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First issue of 

Brahmavadin, September 1895

He was a much-celebrated and much-feted Swami. His 
famous address at The World’s Parliament of Religions, Chicago in 

1893 had catapulted him to the status of a super star. But Swami 
Vivekananda was not one to bask in chaffy glory. A letter to one of his trusted 

followers, from the USA, dated 12 Jan 1895, read, ‘I want to preach my ideas for the good of 
the world. …What work have you done in the way of advancing the ideas and organising in 
India? …My life is more precious than spending it in getting the admiration of the world. I 
have no time for such foolery.’  

Swamiji, as Swami Vivekananda was fondly addressed, loved and revered his 
motherland as his own mother.  Every breath of his aspired for her well being and every cell 
in his body yearned that she regain her lost glory. She had been a beacon light for the world 
until repeated invasions pillaged her ruthlessly and left her not just poverty-stricken but 
also psychologically drained. The latter struck at the very core, underlying the urgency for 
immediate redressal. Swamiji’s panacea for this lay in India’s very own practical and 
ennobling Vedantic wisdom.  Vedanta recognises no weakness. It proclaims that in every 
individual lies a mine of strength. All that is needed is an effort to draw from it. 

Swamiji started looking for the right channel to propagate the powerful message of 
Vedanta. He opted for the print medium and decided to bring out a journal, giving it the 
name Brahmavadin.  In February 1895, he sent from USA $100 and a letter to his trusted 
disciple Alasinga Perumal. The letter read: ‘Now I am bent upon starting the journal. Herewith 
I send a hundred dollars… Hope this will go just a little in starting 
your paper.’  

If selflessness and devotion would have a form, it would 
have borne the name of Alasinga Perumal. Brahmavadin 
became Alasinga’s calling and the first issue rolled out 
from a press in Broadway, Chennai on 14 September 
1895. The magazine included a poem of Swamiji 
specially composed for the occasion. It was titled, 
‘The Song of the Sannyasin’. One verse ran thus: 

First issue of  The Vedanta Kesari, May 1914

One hundred and seven years 
and going strong….

TheVedanta   Kesari
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(Handwritten words in Swamiji’s own hand)

“Strike off thy fetters! Bonds that bind thee down,  

Love, hate — good, bad — and all the  dual throng,  

For fetters, though of gold, are not less strong to bind;  

With this message that marked its mission, Brahmavadin made a determined entry into 
the strife-ridden climate of pre-independence India.  The birth of the magazine was certainly 
an occasion for celebration but the struggles were far from over. 

One of Swamiji’s letters to Alasinga read: ‘I learnt from your letter the bad financial state 
that Brahmavadin is in.’ This was followed by another letter that carried the line, ‘I pledge 
myself to maintain the paper anyhow.’

Bolstered by this pledge, Alasinga Perumal braved on, surmounting many an 
impediment. Sadly, Swami Vivekananda passed away in 1902, at the age of thirty-nine. 
Alasinga’s intense anguish morphed into heightened devotion towards the magazine. But 
the next hurdle in Brahmavadin’s journey came in 1909, in the form of Alasinga’s own 
demise. In May 1914, the magazine, tottering as it was, floundered and ground to a halt. 

It was at this crucial juncture, that the Ramakrishna Mission stepped in to revive it. The 
Mission was itself in its nascent stages with many a teething problem but nothing could come 
in its way of reviving the Brahmavadin. For, had not their beloved Swamiji repeatedly said, 
‘The Brahmavadin is a jewel – it must not perish!” And so, the very same month when 
Brahmavadin closed, it was resuscitated with the new name The Vedanta Kesari.

The history of The Vedanta Kesari is much more than just a tale of sweat, toil and a 
dream realised. It is a narrative of Swamiji’s passion for India and Alasinga’s devotion to his 
master. It is a celebration of love, transcending forms.

