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CHAPTER1

INTRODUCTION

India is a land where education has flourished in numerous forms and through varied traditions for
four thousand years. The pursuit of knowledge that began in the Vedic period continued through
the formation of multiple epistemologies that exerted their influence even beyond the geographical
boundaries of India. From the Vedic period onwards, the process of being educated involved not
just collecting vast amounts of data from the world but a lifestyle that caused an individual to look
deeply within oneself and, from that inward journey, understand one’s relation with the world at
large. It became a tool for self-analysis and self-study that also allowed a learner to determine and

temper his responses to stimuli from the world.

However, this does not imply that these traditions of learning were entirely esoteric in
nature. Rather, the Vedas encouraged education that would render an individual fit to carry out his
duties successfully in accordance with his position in the social order. This approach changed
under the influence of Buddhism and Jainism, which aimed to deconstruct the very social order
that Vedic civilization had upheld. Buddhist epistemology led to the creation of one of richest
epochs of the culture of education in ancient India. The Buddhist centres of learning — Nalanda,
Vikramshila, Taxila being some of the most revered names — attracted seekers of knowledge from

all over Asia.

But both the Vedic and the Buddhist traditions of education that enjoyed community
sanction in ancient India were lost to the pages of history as India negotiated her way through the
medieval age down to the colonial period. By the time colonized India started sending her children
to formal school again, the system of education had received such a thorough overhauling that it
produced suitably colonized subjects but failed to create enlightened students capable of
independent thought and action. The earlier elements of self-knowledge and self-analysis were
conspicuous by their absence in the education that was provided at the schools of the colonial

master.

Mohit Chakrabarti describes the intrinsic value of education as one that rids the mind rid

of ignorance and apathy. He elaborates:



Human knowledge and experience are, therefore, always in need of crystallization
and recrystallisation. Such processes are continuous and unending, and, as such, the
inherent philosophy of education instils a deeper faith in humanity — a faith that
reconnotates man from merely being a human being. ...Philosophy of education
ensures the unlimited growth of the mind ...it represents a pivotal force of self-

purification by means of endless self-askance and self-enquiry.'

This quest for understanding one’s self was completely absent in the agenda of the colonial school.
The colonial master was not interested in the self-knowledge of the subjects whom he was
coaching in his school in order to turn them into fitting cogs in the machinery of the colonial state.
Education became a mechanical procedure that aimed to stuff a student’s mind with as much data
as it could contain, and indoctrinate it covertly with a cultural inferiority complex, producing
degree-holders whose minds were crippled, if not brainwashed, through a complete negligence of

their analytical and imaginative faculties.

It is in the context of such an educational practice that Rabindranath Tagore posited a
completely opposite approach to education that did not aim to prepare students for passing
examinations, but sought to facilitate the development of the inner potential of the young learners.
Tagore’s approach was radically experimental in the milieu of his times. He abhorred the education
system practiced at the colonial school and criticized its operational methods and the adverse effect

it produced in the following words:

Children’s minds are sensitive to the influences of the great world to which they
have been born. This delicate receptivity of their passive mind helps them, without
their feeling any strain, to master language, that most complex instrument of
expression full of ideas that are indefinable and symbols that deal with
abstractions. Through their natural gift of guessing, children learn the meaning of

the words which we cannot explain.

But it is just at this critical period that the child’s life is brought into the

education factory, lifeless, colourless, dissociated from the context of the universe,

! Mohit Chakrabarti, Pioneers in Philosophy of Education (New Delhi: Concept Publishing,
1995), 17.



with bare white walls staring like eyeballs of the dead. The children have to sit inert

whilst lessons are pelted at them like hailstones on flowers.>

The graphic nature of the description, with its intense metaphors, effectively conveys Tagore’s
disgust at the prevalent education system. He states clearly that the colonial school is no more than

a “factory” with its walls as starkly unsettling as the eyes of the dead.

