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Abstract 
Rudyard Kipling’s “If—” stands as one of the most beloved and inspirational poems of 
the 20th century, resonating with readers across generations. Constructed as paternal 
advice, it conveys values of stoicism, resilience, humility, and moral fortitude. This paper 
explores the poem through nine analytical lenses—literary devices, structure and form, 
theme, tone, philosophical alignment, historical context, the poet’s psyche, intended 
audience, and a conclusive reflection. It illuminates how Kipling masterfully transforms 
simple counsel into timeless wisdom relevant across cultures and eras. 
Preface 
Rudyard Kipling’s “If—” is not merely a father’s counsel to his son; it is a timeless guide 
to the cultivation of inner fortitude, self-discipline, and ethical clarity. Though composed 
within the cultural backdrop of late 19th-century England, the poem transcends temporal 
and geographical boundaries, offering a vision of manhood rooted in self-mastery, 
restraint, and courageous detachment. 
This poem, when examined through the lens of Vedantic and Upanishadic wisdom, 
reveals profound parallels with the spiritual teachings of the Bhagavad Gita, the Vedas, 
the Upanishads, the Vachanamrut, and the Shrimad Bhagavat Mahapuran. It 
embodies the eternal values of equanimity, detachment from dualities, steadfastness 
in dharma, and the supremacy of the will aligned with truth and virtue. 
Kipling’s verses serve as a secular sadhana—a poetic manual for becoming a true seeker, 
or a sthitaprajna, who remains calm amid the storms of praise and blame, success and 
failure, joy and grief. In this way, “If—” becomes not just a literary classic, but a spiritual 
teaching veiled in poetic beauty. 
1. Literary Devices and Figures of Speech 
Kipling enriches “If—” with a rich palette of poetic devices that subtly reinforce his 
messages: 
 Metaphor: The entire poem hinges on extended metaphor—life as a test of character, 

e.g., "If you can make one heap of all your winnings / And risk it on one turn of pitch-
and-toss." 

 Personification: Triumph and Disaster are personified—“two impostors”—suggesting 
their illusory nature. 

 Imagery: The poem paints vivid scenes of crisis and resolve—"twisted by knaves," 
"worn-out tools," "pitch-and-toss"—anchoring abstract virtues in relatable visuals. 

 Alliteration: “Talk with crowds… keep your virtue” or “heart and nerve and sinew” 
enhance rhythm and emphasis. 

 Assonance & Consonance: Assonance in “dreams your master” and consonance in 
“hold on when there is nothing in you” generate musicality. 

 Irony: The notion that both “Triumph” and “Disaster” are impostors is a powerful 
ironic insight that flips conventional value systems. 

 Symbolism: “The unforgiving minute” symbolizes time’s urgency and the need for 
meaningful living. 
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2. Structure and Form 
 Rhyme Scheme: The poem follows an ABAB rhyme 

scheme throughout, maintaining lyrical consistency. 
 Meter and Rhythm: Primarily written in iambic 

pentameter, which gives the poem a stately, formal tone 
befitting its didactic content. 

 Stanza and Line Breaks: The poem consists of four 8-
line stanzas, which organize thoughts clearly while 
building a cumulative moral vision. 

 Enjambment: Frequent enjambment, e.g., “And yet 
don’t look too good, nor talk too wise: / If you can 
dream…” lends fluidity and a natural speech-like 
rhythm. 

3. Theme and Subject Matter 
The poem’s central theme is self-mastery—developing an 
inner strength that is undisturbed by external 
circumstances. It touches on: 
 Resilience in adversity 
 Control over emotions and reactions 
 Balance between humility and confidence 
 Time management and endurance 
While not overtly religious, the poem explores ethical, 
moral, and philosophical ideals, advocating the path of 
detached excellence. 
4. Tone and Mood 
 Tone: Kipling’s tone is earnest, instructive, and 

paternal, offering firm but loving guidance. 
 Mood: The mood is uplifting and empowering, 

instilling courage and introspection in the reader. 
There is neither bitterness nor sentimentality—the emotion 
is grounded and tempered by stoic rationality. 
5. Philosophical and Spiritual Interpretation 
Kipling’s poem aligns remarkably with Vedantic and 
Upanishadic teachings as well as Stoicism: 
 Bhagavad Gita (2.14, 2.38): “Treat pleasure and pain, 

gain and loss, victory and defeat alike”—mirrors “If you 
can meet with Triumph and Disaster / And treat those 
two impostors just the same.”ⅰ  

 Katha Upanishad (1.2.6–7):ⅱ  The path of inner 
discipline, not swayed by joy or sorrow, is advocated in 
both texts. 

