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When is the historian justified in claiming religious change?
When the historian studies a religious group which denies signifi-
cant religious change not only in that group's development but also
in the life and teachings of its founders, what problems are encoun-
tered in documenting that change? Or perhaps more abstractly, is
the matrix of history with its notions of change, growth, and/or de-
velopment (aa\/r/itithetfiéal to the Hindu saint or those involved in produc-
ing hagiographies about the saints?

This maze of theoretical questions can be negotiated by care-
ful attention to at least three methodological concerns as they relate
to the problem of documenting religious change. These .will be
treated successively using as a focus the early period (1863-1885)
of Svami Vivekananda in a partic-ular hagiography in comparison
with extant historical evidence. ' The three methodological con-
cerns chosen to illustrate the complexity of documenting religious
change are (1) the probability of the historical event (problem of
historicity), (2) the probability of psychological or spiritual de-

velopment (problem of psychological crises), and (3) the




probability of patterns or periods of belief and practice demarcat-
ing the topography of religious change. With each of these concerns
a specific methodology will be utilized to suggest fresh interpreta-
tion of the data.

Terminological difficulties might be avoided by these stipu-
lations. "'Religion' will be used as "that which concerns a group
or individual ultimately. n2 It is assumed that a pattern of ultimate
concern may change in given periods of time (the clustering of new
beliefs and behaviors which suggest historical change. )3 "Hagio-
graphy'' will be used to suggest a concern with the legend of a saint,
especially those studies which place matters of faith and religious
need above factualness or historicity.

The contention of this study is that hagiographies of Svami
Vivekadnanda have forced his life into an archetype of the spiritual
hero at a severe cost to the human richness of his quest for mean-
ing and purpose in life. Some might suggest that it is a sacreli-
gious act to call into question the legend of a spiritual hero. (Svami
Gambhirananda once asked me: "But do you know his spirituality?"")
However, it is suggested that the gain from knowing religious
change in any life, whether saint or beggar, has potential merit
which cannot be assessed before the study. That gain encounters
the fullness of history through persons who live in time and space.
When, or if, saints transcend the ordinary confines of history, they

are still grounded in its realities. One such reality is the public




rather than private nature of events, evidenced in all the ways per-
sons leave their imprint on history. Hagiography responds more

to the needs of faith and often transports an individual's life into

s

the realm of arcﬁtypes or patterns of holiness which are well known
by a culture. Our present concern with the early years of Svami
Vivekdnanda allows us to work with a period in which little direct
historical evidence remains. Vivekananda said practically nothing
about his early years, while his hagiographies have a rich account.
We will sift through this period addressing the problems of histor-
icity, psychological or spiritual crises, and patterns of religious

change.

I. Probability of the Historical Iivent
Long before we can study the problem of religious change,
we encounter the factualness of events allegedly done, words pur-
portedly said. To illustrate this problem, one hagiography of Svami

Vivekananda has been chosen, The Life of Swami Vivekananda, by

his Eastern and Western Disciples, 4 and a single historical issue,
the adequacy of the account about Vivek?par_ldgv’sw ‘membership in

~the Br'éhmq S;alrn'a'.j. Our chosen hagiography deals with this mem-
bership in four pages (27-30) in a 758 page study. The picture that

emerges from this account has Narendranath Datta joining the

Brahmo Sam3j in college becgprsewh_e had "no sympathy with poly-

theism and image worship'' (28) and because he believed in the

"education of the masses, irrespective of caste, creed, or




colour.' (28) His personal belief in renunciation of the world set

him apart from the Brahmos and 1ed7 h1m to ask Debendranath Ta-

gore, "Sir, have you seen God‘?."5 This section in the hagiography
advanced the conclusion that the Brahmo Samaj period in Vivekan-
anda's life was directly preparatory for the coming of a guru who
had seen God and who cared about a suffering world.

