] 
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Chapter 9 

What should be the Present Education System? 

 

Education must not fill Information but build Character 

Education is not the amount of information that is put into your brain and 

runs riot there, undigested, all your life. We must have life-building, man-making, 

character-making assimilation of ideas. If you have assimilated five ideas and made 

them your life and character, you have more education than any man who has got by 

heart a whole library. “The ass carrying its load of sandalwood knows only the 

weight and not the value of the sandalwood.”15 If education is identical with 

information, the libraries are the greatest sages in the world, and encyclopedias are 

the Rishis [sages]. [3:302] The less you read, the better. Read the Gītā and other good 

works on Vedanta. That is all you need. [8:280] 

The idea of true faith (Shraddhâ) must be brought back once more to us, the 

faith in our own selves must be reawakened, and, then only, all the problems which 

face our country will gradually be solved by ourselves. [5:332] 

The Student Teaches Himself or Herself 

Do you think you can teach even a child? You cannot. The child teaches 

himself. Your duty is to afford opportunities and to remove the obstacles. A plant 

grows. Do you make the plant grow? Your duty is to put a hedge round it and see 

that no animal eats up the plant, and there your duty ends. The plant grows of itself.  

...What can an external teacher do? He can remove the obstructions a little, and there 

his duty ends. Therefore help, if you can; but do not destroy. Give up all ideas that 

you can make men spiritual. It is impossible. There is no other teacher to you than 

your own soul. Recognize this. What comes of it? In society we see so many different 

natures. [2:385] 

                                   
15[19]

 A famous Sanskrit couplet 
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What is Higher Education? 

Does higher education mean mere study of material sciences and turning out 

things of everyday use by machinery? The use of higher education is to find out how 

to solve the problems of life, and this is what is engaging the profound thought of the 

modern civilised world, but it was solved in our country thousands of years ago. 

[5:368] 

In these modern days there is a greater impetus towards higher education on 

the European lines, and the trend of opinion is strong towards women getting this 

higher education. Of course, there are some people in India who do not want it, but 

those who do want it carried the day.  

Higher Education is not to Produce Slaves 

It is a strange fact that Oxford and Cambridge are closed to women today, so 

are Harvard and Yale; but Calcutta University opened its doors to women more than 

twenty years ago. I remember that the year I graduated, several girls came out and 

graduated -- the same standard, the same course, the same in everything as the boys; 

and they did very well indeed. And our religion does not prevent a woman being 

educated at all. In this way the girl should be educated; even thus she should be 

trained; and in the old books we find that the universities were equally resorted to by 

both girls and boys, but later the education of the whole nation was neglected. What 

can you expect under foreign rule? The foreign conqueror is not there to do good to 

us; he wants his money. I studied hard for twelve years and became a graduate of 

Calcutta University; now I can scarcely make $5.00 a month in my country. Would 

you believe it? It is actually a fact. So these educational institutions of foreigners are 

simply to get a lot of useful, practical slaves for a little money—to turn out a host of 

clerks, postmasters, telegraph operators, and so on. There it is. 

[A disciple questioned Swami Vivekananda: “Well, Maharaj, in case higher 

education is abolished, will not the men become as stupid as cows, as they were 
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before?” Swami Vivekananda replied:] What nonsense! Can ever a lion become a 

jackal? What do you mean? Is it ever possible for the sons of the land that has 

nourished the whole world with knowledge from time immemorial to turn as stupid 

as cows, because of the abolition of higher education by Lord Curzon?  

The Effects of the so-called Higher Education 

The education imparted by the present university system reaches one or two 

per cent of the masses only.16 And even those who get that do not succeed in their 

endeavours of doing any good to their country. But it is not their fault, poor fellows! 

As soon as they come out of their college, they find themselves fathers of several 

children! Somehow or other they manage to secure the position of a clerk, or at the 

most, a deputy magistrate. This is the finale of education! With the burden of a 

family on their backs, they find no time to do anything great or think anything high. 

They do not find means enough to fulfill their personal wants and interests; so what 

can be expected of them in the way of doing anything for others? 

Those of you who have read Herbert Spencer remember what he calls the 

"monastery system" of education that was tried in Europe and which in some parts 

proved a success; that is, there is one schoolmaster, whom the village keeps. These 

primary schools are very rudimentary, because our methods are so simple. Each boy 

brings a little mat; and his paper, to begin with, is palm leaves. Palm leaves first, 

paper is too costly. Each boy spreads his little mat and sits upon it, brings out his 

inkstand and his books and begins to write. A little arithmetic, some Sanskrit 

grammar, a little of language and accounts—these are taught in the primary school. 

 

 

 

 

                                   
16[21]

 Vivekananda was speaking of his times.  
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Chapter 10 

How Should Students be Trained Now? 

 

Be Pure and Truthful—The First Lesson 

By educating yourself in the tol (school) of a Pundit (scholar) you will be only 

a human ape all your life.17 One should live from his very boyhood with one whose 

character is like a blazing fire and should have before him a living example of the 

highest teaching.  

Mere reading that it is a sin to tell a lie will be of no use. Every boy should be 

trained to practise absolute brahmacharya [continence], and then, and then only, 

faith—shraddhā—will come. Otherwise, why will not one who has no shraddhā speak 

an untruth? 

Here is the same India whose soil has been trodden by the feet of the greatest 

sages that ever lived. Here first sprang up inquiries into the nature of man and into 

the internal world. Here first arose the doctrines of the immortality of the soul, the 

existence of a supervising God, an immanent God in nature and in man, and here the 

highest ideals of religion and philosophy have attained their culminating points. This 

is the land from whence, like tidal waves, spirituality and philosophy have again and 

again rushed out and deluged the world, and this is the land from whence once more 

such tides must proceed in order to bring life and vigour into the decaying races of 

mankind. [3:285] 

                                   
17[8]

 Here, Swami Vivekananda is speaking about book learning only, without proper understanding and 

implementation of knowledge in one’s life. 
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I will relate to you a very ancient story from the Chāndogya Upanishad18, which 

tells how knowledge came to a boy. The form of the story is very crude, but we shall 

find that it contains a principle. A young boy said to his mother, “I am going to study 

the Vedas. Tell me the name of my father and my caste19.” The mother was not a 

married woman, and in India the child of a woman who has not been married is 

considered an outcast; he is not recognized by society and is not entitled to study the 

Vedas. So the poor mother said, “My child, I do not know your family name; I was in 

service, and served in different places; I do not know who your father is, but my 

name is Jābala and your name is Satyakāma.” The little child went to a sage and 

asked to be taken as a student. The sage asked him, “What is the name of your father, 

and what is your caste?” The boy repeated to him what he had heard from his 

mother. The sage at once said, “None but a Brahmin could speak such a damaging 

truth about himself. You are a Brahmin and I will teach you. You have not swerved 

from the truth.” So he kept the boy with him and educated him. 