The outcome of this mechanical education was so detrimental to the student that it rendered
him into an “other” in the context of his own culture and civilization. The student of the colonial
school was given no access to any education rooted in his own culture; there was no possibility
whereby the student could relate the lessons drummed into him with his own life. By the time the
student graduated from school, he would be turned into a strange creature neither Indian nor
English in his sensibilities. The education system alienated the learner from his own countrymen
and simultaneously prevented him from acquiring an identity of his own. The ineffective and
mechanical imitation of the English neither gave the student a proper understanding of the native
culture of the Englishman nor left him with the appreciation of or ability to value his own culture.

Tagore describes this crippled process of imitation thus:

When man realizes his own individuality, it stimulates his desire to grow greater.
The growth of greatness for an individual can only become real by establishing

wide relationship with a large number of other individuals.

...All this time we have been receiving education on purely western lines. When
this first began, western culture was imbued with a supreme contempt for that of
the East. And to this day, consequently, we have been brought up in this contempt.
This speaks of internal dissensions within the temple of Mother Saraswati. Her
eastern sons kept closed the door leading to the western side for fear of adulteration,
and her western sons barred their eastern through want of respect. Meanwhile the
system of education in India remained absurdly un-Indian, making no adequate

provision for our own culture.?

2 Rabindranath Tagore, The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, vol. 3, ed. Sisir Kumar
Das (New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1996), 626.
3 Ibid, 459 & 467.



Here, Tagore clearly states the need for an individual to relate himself with the world around him.
The lack of a conducive education prevented the same from happening. However, Tagore does not
indulge in a blanket rejection of Western knowledge. Rather, he regrets that the people of the East
narrowed their vision as a result of their own insecurity. He does not reject Western epistemology
but condemns an education process that leaves the student with no sense of his socio-cultural roots.
Tagore minces no words while describing it as “absurdly un-Indian”. It is this un-Indian
educational practice that he seeks to redress through his educational mission. What he set himself
against was the institutionalized practice of imbuing students with national prejudices that the
colonial master had about the Indian character. He wanted students to grow aware of their own
roots and in order to facilitate this, he enlisted help from enlightened minds from the West as well
as the East. In his description of his school, Tagore clearly delineates his standing on this point: “I
have tried to save children from such vicious methods of alienating their minds which are fostered
through books, through histories, geographies and lessons full of national prejudices. I have done

it with the help of friends from the West.”*

The alternative to the colonial education, that Tagore proposes, draws its inspiration from the
Vedic model of education that “divided man’s life into four parts following the indication of
nature.” To Tagore, the first part of man’s life, as prescribed by the Vedas, is the most significant
in the context of education. This is the stage of brahmacharya, which is characterized not simply

as a time for memorizing texts; rather, as one for learning to live one’s life. Tagore explains,

Our sages, therefore, keeping in mind the goal of this progress, did not, in life’s
first stage of education, prescribe merely the learning of books or things, but
brahmacharya, the living in disciple, whereby both enjoyment and its renunciation
would come equally easy to the strengthened character. Life being a pilgrimage,
with liberation in the Supreme Being as its object, the living of it was a spiritual

exercise to be carried through its different stages, humbly, reverently and vigilantly.

4 Rabindranath Tagore, The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, vol. 4, ed. Nityapriya
Ghosh (New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 2007), 522.
> Ibid, 499.



And the pupil, from his very initiation, had this final consummation kept in his

view.°

Tagore highlights the necessity of the brahmachari to cultivate within him the sense of detachment
from all things worldly so that he remains equable in the face of both pleasure and pain, so that he
can learn the practice of renunciation that one has to face in one’s final stage of life. The emphasis
placed upon this philosophy makes it evident that Tagore regards the process of education as

intrinsic to the growth and development of the inner being of an individual.