One hundred and seven 
years and going strong….TheVedanta   Kesari
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VK General Donation

VK Permanent Fund

   Page Donor: Please sponsor one or 
more pages of the magazine in your name or 
that of your dear ones. Sponsorship for one 
page in one issue: ` 1000/-

   Please contribute ` 500/- and above to 
to meet the running costs of the magazine. 

   To establish the magazine on firm 
financial footing, please contribute ` 5,000/- 
and above to the Permanent Fund.

after donation please send an email with 
transaction details to vk@chennaimath.org

Appeal
For the last 107 years, without missing a single issue, the magazine has 

been carrying the invigorating message of Vedanta and alongside, continuously 
revamping itself to meet the changing needs of the times.  

The relevance of Vedantic wisdom to everyday life is all the more pertinent 
today than ever before. ‘Arise, Awake and stop not till the goal is reached,’ is the 
thundering motto of Swami Vivekananda. The Ramakrishna Mission, as you all 
know, is a unique organisation where sannyasis and lay people come together 
and endeavour for the common good. Let’s join hands in taking forward our 
revered Swamiji’s vision and mission for The Vedanta Kesari.

Swami Vivekananda

Donation
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ISSUE 10ISSUE 39

PULLOUT FOR REFERENCE

In this issue, we begin exploring  
Swami Vivekananda's second lecture in Madras. 

This is the first of a 2-part exploration of the 
lecture titled − Vedanta in its application to 

Indian life. 

Vedanta in its application to Indian Life - 1
focus in this issue:

®

Designed & 
developed by

ILLUMINE 
Knowledge Resources

www.illumine.in

Why should modern Hindus rightfully call themselves Vedantists or Vaidikas?

This word "Hindu" was the name that the ancient 
Persians used to apply to the river Sindhu. Now this word 
"Hindu" as applied to the inhabitants of the other side 
of the Indus, whatever might have been its meaning in 
ancient times has lost all its force in modern times; for 
all the people that live on this side of the Indus no longer 
belong to one religion. There are the Hindus proper, 
the Mohammedans, the Parsees, the Christians, the 
Buddhists, and Jains. The word "Hindu" in its literal sense 
ought to include all these; but as signifying the religion, it 
would not be proper to call all these Hindus.

The only point where, 
perhaps, all our sects 
agree is that we all 
believe in the scriptures — the 
Vedas. This perhaps is certain 
that no man can have a right to 
be called a Hindu who does not 
admit the supreme authority of 
the Vedas. 

All these Vedas, as you are 
aware, are divided into two 
portions — the Karma Kânda 
and the Jnâna Kânda. The 
Karma Kanda includes various 
sacrifices and ceremonials, of 
which the larger part has fallen 
into disuse in the present age. 

The Jnana Kanda, as embodying 
the spiritual teachings of the 
Vedas known as the Upanishads 
and the Vedanta, has always 
been cited as the highest 
authority by all our teachers, 
philosophers, and writers, 
whether dualist, or qualified 
monist, or monist. 

Swami Vivekananda begins by examining the origins of 
the word Hindu, which is a common appellation of the 
race and religion.

Swami Vivekananda then points out that Hinduism is 
characterised by extraordinary variety and diversity, 
and the only point where there is agreement is belief 
in the scriptures, i.e. the Vedas. Therefore, designating 
ourselves around what we all agree upon may be more 
appropriate in modern times.

In this lecture, Swami Vivekananda dives deep into the essential source of Hinduism 
− which are the Upanishads. He exhorts us to return to this sublime source of 
Hinduism and recover its deepest and most glorious messages to humankind.
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2. What is the scope of Vedantism/ Vedanta?

3. In the Upanishads we find the germs of all subsequent development of religious thought 

The distinction between Vedantism 
and Advaitism  

The word Vedantist has become 
somewhat identified in the popular mind 
with the word Advaitist. This needs a little 
clarification.

In India, along with the Vedas, we also 
have the Smritis and Puranas which aim to 
illustrate and elaborate upon the Vedas.