Practice Concentration: The Second Lesson 

Vyasa20 taught his son wisdom; and after teaching him the knowledge of truth 

himself, he sent him to the court of King Janaka21. He was a great king and was called 

Janaka Videha. Videha means “without a body”. Although a king, he had entirely 

forgotten that he was a body; he felt that he was a spirit all the time. This boy Shuka 

was sent to be taught by him. The king knew that Vyasa's son was coming to him to 

learn wisdom: so he made certain arrangements beforehand. And when the boy 

                                   
18[11]

 Upanishads form the final portions of the Vedas, which are the oldest literature of the human race. The 

Vedas are at least 10,000 years old, and form the spiritual literature of the Hindus. The end portions of the 

Vedas, which are four in number, are the Upanishads. There are 108 Upanishads, of which Chandogya is one of 

the few longest. Upanishads deal with the highest truths of humankind, and teach us how to know the Reality 

and become liberated from misery and suffering. 
19[12]

 Indian society is traditionally divided into different castes based on the respective duties of each. The 

Brahmin caste was devoted solely for acquiring spirituality and knowledge, and their dissemination.  
20[9]

 Nobody can say exactly who this great sage Vyasa was. However, it is said that Vyasa compiled all the 

Vedas, and divided them into four. He organized all the Puranas, 18 in number, and wrote the great scripture 

Mahabharata,  apart from writing Brahma Sutra. He is considered to be the great guru of the Hindu race. A sage 

[rishi] need not be a monk [sannyasin]. He could be married also. So Vyasa was a rishi, and his son was the born 

man of knowledge, Shukadeva. 
21[10]

 King Janaka was Sita´s father, and is one of the heros of the great epic, Ramayana. His speciality was, 

though he was a busy emperor, he practised spirituality and attained the highest. 
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presented himself at the gates of the palace, the guards took no notice of him 

whatsoever. They only gave him a seat, and he sat there for three days and nights, 

nobody speaking to him, nobody asking him who he was or whence he was. He was 

the son of a very great sage, his father was honoured by the whole country, and he 

himself was a most respectable person; yet the low, vulgar guards of the palace 

would take no notice of him.  

After that, suddenly, the ministers of the king and all the big officials came 

there and received him with the greatest honours. They conducted him in and 

showed him into splendid rooms, gave him the most fragrant baths and wonderful 

dresses, and for eight days they kept him there in all kinds of luxury. That solemnly 

serene face of Shuka did not change even to the smallest extent by the change in the 

treatment accorded to him; he was the same in the midst of this luxury as when 

waiting at the door. Then he was brought before the king.  

The king was on his throne, music was playing, and dancing and other 

amusements were going on. The king then gave him a cup of milk, full to the brim, 

and asked him to go seven times round the hall without spilling even a drop. The 

boy took the cup and proceeded in the midst of the music and the attraction of the 

beautiful faces. As desired by the king, seven times did he go round, and not a drop 

of the milk was spilt. The boy's mind could not be attracted by anything in the world, 

unless he allowed it to affect him. And when he brought the cup to the king, the king 

said to him, “What your father has taught you, and what you have learned yourself, I 

can only repeat. You have known the Truth; go home.”  [1:91-2] 

Lessons in Morality 

Where the Vedas teach morality, the first words are, “Let the mother be your 

God”—and that she is. When we talk of woman in India, our idea of woman is 

mother. The value of women consists in their being mothers of the human race. That 

is the idea of the Hindu. [9:202] 
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Well, why is mother to be worshipped so much? Because our books teach that 

it is the pre-natal influence that gives the impetus to the child for good or evil. Go to 

a hundred thousand colleges, read a million books, associate with all the learned men 

of the world—better off you are when born with the right stamp. You are born for 

good or evil. The child is a born god or a born demon; that is what the books say. 

Education and all these things come afterwards—are a mere bagatelle. You are what 

you are born. Born unhealthful, how many drug stores, swallowed wholesale, will 

keep you well all through your life? How many people of good, healthy lives were 

born of weak parents, were born of sickly, blood - poisoned parents? How many? 

None--none. We come with a tremendous impetus for good or evil: born demons or 

born gods. Education or other things are a bagatelle. [8:60] 

Be moral. Be brave. Be a heart-whole man. Strictly moral, brave unto 

desperation. Don't bother your head with religious theories. Cowards only sin, brave 

men never, no, not even in mind. Try to love anybody and everybody. Be a man  and 

try to make those immediately under your care brave, moral, and sympathising. No 

religion for you, my children, but morality and bravery. No cowardice, no sin, no 

crime, no weakness -- the rest will come of itself.  [5.3] 

The householder has five objects for worship. One of them is learning and 

teaching. Another is worship of dumb creatures. The hospitable spirit—the Indian 

golden rule, was illustrated by a story.  

A Brahmin, his wife, his son, and his son's wife had not tasted food for some 

time on account of a famine. The head of the house went out and after a search found 

a small quantity of barley. He brought this home and divided it into four portions, 

and the small family was about to eat, when a knock was heard at the door. It was a 

guest. The different portions were set before him, and he departed with his hunger 

satisfied, while the quartette who had entertained him perished. This story is told in 

India to illustrate what is expected in the sacred name of hospitality. [8:208] 
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Chapter 11 

The Greatest Means of Education: Concentration 
  

Concentration and Education 

There is only one method by which to attain this knowledge, that which is 

called concentration. [1:130] 

If I speak to you well upon a subject you like, your mind becomes 

concentrated upon what I am saying. I draw your mind away from yourself and hold 

it upon the subject in spite of yourself. Thus our attention is held, our minds are 

concentrated upon various things, in spite of ourselves. We cannot help it. 

Now the question is: Can this concentration be developed, and can we become 

masters of it? The Yogis say, yes. The Yogis say that we can get perfect control of the 

mind. On the ethical side there is danger in the development of the power of 

concentration -- the danger of concentrating the mind upon an object and then being 

unable to detach at will. This state causes great suffering. Almost all of our suffering 

is caused by our not having the power of detachment. So along with the 

development of concentration we must develop the power of detachment. We must 

learn not only to attach the mind to one thing exclusively, but also to detach it at a 

moment's notice and place it on something else. These two should be developed 

together to make it safe. 