The Vedic model provided Tagore an ideal of both school and schoolmaster. His
educational enterprise was as much about creating the right kind of teacher as instilling the right
kind of education. The ideal of the fapovan or forest hermitage exerted a powerful attraction on
Tagore’s imagination and he wished to create a school that would capture the spirit of the tapovan

of ancient India. Tagore describes the image of a tapovan that he bore in his mind as:

... SIS RIATR (15 FAI G206 SANIE SIS, J262 FAITSI FIATT
T, 9] G262 WNHE STAITNI T | 1S FIAR TNy S5 FAE |

.. ANHE FRAT STFCAR JCEACRN SN *TSIAAR | SCANINS (T
GF6 RO I @I G 18571 28T R AROR 971 (TN SA061
oA FCA (510 O AT 98 2, (N fHred 2[R N1 O [Rew =1 =0
Y RGN AT ST QNN SIS AP PN FINY Ol
(ST OYNR MBI B |
SIARAT (T2 *MBI | AU TL-A(Y I Be-SAFH OFpeTol JoT- 150l
SFEAT T2 (GO JF6 AR (o1 G 5fiitea (2T 072 N
Romn (32 3¢ Reay (<217

[...one can enjoy earthly pleasures only though the act of forsaking. This is the

disciple of the Upanishads, the message at the core of Kumarsambhavam and the

endeavour of our tapovan. One has to give up in order to gain something.

% Ibid, 500.

7 Rabindranath Tagore, Rabindra Rachanabali, vol. 7 (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati, 1988), 696.
When quoting from Bengali sources, I have translated the excerpts into English within square
brackets.



All our poets have stated that the tapovan bears shanta rasa.® The special
rasa of the tapovan is shanta rasa. Shanta rasa is the rasa of fulfillment. The way
rays of seven colours blend to form the colour white, similarly when the flow of the
mind does not divide itself into many but harmonizes itself intrinsically and

completely with the world, therein occurs the birth of shanta rasa.

That shanta rasa belongs to the tapovan. In a tapovan, complete connection
exists between the consciousness and every other thing that includes the sun, fire,
wind, water, land, sky, trees, deer and birds. There, no separation or opposition

occurs between man and everything around him. ]

Tagore repeatedly refers to tapovan in his essays. Perhaps the reason of this appeal was his own
deep conviction that nature has much more to teach a young learner than the conventional
schoolmaster with his set list of books. Tagore repeatedly criticizes the way teachers taught in the
colonial school, as is evident from the essays Shikshar Herpher (The Lack of Cohesion in
Education) and Shiksha Samasya (Problems of Education) — both of which have been translated as
part of this dissertation. Their mode of instruction alienated the young learner from the world of
nature and imprisoned them within walls of books that provided him with neither instruction nor
pleasure. Textbooks themselves had little that was intelligible to offer to hold learners in their
thrall. So, learning became a process of simple memorization of the facts and figures contained in
the books with no actual ability to analyze or comprehend the lessons. In his essay, “The
Schoolmaster”, Tagore points out where, according to him, the error lay in the prevalent mode of

instruction practiced by teachers of the colonial school —

He [the schoolmaster] wants to mould the child’s mind according to his ready-made
doctrines and therefore wants to rid the child’s world of everything that he thinks
will go against his purpose. He excludes the whole world of colour, of movement,

of life, from his education scheme, and snatching the helpless creature from the

8 The rasa of tranquility. Rasa, variously translated as flavour, essence and emotion, refers to
classical Indian aesthetics, where the artist’s ideal is to evoke one of nine rasas in the receiver.
Shanta rasa is regarded as the highest.



Mother heart of Nature, shuts it in his prison-house, feeling sure that the

imprisonment is the surest method of improving the child mind.’

This description conveys an almost predatory image of the conventional schoolmaster who
imposed his regulations upon the budding learners. The result of being a captive to such a
schoolmaster is a complete sensory deprivation that renders the child incapable of knowing the
world on his own terms. The contrast between the orientation of the educational practice of ancient
India and Tagore’s contemporary India is underlined when he states that seekers of knowledge, in
ancient times, went to the guru and addressed the questions rising in their minds to the guru, who
oriented his teaching around the spirit and subject of enquiry that had been placed in front of him.
So, the process of teaching was guided by the need of the learner. The colonial school, on the other
hand, ignored this basic principle and dished out whatever lesson it felt was needed by the student
in the process, debilitating the natural curiosity of the learner. In an address to the people of Japan,

