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For one hundred years, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh has occupied a unique place in India's public life. Few organizations have inspired as much admiration, criticism, curiosity, and debate. For some, it represents discipline, service, and national commitment. For others, it remains a subject of ideological disagreement and political controversy. Between these two extremes lies a simple reality: millions of people know the name RSS, but very few truly know the organization itself.

Most people encounter the RSS through newspaper headlines, television debates, political speeches, social media discussions, or the opinions of others. In these spaces, the organization is often viewed through the lens of contemporary politics. Conversations usually revolve around elections, governments, controversies, or ideological conflicts. As a result, the organization itself often disappears behind the narratives created around it.

This book attempts to move beyond those narratives.

The purpose of this book is neither to glorify the RSS nor to condemn it. It is to understand it.

No institution can survive for one hundred years without leaving a deep imprint on the society around it. Organizations may rise quickly, attract attention, and disappear just as fast. Very few continue to grow across generations while adapting to changing political, social, and economic circumstances. The Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh belongs to that rare category. Since its foundation in 1925 by Dr. Keshav Baliram Hedgewar, it has evolved from a small gathering of volunteers in Nagpur into one of the world's largest volunteer organizations. Whether one agrees with its philosophy or strongly opposes it, its influence on modern India cannot simply be ignored.

Understanding that influence requires more than slogans.

History deserves patience.

Every organization has a story. That story begins long before the headlines people remember today. The RSS did not suddenly emerge as a powerful institution. It was born during British colonial rule, at a time when India was searching not only for political independence but also for social confidence and national unity. Its founders believed that while political freedom was essential, lasting national strength would ultimately depend upon the character of ordinary citizens. They argued that disciplined individuals could build disciplined communities, disciplined communities could build a stronger society, and a stronger society could build a stronger nation.

Whether one accepts this philosophy or questions it is entirely a matter of personal judgment. But before judging any philosophy, it deserves to be understood.

That is the spirit in which this book has been written.

Throughout these pages, the reader will travel through the century long journey of the RSS. We begin with the India that existed before its birth, examining the political, cultural, and social conditions that shaped the thinking of its founder. We then explore the life of Dr. Hedgewar, the establishment of the organization, and the ideas that motivated its creation.

The journey continues into the daily life of the Sangh through the shakha, the institution that has remained at the center of its work for generations. For an outsider, a shakha may appear to be nothing more than a group of people exercising in an open field. For a swayamsevak, however, it represents a place where habits are formed, discipline is practiced, friendships are built, and service becomes a way of life. Understanding the shakha is essential because it explains how the organization attempts to transform ideas into everyday action.

The book also examines the process of making a swayamsevak. Unlike institutions that rely on salaries, promotions, or public recognition, the RSS depends almost entirely on volunteers. Millions of individuals have dedicated years, and in many cases entire lifetimes, to an organization that offers no financial rewards. Understanding why they do so provides important insight into the philosophy of the Sangh.

No account of the RSS would be complete without discussing its service activities. Over the past century, volunteers have participated in relief work during Partition, natural disasters, floods, earthquakes, cyclones, and the Covid 19 pandemic. Schools, tribal welfare projects, health initiatives, blood donation drives, village development programs, and educational institutions have also become part of the wider network associated with the organization. These activities form an important part of the Sangh's public identity and deserve careful examination.

As the organization expanded, numerous institutions emerged that worked in different fields of national life. Student organizations, educational networks, labour unions, tribal welfare bodies, social service institutions, and cultural organizations gradually became part of what is commonly known as the Sangh Parivar. Understanding this wider family of organizations helps explain how an idea that began in one city gradually spread into many different areas of Indian society.

At the same time, no serious study of the RSS can ignore criticism.

For nearly a century, the organization has faced allegations, controversies, bans, political opposition, academic criticism, and public debate. Some criticisms are rooted in genuine historical questions. Others arise from ideological disagreement or political rivalry. Some have been answered by the organization itself, while others continue to remain subjects of discussion among historians, scholars, journalists, and political observers.

This book does not pretend that these debates do not exist.

Instead, it attempts to present them with historical context.

Readers will encounter both the criticisms directed toward the organization and the explanations offered by those associated with it. Rather than asking readers to accept either position uncritically, this book encourages them to examine evidence, understand context, and arrive at their own conclusions.

History should never become a courtroom where the verdict is decided before the evidence is heard.

It should become a conversation.

One of the greatest challenges in studying any influential institution is separating the organization itself from the emotions surrounding it. Admirers often focus only on achievements. Critics sometimes focus only on failures or controversies. Reality is usually more complex. Human institutions are rarely perfect. They evolve, adapt, make mistakes, achieve successes, face setbacks, and respond to changing circumstances. The RSS, after one hundred years, is no exception.

This book therefore does not ask readers to become supporters.

It does not ask readers to become critics.

It asks readers to become students of history.

Throughout these chapters, facts have been placed before opinion wherever possible. Historical events have been discussed in their broader context. Organizational practices have been explained through their own stated objectives while acknowledging that different scholars and observers may interpret them differently. Readers are encouraged to continue their own research beyond this book by consulting biographies, academic studies, historical documents, and diverse viewpoints.

No single volume can capture every aspect of a century old organization.

Entire libraries have been written on the RSS, its philosophy, its leaders, its critics, its affiliated organizations, and its role in Indian society. The purpose of this book is therefore not to provide the final word. It is to provide a meaningful beginning.

Whether this book confirms your existing beliefs or challenges them is less important than whether it encourages you to think more deeply.

The story you are about to read is not simply the story of an organization.

It is also the story of ideas.

It is the story of discipline, volunteerism, leadership, service, cultural identity, national reconstruction, debate, disagreement, criticism, resilience, and continuity across generations.

Above all, it is the story of ordinary people who believed that lasting change begins not in governments or institutions alone, but within individuals themselves.

One hundred years have passed since a small group gathered in Nagpur on the day of Vijayadashami in 1925. None of those present could have imagined the scale that the organization would eventually reach or the influence it would come to exercise in India's public life. A century later, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh continues to inspire volunteers, provoke discussion, attract criticism, and remain an enduring part of the nation's story.

Whether history ultimately judges its legacy with admiration, criticism, or a mixture of both will remain a matter of continuing debate.

But no debate can be meaningful without understanding.

That understanding begins here.
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