The Reform Era and Social National
Awakening in India

The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries marked a remarkable period of social,
intellectual, and spiritual transformation in India. Known as the reform era, this period
witnessed a widespread rethinking of religion, society, and nationhood in the face of British
colonial rule and modernity. Indian thinkers, reformers, and educators sought to reinterpret
Dharmic spirituality in the light of science, rational inquiry, and human equality. Their efforts
reshaped Indian society and laid the moral foundation for the freedom movement.
Rationalisation of faith, social justice and equality, education and modernity, and national
consciousness are key tenets of this era. Each theme reflects the efforts of reformers to blend
India’s spiritual heritage with modern ideas of reason, justice, and nationhood.

Dharmic Spirituality and Scientific Reasoning

A major feature of this era was the attempt to make religion align with science, logic, and
ethical values. Reformers like Raja Rammohun Roy (1772-1833), the founder of the Brahmo Samaj,
were among the first to argue that true religion must be compatible with reason and moral
conscience. He criticised caste rigidity and unnecessary rituals, promoting instead a more
ethical form of Hinduism based on the Upanishads (Bhattacharya, 2010). He believed that
religion should help people improve and support social progress, not justify inequality or
superstition.

Later thinkers, such as Swami Vivekananda (1863—1902), gave this rational and universalist
approach a new global dimension. In his speeches at the 1893 Parliament of Religions in

Chicago, Vivekananda presented Vedanta philosophy as a form of “spiritual humanism” 1. He
taught that spiritual growth is about removing barriers to the perfect soul, not changing the
soul itself. He linked Advaita Vedanta with ideas from evolution, psychology, and social
service, showing that spirituality could be modern, rational, and inclusive.

Similarly, figures like Dayananda Saraswati (1824—1883), founder of the Arya Samaj, sought
to return to the “pure” teachings of the Vedas while rejecting superstition and priestly
authority. He advocated for the motto “Back to the Vedas”, encouraging scientific thinking,
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education, and equality of men and women. . This focus on reason, ethics, and
self-improvement became an important part of India’s modern identity.

Overall, rationalisation of faith allowed reformers to defend Indian spirituality as compatible
with modern science and morality. It redefined religion as a living force for ethical progress
rather than blind adherence to custom.



Promoting Social Justice and Equality

The Reform Era was also an age of social awakening. Reformers turned their religious and
ethical insights toward addressing deep-rooted injustices particularly caste discrimination and
gender inequality.

Caste Reform

Leaders such as Jyotirao Phule (1827-1890) and his wife Savitribai Phule (1831-1897)
challenged the rigid hierarchies of the caste system in western India. At a time when such
efforts were considered revolutionary, they established schools for girls and children of lower
castes. Their organisation, the Satyashodhak Samaj (Truth-Seeker’s Society), advocated

equality, rationality, and the dignity of labour 3. Savitribai's work as India's first female
teacher became a symbol of resistance to both caste and patriarchy.

Later, B.R. Ambedkar (1891-1956) expanded these ideas by describing caste as a form of
social slavery and pushing for equality through constitutional rights (Ambedkar, B. R. (2014).
Annihilation of Caste (1936). Navayana.)

But the intellectual seeds were sown in the 19th century by reformers who used both religious
ethics like compassion and dharma and modern human rights language to demand justice.

Women’s Empowerment

Efforts to reform women’s lives also grew stronger. Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar fought for
the Widow Remarriage Act of 1856, emphasizing the humane and rational spirit of Hindu
law. Pandita Ramabai Sarasvati fought for women’s education and independence. She
combined Christian and Dharmic ideas to argue that social service and gender justice were
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sacred duties. . Organisations like the Brahmo Samaj and Arya Samaj supported female
education and widow remarriage, while women reformers themselves began to enter public
life, forming associations and journals to articulate their views.

Thus, the struggle for equality became both a religious and a social project, with reformers
drawing on Dharmic values of compassion and truth to challenge unjust practices, proving
that social justice was not foreign to Indian tradition but an expression of its deepest moral
ideals.

Integrating Dharmic Wisdom with Modern Education

Education was seen as the main tool for modernisation. Reformers felt that ignorance and
inequality could only be overcome through learning that combined moral values with
scientific thinking.

Raja Rammohun Roy supported English education early on because it provided access to
modern science and philosophy. Later reformers built institutions to promote this vision.

e The Arya Samaj created gurukuls that taught both Vedic texts and modern subjects.
e The Ramakrishna Mission, founded by Vivekananda, set up schools and colleges
offering spiritual training along with scientific and technical education.



A major symbol of this synthesis was the Banaras Hindu University (BHU), founded in 1916 by Madan
Mohan Malaviya. It aimed to create a “national university” that balanced traditional Indian learning
and modern research, nurturing patriotic and ethical citizens. Around the same time,
Rabindranath Tagore’s Visva-Bharati at Santiniketan promoted education rooted in nature,
creativity, and universal human values.

Education in the Reform Era was not merely about literacy, it was about the moral and
spiritual regeneration of society. Reformers saw learning as a sacred act, linking knowledge
(jnana) with service (seva) and self-realisation (moksha).

Moral Awakening with Dharma in India's Freedom
Movement

By the early twentieth century, reform movements began merging with nationalist aspirations.
The idea of India as a moral and spiritual civilszation became a source of strength in the
struggle against colonial rule.

Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948) gave this idea its strongest form. He described his political
philosphy rooted in dharma, truth, nonviolence, and service. For Gandhi, politics bereft of

religion is a death trap.5 His idea of Swaraj was not just political independence but also moral

and spiritual self-rule. This made the independence movement a moral and spiritual effort,
not just a political one.

At the same time, thinkers like Sri Aurobindo and Bal Gangadhar Tilak invoked spirituality
as the inner essence of national identity. Aurobindo’s writings described India as the
“Mother” embodying divine consciousness, and nationalism as a yajna (sacred offering) for
humanity.

However, not everyone agreed that religion should be part of politics. B.R. Ambedkar argued
that nationalism should be based on constitutional values, not religious unity. This shows that
connecting dharma with nationalism was a complex and debated issue.

National consciousness during the Reform Era thus combined spiritual pride with democratic
aspiration. It transformed the idea of dharma into a collective moral vision for an
independent and just India.

Interconnections and Legacy

These four themes of rational faith, social equality, modern education, and national
consciousness were deeply connected. The rationalisation of religion provided the intellectual
ground for social reform. Social equality demanded education, and both education and reform
contributed to a national awakening. The Reform Era’s leaders combined moral conviction
with modern reasoning, creating an enduring model of change rooted in both tradition and
transformation.

The impact of the Reform Era remains visible today in India’s democratic ideals, its emphasis
on education, and its continued debates on secularism, gender justice, and the role of religion
in public life. The reformers’ attempt to reconcile dharma with modernity continues to shape

India’s identity as a society that values both spiritual heritage and rational progress.



The Reform Era was more than a historical phase, — it was also a moral and intellectual
renaissance. Reformers like Rammohun Roy, Vivekananda, Phule, Pandita Ramabai, Gandhi,
and others redefined what it meant to be modern without abandoning faith. They saw
spirituality as a force for justice, reason, and national renewal.

Their message remains relevant: true progress needs both moral awakening and critical
thinking, both compassion and courage. The Reform Era stands as a reminder of India’s
ongoing journey to bring together the ancient and the modern, the spiritual and the scientific,
in the search for a fair and enlightened society.
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