Tagore stated,

In the former times in our country our gurus, our masters, our teachers, would keep
to their own seats and those who wanted to listen to them had to come around them
and, through questioning them, would find out what they sought. Now our speaker
of the present day goes but hawking his fruit from meeting to meeting without
knowing what the audience needs, whether their attention is fixed on his words,
whether they come out of mere curiosity, not prepared to accept any lesson

whatever, and yet having to go on talking at interminable length...!°

Here, Tagore is specifically contrasting a public lecture with the teaching-learning process of
ancient India but the principles would hold true for the school education system as well. His use
of the word “hawking” captures the commercial nature of the educational institutions and clearly
conveys that the lessons there were not oriented to the needs of their students. They were also not
mindful of whether what they were doling out was doing any intellectual service to the student.
Like the public lecturer in Tagore’s address, the teacher of the colonial school merely performed
indifferently the role that he was assigned and did not strive to understand whether what he was

delivering was getting conveyed in any shape or form, to his students. This lack of commitment

? Ibid, 505.
10 The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, vol. 4, 504.



and personal investment was something Tagore wanted to remedy in his own educational

institution.

Tagore’s insistence is that nature has her own unique way of educating the child-mind through
varied sensory impressions, and any education acquired through sensory deprivation would only
be a crippled education that would neither aid in the intellectual and psychological development
of the child nor provide him an adequate basis of knowledge that he would be able to draw from
later in life. The urgent need that Tagore felt for the child-mind to come to a close and unhindered
proximity with nature is clearly expressed by him in the essay Ashramer Rup o Bikash (The Form
and Development of the Ashram). Here, he articulates the inherent shortcoming of the
conventional schoolmaster and his teaching techniques by contrasting the same with the world of

nature:

G AP SRV (MR SN RYAFC WR-9F MF (LRI (MR
GFON CHON AFo— J2 SO D SN ST ST (T VTN T
BeT® A (HIT- 9P IP0OIY O AS S Wizt 14T SRRV | AR,
WYNF FIEA AR AN NS A0S XA VR (F3, [FF O T4 o
D (O T BHR AFFOT TR, 432 RN e 7w FIRN o7 TSI
SR AT | STH IR QPR ICTIAIGTT N2 AR, o I
JRAGANDS, Bl I AOII*IFO OO FHAT FARN NYNP FI(eT OO0
FIBPIE BT N A A QS OIF JARCAN, RYXNFS T (STFF A
J0T APBIR I I, 58 G F0A QPN OIF F1 YLeT WNCRS TN P fof
(T 27 *STO NG (OAN (PN WrBIF fF O AN | WRRE VNI [P
W NP@IN2 910G (OIe fN— (12 W2 [Roa T et Sieanroaer

o NT® I G e of 20 F O AF T3y =0 1|

[On one hand, the engagement with the wide-open world of nature that occurs in
forest-living, while on the other, the purest and highest culture of the country
fulfilled by living at the guru’s abode — the mode of education that prevailed at the
tapovan through an intimate connection between these two, is something that I had

expressed my reverence for in some lecture. I had said that there is undoubtedly the

" Rabindra Rachanabali, vol. 14 (Kolkata: Visvabharati, 1989), 233.



need to expand the resources of education in the modern world but its form and
essence would be attained by the aid of nature and through intimate spiritual
connection with the one who would teach. Hearing this, Gurudas Bandyopadhyay
had said that this statement is a poetic one; one cannot accept the relevance of this
in the modern world with as much intensity as a poet feels. To that, I had replied
saying that while the world of nature does not lecture from a desk, the way she
moulds our minds strongly through her classes held on the water, land and in the
sky, is not something that a schoolmaster can achieve. Have the people of Arabia
not been formed by the desert of Arabia? Had the same people been born in a land
by a river — full of varied flora and fauna — would their character have not been

different?]

For Tagore, the significance of a child being educated in close proximity with nature also
lay in the resultant freedom that the child gained. This freedom is regarded by him as an essential
element of the development of the child-mind. The colonial school had no such scope or intent.
Where the colonial school sought to regiment the movements and thinking of a child, Tagore
wanted to set them free so that it can explore the infinite possibilities that the world of nature has

to offer. This exploration is in itself the greatest lesson in Tagore’s educational philosophy.