 Vachanamrut (Gadhada II-37): Emphasizes 
equanimity in the face of praise or insult—echoing 
Kipling’s call for non-attachment to public opinion. 

 Stoicism (Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius): The Stoic value 
of self-control over external chaos is echoed 
throughout the poem. 

The poem also upholds Dharma (righteous conduct), 
Shraddha (faith), and Titiksha (forbearance), integrating 
universal ethical and spiritual ideals. 
Rudyard Kipling’s poem “If—”  resonates deeply with 
Upanishadic and Vedantic wisdom, as well as with 
teachings from the Shrimad Bhagavad Gita, the 
Vachanamrut, and the Shrimad Bhagavat Mahapuran. 
Although Kipling was writing from a Western context, 
many of the values he espouses—detachment, inner 

strength, equanimity, self-mastery, and steadfastness—
are central to Sanatana Dharma. 
Below is a thematic alignment of the poem “If—” with 
scriptural references from these traditions: 
1. Equanimity in Success and Failure 
Poem Line: 
"If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster / And treat 
those two impostors just the same;" 
Scriptural Parallels: 
 Bhagavad Gita 2.38:ⅲ   

“Sukha-duḥkhe same kṛitvā lābhālābhau jayājayau / tato 
yuddhāya yujyasva naivaṁ pāpam avāpsyasi” 
(“Treat pleasure and pain, gain and loss, victory and 
defeat alike, and then engage in your duty—thus you will 
not incur sin.”) 

 Katha Upanishad 1.2.6:ⅳ   
“Na jāyate mriyate vā kadācin nāyaṁ bhūtvā bhavitā vā 
na bhūyaḥ” 
(The self is beyond birth and death and is thus unaffected 
by loss or gain.) 

 Vachanamrut Gadhada II-37: 
“A devotee of God should remain unaffected by honour 
or insult, just as the sky is unaffected by clouds.” 

Kipling’s counsel to treat success and failure alike reflects 
the Vedantic emphasis on detachment from dualities. 
2. Self-Mastery and Inner Willpower 
Poem Line: 
"If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew / To 
serve your turn long after they are gone, / And so hold on 
when there is nothing in you / Except the Will which says 
to them: 'Hold on!'" 
Scriptural Parallels: 
 Bhagavad Gita 6.5:ⅴ  

“Uddhared ātmanātmānaṁ nātmānam avasādayet” 
(“One must elevate oneself by the self; do not degrade 
yourself.”) 

 Shvetashvatara Upanishad 2.9: 
“Yoked to the Self, the mind becomes fearless and 
strong.” 

 Vachanamrut Gadhada III-28: 
“The greatest strength of the soul is its resolute will to 
remain firm in dharma even when afflicted by misery.” 

Kipling celebrates the supremacy of willpower, echoing 
the Vedantic view of the Atman as the inner ruler and 
strength of man. 

