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In contemporary India, Vivekananda is a national icon whose legacy is claimed 
by rivaling political factions indicated as left, right and centre. Vivekananda was one 
among the early doyens of Hindu revivalism. The Hindu revivalism championed by 
Rammohan Roy (1774-1833) and Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902) was a political 
response to the intrusion of colonial culture and ideology1. Both of them maintained that 
India had a spiritual aloofness while practical Hinduism of the day with untouchability 
and menial status of women was a corrupt form of Hinduism. They held that this 
Hinduism was against the political interests of Hindus2,3,4. 

 
Following his participation in ‘Parliament of the World Religions’ at Chicago in 

1893, he became the ambassador of Hinduism in the west. Large portion of his complete 
works includes the reports in American News papers and speeches made abroad.  

 
Vivekananda was convinced that the situation of Indian women and the 

untouchables were not natural to human beings. He said that there is no chance for the 
welfare of the world unless the condition of women is improved and that it is not possible 
for a bird to fly on only one wing5. He also stated that the best thermometer to the 
progress of a nation is its treatment of its women6.  Further he used the concept of Advaita 
and oneness of Self to conclude that all men and women were equal7.  
 
 Though much ahead of his age in realizing the backwardness of untouchables and 
women, a reading of his Complete works indicate that Vivekananda upheld the myth of 
Aryan supremacy. Vivekananda had the ‘Aryan Male’ as his reference point and 
‘otherness’ was attributed to remaining class of humans. His views were patriarchal and 
thus anti-feminine as being explained hereafter. Further, his political views had inklings 
of anti-Muslim sentiments. He considered India as a nation of Hindus and others as 
intruders. While talking on the status of women of Malabar, Vivekananda states  
 

In Malabar … the women lead in everything. Exceptional cleanliness is 
apparent everywhere and there is the greatest impetus to learning. When I 
myself was in that country, I met many women who spoke good Sanskrit, 
while in the rest of India not one woman in a million can speak it. Mastery 
elevates, and servitude debases. Malabar has never been conquered either 
by the Portuguese or by the Mussulmans8 

 
Different views underlie this statement. His terminology talks of ‘Mohammedan 

intruders’ and ‘Portuguese intruders’ rather than Mohammedan intruders and Christian 
intruders. Secondly India belongs to Hindus and others are intruders. Thirdly, where 
Hindu purity is maintained, the people are cultured.  Fourthly, Sanskrit is a symbol of 
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culture. We can discern an order whereby he first identifies himself as an Aryan, then a 
Hindu and then an Indian. Further, Masculine ideology is a pre-supposition of his attitude 
to life. He also held notions of Aryan Supremacy. He was against abolition of caste and 
wanted only an occasional readjustment of caste system9.  

 
Vivekananda pointed out to the need of spending more money for the upliftment 

of the pariah, based on his view that Brahmins were superior to other castes in 
Intellectual capacity by birth10.  Likewise, he maintained a very traditional view of 
women as explained later.  

 
 A parallel can be drawn between Vivekananda and Abraham Lincoln in this 
aspect. Lincoln became a martyr for voicing the cause of blacks. However, it will be 
surprising to know that he was against voting rights for blacks and blacks holding public 
offices or inter marrying with whites11. Likewise, Vivekananda demanded the upliftment 
of women and untouchables. But this is not enough to conclude that he believed in racial 
and gender equality.  
 

 Referring to Aryan purity, he states that one who belongs to ‘Arian’ race is born 
through prayer, and the non arian, is born through sensuality12. Prayer is construed to be 
divine and Sensuality is mundane or even noxious. ‘Aryan’, for him, indicates a concrete 
group of Indians, viz.  the child whose very conception and whose death is according to 
the rules of the Vedas13. He further adds that Aryans are the pure type of Brahmin, a 
people which westerners can but dream of14.  
 