The Vedas or Shrutis have more authority, 
and the Smritis and the Puranas, though 
more accessible, have less authority. 

According to Swami Vivekananda, 
different schools of thought give varying 
importance to the Shrutis and Smritis in 
their expositions. While the dualist sects 
gave too much importance to the latter, 
Shankara, the founder of the Advaitic 
school, relies predominantly on the 
Upanishads which are considered more 
authoritative.

As a result, the Advaitists were considered 
Vedantists par excellence, leading to the 
common misconception that Vedanta is 
identified with Advaita.

Swami Vivekananda clarifies that Vedantism or 
Vedanta must cover the whole ground of Indian 
religious life, and include not just dualism, 
qualified monism and Advaitism, but also parts 
of Buddhism and Jainism.

Swami Vivekananda also points out that upon 
severe analysis one would find that even the 
essence of Buddhism (including its ethics), and 
many of the good doctrines of Jainism are found 
in the Upanishads.

The word Vedanta must cover the whole 
ground of Indian religious life, and being part 
of the Vedas, by all acceptance it is the most 
ancient literature that we have...

...Advaitism is only one branch of the various 
philosophic systems that have been founded 
on the Upanishads. The followers of the 
Vishishtâdvaitic system have as much reverence 
for the Upanishads as the followers of the 
Advaita, and the Vishishtadvaitists claim as much 
authority for the Vedanta as the Advaitist. So do 
the dualists; so does every other sect in India... 

...there is not one full-grown 
Indian ideal that cannot 
be traced back to the same 
source — the Upanishads.

According to Swami Vivekananda, 
there is not one full grown Indian ideal 
that cannot be traced back to the same 
source − the Upanishads. Many of the 
ideas, especially connected to Bhakti, are 
in the germ form in the Upanishads and 
are found fully developed in later times in 
the Puranas and other Smritis. 

Certain ludicrous attempts 
have been made by persons 
without much Upanishadic scholarship 
to trace Bhakti to some foreign source; 
but as you know, these have all been 
proved to be failures, and all that you 

want of Bhakti is there, even in the 
Samhitas, not to speak of the Upanishads 
— it is there, worship and love and all the 
rest of it; only the ideals of Bhakti are 
becoming higher and higher.
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4. What are the difficulties we face in understanding the Upanishads?

Swami Vivekananda speaks about three sets of challenges that we face while understanding 
the Upanishads. These are elucidated below: 

Challenge 1: The mixture of Vedantism and local 
culture

According to Swami Vivekananda, the Upanishads 
are the scriptures, but they have been differently 
explained and interpreted in subsequent 
Pauranika literature. 

While it is true that the Upanishads have more 
authority than subsequent interpretations, it is 
found that much of the religious opinion and 
practice in India is 90% Pauranika and only 10% 
Vaidika.

The dominance of local interpretation over 
scriptures has resulted in tremendous confusion 
and contradiction. Furthermore, this has meant 
that most people cannot distinguish between 
Vedantism and their little local customs.

This has also meant that an ignorant villager, 
for example, cannot recognise that  some of his 
customs do not have the sanction of the scriptures 
and that if he gave them up it would not hurt him 
at all, and may, in fact, make him a better human 
being. 

Challenge 2: The lost portions of our scriptures

And we all find the most 
contradictory usages 
prevailing in our midst and 
also religious opinions prevailing 
in our society which scarcely have 
any authority in the scriptures of the 
Hindus; and in many cases we read 
in books, and see with astonishment, 
customs of the country that neither 
have their authority in the Vedas nor in 
the Smritis or Puranas, but are simply 
local. And yet each ignorant villager 
thinks that if that little local custom 
dies out, he will no more remain a 
Hindu. In his mind Vedantism and 
these little local customs have been 
indissolubly identified. In reading 
the scriptures it is hard for him to 
understand that what he is doing has 
not the sanction of the scriptures, and 
that the giving up of them will not hurt 
him at all, but on the other hand will 
make him a better man

According to Swami Vivekananda, our 
scriptures have been very vast, but a large 
portion of them have been lost over time.  