These ideas foregrounded by Tagore were all put into action when he took the radical
decision of starting his own school that was modelled on the Vedic gurukul [residential school],
alongside implementing his own realizations about what a child needed in order to prosper and be
happy. Two and a half decade after successfully implementing his ideal system of education, and
witnessing the healthy development of the minds and bodies of his students, Tagore states that his
philosophy of education is neither abstract nor remote from the children who are at the centre of
it. He shares one of his core values of educating children — “...1 have my passport, as a poet, to
enter into the mystery of the child life, and my love for the child is not patronizing; it is full of
respect. Somehow children soon find it out, in spite of the exaggeration of my grey beard. I have
nearly always been fortunate to win their love.”'? This respect for children that Tagore upholds is
one of the fundamental reasons behind the success of his radical educational experiment. He

neither dismissed nor disregarded the child’s own wishes and needs. His entire approach to

12 The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore vol. 4, 526.
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educating children focuses on the child, and that is where his educational philosophy departs from

everything else that was being enacted by the education policy of the colonial masters.

Tagore did not seek newer ways to sweeten the same pill of education for children. His was
an attempt to revolutionize the entire process of education. This new system demanded a teacher
completely different from the colonial schoolmaster, a new syllabus, a new method of teaching
and evaluating, and, finally, a new goal that the students were taught in the new system to aim to

achieve:

TG RAEER [ RiFe q1e AGR [ Jon RFe 732
WTNCAR NP (T ARV TR 7 AW Y AT w11 222 SN
NG SN | TR T AMATS (FA B 2O YLF T2 227K A
O B NAIEY RRAMNR, (STONP W [T Qifog FE0o B1R w11 (SN =iy
T, TN TN HMATE S SUN JIF6I A *1B7 ALY Gy | WA HF, SN
WYICH T [NANS Ol NS *1G L I ANAF FIRT (572 Wl - FT1
T F N VT AT (IR (HT FRAA IIAR2 NP 22N 3¢ [AW
AMGAMR | LI B (TN BIER B (PN I G2 WA S0F
ST (SFT02 =W (T, FAFFF FIAIR PRI =, TR Q1= = | NS
TN HANNIE, G2 BTN A2 OIS AT A |

[The extent to which our minds are being bound by both the old chain of social
school and the new chain of royal school, allows no such freedom to our minds.
Herein lies our only problem. Otherwise, I do not wish to pay much regard to how
new methods make it is easier to memorize history or render doing mathematics
more likeable. That is because I know that when we search for a method, we look
for an impossible and cheap way. We think that since it is difficult to get hold of a
suitable person regularly, it would perhaps be possible to compensate that loss
through a set method. Man has repeatedly failed in such an attempt and has faced

the danger of it. No matter how we distract ourselves, we finally have to arrive at

13 Rabindranath Tagore, “Shikshabidhi,” in Rabindra-Rachanabali, vol. 13 (Kolkata:
Visvabharati, 1989), 698.
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this inevitable truth that teaching is facilitated by the teacher and not by the method.

The mind of man is dynamic and only a dynamic mind can understand it.]

Thus, Tagore’s educational philosophy is not simply a new methodology that he
implemented in his institution. It is a holistic vision that wants to reinvent the entire process of
education and Tagore places the teacher right at the heart of that process. His philosophy envisions
the right teacher, the right lessons, the right classroom and the right setting for education to
flourish. Tagore describes his ideal teacher, who is central to the success of his educational
experiment, as someone full of respect, patience and forgiveness in his interaction with his

students:

The minds of the students are always expanding. ...The process of development
has not stopped in them. They still carry about with them this suggestiveness of
perfection. For that reason, the true teacher respects them, and suffers them to come
near him in love.'* He forgives them all their short-comings and patiently helps to
open out their minds towards freedom and light. But those, in their pride of greater
knowledge or of special or racial position, are ready to insult the student at every
step, will never receive homage from them; and so in despair they will attempt in
vain to extort obedience and reverence by the help of stringent regulations and

official myrmidons. !>

Tagore wanted to put into action these ideas that were often dismissed in his society as romantic
ruminations of a poet. He wanted to demonstrate the actual operation and execution of his

philosophy in the material world. His school at Santiniketan was the outcome of this intent.