Thus Vivekananda identifies himself with the Superior Aryans. This false pride 
repeats itself in many of his writings and speech and a plain reading of his complete 
works will bring to light many such comments. He states,  
 

Whether black or white, it does not matter; but of all the nations of the 
world, the Hindus are the handsomest and finest in feature… Where else 
can one find a higher percentage of fine-featured men and women than in 
India?15  

 
Another quote of similar nature from him is that “The Sari of our women, and the 

Chogâ,Châpkan, and turban of our men defy comparison as regards beauty in 
dress16.These words were spoken when most of the Indian population did not have 
anything to wear and much before Gandhi decided to live half naked to join his brothers 
and sisters who had nothing to wear.  
 

With regard to the conditions of Indian women he states that in the past Hindu 
women had their basic rights and the present situation owes to the Barbarians who ruled 
India17.  
 

There is no zenana in the Himalayas, and there is a part of India which the 
missionaries never reach. These villages are most difficult of access. 
These people, untouched by Mahometan influence, can but be reached by 
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wearisome and toilsome climbing, and are unknown to Mahometan and 
Christian alike18. 
 

He further adds 
 

When the studious Greeks visited Hindustan to learn of the Hindu, all 
doors were open to them, but when the Mohammedan with his sword and 
the Englishman with his bullets came, their doors were closed. Such 
guests were not welcomed19 

 
This means we are originally pure and we alone can suffer the hardship to reach 

remote places which Christian and Muslims cannot access. Further, it is the Muslim and 
Christian influence that spoiled us and compelled us to have zenanas. We are still pure 
where Muslims and Christians could not reach. Moreover, Muslim and English men 
(again-not Muslim and Christian) do not belong to this place. They are guests and have to 
quit ultimately and they pose danger to us. This argument falls in line with the present 
day Hindu political opinion.  

 
Sentiments of this sort are not available from Raja Rammohan Roy. Roy who was 

an employee in East India Company was aware of its economic exploitation which 
politicized him.  Whereas Ram Mohan Roy distinguished exploiters from the exploited in 
the economic sense, Vivekananda tried to distinguish the intruders from the natives in a 
religious sense.  It is obvious why Vivekananda, and not Ram Mohan Roy, became the 
national hero. In a letter to Alasinga20, Vivekananda bashes out at the Hindus for not 
having patriotic feeling and not defending Hinduism. He understood India with Hindu.  

 
In his complete works, Vivekananda states that ‘We are vegetarians’21.  Yet 

another statement is that it is ‘improper to talk of prostitution in India’22. In a country 
where very few were vegetarians and where many women were taken to prostitution on 
account of poverty, statements that applies only to the upper caste Hindus is used as if it 
is applicable to the whole population of India. Thus, for Vivekananda, the upper caste 
Hindu society was his India.  

 
 
Idealizing the suffering of women. As already stated, his views on women were 

progressive with reference to the general opinion of the time. He used the ‘mother-son’ 
paradigm to understand female-male relation. Except in the relation of marriage, females 
were mothers and men were sons. However, this paradigm is not innocent and is 
subsumed under a larger model. On many occasions, Vivekananda says that it is the 
nature of mothers to suffer for the son. This can be understood to mean that it is the duty 
of women to suffer for men. This is not an inference but glaring quotes are available from 
him. In his thoughts on Karma yoga, he gives the parable of the women who gained yogic 
illumination by doing her duty, which was to serve her parents before marriage and to 
serve her husband after marriage23.  
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That is considered the highest duty of the mother in India; and because she 
is the mother it is her duty to be served last; she must see that everyone is 
served before her turn comes. That is why the mother is regarded as God 
in India24.  

 
Those were the days of famine and abject poverty in India.  The last to eat had 

nothing left to eat. This is just idealizing the suffering and starvation of women.  Many 
examples of such idealizing are available in his works. The ideal family is that of Rama 
and the ideal woman is Sita25. Vivekananda is in short of words to praise Sita.  

 
There she will always be, this glorious Sita, purer than purity itself, all 
patience, and all suffering. She who suffered that life of suffering without 
a murmur, she the ever-chaste and ever-pure wife, she the ideal of the 
people, the ideal of the gods, the great Sita, our national God she must 
always remain26.   