3. Detachment and Restraint 
Poem Line: 
"If you can dream—and not make dreams your master; / If 
you can think—and not make thoughts your aim;" 
Scriptural Parallels: 
 Bhagavad Gita 3.7:ⅵ  

“Yas tv indriyāṇi manasā niyamyārabhate’rjuna / 
karmendriyaiḥ karma-yogam asaktaḥ sa viśiṣyate” 
(“One who controls the senses and acts without 
attachment excels.”)
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 Isa Upanishad Verse 1:ⅶ 
“Tenā tyaktena bhuñjīthā mā gṛdhaḥ kasya svid dhanam” 
(“Enjoy by renunciation; do not covet what belongs to 
others.”) 
This reflects the Vedantic teaching of balance—engage 
with the world, but don't be enslaved by it. 
4. Patience, Truthfulness, and Forbearance 
Poem Line: 
"If you can wait and not be tired by waiting, / Or being 
lied about, don’t deal in lies, / Or being hated, don’t give 
way to hating" 
Scriptural Parallels: 
 Bhagavad Gita 16.1–3:ⅷ 
Lists divine qualities like kṣamā (forgiveness), satya 
(truthfulness), dayā (compassion), and ārjava (simplicity). 
 Mundaka Upanishad 3.1.5:ⅸ  
“Satyameva jayate nānṛtam” 
(“Truth alone triumphs, not falsehood.”) 
 Shrimad Bhagavatam 11.19.36:ⅹ  
“Titikṣā – forbearance” is described as an essential virtue 
for those walking the path of liberation. 
Kipling’s message of truth, endurance, and non-retaliation 
aligns with Dharma and Satya. 
5. Humility and Moderation in Pride 
Poem Line: 
"If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue, / Or 
walk with kings—nor lose the common touch;" 
Scriptural Parallels: 
 Bhagavad Gita 5.18:ⅺ  
“Vidya-vinaya-sampanne brāhmaṇe gavi hastini... sama-
darśinaḥ” 
(The wise see the same divinity in a learned Brahmin, an 
elephant, a dog, or an outcaste.) 
 Vachanamrut Gadhada I-24: 
“Even if he is praised by the whole world, a true devotee 
considers himself a servant of all.” 
This reflects the Vedantic and Bhakti view of humility 
and universal respect. 
6. Time, Duty, and the Value of Every Moment 
Poem Line: 
"If you can fill the unforgiving minute / With sixty seconds' 
worth of distance run" 
Scriptural Parallels: 
 Bhagavad Gita 2.47:ⅻ 
“Karmaṇy-evādhikāras te mā phaleṣhu kadāchana” 
(“Your right is to perform your duty, not to the fruits 
thereof.”) 
 Vachanamrut Gadhada II-28: ⅻⅰ  
“A moment wasted without remembrance of God is a 
moment lost forever.” 
 Shrimad Bhagavatam 2.1.12: 
“Ayur harati vai puṁsām...”—Every rising and setting of 
the sun takes away one’s life except for those who use time 
in spiritual pursuit. 

Kipling’s emphasis on the value of each minute echoes 
the spiritual view of time as sacred and duty-bound. 
7. Detachment from Praise and Criticism 
Poem Line: 
"If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you, / If all men 
count with you, but none too much;" 
Scriptural Parallels: 
 Bhagavad Gita 12.15: ⅹⅳ  
“Yasmat na udvijate loko lokan na udvijate ca yah” 
(He who does not disturb others and is not disturbed by 
others is dear to Me.) 
 Vachanamrut Gadhada I-19: 
“He who is unaffected by praise and insults alike is a true 
devotee.” 
This detachment from the opinions of others reflects the 
realized soul's freedom from bondage. 
Conclusion: Vedantic Manhood and Spiritual Heroism 
The culmination— 
“Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it, / And—
which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!” 
—mirrors the Upanishadic concept of the Purusha or 
Jivanmukta—one who has attained complete mastery over 
his senses, ego, and reactions. 
This idea also parallels the Bhagavad Gita’s description 
of the Stitha-prajna (BG 2.55–2.72) ⅹⅴ —a person of 
steady wisdom. 
Final Reflection 
Kipling’s “If—” can be viewed as a modern Vedantic 
sadhana manual—a secular scripture that prescribes the 
path of self-discipline, detachment, and ethical living. It 
upholds the Sanātana values of: 
 Shraddha (faith), 
 Viveka (discernment), 
 Vairagya (detachment), 
 Dharma (righteous action), 
 and Atma-nishtha (self-dependence). 
Though born in colonial Britain, Kipling here 
unknowingly voices the timeless spiritual ideals of the 
Vedas and the Gita, making this poem universally 
resonant and deeply Indian in its philosophical 
undercurrent. 
6. Historical and Cultural Context 
 Written in 1895, in the wake of British imperial decline 

and societal instability. 
 Kipling was grappling with the fallout of the Jameson 

Raid in South Africa—an ill-fated political scandal that 
possibly inspired the poem. 