The idea of opening a school at rural Bolpur in Bengal, and named Santiniketan (“abode
of peace”), was not originally Tagore’s. The trust deed of the Santiniketan ashram that was
formally inaugurated in 1888, under the initiative of Tagore’s father Debendranath Tagore, stated

the intent of founding a Brahma Vidyalaya (school), a Brahma Mandir (temple) and a bookshop

!4 This line is written in relation to the Biblical statement of Jesus Christ — “Suffer the little
children to come unto me and forbid them not, for such is the Kingdom of heaven” — that Tagore
has quoted in the paragraph prior to this one.

15 The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, vol. 4, 266.
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in the ashram. Accordingly, the construction of the Mandir dedicated to Brahma, the prime
godhead in Hinduism, was completed in 1891. Thereafter the Mandir became a centre of devotion
and spirituality of the Brahmo faith that Debendranath had espoused, a reformist monotheist
community that worshipped Brahma but without any idolatry. It can be inferred that the kind of
school that was intended initially, as found in the trust deed, would have been a theologically-
driven institution where the thrust would have been on spiritual development and spiritual

cultivation in general.!'®

In accordance with the trust deed, a building was constructed near the main Santiniketan
house for the purpose of serving as a school. The house was formally inaugurated on 22 December
1899. Balendranath Tagore, grandson to Debendranath and nephew to Rabindranath, assumed the
responsibilities of founding the school at the ashram. He had even prepared a constitution for it.

But Balendranath’s untimely death in 1899 prevented the actualization of the school.

When Tagore decided to embark on his educational experiment, he chose Santiniketan as
the site for his new school. In 1901, he moved with his wife and children to Santiniketanand
started his school that was known both as Brahmavidyalaya and Brahmacharyashram. While
Tagore did want to maintain the essence of Santiniketan as a centre of spiritual cultivation, his
school was not a theological school. It was a residential school that was initially exclusively for
young boys. Some years later, girls were also admitted. The female section of the Brahmavidyalaya
ran for a brief period of two years after which it had to be closed. Girls were unable to join till
1921. The details of the female section and the reasons why it had to close down and could not

reopen till 1921 would be discussed in Chapter V of this dissertation.

Brahmavidyalaya was modelled on the gurukul and tapovan of ancient India in which
Tagore aimed to recreate the ethos and milieu of the Vedic ashram where the interpersonal relation
between the guru and his students would emulate that of the guru-shishya (disciple) tradition of
ancient India. Tagore, at that point, was certainly influenced by the rising tide of nationalism in
India, which also drove Indians to trace their roots to the Vedic civilization both as a process of
identity-building and of resisting the British colonization. Tagore was actively involved in the

operations of the Indian National Congress at the time of the foundation of the Brahmavidyalaya.

16 Swati Ghosh and Ashok Sarkar, Kabir Pathshala: Patha Bhavana o Shikshasatrer Itihas
(Kolkata: Signet, 2015), 7-8.
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However, he gradually realized the inevitable narrowness in the exclusively Hindu nationalism
and its pitfalls in a multi-religious and multi-ethnic country like India. As Tagore distanced himself
from active politics, he also expanded the range and scope of his educational institution beyond
that of being an imitation of a Vedic gurukul. It assumed a character uniquely its own as Tagore
introduced multiple new aspects to the course of the school, like the performing arts, fine arts and

social service, among others.

Tagore’s school was much more than simply an attempt to recapture the milieu and
functional principles of a Vedic school. It constantly tested its own boundaries by introducing new
elements in the education it imparted and challenged itself by breaking the rules it had set for itself
during its early days. It vindicated Tagore’s philosophy of education, thereby paving the path to

the formation of the Visva-Bharati university in 1921.

The period from 1901 to 1921 can thus be referred to as the Brahmavidyalaya period. It
provided the testing ground for Tagore’s ideas of education. His philosophy too grew alongside
the growth of his school. It was a symbiotic process where Tagore was constantly testing his
methods of education which in turn allowed him to fully form his philosophy of education. The
importance of the Brahmavidyalaya period cannot be overstated in the context of Tagore as an

educationist.