 
 The quality most praised in Sita is patience and suffering without a murmur. It is 
the same quality most praised in a slave by the master and by patriarchy on womanhood. 
The models are evident. He further adds that any attempt to modernize our women, if it 
tries to take our women away from that ideal of Sita, will immediately fail. The women 
of India must grow and develop in the footprints of Sita, and that is the only way27. 
Complete works speak of the ideal of Sita on many occasions. It states that the heights of 
a woman's ambition is to be like Sita, the pure, the devoted, the all-suffering. He adds, 
‘Sita was a true Indian by nature; she never returned injury-Be Sita’28.  
 

Bearing all injury by herself is the best quality of a women. Comparing the 
different abilities of men and women, Vivekananda writes-  

 
Woman is as courageous as man. Each is equally good in his or her way. 
What man can bring up a child with such patience, endurance, and love as 
the woman can? The one has developed the power of doing; the other, the 
power of suffering. If woman cannot act, neither can man suffer. The 
whole universe is one of perfect balance29.  
 

 This means that action is the essence of man and suffering is the essence of 
women. But he does not view suffering as a virtue and realizes in another chapter that 
suffering could drain strength and glory. With regard to India he writes that after all its 
sufferings, India has not yet entirely lost its glory and its strength30. Hence suffering 
could destroy. 
 
 Protection of Women- Vivekananda had a very conservative view of women and 
protection of women. Women had to be protected even at the cost of her life. We can see 
him justifying Sati on many occasions on account of protection31. The bad condition of 
Indian women is viewed as a result of the over protection she requires and the esteem she 
holds.  
 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN2249-9598, Volume-III, Issue-III, May-June 2013 

 

 
w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N 2 2 4 9- 9 5 9 8 
 

Page 137 

the bad condition of woman in India on the ground that Hindoo men had 
such respect for woman that it was thought best not to allow her out. The 
Hindoo women were held in such high esteem that they were kept in 
seclusion. He explained the old custom of women being burned on the 
death of their husbands, on the ground that they loved them so that they 
could not live without the husband. They were one in marriage and must 
be one in death32. 
 

 However, a husband does not jump in to the funeral pyre of the wife. Moreover, 
how esteem leads to seclusion is not explained. This is nothing but justifying zenana in 
the guise of protection. Vivekananda, though maintaining a latent respect for sati, is 
against compelling for Sati by force. In a different paragraph he calls such women 
fanatics but the tone is of silent approval. He writes that  
 

the Hindus did not believe in this, but did not prevent it, and it was not 
until the British obtained control of India that it was finally prohibited. 
These women were considered saints and in many instances monuments 
were erected to their memory33.   
 

Views on Marriage, Widowhood and Polygamy. Vivekananda seems to oppose 
widow remarriage very strongly. He calls such an opinion fanaticism and says that 
nothing would happen to the world even if all such fanatics die34. He epitomizes the role 
of women in becoming the mother of a hero.  
 

So shall we bring to the need of India great fearless women… women fit 
to be mothers of heroes, because they are pure and selfless, strong with the 
strength that comes of touching the feet of God35. 
 

 This reflects the sentiments of Brihadaranya Upanishad36 (VI-4-28) where mother 
is praised for bringing forth a hero, a son. 
 

He glorifies widowhood and states that so enviable is the position of widows that 
a woman or a man either might almost pray to be made a widow37. Marriage is rather a 
duty than a privilege, and the denial of the right of child widows to marry is no particular 
hardship38. However, the life of Brahmin widow is exposed as a curse in the works of VT 
Bhattathiripad (who shares the progressive ardor of Raja Rammohan Roy and 
Vivekananda) and also in Deepa Metha film, Water (2005). The regulations on widows 
are justified by Vivekananda as follows.  
 

There is no denying that not all the widows like it very much, because 
non-marrying entails upon them the life of a student. That is to say, a 
student must not eat meat or fish, nor drink wine, nor dress except in white 
clothes, and so on; there are many regulations. We are a nation of monks 
— always making penance, and we like it39. 
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 Next is his view on polygamy. He does not approve it. But it is OK for great men 
whose intentions are beyond the knowledge of common men. Justifying that Mohammed 
had quite a number of wives, Viveakanada states that only people like Christ can judge 
Mohammed and we are not to judge such actions by great men40. 
 