Historians long for 'primary, contemporaneous documen-
tation, ' that is, documents from the subject himself, written con-
temporaneous to the time in question. Erik Erikson has shown us
the difficulties with the personal perspective ( e. g., Gandhi) and
how it changes from life period to life period. 6 If documents could
be found contemporaneous to the college period of Vivekananda's
life which sustain the hagiography's view of the Brahmo Samaj,
what more could we ask for? However, the thirteen references
by Vivekananda in his extant sayings concerning the Brdhmos come

d -
only from a decidgly different time--a time after Ramakrsna's

7
influence. = To examine even one of these references will raise
pointedly the difficulties of our hagiography's historical reliability.

What permits The Life of Swami Vivekananda to treat member-

ship in the Brahmo Samaj as relatively unimportant is the fact that
Svami Vivekananda never spoke of that membership directly. When
he spoke of it at all, he implied that it was unimportant. One of his
letters, written 24 May 1894 while he was in America on the first
visit, is illustrative. The. context of the letter is a little known dis-

pute Svami Vivekananda found himself involved in, which almost des-

troyed his American work. For the first year in America,



Vivekananda had allowed himself to be known as a Brahmin and a
monk of the Sankaracharya Order. 8 When a dispute arose with
Mazumdar of the Brahmo Samaj, as well as some Theosophists
and Christian missionaries who knew him from India, these minor
discrepancies mushroomed into charges of violation of the cardinal

9
marks of a renunciate--money and women (kaminikdnchan). The

text of the letter is long and only a few issues need bg addressed.
Despite the emotional charges contained in the letter, Vivekdnanda's
claim is that the "booby religion" of the Brahmo Samaj had no sig-
nificar}t influence on him, nor did Keshab Chandra Sén. The twelve
other references do not change this claim. So our hagiography stands
safely with Svami Vivekadnanda's later recollections about his re-
ligious identity as being little influenced by the Brahmo Samaj.

But what actually happened in an individual life is often not
the same as what one waﬁts it to be or says it was, Just a simple

reading of M. Gupta's Gospel of Shri Ramakrishna discovers that

"M" inadvertently reports Narendra's deeper involvement with the
Br'a'hmos.11 Narandra's brother, Bhupendranath Datta, tells of
stronger ties.12 Calcutta newspaper accounts in 1893 and 1894 dis-
covered the true identity of Swami Vivekananda as their own Naren-
dranath Datta and gave interesting anecdotes about his involvement
in the Brahmo Samayj. 13 The Bengali diaries of Brahmo Samajis,
studied so/materfully by David Kopf, shed new light on the activi-

ties of the Brahmos and their deep religious influence on Vivekananda.l4




Using sound historical methods, a reliable account can be
constructed even in a period of Vivekinanda's life where the legend
tends to run counter to the obtainable facts. This pProcedure allows
specific claims and interpretations to be weighed according to thefr
historical probability, |

We can return to some solutions obtained concerning
Vivekananda's early years after eéxamining our other methodological
concerns. Making judgments about what happened Listorically may
pProve a much less complicated procedure than our second problem

]

with psychological or spiritual crises.

II. Probability of Psychological or Spiritual Crises
As Vehicles of Development
What Indian has not heard of the wonderous childhood of "Biley"
and his visions of the Divine, his meditations which could not even
be disturbed by a cobra, or his boyhood experiences of merging
with the Absolute?15 If the legend is accurate, then Narendrar_lath
Datta moved through this wonderously Spiritual childhood into

-

three further religious periods: as)an exceptional college student

who mastered Western thought, experunented with reform groups
and found them wanting sp1r1tua11y, as a disciple of Sr1 Ramakrsna,
~~8specially trained and given his master's Spiritual powers; a.nd fin-

Lgll\x as the warrior-monk who conquered the West with a superior

form of Spirituality which awakened India. Our hagiography records

ho real psychological or Spiritual crises, except the momentary ones

which lead to and were solved by Ramakrsna, 16




Yet once again we have reason to doubt the hagiographies of
Vivekananda in this area. At issue is the substance of religious
change. In a hagiography there are often episodes which do not
fit into the logic or patterns of the legend of the spiritual hero.
Even when there is little else with which to work, the historian
can learn to detect episodes which have hagiographic dissonance.
To illustrate this approach three such episodes have been chosen

from The Life of Swami Vivekananda and each suggests either psy-

chological or spiritual crises.