 The Victorian ideals of masculine virtue, stoicism, and 
duty find reflection here. 

 While a product of British colonial culture, its universal 
values transcend time and geography. 

7. Poet’s Perspective and Emotional Mindset 
Kipling’s voice in the poem is that of a father, mentor, 

and moral philosopher: 
 The poem was dedicated to his son John Kipling, who 

later died in World War I—adding emotional gravitas in 
retrospect. 
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 Kipling’s own life was fraught with personal tragedy and 
political disillusionment. The poem reads as a response 
to suffering—a prescription for dignified endurance. 

 Emotions of hope, restraint, and deep moral concern 
underpin the piece. 

8. Target Audience and Purpose 
 The direct address “my son” reveals the primary 

audience: Kipling’s child, but metaphorically, all young 
men stepping into the world. 

 The poem's purpose is moral instruction, but it also 
inspires inner strength—making it relevant to 
educators, leaders, and seekers alike. 

 It serves as a guidebook for manhood, but its deeper 
message applies equally across gender and age: the 
making of character. 

9. Personal Interpretation 
Kipling’s “If—” is a blueprint for integrity in a chaotic 
world. Its final couplet—“Yours is the Earth and 
everything that’s in it, / And—which is more—you’ll be a 
Man, my son!”—does not just celebrate victory, but the 
evolution of moral character. 
Personally, the poem inspires a stillness within motion, 
reminding us that dignity is not found in success or fame, 
but in our response to adversity. In a world of fleeting 
certainties, Kipling invites us to develop the one thing that 
endures: the self governed by wisdom, humility, and inner 
power. 
Conclusion 
Kipling’s “If—” culminates in the promise of wholeness: 
“Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it, and—which 
is more—you’ll be a Man, my son.” This is not the 
masculinity of power or conquest, but of spiritual 
nobility—the fulfilment of human potential through 
inner balance, resilience, and wisdom. 
In harmony with Sanātana Dharma, the poem echoes the 
voice of the Guru, offering a map to transcend the fleeting 
illusions of life and awaken to one’s higher self. It reflects 
the sāttvika path described in the Gita, where actions are 
performed without attachment and the self stands 
untouched by external circumstances. 
Thus, “If—” endures not simply as an ode to ideal 
conduct, but as a mirror to the Atman, the inner Self, 
which rises above turmoil with the steady glow of spiritual 
strength. Whether read as paternal advice, poetic 
excellence, or a path of inner realization, the poem 
continues to inspire those who walk the path of truth, 
patience, humility, and fearless living. 
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Foot Note 
I. माᮢा᭭पशाᭅ᭭तु कौ᭠तेय शीतो᭬णसुखद:ुखदा: | 

 आगमापाियनोऽिन᭜या᭭तांि᭭तितᭃ᭭व भारत || 14|| 
II. न सांपरायः ᮧितभाित बालम् ᮧमा᳒᭠त ंिवᱫमोहेन मढूम ्। 

अयं लोको नाि᭭त पर इित मानी पुनः पुनवᭅशमाप᳒त ेम े॥ ६ ॥ 
III. सुखद:ुख ेसम ेकृ᭜वा लाभालाभौ जयाजयौ | 

ततो यु᳍ाय यु᭔य᭭व नवै ंपापमवा᭡᭭यिस || 38|| 
IV. न सांपरायः ᮧितभाित बालम् ᮧमा᳒᭠त ंिवᱫमोहेन मढूम ्। 

अयं लोको नाि᭭त पर इित मानी पुनः पुनवᭅशमाप᳒त ेम े॥ ६ ॥ 
V. उ᳍रेदा᭜मना᭜मानं ना᭜मानमवसादयेत ्| 

