
Component 1 – Theme 4: Issues of Human Rights from a Hindu 
Perspective

Teachers’ Advisory Notes on Attitudes towards Prejudice and Discrimination.

Vivekananda (1863-1902)

Gender Equality

The social and cultural traditions in many Hindu communities 
tend to favour men over women, but most Hindus consider 
this to be more about money and social issues other than 
religion. Some Hindus have worked very hard to bring about 
equality for women where it does not exist.
Despite these teachings and the fact that many Hindus 
worship female forms of the divine, female exploitation and 
sexism are still areas of concern. Some families value boys 
over girls for financial or social reasons. There are instances 
of girls and women being harmed as well as some Hindus 
choosing to abort female foetuses.
Other Hindus believe that the emphasis on atman in most 
Hindu teaching means that gender should not even feature in 
how we view people. Only bodies have a gender, but atman 
does not. Hindus believe in karma or ‘intentional action’. 
Discrimination of any kind, including on the basis of gender 
and sexuality, would be negative action. Swami Vivekananda 
used this argument to campaign for women’s rights. 

(From: http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/guides/zg3c7ty/revision/7)

Swami Vivekananda Quotes on Equality and Tolerance of Others.
“I have never seen the man who was not at least my equal. I have travelled all over the 
world; I have been among the very worst kind of people—among cannibals—and I have 
never seen the man who is not at least my equal. I have done as they do—when I was 
a fool. Then I did not know any better; now I do. Now they do not know any better; after 
a while they will. Every one acts according to his own nature. We are all in process of 
growth. From this standpoint one man is not better than another.” 
(http://www.ramakrishnavivekananda.info/vivekananda/volume_6/lectures_and_discourses/the_vedanta_philosophy_
and_christianity.htm) 

“I find in travelling in various countries that beneath the surface differences that we find 
in dress and food and little details of manners, man is man all the world over; the same 
wonderful human nature is everywhere represented.” 
(http://www.swamivivekanandaquotes.org/2013/04/swami-vivekananda-quotes-on-human-life_16.html) 



“You often note, when people are discussing as to what man and woman can do, always 
the same mistake is made. They think they show man at his best because he can fight, 
for instance, and undergo tremendous physical exertion; and this is pitted against the 
physical weakness and the non-combating quality of woman. This is unjust. 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 balance.” (Vivekananda, S., 1893.The 
Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda found at: http://estudantedavedanta.net/Complete%20
Works%20of%20Swami%20Vivekananda.pdf p.41)

“There is something in caste, so far as it means blood; such a thing as heredity there is, 
certainly. Now try to [understand] — why do you not mix your blood with the Negroes, the 
American Indians? Nature will not allow you. Nature does not allow you to mix your blood 
with them. There is the unconscious working that saves the race. That was the Aryan’s 
caste. Mind you, I do not say that they are not equal to us. They must have the same 
privileges and advantages, and everything; but we know that if certain races mix up, they 
become degraded. With all the strict caste of the Aryan and non-Aryan, that wall was 
thrown down to a certain extent, and hordes of these outlandish races came in with all their 
queer superstitions and manners and customs.” (Vivekananda, S., 1893.The Complete 
Works of Swami Vivekananda found at: http://estudantedavedanta.net/Complete%20Works%20of%20
Swami%20Vivekananda.pdf p.72).

“In explaining the defects of caste, the speaker [Swami Vivekananda] said that in 
preventing competition it produced stagnation, and completely blocked the progress of the 
people. He said that in taking away brutality it stopped social improvements. In checking 
competition it increased population. In its favor, he said, were the facts that it was the only 
ideal of equality and fraternity. That money had nothing to do with social standing in the 
caste. All were equal. He said that the fault of all the great reformers was that they thought 
caste was due only to religious representation, instead of ascribing it to the right source, 
namely, the curious social conditions. He spoke very bitterly of the attempts of the English 
and Mohammedans to civilize the country by the bayonet and fire and sword. He said that 
to abolish caste one must change the social conditions completely and destroy the entire 
economic system of the country. Better, he said, that the waves of the [Bay of] Bengal flow 
and drown all rather than this.” (Vivekananda, S., 1893.The Complete Works of Swami 
Vivekananda found at: 
http://estudantedavedanta.net/Complete%20Works%20of%20Swami%20Vivekananda.pdf p.76).