Beginning with the last one chronologically, we find Narendra
in Scottish Church College, which would be after he came back from
his nervous breakdown (1880) and before he went to Dakshineswar to
see Sri Ramakrsna for the first time (November, 1881). 1 Professor
W. W, Hastie was teaching the poems of Wordsworth in a literature
class and as he discussed the poem, 'Excursion," Hastie found that
"the students did not understand" the allusion to a state of trance.
Hastie used Ramakrsna as an example of one who could go into trance
states. The story is used in our hagiography to record the future
Viveka@nanda's first hearing about Ramakrsna. 18 The dissonance
arises when one notes that the hagiographer has unconsciously re-
corded one event which calls into question another. If Narendranath
had had samadhik experiences as a child, and all hagiographies agree
on this point, then his amnesia in the classroom needs levels of ex-

planation which range into the theological and the psychological. The
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of
key experienceAsamEdhi described in the hagiographies was the oxcart

vision of the Absolute at about age thirteen or fourteen (1876/7) as he
travelled with his mother to Raipur.19 Unless these early experiences
of samadhi are discarded, then an amnesia doctrine about his child-
hood experiences of samadhi is necessary. 20

A historian must entertain the question about the extent and
seriousness of the nervous breakdown which precgeded this possible
classroom amnesia. Since Narendra's loss of his childhood spiri-
tual accomplishments does not serve the needs of the hagiographer,
its appearance in the account argues for its historicify. If the
samadhik experience happened at thirteen or fourteen, then why at
age seventeen was there no memory of this ""peak experience ?" 2
Either we have slighted the severity of the nervous breakdown and
the resultant spiritual amnesia, or hagiographic claims about Na-
rendra's childh ood must be doubted. |

A second episode of hagiographic dissonance occurred in Na-
rendra's childhood--the ''rage' account. 22 11877 at fourteen when
Narendra was at Raipur just after the alleged oxcart vision of the
Absolute, his father had taken over his education since there were
no proper schools at this remote station. Our hagiography contains
a lengthy passage worth quoting in full:

| Many noted scholars visited his father. Naren would

Iisten to their discussions, and occasionally joined in them.

In those days he sought, nay demanded, intellectual




recognition from everyone. So ambitious was he in this
respect that if his mental powers were not given recogni-
tion, he would fly into a rage, not sparing even his father's
friends and nothing short of an apology would quiet him. Of
course, the father could not sanction such outbursts and re-
primanded the boy, but, at the same time, in his heart he
was proud of the intellectual acumen and keen sense of self-
respect of his son. 23
While the hagiography uses this account to show young Narendra's
great intellectual ability, the meaning of religious deveopment has
been lost. If as a child and then just months before these events of
"rage' Narendra had sufficient spiritual accomplishment to become
one with the Absolute, then going into a "rage" because he was not
recogniz ed as brilliant makes no sense--spiritually or psychologic-
ally. The hagiographer has indeed incorporated a historical event
into the legend without being able to homologize it into the pattern
of the spiritual hero legend.
This second episode is important methodologically in that it
illustrates the connection between the problem of historicity and
that of psychological and spiritual development. 24 The episode
adds strength to the assertion that Narendra had no special child-
hood religious experiences of trance (samadhi); and it forces us to

reevaluate the nervous breakdown, the third hagiographic dissonance,

when Narendra attended and failed Presidency College in Calcutta (1880).
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. This third episode leads us closer to asserting that hagio-
graphies are injurious to understanding the spiritual quest and,

more practically, make bad history. The Life of Swami Vivekananda

mentions the nervous breakdown by connecting it with ascetic prac-
tices (prior to 1881):
Naren studies at the Presidency College for a year;