THE RESEARCH QUESTION

This dissertation focuses exclusively on Tagore’s philosophy and practice of school education.
Thus, the Brahmavidyalya is central to the range and scope of the dissertation, which I have divided
into two parts. The first part comprises two main aspects. Firstly, it seeks to understand what
constitutes Tagore’s philosophy of school education and how that philosophy is rooted in Tagore’s
inspiration from the Vedas. I attempt to pinpoint which specific sources could have acted as
inspiration. To do so, I engage in a reading of the Vedas as well as the Buddhist Pitakas, as ancient
India had very rich traditions of both Vedic as well as Buddhist education systems. Even though
Tagore explicitly stated the Vedic model as his inspiration, he was also extremely well versed with
Buddhist epistemology and his poetry and plays reveal the influence of Buddhism quite clearly. It

thereby necessitates examining whether the Buddhist education system had an impact on his
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philosophy of school education. The dissertation also tries to understand where Tagore’s
educational philosophy stands independent of the Vedic model and creates a character for itself
that is uniquely of his own creation. Finally, it interrogates the nature of Tagore’s education system

to analyse how it becomes a medium of resisting ideological colonization.

This dissertation enters into an analysis of pertinent fiction, poetry and drama by Tagore to
understand both how they are influenced by the educational philosophy of Tagore and how they
constitute sources of gleaning an understanding of Tagore’s attitude towards education. Tagore’s
educational philosophy exists not only in the form of the essays written by him but also as
expressed via his poetry, fiction and plays. A thorough and complete understanding of Tagore’s
educational philosophy necessitates engaging with In order to arrive at the unique character of
Tagore’s educational philosophy, it is necessary to analyse the daily operations of his school. As
stated earlier, Tagore’s philosophy runs hand in hand with the way his school functioned. The
functioning of Brahmavidyalaya helps one to understand this philosophy just as much as his own
writing does. In fact, the operation of the Brahmavidyalaya and Tagore’s philosophy of school

education are so intrinsically interlinked that a discussion of each is incomplete without the other.

Therefore, the dissertation creates a memorial reconstruction of life at the
Brahmavidyalaya involving all its stakeholders. The reconstruction uses as source material the
numerous memorial accounts by students, teachers and parents of students at Brahmavidyalaya.
While there is no dearth of memoirs about Santiniketan, the bulk of those accounts focus on the
years after the formation of Visva-Bharati, in other words, after 1921. The accounts that exist from
the Brahmavidyalaya period do collectively allow one to gain a picture of Tagore’s education
system, though individually they accounts are anecdotal. They do not contain any chronological
record or any sense of objectivity as they are subjective by their very nature. The challenge of
using these as source material, however, is superseded by the richness of their content and the
insight that one gains into the minutiae of everyday life at the ashram. By a close investigation of
these source materials, the dissertation recaptures how Tagore executed his philosophy of school
education in the daily function of Brahmavidyalaya and how Brahmavidyalaya, in its turn, aided
Tagore in the formation of his philosophy. The memorial reconstruction explores such specific
elements of the school as how classes were taken, what the daily routine was like for the students,

how their performance was evaluated, what constituted the coursework for them, what activities
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they conducted aside from obviously academic ones, the inclusion of performing arts and fine arts
as an intrinsic part of life at the ashram, and the hurdles that the burgeoning institution had to face,

be they economic, societal or otherwise.

Another significant area of inquiry is Tagore’s attitude and approach to female education.
The dissertation questions whether his system was discriminatory in any sense or if it treated
students, male or female, alike. This topic is rather difficult to approach from the perspective of
memorial accounts as the present writer has not found any first-hand reminiscence of students from
the female section of Brahmavidyalaya, nor has any teacher left behind such an account. There are
only some secondary sources like the accounts by female students during the Visva-Bharati period
who describe the female section of Brahmavidyalaya as related to them by those who witnessed
that time. For example, I use the memorial account of Amita Sen, a student of Tagore’s school

after it expanded into Visva-Bharati.