“In that there is no caste. A man from the highest caste and a man from the lowest may 
become a monk in India, and the two castes become equal. In religion there is no caste; 
caste is simply a social institution.” (Vivekananda, S., 1893.The Complete Works of Swami 
Vivekananda found at:
http://estudantedavedanta.net/Complete%20Works%20of%20Swami%20Vivekananda.pdf p.333)

“The little toleration that is in the world, the little sympathy that is yet in the world for 
religious thought, is practically here in the land of the Aryan, and nowhere else. It is here 
that Indians build temples for Mohammedans and Christians; nowhere else. If you got to 
other countries and ask Mohammedans fo people of other religions to build a temple for 
you, see how they will help. They will instead try to break your temple and you too if they



can. The one great lesson, therefore, that the world wants most, that the world has yet 
to learn from India, is the idea not only of toleration, but of sympathy.” (Vivekananda, 
S., 1893.The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda found at: http://estudantedavedanta.net/
Complete%20Works%20of%20Swami%20Vivekananda.pdf p.770)

“It is impossible that all difference can cease; it must exist; without variation life must 
cease. It is this clash, the differentiation of thought that makes for light, for motion, for 
everything. Differentiation, infinitely contradictory, must remain, but it is not necessary that 
we should hate each other therefore; it is not necessary therefore that we should fight each 
other” (Vivekananda, S., 1893.The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda found at: http://
estudantedavedanta.net/Complete%20Works%20of%20Swami%20Vivekananda.pdf p.770) 

“Absolute equality, that which means a perfect balance of all the struggling forces in all the 
planes, can never be in this world. Before you attain that state, the world will have become 
quite unfit for any kind of life, and no one will be there. We find, therefore, that all these 
ideas of the millennium and of absolute equality are not only impossible but also that, if we 
try to carry them out, they will lead us surely enough to the day of destruction. What makes 
the difference between man and man? It is largely the difference in the brain. Nowadays 
no one but a lunatic will say that we are all born with the same brain power. We come into 
the world with unequal endowments; we come as greater men or as lesser men, and there 
is no getting away from that pre-natally determined condition. The American Indians were 
in this country for thousands of years, and a few handfuls of your ancestors came to their 
land. What difference they have caused in the appearance of the country! Why did not 
the Indians make improvements and build cities, if all were equal? With your ancestors 
a different sort of brain power came into the land, different bundles of past impressions 
came, and they worked out and manifested themselves. Absolute non- differentiation is 
death. So long as this world lasts, differentiation there will and must be, and the millennium 
of perfect equality will come only when a cycle of creation comes to its end. Before that, 
equality cannot be. Yet this idea of realising the millennium is a great motive power. Just as 
inequality is necessary for creation itself, so the struggle to limit it is also necessary. If there 
were no struggle to become free and get back to God, there would be no creation either. 
It is the difference between these two forces that determines the nature of the motives 
of men. There will always be these motives to work, some tending towards bondage 
and others towards freedom.” (Vivekananda, S., 1893.The Complete Works of Swami 
Vivekananda found at: http://estudantedavedanta.net/Complete%20Works%20of%20Swami%20Vivekananda.
pdf p.367)



Ramakrishna (1836-1886)

Attitude towards Caste
[Sri Ramakrishna said:] “The caste-system can be removed 
by one means only, and that is the love of God. Lovers of 
God do not belong to any caste. The mind, body, and soul 
of a man become purified through divine love. Chaitanya 
and Nityananda scattered the name of Hari to everyone, 
including the pariah, and embraced them all. A brahmin 
without this love is no longer a brahmin. And a pariah with 
the love of God is no longer a pariah. Through bhakti an 
untouchable becomes pure and elevated.” (Richards, G., 
1985. A Source-Book of Modern Hinduism. Richmond: 
Curzon Press Ltd. P73). 

Attitude towards Women
[Sri Ramakrishna said:] “All women are the embodiments 
of Sakti. It is the Primal Power that has become women 
and appears to us in the form of women. He is a holy man 
who does not regard women with the eyes of a worldly 

person. He never forgets to look upon a woman as his mother, and to offer his worship 
if he happens to be near her.” (Richards, G., 1985. A Source-Book of Modern Hinduism. 
Richmond: Curzon Press Ltd. P73).