but after that time he entered the General Assembly's In-

stitution founded by the Scottish Church College. Hard study

on the eve of the Entrance Examination together with ascetic

practices had shattered his health, andcmseql;ently he had a

nervous breakdown. He went to Gaya for a change and re-

turned to Calcutta a few months before the First Arts Exami-

nation which he passed in 1881 in the second division. 25

It is highly probable that the hagiographer has salved over a
major psychological crisis and the very heart of Narendra's reli-
gious struggle during this period. Narendra left Presidency Col-
lege without passing his First Arts exam--this is undisputed. One
was nét moving up educationally by transferring to Scottish Church
- College. There is obvious dissonance in the account. Narendra's
brothﬁr corrects the hagiography by stating that Narendra was not
permitted to take the First Arts exam at Presidency College be-
cause of poor attendance resulting from malaria. 26 But he left
Presidency, travelled to Gaya, and spent three months recuperat-

ing. Are we on safe ground to trust the more "unsaintly" illness
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as the least likely invention and take the more "saintly" illness as

Fh a euphemism? In other words, a nervous breakdown is more dif-
ficult to accept, both by a hagiographer or by the family historian,
than simple malaria and would be the least likely illness to be in-
vented.

But all the discussion about illness and class attendance would
miss the relationship of this episode to Narendra's membership
changes in the Brahmo Samaj. Narendra came from Raipur to
Calcutta and joined the Sadharan Brahmo Samaj in 1878/9 which was
led by Sivanath Sastri and Vijay Krsna AG,OSW?’I,IEi:._,Thé S. B. S. had
an active program of religious and social reform, but its focus on
the home made women equal, not just in theory but in practice.

(@ | Its spirituality entailed marriage. After his return from the ner-
vous breakdown (1880), Narendra changed to Keshab Chandra Sen's
faction of the Brahmos, the Adi Brahmo Samaj. During this later
phase of Sen's life, he not only had begun to incorporate more
Hindu devotional and meditative practices into his worship but also
had begun to separate spirituality and sexuality in ways not signifi-
cantly different from traditional sannyasa doctrines with their P

/
'}-r‘en‘unciatian of sexual contact. 217 . From this time on, Narendra

was a stanch celibate (half of the twofold application of Ramakrsna's

sannzasa' doctrine, kaminikanchan) and would so remain even when

marriage would have removed his family from poverty.

(W : The three episodes of spiritual and psychological crises should




‘of "rage,
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tempt us to undertake an even more difficult task for the historian of
religions~--to suggest periods of religious functioning in which change

and development occur.

III. Probability of Periods of Belief and Practice -
The early period of Svami Vivekananda's life (1863-1#85) is portrayed
in our hagiography as one of spirited preparation of a brilliant intell-
ectual for Ramakrsna whose teachings and devotional practices would
perfectly balance his spirituality. But if the hagiographic dissonances
" "spiritual amnesia" and "nervous breakdown'' represent more
the substance of history,then Narendra's life prior to his acceptance of
K3li as the Mother of the Universe28 was not one of gradual prepara-

tion but one marked by major religious change and turmoil. The story ‘;

of "sweetness and brilliance' would be replaced with an account of

‘crises, doubts, changes--and perhaps something heroic in historical .

P
dimensions rather than mythological ones.

Since two previous studies have substantiated this thesis, I will
merely summarize some major features of the early years of Vive-
kananda.