This is the systematic development of the mind. To me the very essence of 

education is concentration of mind, not the collecting of facts. If I had to do my 

education over again, and had any voice in the matter, I would not study facts at all. I 

would develop the power of concentration and detachment, and then with a perfect 

instrument I could collect facts at will. Side by side, in the child, should be developed 

the power of concentration and detachment. [6:39] 
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Everywhere under the sun you find the same blending of the good and the 

bad. In my opinion society in every country shapes itself out of its own initiative. So 

we need not trouble our heads prematurely about such reforms as the abolition of 

early marriage, the remarriage of widows, and so on. Our part of the duty lies in 

imparting true education to all men and women in society. As an outcome of that 

education, they will of themselves be able to know what is good for them and what is 

bad, and will spontaneously eschew the latter. It will not be then necessary to pull 

down or set up anything in society by coercion. 

Educating Girls 

In worship of the gods, you must of course use images. But you can change 

these. Kali need not always be in one position. Encourage your girls to think of new 

ways of picturing Her. Have a hundred different conceptions of Saraswati. Let them 

draw and model and paint their own ideas. 

In the chapel, the pitcher on the lowest step of the altar must be always full of 

water, and lights in great Tamil butter - lamps must be always burning. If, in 

addition, the maintenance of perpetual adoration could be organised, nothing could 

be more in accord with Hindu feeling. But the ceremonies employed must 

themselves be Vedic. There must be a Vedic altar, on which at the hour of worship to 

light the Vedic fire. And the children must be present to share in the service of 

oblation. This is a rite which would claim the respect of the whole of India. 

Gather all sorts of animals about you. The cow makes a fine beginning. But 

you will also have dogs and cats and birds and others. Let the children have a time 

for going to feed and look after these. 

 Then there is the sacrifice of learning. That is the most beautiful of all. Do you 

know that every book is holy in India, not the Vedas alone, but the English and 

Mohammedan also? All are sacred. 
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 Revive the old arts. Teach your girls fruit-modelling with hardened milk. 

Give them artistic cooking and sewing. Let them learn painting, photography, the 

cutting of designs in paper, and gold and silver filigree and embroidery. See that 

everyone knows something by which she can earn a living in case of need.  

 And never forget Humanity! The idea of a humanitarian man - worship exists 

in nucleus in India, but it has never been sufficiently specialised. Let your students 

develop it. Make poetry, make art, of it. Yes, a daily worship at the feet of beggars, 

after bathing and before the meal, would be a wonderful practical training of heart 

and hand together. On some days, again, the worship might be of children, of your 

own pupils. Or you might borrow babies and nurse and feed them. What was it that 

Mataji22  said to me? 'Swamiji! I have no help. But these blessed ones I worship, and 

they will take me to salvation!' She feels, you see, that she is serving Uma in the 

Kumari, and that is a wonderful thought, with which to begin a school. [8:276] 

Education in Yoga 

The Yogi teaches that the mind itself has a higher state of existence, beyond 

reason, a superconscious state, and when the mind gets to that higher state, then this 

knowledge, beyond reasoning, comes to man. Metaphysical and transcendental 

knowledge comes to that man. This state of going beyond reason, transcending 

ordinary human nature, may sometimes come by chance to a man who does not 

understand its science; he, as it were, stumbles upon it. When he stumbles upon it, he 

generally interprets it as coming from outside. So this explains why an inspiration, or 

transcendental knowledge, may be the same in different countries, but in one 

country it will seem to come through an angel, and in another through a Deva, and in 

a third through God. What does it mean? It means that the mind brought the 

knowledge by its own nature, and that the finding of the knowledge was interpreted 

according to the belief and education of the person through whom it came. The real 

                                   
22[38]

 Tapaswini Mataji, foundress of the Mahakali Pathashala, Calcutta. 
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fact is that these various men, as it were, stumbled upon this super-conscious state. 

[1:184] 

All knowledge we have, either of the external or internal world, is obtained 

through only one method -- by the concentration of the mind. No knowledge can be 

had of any science unless we can concentrate our minds upon the subject. The 

astronomer concentrates his mind through the telescope . . . and so on. If you want to 

study your own mind, it will be the same process. You will have to concentrate your 

mind and turn it back upon itself. The difference in this world between mind and 

mind is simply the fact of concentration. One, more concentrated than the other, gets 

more knowledge. 

  

  In the lives of all great men, past and present, we find this tremendous 

power of concentration. Those are men of genius, you say. The science of Yoga tells 

us that we are all geniuses if we try hard to be. Some will come into this life better 

fitted and will do it quicker perhaps. We can all do the same. The same power is in 

everyone. [4:219] 

Concentration, of course, comes from various sources. Through the senses you 

can get concentration. Some get it when they hear beautiful music, others when they 

see beautiful scenery. . . . Some get concentrated by lying upon beds of spikes, sharp 

iron spikes, others by sitting upon sharp pebbles. These are extraordinary cases 

[using] most unscientific procedure. Scientific procedure is gradually training the 

mind. 

  

One gets concentrated by holding his arm up. Torture gives him the 

concentration he wants. But all these are extraordinary. 

  

Universal methods have been organised according to different philosophers. 

Some say the state we want to attain is superconsciousness of the mind -- going 

beyond the limitations the body has made for us. The value of ethics to the Yogi lies 
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in that it makes the mind pure. The purer the mind, the easier it is to control it. The 

mind takes every thought that rises and works it out. The grosser the mind, the more 

difficult [it is] to control [it]. [4:220] 

The consciousness that I am doing this and that is never present when one 

works through Yoga. The Western people do not understand this. They say that if 

there be no consciousness of ego, if this ego is gone, how then can a man work? But 

when one works with concentration, losing all consciousness of oneself the work that 

is done will be infinitely better, and this every one may have experienced in his own 

life. We perform many works subconsciously, such as the digestion of food etc., 

many others consciously, and others again by becoming immersed in Samadhi as it 

were, when there is no consciousness of the smaller ego. If the painter, losing the 

consciousness of his ego, becomes completely immersed in his painting, he will be 

able to produce masterpieces. The good cook concentrates his whole self on the food 

- material he handles; he loses all other consciousness for the time being. But they are 

only able to do perfectly a single work in this way, to which they are habituated. The 

Gita teaches that all works should be done thus. He who is one with the Lord 

through Yoga performs all his works by becoming immersed in concentration, and 

does not seek any personal benefit. Such a performance of work brings only good to 

the world, no evil can come out of it. Those who work thus never do anything for 

themselves. [5:248] 

Now the question is: Can this concentration be developed, and can we become 

masters of it? The Yogis say, yes. The Yogis say that we can get perfect control of the 

mind. On the ethical side there is danger in the development of the power of 

concentration -- the danger of concentrating the mind upon an object and then being 

unable to detach at will. This state causes great suffering. Almost all of our suffering 

is caused by our not having the power of detachment. So along with the 

development of concentration we must develop the power of detachment. We must 

learn not only to attach the mind to one thing exclusively, but also to detach it at a 
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moment's notice and place it on something else. These two should be developed 

together to make it safe. [6:38] 

Take one great idea! It deepens. Concentration comes. You no longer feel your 

body. Your senses have stopped. You are above all physical senses. All that was 

manifesting itself through the senses is concentrated upon that one idea. That 

moment you are higher than the animal. You get the revelation none can take from 

you -- a direct perception of something higher than the body. . . . Therein is the gold 

of mind, not upon the plane of the senses. [6:68] 

Concentration is the essence of all knowledge; nothing can be done without it. 