 आ᭜मैव ᳭ा᭜मनो ब᭠धुरा᭜मैव ᳯरपुरा᭜मन: || 5|| 
VI. यि᭭᭜वि᭠ᮤयािण मनसा िनय᭥यारभतऽेजुᭅन | 

कमᱷि᭠ᮤयै: कमᭅयोगमसᲦ: स िविश᭬यत े|| 7|| 
VII. ईशावा᭭यिमदं सवᲈ यि᭜कᲱ जग᭜यां जगत ्। 

तेन ᭜यᲦेन भुᲳीथा मा गृधः क᭭य ि᭭व᳍नम ्॥ १ ॥ 
VIII. ᮰ीभगवानवुाच 

अभयं सᱬवसंश िु᳍᭄ाᭅनयोग᳞वि᭭थित: । 
दान ंदम᳟ य᭄᳟ ᭭वा᭟याय᭭तप आजᭅवम् ॥ १ ॥ 
अᳲहंसा स᭜यमᮓोध᭭᭜याग: शाि᭠तरपैश नुम् । 
दया भूते᭬वलोल᭡ु ᭜व ंमादᭅवं ᮳ीरचापलम ्॥ २ ॥ 
तेज: ᭃमा धृित: शौचमᮤोहो नाितमािनता । 
भवि᭠त स᭥पदं दैवीमिभजात᭭य भारत ॥ ३ ॥ 

IX. स᭜येन ल᭤य᭭तपसा ᳭षे आ᭜मा स᭥य᭏᭄ानने ᮩᳬचयᱷण िन᭜यम् । 
अ᭠तःशरीरे ᭔योितमᭅयो िह शु᮪ो यं प᭫यि᭠त यतयः ᭃीणदोषाः ॥ ५ ॥ 

X. शमो मि᳧᳖ता बु᳍ेदᭅम इि᭠ᮤयसंयम: । 
ितितᭃा द:ुखस᭥मषᲃ िज᭮वोप᭭थजयो धृित: ॥ ३६ ॥ 
द᭛ड᭠यास: परं दान ंकाम᭜याग᭭तप: ᭭मतृम ्। 
᭭वभाविवजय: शौयᲈ स᭜यं च समदशᭅनम ्॥ ३७ ॥ 
अ᭠यᲬ सुनृता वाणी किविभ: पᳯरकᳱᳶतᭅता । 
कमᭅ᭭वस᭑गम: शौचं ᭜याग: स᳗यास उ᭒यते ॥ ३८ ॥ 
धमᭅ इ᳥ ंधन ंनृणां य᭄ोऽह ंभगवᱫम: । 
दिᭃणा ᭄ानस᭠देश: ᮧाणायाम: परं बलम ्॥ ३९ ॥ 

XI. िव᳒ािवनयस᭥प᳖ ेᮩाᳬणे गिव हि᭭तिन | 
शुिन चैव ᳡पाके च पि᭛डता: समदᳶशᭅन: || 18|| 

XII. कमᭅ᭛येवािधकार᭭त ेमा फलषे ुकदाचन | 
मा कमᭅफलहतेुभूᭅमाᭅ ते स᭑गोऽ᭭᭜वकमᭅिण || 47 || 

XIII. ᳴कं ᮧमᱫ᭭य बᱟिभ: परोᭃहैाᭅयनैᳯरह । 
वरं मुᱠतᲈ िवᳰदत ंघटत े᮰ेयसे यत: ॥ १२ ॥ 

XIV. य᭭मा᳖ोि᳇जते लोको लोका᳖ोि᳇जते च य: | 
हषाᭅमषᭅभयो᳇गेैमुᭅᲦो य: स च म ेिᮧय: || 15|| 

XV. ᮰ीभगवानवुाच 
ᮧजहाित यदा कामा᭠सवाᭅ᭠पाथᭅ मनोगतान ्। 
आ᭜म᭠येवा᭜मना तु᳥ः ि᭭थतᮧ᭄᭭तदो᭒यते ॥ ५५ ॥ 
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