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series 5: understanding india  
- through swami Vivekananda's eyes

This series is a presentation of a set of lectures that 
Swami Vivekananda gave over three years, as he 
travelled from Colombo to Almora (January 1897- 
March 1901). In this and the subsequent issue we will 
cover his lecture at Paramakudi - where there was a 
large scale demonstration of people's regard, love 
and respect for the Swami. 

1 there come periods in history where the human race or nations are forced 
to re-examine their models of social life

There come periods 
in the history of the 
human race when, as 
it were, whole nations 

are seized with a sort of world-
weariness, when they find that all 
their plans are slipping between 
their fingers, that old institutions 
and systems are crumbling into 
dust, that their hopes are all 
blighted and everything seems to 
be out of joint. 

...built on spirituality

•	 Founded upon 

transcendentalism.

•	 Looks beyond the 

horizon of  this little 

material world and is 

bold enough to begin 

life there, even apart 

from the other.

•	 Founded upon realism.

•	 Is content to take its 

stand on the things of 

the world and expects 

to find a firm footing 

there.

...built on materialism

At paramakudi (part - 1)
focus in this issue:

In Swami Vivekananda's acceptance of the kindness and cordiality of the crowd assembled at 
Paramakudi, two aspects of his personality stand out ─ (i) his spirit of unselfish service, and  
(ii) his desire to see his work being carried on by others. In his own words: 

... my love for my country, and especially 
for my countrymen, will be the same 
whether they receive me with the utmost 
cordiality or spurn me from the country. 
For in the Gitâ Shri Krishna says — men 
should work for work's sake only, and 
love for love's sake."

... I am anxiously waiting for the day when 
mighty minds will arise, gigantic spiritual 
minds, who will be ready to go forth from 
India to the ends of the world to teach 
spirituality and renunciation — those ideas 
which have come from the forests of India and 
belong to Indian soil alone.

Key messages from this lecture... 

Two attempts have been made in the world to found 
social life: the one was upon religion, and the other 
was upon social necessity. The one was founded 
upon spirituality, the other upon materialism...



Materialism and spiritualism follow each other in wave-like motions 2

1] ..when the full flood of 
materialistic ideas prevails, 
and everything in this life — 
prosperity, the education which 
procures more pleasures, more 
food — will become glorious

2] Along with the prosperity will rise to white heat 
all the inborn jealousies and hatreds of the human 
race. Competition and merciless cruelty will be 
the watchword of the day. 'Everyone for himself' 
becomes the motto of the day. 

3] Spirituality 
comes to the 

rescue and lends 
a helping hand to 
the sinking world.

5] Spirituality brings a class of 
people who lay exclusive claim 
to the powers of the world ─  as 
a result of which not only spiritual 
powers but also material powers 
are left with a very few ─ who are 
standing on the necks of the masses 
and want to rule them

6] At this point 
society decides 
to help itself, and 
materialism comes 
to the rescue 
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4] The world gets 
new hope and 
finds a new basis 
for a new building
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Materialism 
becomes 
dominant 
again ─ 
the wave 
like cycle 
continues...

At one time the full flood of 
materialistic ideas prevails, 
and everything in this life — 

prosperity, the education which procures 
more pleasures, more food — will become 
glorious at first and then that will degrade 
and degenerate.

Along with the prosperity will rise to white 
heat all the inborn jealousies and hatreds of 
the human race. Competition and merciless 
cruelty will be the watchword of the day. 
To quote a very commonplace and not very 
elegant English proverb, "Everyone for 
himself, and the devil take the hindmost", 
becomes the motto of the day. 

Then people think that the whole scheme 
of life is a failure. And the world would 
be destroyed had not spirituality come to 
the rescue and lent a helping hand to the 
sinking world. 

Then the world gets new hope and finds a new 
basis for a new building, and another wave of 
spirituality comes, which in time again declines. 

As a rule, spirituality brings a class of men who 
lay exclusive claim to the special powers of the 
world. 

The immediate effect of this is a reaction 
towards materialism, which opens the door to 
scores of exclusive claims, until the time comes 
when not only all the spiritual powers of the 
race, but all its material powers and privileges 
are centred in the hands of a very few; and these 
few, standing on the necks of the masses of the 
people, want to rule them. 

Then society has to help itself, and materialism 
comes to the rescue.

Time

A visualization of the wave-like motions 
of materialism and spirituality >



 – For centuries India's 
treasures (her spiritual 
ideas) have been kept 
locked up by the priests.

 – Half of those treasures 
are stolen and lost; and the other half 
which remains is in the hands of men 
who, like dogs in the manger, do not eat 
themselves and will not allow others to 
do so. 

 – In a sense, materialism has come to the 
rescue of India. It has thrown open the 
doors of life to everyone, by destroying 
the exclusive privileges of caste, by 
opening up to discussion the inestimable 
treasures which were hidden away in the 
hands of a very few who have even lost 
the use of them. 

 – The political systems that India is struggling for 
have been tried in Europe for centuries, and have 
been found wanting. 

 – One after another, the institutions, systems, and 
everything connected with political government 
have been condemned as useless. 

 – The material tyranny is tremendous. Wealth and 
power are in the hands of a few men who do not 
work but manipulate the work of millions of human 
beings. By this power they can deluge the whole 
earth with blood. Religion and all things are under 
their feet; they rule and stand supreme.  

 – The Western world is governed 
by a handful of Shylocks. All 
those things that you hear about 
— constitutional government, 
freedom, liberty, and parliaments 
— are but jokes.

the choice before india3
Materialism has helped India in a sense...

But the models of material civilization in 
the West are also decaying...

The West is groaning under the tyranny of the Shylocks, and the East is groaning 
under the tyranny of the priests; each must keep the other in check. 

Each living being has some virtues not 
easily available to others

The worst, most demoniacal man has 
some virtues which the greatest saint 
has not; and the lowest worm may 
have certain things which the highest 
man has not. 

4
Whether on the ground of materialism, or of intellect, or of spirituality, the 
compensation that is given by the lord to every one impartially is exactly the same. 

therefore we must not think that we are the saviours of the world.  

Both the demoniacal man and a 
saint have some virtues.

People who lead gross lives enjoy a life of as much 
equilibrium and balance as a highly refined and cultured life 

The poor labourer, who you think has so little enjoyment 
in life, has not your intellect, cannot understand the 
Vedanta Philosophy and so forth. ...His life is in the 
senses, and he enjoys there. His life also is one of 
equilibrium and balance. 

Enjoyment of a poor labourer Enjoyment of an intellectual



5 We can teach the world what it is waiting for 

The whole of Western 
civilisation will 
crumble to pieces in 

the next fifty years if there is no 
spiritual foundation. 

It is hopeless and perfectly 
useless to attempt to govern 
mankind with the sword. You 
will find that the very centres 
from which such ideas as 
government by force sprang 
up are the very first centres to 
degrade and degenerate and 
crumble to pieces. 

Europe, the centre of the 
manifestation of material 
energy, will crumble into dust 
within fifty years if she is not 
mindful to change her position, 
to shift her ground and make 
spirituality the basis of her life.

If you have any questions on this lecture, do post your queries on 
www.vivekanandaway.org.  

You can also access previous issues of Vivekananda Way here.

®

Designed & 
developed by

ILLUMINE 
Knowledge catalysts

www.illumine.in

The next issue will cover the rest 
of Swami Vivekananda's talk 
where he explains how & why 
the religion of the Upanishads 
will help the world.

6 india's solution

What will save Europe 
is the religion of the 
Upanishads

To be 
continued...

The world is waiting to strengthen its spiritual foundations

The world seeks to transform its basis for governing humanity