Ninety per cent of thought force is wasted by the ordinary human being, and 

therefore he is constantly committing blunders; the trained man or mind never 

makes a mistake. When the mind is concentrated and turned backward on itself, all 

within us will be our servants, not our masters. The Greeks applied their 

concentration to the external world, and the result was perfection in art, literature, 

etc. The Hindu concentrated on the internal world, upon the unseen realms in the 

Self, and developed the science of Yoga. Yoga is controlling the senses, will and 

mind. The benefit of its study is that we learn to control instead of being controlled. 

Mind seems to be layer on layer. Our real goal is to cross all these intervening strata 

of our being and find God. The end and aim of Yoga is to realise God. To do this we 

must go beyond relative knowledge, go beyond the sense - world. The world is 

awake to the senses, the children of the Lord are asleep on that plane. The world is 

asleep to the Eternal, the children of the Lord are awake in that realm. These are the 

sons of God. There is but one way to control the senses -- to see Him who is the 

Reality in the universe. Then and only then can we really conquer our senses. 

  

 Concentration is restraining the mind into smaller and smaller limits. [6:124] 



 56 

Chapter 12 

Experience Is A Great Teacher 
  

All Knowledge is Sacred 

... man learns as he lives, and experience is the greatest teacher in the world. 

[8:292] 

The meaning of the word "Veda", from which the word "Vedanta" comes, is 

knowledge. All knowledge is Veda, infinite as God is infinite. Nobody ever creates 

knowledge. Did you ever see knowledge created? It is only discovered—what was 

covered is uncovered. It is always here, because it is God Himself. Past, present, and 

future knowledge, all exist in all of us. We discover it, that is all. All this knowledge 

is God Himself. The Vedas mean a great Sanskrit book. In our country we go down 

on our knees before the man who reads the Vedas, and we do not care for the man 

who is studying physics. That is superstition; it is not Vedanta at all. It is utter 

materialism. With God all knowledge is sacred. Knowledge is God.  

We have got ourselves caught in the trap, and we will have to work out our 

freedom. So get this experience of husbands, and wives, and friends, and little loves; 

you will get through them safely if you never forget what you really are. Never 

forget this is only a momentary state, and that we have to pass through it. Experience 

is the one great teacher—experience of pleasure and pain—but know it is only 

experience. [1:249] 

This quickening impulse cannot be derived from books. The soul can only 

receive impulses from another soul, and from nothing else. We may study books all 

our lives, we may become very intellectual, but in the end we find that we have not 

developed at all spiritually. It is not true that a high order of intellectual 

development always goes hand in hand with a proportionate development of the 

spiritual side in Man.  
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In studying books we are sometimes deluded into thinking that thereby we 

are being spiritually helped; but if we analyse the effect of the study of books on 

ourselves, we shall find that at the utmost it is only our intellect that derives profit 

from such studies, and not our inner spirit. This inadequacy of books to quicken 

spiritual growth is the reason why, although almost every one of us can speak  most 

wonderfully on spiritual matters, when it comes to action and the living of a truly 

spiritual life, we find ourselves so awfully deficient. To quicken the spirit, the 

impulse must come from another soul. 

The person from whose soul such impulse comes is called the Guru -- the 

teacher; and the person to whose soul the impulse is conveyed is called the Shishya -- 

the student. To convey such an impulse to any soul, in the first place, the soul from 

which it proceeds must possess the power of transmitting it, as it were to another; 

and in the second place, the soul to which it is transmitted must be fit to receive it.  

[3:46] 

Every soul is destined to be perfect, and every being, in the end, will attain the 

state of perfection. Whatever we are now is the result of our acts and thoughts in the 

past; and whatever we shall be in the future will be the result of what we think and 

do now. But this, the shaping of our own destinies, does not preclude our receiving 

help from outside; nay, in the vast majority of cases such help is absolutely 

necessary. When it comes, the higher powers and possibilities of the soul are 

quickened, spiritual life is awakened, growth is animated, and man becomes holy 

and perfect in the end. 

Infinite knowledge abides within every one in the fullest measure. You are not 

really ignorant, though you may appear to be so. You are incarnations of God, all of 

you. You are incarnations of the Almighty, Omnipresent, Divine Principle. You may 

laugh at me now, but the time will come when you will understand. You must. 

Nobody will be left behind.  [8:137] 
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Children in Ancient Indian Literature 

Sanskrit literature alone is a very big mass. Although, perhaps, three fourths 

of it has been destroyed and lost through successive invasions, yet, I think, the sum 

total of the amount of literature in Sanskrit would outbalance any three or four 

European languages taken together, in number of books. No one knows how many 

books are there yet and where they are, because it is the most ancient of all these 

Aryan languages. And that branch of the Aryan race which spoke the Sanskrit 

language was the first to become civilized and the first to begin to write books and 

literature. So they went on for thousands of years. How many thousands of years 

they wrote no one knows. There are various guesses—from 3000 B.C. to 8000 B.C—

but all of these dates are more or less uncertain. [9:251] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 59 

 

Chapter 13 

Learning from Experience: 

Ancient Indian Educational System 

  

Education was Compulsory 

We come now to Manu the great lawgiver.23 Now, in this book there is an 

elaborate description of how a child should be educated. We must remember that it 

was compulsory with the Aryans that a child be educated, whatever his caste. After 

describing how a child should be educated, Manu adds: “Along the same lines, the 

daughters are to be educated—exactly as the boys.” [9:196] 

Naturral Education: The Ancient System  

[A disciple of Swami Vivekananda questioned him: “What were you going to say the 

other day about the tol (Sanskrit boarding school) system?”  Swami Vivekananda replied:] 

Haven’t you read the stories from the Upanishads? I will tell you one. Satyakāma 

went to live the life of a Brahmacharin24 with his guru. The guru gave into his charge 

some cows and sent him away to the forest with them. Many months passed by, and 

when Satyakāma saw that the number of cows was doubled he thought of returning 

to his guru. On his way back, one of the bulls, the fire, and some other animals gave 

him instructions about the Highest Brahman. When the disciple came back, the guru 

at once saw by a mere glance at his face that the disciple had learnt the knowledge of 

the Supreme Brahman.  Now, the moral this story is meant to teach is that true 

education is gained by constant living in communion with nature. 