Childhood (1863-1878). Although the legends about " Biley' are

closely related to onesof Krsna and Buddha, they point to a world molded
by his;mother's deep and traditional piety, peopled by sidhus and san-
g_yés_ié, and enriched by spiritual and psychic experience. The exper-
ient‘ial content of a Hinduizeq childhood would suggest a traditional Hin-

du devotionalism.
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This maternal influence was challenged in 1877 when the family
moved to Raipur for two years. There he seems to have been first
inﬂl;enced by his father's rational, critical, and progressive ideas.
The dissonant episodes of the boy "flying into a rage' during the dis-
cussions between his father and other progressive civil and religious
leaders bears the unmistakable marks of his first identity crisis
which would fully explode in 1880. But by the time the family re-
turned to Calcutta in 1879, his father's encouragement motivated
him to begin study towards a law degree, to join the most radical
branch of the Brahmo Samaj, to attend the Freemasons and eat meat
there, and to consider further study in England, as nglrl; as consider
marriage.

Had the maternal world been operative when he joined the

_ Hindu reform movement, he would have lost case (been "out-casted'')

o

: 29
,as did most other college students who joined. Yet his mother's

more traditional influence would account for his attraction‘to the
more devotional aspects of the Hindu tradition and sannyasa. This

conflict between a loyalty to devotional Hinduism and the rational

religion of the Brahmos would contribute to a nervous breakdown.

College and Legal Studies (1878/9-June, 1885). In 1878/9 Na-

rendra passed the entrance exam and began Presidency College at
sixteen, He seemed to be following his father's wishes as he joined
the radical Sadharan Brahmo Samaj, attended meetings at the Free-

masons, and planned on joining his father's law firm. His father
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thought that Narendra would marry. But after the nervous breakdown
much had changed. He switched allegiance in the Brahmo Samaj to
Kesshab's branch, which would socon put him in contact with Sri Rama-
krsna because Keshab looked to Ramakrsna for spiritual guidance

in his last years.

But anyone who thinks Narendra was easily drawn to Ramakrsna
has spent little time with the extant encounters. On the first meeting
Ramakrsna induced an altered state of consciousness in Narendra by

30

placing a foot on Narendra's chest, Although he began to experi-

ence a simple out-of-body (OBE) experience, he cried out in fear,

hardly the reaction of one skilled in samadhik experience, A Over
the next ‘t/h-ree years Ramakrsna pursued Narendra, who was both
attracted and repelled by this extraordinary master of hypnogogic and
hypnotic states. Narendra at no time allowed his vow as a Brahmo
to be compromised--he would not commit idolatry. 32 All this time
he performed as a Brahmo actor and singer, usually avoiding Rama-
krsna who often came into Calcutta trying to see him. Narendra was
preparing to become a Brahmo missionary, like Keshab. 33 But when
the doublé existential crises of Keshab's death and his own father's
death changed his prospects for leadership and success as a Brahmo

lawyer, he sought Ramakrsna. But again the actual order of events

suggests pain, doubt and religious turmoil. Ramakrsna insisted that

Narendra could not solve his problems until he worshipped Kali. This

meant that Narendra had to break a sacred vow as a Brahmo and kneel
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before the basalt image at Dakshineswar. He broke his Brahmo vow
in March, 1885 but did not find religious peace. 5 What happened in-
stead was that he came to doubt everything, including the existence of
God. 35 He described this three month period later as his "'atheism"
period. 36 But finally he was drawn back to Dakshineswar and to

the person of Sri Ramakrsna. In June, 1885 he experienced the Ab-
solute as he prayed before Kali. He was no longer a Brahmo or an
atheist, but there would be several more significant religious changes
before Narendra would become recognizable as the Svami Vivekananda
whose mature teachings have overshadowed all the earlier doubt and

change.

Often the most interesting individuals in a particular culture
are those perceived by many in that culture as saints. This paper
has approached one so perceived, Svami Vivekananda, from the view-
point of an historian interested in studying religious change. In so
doing, the usual historical concerns presented themselves, except
that they were exacerbated by the official legend of the saint, trans-
formed from an oral tradition into literature by the hagiographer.

At times, because of the scarcity of more reliable evidence,
the historician may choose to study hagiographies for clues to data
which are of historical value. This paper has suggested several me-
thods which can be utilized to document the process of religious change

where real crises, struggles, doubts, fears, and decisions were

enacted by real human beings.
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