For example, the major portion of the Vedas 
have disappeared, and only a minor portion 
remains to us.

The reason: The Vedas have several 
branches, each of which was taken up by 
particular families; and over the centuries 
these families became extinct due to foreign 
persecution and other reasons, leading to the 
dying out of that branch.

We read in the Mahâbhâshya of 
Patanjali, that great philological 
work, that the Sâma-Veda had 

one thousand branches. Where are they 
all? Nobody knows. So with each of the 
Vedas; the major portion of these books 
have disappeared, and it is only the minor 
portion that remains to us. They were all 
taken charge of by particular families; and 
either these families died out, or were killed 
under foreign persecution, or somehow 
became extinct; and with them, that branch 
of the learning of the Vedas they took 
charge of became extinct also.
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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.

The loss of whole portions of the Vedas 
has meant that whenever some local 
beliefs are challenged, (and it is pointed 
out that the local custom is against the 
scriptures), the argument put forward is 
that this custom existed in some branch 
of the Shrutis which is now extinct.

As a result, it becomes very difficult 
to work through these various 
interpretations and discover the 
common plan or structure which has 
held our religion together for so long.  

Challenge 3: Text torturing by commentators 

Swami Vivekananda proposes a new way of accessing the scriptures

In the midst of all these varying methods of reading 
and commenting on our scriptures, it is very 
difficult indeed to find the thread that runs through 
all of them; for we become convinced at once that 
there must be some common ground underlying 
all these varying divisions and subdivisions. There 
must be harmony, a common plan, upon which all 
these little bits of buildings have been constructed, 
some basis common to this apparently hopeless 
mass of confusion which we call our religion. 
Otherwise it could not have stood so long, 
it could not have endured so long.

The Advaitic commentator, 
whenever an Advaitic text 
comes, preserves it just 

as it is; but the same commentator, 
as soon as a dualistic text presents 
itself, tortures it if he can, and 
brings the most queer meaning 
out of it. Sometimes the "Unborn" 
becomes a "goat", such are the 
wonderful changes effected. To suit 
the commentator, "Ajâ" the Unborn 
is explained as "Aja" a she-goat. In 
the same way, if not in a still worse 
fashion, the texts are handled by the 
dualistic commentator.

SWAMI VIVEKANANDA'S CONCLUSION ... in my 
opinion and in my researches, I came to 
the conclusion that these texts are not at 
all contradictory. So we need have no fear of text-
torturing at all! The texts are beautiful, ay, they are 
most wonderful; and they are not contradictory, 
but wonderfully harmonious, one idea leading up to 
the other. But the one fact I found is that in all the 
Upanishads, they begin with dualistic ideas, with 
worship and all that, and end with 
a grand flourish of Advaitic ideas.

According to Swami Vivekananda, the other 
big difficulty we face is the text torturing by 
commentators. When an Advaitic commentator 
sees an Advaitic text, he preserves it just as it 
is. However, when presented with a dualist text, 
he will interpret it in the most odd manner until it 
supports his point of view. Similarly with a dualist 
commentator. 

Why? The Sanskrit language is intricate, the 
Sanskrit of the Vedas is ancient, and the philology 
is so perfect that any amount of discussion can be 
carried out regarding the meaning of any one word. 

This creates further difficulties for us in 
understanding the Upanishads. 

Swami Vivekananda says that 
the solution to this complicated 
challenge was provided by Sri 
Ramakrishna himself, who was at 
the same time a dualist, an Advaitist, 
a Bhakta, and a Jnani. It is he who 
showed Swami Vivekananda that 
the Upanishads and the texts of the 
scriptures can be understood from 
an independent and better basis 
rather than by blindly following the 
commentators.

Lecture to be 
continued in the 

next issue
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