Now, apart from the allegories of what the bull, the fire, and the birds taught, 

we see the tendency of the thought and the direction in which it was going in those 

                                   
23[6]

 Manu was a sage of ancient India. He is said to have had a similiar experience like Noah of the Arc. Further, 

Manu designed the code of human conduct, and his code is still followed.  
24[7]

 novice 
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days. The great idea of which we here see the germ is that all these voices are inside 

ourselves. As we understand these truths better, we find that the voice is in our own 

heart, and the student understood that all the time he was hearing the truth; but his 

explanation was not correct. He was interpreting the voice as coming from the 

external world, while all the time, it was within him. The second idea that we get is 

that of making the knowledge of the Brahman practical. The world is always seeking 

the practical possibilities of religion, and we find in these stories how it was 

becoming more and more practical every day. The truth was shown through 

everything with which the students were familiar. The fire they were worshipping 

was Brahman, the earth was a part of Brahman, and so on. [2:311] 
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Chapter 14 

Two Remarkable Stories from Ancient Times 

 

Ideals for the Educated in the Past 
  

The life of every individual, according to the Hindu scriptures, has its peculiar 

duties apart from what belongs in common to universal humanity. The Hindu begins 

life as a student; then he marries and becomes a householder; in old age he retires; 

and lastly he gives up the world and becomes a Sannyasin25. To each of these stages 

of life certain duties are attached. No one of these stages is intrinsically superior to 

another. The life of the married man is quite as great as that of the celibate who has 

devoted himself to religious work. The scavenger in the street is quite as great and 

glorious as the king on his throne. Take him off his throne, make him do the work of 

the scavenger, and see how he fares. Take up the scavenger and see how he will rule. 

It is useless to say that the man who lives out of the world is a greater man than he 

who lives in the world; it is much more difficult to live in the world and worship 

God than to give it up and live a free and easy life. The four stages of life in India 

have in later times been reduced to two–that of the householder and of the monk. 

The householder marries and carries on his duties as a citizen, and the duty of the 

other is to devote his energies wholly to religion, to preach and to worship God. [1:42] 

How an Ignorant Man became a Sage 

There are two great epics in the Sanskrit language, which are very ancient. Of 

course, there are hundreds of other epic poems. The Sanskrit language and literature 

have been continued down to the present day, although, for more than two thousand 

years, it has ceased to be a spoken language. I am now going to speak to you of the 

two most ancient epics, called the Ramayana and the Mahābhārata. They embody the 

manners and customs, the state of society, civilisation, etc., of the ancient Indians. 

                                   
25[15]

 A monk 
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The oldest of these epics is called Rāmāyana, "The Life of Rama". There was some 

poetical literature before this—most of the Vedas, the sacred books of the Hindus, are 

written in a sort of metre—but this book is held by common consent in India as the 

very beginning of poetry. 

  

 The name of the poet or sage was Vālmiki. Later on, a great many poetical 

stories were fastened upon that ancient poet; and subsequently, it became a very 

general practice to attribute to his authorship very many verses that were not his. 

Notwithstanding all these interpolations, it comes down to us as a very beautiful 

arrangement, without equal in the literatures of the world. 

  

There was a young man that could not in any way support his family. He was 

strong and vigorous and, finally, became a highway robber; he attacked persons in 

the street and robbed them, and with that money he supported his father, mother, 

wife, and children. This went on continually, until one day a great saint called 

Nārada was passing by, and the robber attacked him. 

The sage asked the robber, "Why are you going to rob me? It is a great sin to 

rob human beings and kill them. What do you incur all this sin for?" The robber said, 

"Why, I want to support my family with this money." "Now", said the sage, "do you 

think that they take a share of your sin also?" "Certainly they do," replied the robber. 

"Very good," said the sage, "make me safe by tying me up here, while you go home 

and ask your people whether they will share your sin in the same way as they share 

the money you make." The man accordingly went to his father, and asked, "Father, 

do you know how I support you?" He answered, "No, I do not." "I am a robber, and I 

kill persons and rob them." "What! you do that, my son? Get away! You outcast!" He 

then went to his mother and asked her, "Mother, do you know how I support you?" 

"No," she replied. "Through robbery and murder." "How horrible it is!" cried the 

mother. "But, do you partake in my sin?" said the son. "Why should I? I never 

committed a robbery," answered the mother. Then, he went to his wife and 
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questioned her, "Do you know how I maintain you all?" "No," she responded. "Why, 

I am a highwayman," he rejoined, "and for years have been robbing people; that is 

how I support and maintain you all. And what I now want to know is, whether you 

are ready to share in my sin." "By no means. You are my husband, and it is your duty 

to support me." 

  

 The eyes of the robber were opened. "That is the way of the world—even my 

nearest relatives, for whom I have been robbing, will not share in my destiny." He 

came back to the place where he had bound the sage, unfastened his bonds, fell at his 

feet, recounted everything and said, "Save me! What can I do?" The sage said, "Give 

up your present course of life. You see that none of your family really loves you, so 

give up all these delusions. They will share your prosperity; but the moment you 

have nothing, they will desert you. There is none who will share in your evil, but 

they will all share in your good. Therefore worship Him who alone stands by us 

whether we are doing good or evil. He never leaves us, for love never drags down, 

knows no barter, no selfishness." 

  

 Then the sage taught him how to worship. And this man left everything and 

went into a forest. There he went on praying and meditating until he forgot himself 

so entirely that the ants came and built ant - hills around him, and he was quite 

unconscious of it. After many years had passed, a voice came saying, "Arise, O sage!" 

Thus aroused he exclaimed, "Sage? I am a robber!" "No more 'robber'," answered the 

voice, "a purified sage art thou. Thine old name is gone. But now, since thy 

meditation was so deep and great that thou didst not remark even the ant-hills which 

surrounded thee, henceforth, thy name shall be Vālmiki--'he that was born in the ant-

hill'." So, he became a sage. 