 

Duties of Women- Vivekananda makes it clear that household work is enough for 
woman, else the lamp will burn fast41.  The women of the west seldom appeared to him 
as women. They were the replicas of men for they are engaged in driving vehicles, 
drudging in offices, attending schools, doing professional duties. In India alone the sight 
of feminine modesty and reserve soothes the eye42. Confining women to kitchen has been 
well studied as a hallmark of patriarchal ideology.  In a letter to Shrimati Indumati 
Mitra43, he reminds women that the paramount duty of a woman is to serve her husband 
by thought, word, and deed. When asked what sort of education is suited to women, he 
said; 

 
Religion, arts, science, housekeeping, cooking, sewing, hygiene —the 
simple essential points in these subjects ought to be taught to our women. 
It is not good to let them touch novels and fiction44.  
 

The focus is obviously horrifying from the present day viewpoint. The woman 
needs man’s permission to touch books. 
 

Women vis a vis Men- Vivekananda views women as a weaker sort of men. 
While discussing the ban on women from studying the Vedas, he says that it is natural 
and that it is prohibited for weak Brahmanas also. If a Brahmin boy is not strong-minded, 
the law is applied to him also45. An equation is drawn between a weak male and the 
female. Such equations are well understood in modern feminist theory. Vivekananda says 
that in India, Husbands do not talk to wife in the presence of elders. It is only when they 
are alone or when inferiors are present that one talks to wife. Hence wife is bracketed 
with inferior beings46.  On many occasions Vivekananda equates womanishness with 
weakness. 

 
We want great spirit, tremendous energy, and boundless enthusiasm, no 
womanishness will do. Try to go on exactly as I wrote to you in my last. 
We want organisation. Organisation is power, and the secret of this is 
obedience47.  

 
Apart from the inherent views on women, this quote seems to be relevant to the 

structure of any patriarchal fascist organization whether it be Hindu, Muslim or Christian, 
one way to read how fascism is against womanhood. 

 
The nature of Chastity- Vivekananda explicitly states that chastity is the first 

virtue in man or woman. But however, the total evaluation is not so impartial. A good, 
chaste wife, who thinks of every other man except her own husband as her child and has 
the attitude of a mother towards all men, will grow so great in the power of her purity that 
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there cannot be a single man, however brutal, who will not breathe an atmosphere of 
holiness in her presence. Even if a man strays, he can easily be brought back by loving 
and chaste wife48. But an unchaste woman is an outcaste49.   Even male brutality is to be 
conquered not by means of law or counter aggression, but with chastity and good 
behavior. What brutality is there which purity and chastity cannot conquer?50. Thus 
female chastity and purity is the reply to male brutality. He further states that he is 
perfectly satisfied that there would be no impure men if all women were pure51. Hence 
women are the ultimate cause of impurity. The complete works provide many citations to 
show that he viewed women as the cause of evils and failure. The ideas of false sense of 
freedom by women make them think that men should be at their feet and this makes men 
drunkards and makes men commit suicide52. In another section, Vivekananda explains 
how the fault of women caused India to fall under Mohammadens53.  
 

The complete works of Vivekananda contains many press reports, speeches, 
writings, poems, anecdotes, stories, opinion, jokes, words from the diaries of disciples, 
interviews etc. Some of the reports came in American press and could contain elements 
of error. However, no major divergence could be seen between his ideas reported in the 
American press and other sources of information such as his letters and speeches. The 
text, apart from feminist analysis, requires to be analyzed from Dalit and other subaltern 
perspective too. The present day America is much progressive than Lincoln and they 
have elected a black president, whereas Lincoln was opposed to blacks holding public 
offices. Likewise, the present day India has gone much ahead of Vivekananda who was 
against women reading fiction and novels. A close reading would divulge how men like 
Abraham Lincoln and Swami Vivekananda, in spite of playing a progressive role in 
history, were chained by ideology of their times.   
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