Swaminarayan (1781-1830)

The following was taken from BAPS Swaminarayan Sanstha’s 
website. “The structure of Indian society during Bhagwan 
Swaminarayan’s time relied heavily on the social caste system. 
Initially meant to facilitate separate functions for different 
members of society, the caste system turned into a horrid 
monster that oppressed and degraded the weak and innocent. 
Bhagwan Swaminarayan allowed members from all sectors of 
society to participate in the activities of the sanstha, making it 
clear He viewed all devotees equally. Despite being viewed as 
socially unorthodox, Bhagwan Swaminarayan set an example 
by eating alongside members of the lower classes, feeding them 
during special festivals, and visiting their houses.” (From: http://www.
baps.org/About-BAPS/TheFounder%E2%80%93BhagwanSwaminarayan/Work/
EstablishingEquality.aspx)

Reforms for Women and the Poor
“Swaminarayan distributing food among the needy
After assuming the leadership of the Sampraday, Swaminarayan worked to assist the poor 
by distributing food and drinking water. He undertook several social service projects and 
opened almshouses for the poor.



According to his biographer Raymond Brady Williams, “Swaminarayan is an early 
representative of the practice of advocacy of women’s rights without personal involvement 
with women.” To counter the practice of sati (self-immolation by a widow on her husband’s 
funeral pyre), Swaminarayan argued that, as human life was given by God it could be 
taken only by God, and that sati had no Vedic sanction. He went to the extent to call 
sati nothing but suicide. Swaminarayan offered parents help with dowry expenses to 
discourage female infanticide, calling infanticide a sin. 
At that time, influential and wealthy individuals educated their girls through private and 
personal tuition. Male followers of Swaminarayan made arrangements to educate their 
female family members. The literacy rate among females began to increase, and they were 
able to give discourses on spiritual subjects. Within the sect, Swaminarayan is considered 
a pioneer of education of females in India.” (From: http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/
File:Swaminarayan_charity.jpg) 

Caste System and Moksha
“Some suggest that Swaminarayan worked towards ending the caste system, allowing 
everyone into the Swaminarayan Sampraday. However partaking in the consumption food 
of lower castes and caste pollution was not supported by him. A political officer in Gujarat, 
Mr. Williamson, reported to Bishop Herber that Swaminarayan had “Destroyed the yoke 
of caste.” He instructed his paramhansas to collect alms from all sections of society and 
appointed people from the lower strata of society as his personal attendants. Members 
of the lower castes were attracted to the movement as it improved their social status. It is 
said that Swaminarayan dispelled the myth that moksha (liberation) was not attainable by 
everyone. He taught that the soul is neither male nor female and that everyone was equal 
in the eyes of God.” (From: http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/File:Swaminarayan_charity.jpg)

ISKON (A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada 1896-1977)

“The first thing to understand is that there are two different caste 
systems. One is the divine caste system, and the other is the 
demoniac caste system. Krishna is the creator of the divine 
system, not the demoniac system. Just as in the human body 
there are natural divisions of labor between the head, arms, 
belly, and legs–similarly in the social body there is a natural 
division of labor between the brahmanas, ksatriyas, vaisyas, 
and sudras. Brahmanas are the intellectuals and priests. 
Ksatriyas are the administrators and warriors. Vaisyas are the 
businessmen and farmers. And sudras are the workers. This is 
the divine caste system. Krishna states in the Bhagavad-gita that 
these divisions are based on one’s qualities and activities. He 
does not state that they are based on birth, as in the demoniac 
caste system.
In the divine caste system everyone is encouraged, trained, and 
facilitated, in whatever occupation best suits their nature.



In this way there is full employment in the society. There are no frustrated, unemployed 
people. Everyone is employed in an occupation which is according to their nature. Thus 
everyone is encouraged and enthused.
The modern day demoniac caste system, which is still going on today in India, is based 
on one’s birth. One is forced into a certain caste by his birth. This exploitative system was 
introduced by the unqualified sons of those who were actually qualified brahmanas to 
forcefully make themselves the leaders of the society.
A real brahmana is someone who knows the Absolute Truth and freely distributes it to 
everyone to elevate them also to the position of brahmana. The Krishna consciousness 
movement is presently engaged in the work of creating such real brahmanas to give 
spiritual guidance to a grossly misguided material society, which now needs it more than 
ever. Once the brahmana class is solidly established and respected all over the world, 
those engaged in the other occupations will take take guidance from the brahmanas how 
to execute their occupational duty in such a way that is pleasing to the Supreme Lord. In 
this way, when the the divine caste system is fully re-established, we will have heaven on 
earth.  May that day come soon.” 
(From: http://iskconbirmingham.org/the-caste-system)

There are many articles on the ISKON’s attitude toward the caste system. Google ‘ISKON 
and Caste’ and many articles of interest should appear. There are some interesting 
reports on http://iskconnews.org/tag/caste-system/relating to this issue. There is also a 
‘statement against caste-based discrimination’ found at http://www.hafsite.org/media/
pr/caste-statement-iskcon-communications which is supported by quotes made by A.C. 
Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada.