  

 And this is how he became a poet. One day as this sage, Vālmiki, was going 

to bathe in the holy river Ganga, he saw a pair of doves wheeling round and round, 

and kissing each other. The sage looked up and was pleased at the sight, but in a 
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second an arrow whisked past him and killed the male dove. As the dove fell down 

on the ground, the female dove went on whirling round and round the dead body of 

its companion in grief. In a moment the poet became miserable, and looking round, 

he saw the hunter. "Thou art a wretch," he cried, "without the smallest mercy! Thy 

slaying hand would not even stop for love!" "What is this? What am I saying?" the 

poet thought to himself, "I have never spoken in this sort of way before." And then a 

voice came: "Be not afraid. This is poetry that is coming out of your mouth. Write the 

life of Rama in poetic language for the benefit of the world." And that is how the 

poem first began. The first verse sprang out of pity from the mouth of Vālmiki, the 

first poet. And it was after that, that he wrote the beautiful Ramayana, "The Life of 

Rama". [4:62-66] 

 

Savitri: The Ideal of an Educated Woman 

  

There was a king called Ashvapati. The king had a daughter, who was so 

good and beautiful that she was called Savitri, which is the name of a sacred prayer 

of the Hindus. When Savitri grew old enough, her father asked her to choose a 

husband for herself. These ancient Indian princesses were very independent, you see, 

and chose their own princely suitors. 

Savitri consented and travelled in distant regions, mounted in a golden 

chariot, with her guards and aged courtiers to whom her father entrusted her, 

stopping at different courts, and seeing different princes, but not one of them could 

win the heart of Savitri. They came at last to a holy hermitage in one of those forests 

that in ancient India were reserved for animals, and where no animals were allowed 

to be killed. The animals lost the fear of man -- even the fish in the lakes came and 

took food out of the hand. For thousands of years no one had killed anything therein. 

The sages and the aged went there to live among the deer and the birds. Even 

criminals were safe there. When a man got tired of life, he would go to the forest; and 
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in the company of sages, talking of religion and meditating thereon, he passed the 

remainder of his life. 

  

Now it happened that there was a king, Dyumatsena, who was defeated by 

his enemies and was deprived of his kingdom when he was struck with age and had 

lost his sight. This poor, old, blind king, with his queen and his son, took refuge in 

the forest and passed his life in rigid penance. The boy's name was Satyavan. 

  

 It came to pass that after having visited all the different royal courts, Savitri at 

last came to this hermitage, or holy place. Not even the greatest king could pass by 

the hermitages, or Ashramas as they were called, without going to pay homage to the 

sages, for such honour and respect was felt for these holy men. The greatest emperor 

of India would be only too glad to trace his descent to some sage who lived in a 

forest, subsisting on roots and fruits, and clad in rags. We are all children of sages. 

That is the respect that is paid to religion. So, even kings, when they pass by the 

hermitages, feel honoured to go in and pay their respects to the sages. If they 

approach on horseback, they descend and walk as they advance towards them. If 

they arrive in a chariot, chariot and armour must be left outside when they enter. No 

fighting man can enter unless he comes in the manner of a religious man, quiet and 

gentle. 

  

 So Savitri came to this hermitage and saw there Satyavan, the hermit's son, 

and her heart was conquered. She had escaped all the princes of the palaces and the 

courts, but here in the forest - refuge of the King Dyumatsena, his son, Satyavan, 

stole her heart. 

  

 When Savitri returned to her father's house, he asked her, "Savitri, dear 

daughter, speak. Did you see anybody whom you would like to marry?" Then softly 

with blushes, said Savitri, "Yes, father." "What is the name of the prince?" "He is no 

prince, but the son of King Dyumatsena who has lost his kingdom—a prince without 



 66 

a patrimony, who lives a monastic life, the life of a Sannyasin in a forest, collecting 

roots and herbs, helping and feeding his old father and mother, who live in a 

cottage." 

  

 On hearing this the father consulted the Sage Narada, who happened to be 

then present there, and he declared it was the most ill-omened choice that was ever 

made. The king then asked him to explain why it was so. And Narada said, "Within 

twelve months from this time the young man will die." Then the king started with 

terror, and spoke, "Savitri, this young man is going to die in twelve months, and you 

will become a widow: think of that! Desist from your choice, my child, you shall 

never be married to a short - lived and fated bridegroom." "Never mind, father; do 

not ask me to marry another person and sacrifice the chastity of mind, for I love and 

have accepted in my mind that good and brave Satyavan only as my husband. A 

maiden chooses only once, and she never departs from her troth." When the king 

found that Savitri was resolute in mind and heart, he complied. Then Savitri married 

prince Satyavan, and she quietly went from the palace of her father into the forest, to 

live with her chosen husband and help her husband's parents. Now, though Savitri 

knew the exact date when Satyavan was to die, she kept it hidden from him. Daily he 

went into the depths of the forests, collected fruits and flowers, gathered faggots, and 

then came back to the cottage, and she cooked the meals and helped the old people. 

Thus their lives went on until the fatal day came near, and three short days remained 

only. She took a severe vow of three nights' penance and holy fasts, and kept her 

hard vigils. Savitri spent sorrowful and sleepless nights with fervent prayers and 

unseen tears, till the dreaded morning dawned. That day Savitri could not bear him 

out of her sight, even for a moment. She begged permission from his parents to 

accompany her husband, when he went to gather the usual herbs and fuel, and 

gaining their consent she went. Suddenly, in faltering accents, he complained to his 

wife of feeling faint, "My head is dizzy, and my senses reel, dear Savitri, I feel sleep 

stealing over me; let me rest beside thee for a while." In fear and trembling she 
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replied, "Come, lay your head upon my lap, my dearest lord." And he laid his 

burning head in the lap of his wife, and ere long sighed and expired. Clasping him to 

her, her eyes flowing with tears, there she sat in the lonesome forest, until the 

emissaries of Death approached to take away the soul of Satyavan. But they could 

not come near to the place where Savitri sat with the dead body of her husband, his 

head resting in her lap. There was a zone of fire surrounding her, and not one of the 

emissaries of Death could come within it. They all fled back from it, returned to King 

Yama, the God of Death, and told him why they could not obtain the soul of this 

man. 

  

 Then came Yama, the God of Death, the Judge of the dead. He was the first 

man that died -- the first man that died on earth—and he had become the presiding 

deity over all those that die. He judges whether, after a man has died, he is to be 

punished or rewarded. So he came himself. Of course, he could go inside that 

charmed circle, as he was a god. When he came to Savitri, he said, "Daughter, give up 

this dead body, for know, death is the fate of mortals, and I am the first of mortals 

who died. Since then, everyone has had to die. Death is the fate of man." Thus told, 

Savitri walked off, and Yama drew the soul out. Yama having possessed himself of 

the soul of the young man proceeded on his way. Before he had gone far, he heard 

footfalls upon the dry leaves. He turned back. "Savitri, daughter, why are you 

following me? This is the fate of all mortals." "I am not following thee, Father," 

replied Savitri, "but this is, also, the fate of woman, she follows where her love takes 

her, and the Eternal Law separates not loving man and faithful wife." Then said the 

God of Death, "Ask for any boon, except the life of your husband." "If thou art 

pleased to grant a boon, O Lord of Death, I ask that my father-in-law may be cured of 

his blindness and made happy." "Let thy pious wish be granted, duteous daughter." 

And then the King of Death travelled on with the soul of Satyavan. Again the same 

footfall was heard from behind. He looked round. "Savitri, my daughter, you are still 

following me?" "Yes, my Father; I cannot help doing so; I am trying all the time to go 
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back, but the mind goes after my husband and the body follows. The soul has 

already gone, for in that soul is also mine; and when you take the soul, the body 

follows, does it not?" "Pleased am I with your words, fair Savitri. Ask yet another 

boon of me, but it must not be the life of your husband." "Let my father-in-law regain 

his lost wealth and kingdom, Father, if thou art pleased to grant another 

supplication." "Loving daughter," Yama answered, "this boon I now bestow; but 

return home, for living mortal cannot go with King Yama." And then Yama pursued 

his way. But Savitri, meek and faithful, still followed her departed husband. Yama 

again turned back. "Noble Savitri, follow not in hopeless woe." "I cannot choose but 

follow where thou takest my beloved one." "Then suppose, Savitri, that your 

husband was a sinner and has to go to hell. In that case goes Savitri with the one she 

loves?" "Glad am I to follow where he goes, be it life or death, heaven or hell," said 

the loving wife. "Blessed are your words, my child, pleased am I with you, ask yet 

another boon, but the dead come not to life again." "Since you so permit me, then, let 

the imperial line of my father-in-law be not destroyed; let his kingdom descend to 

Satyavan's sons." And then the God of Death smiled. "My daughter, thou shalt have 

thy desire now: here is the soul of thy husband, he shall live again. He shall live to be 

a father and thy children also shall reign in due course. Return home. Love has 

conquered Death! Woman never loved like thee, and thou art the proof that even I, 

the God of Death, am powerless against the power of the true love that abideth!"     

  

This is the story of Savitri, and every girl in India must aspire to be like Savitri, 

whose love could not be conquered by death, and who through this tremendous love 

snatched back from even Yama, the soul of her husband. 

  The book [Mahabharata] is full of hundreds of beautiful episodes like this. 
[4:85-90] 
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Chapter 15 

A Dialogue on Education 

 

(Margaret Noble interviewed Swami Vivekananda in December 1898.) 

 

Question: “Have our [Indian] women any problems at all, Swamiji?” 

Swamiji: “Of course, they have many and grave problems, but none that are not to be 

solved by that magic word ‘education’. The true education, however, is not yet conceived of 

amongst us.” 

 Question: “And how would you define that?” 

“I never define anything", said the Swami, smiling. "Still, it may be described as a 

development of faculty, not an accumulation of words, or as a training of individuals to will 

rightly and efficiently. So shall we bring to the need of India great fearless women—women 

worthy to continue the traditions of Sanghamittâ26[28], Lîlâ27, Ahalyâ Bâi,28 and Mîrâ Bâi29--

women fit to be mothers of heroes, because they are pure and selfless, strong with the 

strength that comes of touching the feet of God." 

Question: "So you consider that there should be a religious element in education, 

Swamiji?" 

"I look upon religion as the innermost core of education", said the Swami solemnly. 

"Mind, I do not mean my own, or any one else's opinion about religion. I think the teacher 

should take the pupil's starting-point in this, as in other respects, and enable her to develop 

along her own line of least resistance." 

                                   
26[28]

 Sanghamittâ was a great Buddhist nun, who went out of India to preach Buddhism in ancient times. 
27[29]  Lîlâ was a great saint 
28[30]

 Ahalya was a great warrior, an empress, a queen. Her philanthropy is beyond description.  There is virtually 

no religious place in India which has not receiver her help. Sitting in some corner, when there was no transport, 

she helped numerous projects in all India. She developed the city of Indore. 
29[31]

 A unique devotee of Krishna—a queen who gave up everything for the sake of the Lord. 
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Question: “But surely the religious exaltation of Brahmacharya30, by taking the 

highest place from the mother and wife and giving it to those who evade those relations, is a 

direct blow dealt at woman?” 

"You should remember," said the Swami, "that if religion exalts Brahmacharya for 

woman, it does exactly the same for man. Moreover, your question shows a certain confusion 

in your own mind. Hinduism indicates one duty, only one, for the human soul. It is to seek 

to realise the permanent amidst the evanescent. No one presumes to point out any one way 

in which this may be done. Marriage or non-marriage, good or evil, learning or ignorance, 

any of these is justified, if it leads to the goal. In this respect lies the great contrast between it 

and Buddhism, for the latter's outstanding direction is to realise the impermanence of the 

external, which, broadly speaking, can only be done in one way. Do you recall the story of 

the young Yogi in the Mahābhārata who prided himself on his psychic powers by burning the 

bodies of a crow and crane by his intense will, produced by anger? Do you remember that 

the young saint went into the town and found first a wife nursing her sick husband and then 

the butcher Dharma-vyādha31, both of whom had obtained enlightenment in the path of 

common faithfulness and duty?" 

Question: “And so what would you say, Swamiji, to the women of this country?” 

"Why, to the women of this country," said the Swami, "I would say exactly what I say 

to the men. Believe in India and in our Indian faith. Be strong and hopeful and unashamed, 

and remember that with something to take, Hindus have immeasurably more to give than 

any other people in the world." [5:231-2] 

Question: “How has that to be done?” 

Swamiji: “That is too big a subject for a talk now. However, to bring that about, the 

old institution of "living with the Guru" and similar systems of imparting education are 

needed. What we want are Western science coupled with Vedanta, Brahmacharya as the 

guiding motto, and also Shraddhâ and faith in one's own self. Another thing that we want is 

the abolition of that system which aims at educating our boys in the same manner as that of 

the man who battered his ass, being advised that it could thereby be turned into a horse.” 

                                   
30[32]

 continence 
31[33]

 lit. “The righteous butcher” 
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Question: “What do you mean by that?” 

Swamiji: “You see, no one can teach anybody. The teacher spoils everything by 

thinking that he is teaching. Thus Vedanta says that within man is all knowledge—even in a 

boy it is so—and it requires only an awakening, and that much is the work of a teacher. We 

have to do only so much for the boys that they may learn to apply their own intellect to the 

proper use of their hands, legs, ears, eyes, etc., and finally everything will become easy. But 

the root is religion.  

Religion is as the rice, and everything else, like the curries. Taking only curries causes 

indigestion, and so is the case with taking rice alone. Our pedagogues are making parrots of 

our boys and ruining their brains by cramming a lot of subjects into them. Looking from one 

standpoint, you should rather be grateful to the Viceroy for his proposal of reforming the 

university system, which means practically abolishing higher education; the country will, at 

least, feel some relief by having breathing time.  

Goodness gracious! what a fuss and fury about graduating, and after a few days all 

cools down! And after all that, what is it they learn but that what religion and customs we 

have are all bad, and what the Westerners have are all good! At last, they cannot keep the 

wolf from the door! What does it matter if this higher education remains or goes? It would be 

better if the people got a little technical education, so that they might find work and earn 

their bread, instead of dawdling about and crying for service. [5:367] 

Disciple: “But, sir, all the educated men of the country have joined it.” 

Swamiji: “Well, you consider a man as educated if only he can pass some 

examinations and deliver good lectures. The education which does not help the common 

mass of people to equip themselves for the struggle for life, which does not bring out 

strength of character, a spirit of philanthropy, and the courage of a lion—is it worth the 

name? Real education is that which enables one to stand on one's own legs. The education 

that you are receiving now in schools and colleges is only making you a race of dyspeptics. 

You are working like machines merely, and living a jelly-fish existence. 

 The peasant, the shoemaker, the sweeper, and such other lower classes of India have 

much greater capacity for work and self-reliance than you. They have been silently working 

through long ages and producing the entire wealth of the land, without a word of complaint. 
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Very soon they will get above you in position. Gradually capital is drifting into their hands, 

and they are not so much troubled with wants as you are. Modern education has changed 

your fashion, but new avenues of wealth lie yet undiscovered for want of the inventive 

genius. You have so long oppressed these forbearing masses; now is the time for their 

retribution. And you will become extinct in your vain search for employment, making it the 

be-all and end-all of your life. 

Engrossed in the struggle for existence, they had not the opportunity for the 

awakening of knowledge. They have worked so long uniformly like machines guided by 

human intelligence, and the clever educated section have taken the substantial part of the 

fruits of their labour. In every country this has been the case. But times have changed. The 

lower classes are gradually awakening to this fact and making a united front against this, 

determined to exact their legitimate dues. The masses of Europe and America have been the 

first to awaken and have already begun the fight. Signs of this awakening have shown 

themselves in India, too, as is evident from the number of strikes among the lower classes 

nowadays. The upper classes will no longer be able to repress the lower, try they ever so 

much. The well - being of the higher classes now lies in helping the lower to get their 

legitimate rights. 

Therefore I say, set yourselves to the task of spreading education among the masses. 

Tell them and make them understand, "You are our brothers—a part and parcel of our 

bodies, and we love you and never hate you." If they receive this sympathy from you, their 

enthusiasm for work will be increased a hundredfold. Kindle their knowledge with the help 

of modern science. Teach them history, geography, science, literature, and along with these 

the profound truths of religion. In exchange for that teaching, the poverty of the teachers will 

also disappear. By mutual exchange both parties will become friendly to each other. 

Disciple: “But, sir, with the spread of learning among them, they too will in course of 

time have fertile brains but become idle and inactive like us and live on the fruits of the 

labour of the next lower classes.” 

Swamiji: “Why shall it be so? Even with the awakening of knowledge, the potter will 

remain a potter, the fisherman a fisherman, the peasant a peasant. Why should they leave 

their hereditary calling? "Don't give up the work to which you were born, even if it be 
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attended with defects.”32 If they are taught in this way, why should they give up their 

respective callings? Rather they will apply their knowledge to the better performance of the 

work to which they have been born. A number of geniuses are sure to arise from among 

them in the course of time. You (the higher classes) will take these into your own fold. The 

Brahmins acknowledged the valiant king Vishvamitra33 as a Brahmin, and think how 

grateful the whole Kshatriya race became to the Brahmins for this act! By such sympathy and 

co-operation even birds and beasts become one's own—not to speak of men! [7:148-50] 

Disciple: “When you want to reintroduce into the country the ancient institution of 

living a Brahmacharin's life in the house of the Guru?” 

Swamiji: “Exactly. The modern system of education gives no facility for the 

development of the knowledge of Brahman. We must found Brahmacharya Homes as in 

times of old. But now we must lay their foundations on a broad basis, that is to say, we must 

introduce a good deal of change into it to suit the requirements of the times.” [7:159] 

Swamiji: “I preach only the Upanishads. If you look, you will find that I have never 

quoted anything but the Upanishads. And of the Upanishads, it is only that One idea, 

strength. The quintessence of the Vedas and Vedanta and all lies in that one word. Buddha's 

teaching was non - resistance, or non-injury. But I think this is a better way of teaching the 

same thing. For behind that non-injury lay a dreadful weakness. It is weakness that 

conceives the idea of resistance. I do not think of punishing or escaping from a drop of sea - 

spray. It is nothing to me. Yet to the mosquito it would be serious. Now I would make all 

injury like that. Strength and fearlessness. My own ideal is that saint whom they killed in the 

Mutiny and who broke his silence, when stabbed to the heart, to say, "And thou also art He!" 

Question: “But you may ask, 'What is the place of Ramakrishna in this scheme?' 

Swamiji: “He is the method, that wonderful unconscious method! He did not 

understand himself. He knew nothing of England or the English, save that they were queer 

folk from over the sea. But he lived that great life: and I read the meaning. Never a word of 

condemnation for any! Once I had been attacking one of our sects of diabolists. I had been 

                                   
32[36]

 Sanskrit couplet 
33[37]

 A king in former times, he turned to be a great sage with unique powers 
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raving on for three hours, and he had listened quietly. 'Well, well!' said the old man as I 

finished, 'perhaps every house may have a backdoor. Who knows?' 

“Hitherto the great fault of our Indian religion has lain in its knowing only two 

words: renunciation and Mukti. Only Mukti here! Nothing for the householder! 

“But these are the very people whom I want to help. For are not all souls of the same 

quality? Is not the goal of all the same? [8:267] 

 

 