In order for the study to be complete, the dissertation refers to the numerous essays on
school education by Tagore. The parallel process of analysing those essays and memorial
reconstruction of ashram life in all its aspects facilitates a full understanding of his educational
philosophy as well as the practical implementation of his ideas about school education proposed
in these essays. Therefore, the second part of the dissertation consists of my own translations of
Tagore’s Bengali essays specifically on school education and one essay on female education.
Tagore has a large body of essays on education in general, which range from primary education to
university education, alongside topics like student self-governance and the University Bill. For the
purpose of this dissertation, only the essays dealing directly with school education have been

chosen for translation.

These essays are of the greatest significance since Tagore did not produce a single treatise
on the subject of education or a unified theory of education. His philosophy of school education
has to be gleaned mainly from these essays, most of which have not been translated into English.
Of the essays chosen for translation, two were translated by Tagore himself: “Shiksha Samasya”
(1906) translated as “The Problems of Education” (1906) and “Shikshar Herpher” (1892)
translated as “The Vicissitudes of Education™ (1892). The reason for translating these two essays
anew is that they are fundamental to a complete understanding of his philosophy and consequently

demand faithful renderings. Also, translating them for the purpose of this dissertation affords a
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fresh look at and interpretation of the essays that would be at par with current sensibility. “Shiksha
Samasya” has been translated in 2014 by Subhrangshu Maitra as a part of his book of translations,
Education as Freedom: Tagore’s Paradigm. Maitra’s translation uses a diction that is much
different from the translations included in this thesis. Though Maitra’s translation is indeed modern
and proficient, there are certain nuances that the translation misses or interprets differently. For
example, Tagore’s usage of the Bengali word “Eﬁ“@@” has been translated by Maitra as “deer
enclosure”.!” But the word was used in Tagore’s time to refer to the Alipore Prison that was
adjacent to a deer park.'® If this significance is brought into translation, the vehemence with which
Tagore 1s criticizing the colonial school can be fully appreciated as he terms the contemporary
school to be a downright prison for its unfortunate students. Accordingly, my translation has used

the word “prison house” thereby adding a further nuance to Tagore’s statement. Further, Maitra

has translated the word “SI]f5" Tagore’s sentence “...(¥ ORG SNF N AN Gy
223 OfSTMR...”"9 as “sentiment”’. While “sentiment” is indeed in keeping with the dictionary

meaning of the word “wlalﬁ", the sentence as a whole is more indicative of Tagore presenting an
idea in front of the members of the National Council of Education. Thus, the present translation
has used the word “thought” thereby attempting to give an interpretation different from that of

Maitra’s.

Other translated essays of this thesis that are in common with Maitra, are, “Fprg
(RICPR" (The Lack of Cohesion in Education), “ST&TNS 151" (The Education of the Ashram),
EISERELG RS (National Council of Education), m (Women’s Education). In

translation of these essays, the issue of different interpretations resulting from translating nuanced

Bengali words holds true. In @ﬁf*ﬂ (Women’s Education), for instance, Maitra has translated

“Sq*{” as “standard”?! whereas in the present translation, it is “ideal”. The interpretation of

17 Subhrangshu Maitra, Education as Freedom: Tagore’s Paradigm (New Delhi: Niyogi Books,
2014), 72.

18 Samsad Bengali English Dictionary (Ed. 3) states the English meaning of “Eﬁ“ﬁ@” as “a
prison-house of ancient Calcutta”.

19 Rabindra Rachanbali vol.6, 577.

20 Maitra, 64.

21 Tbid, 137.
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“V*{" as “ideal” enables the present translation to highlight how women are compelled by

society to live to up an impossible ideal that soars above the flesh and blood reality of the human

beings.

Of the other essays translated here, none has been previously translated into English. Most
significantly, the essay “Santiniketan Brahmacharyashram”, which contains a detailing of the
working principles of the school and thus may be regarded as the constitution for the school, has
not been included fully in any collection of Tagore’s writings in translation. The only English
translation of the section regarded as the constitution has been done by Kathleen M. O’Connell in
her book Rabindranath Tagore: The Poet as Educator, where she analyses it for the purpose of
scholarship, though her book itself is not a work of translation. Its working principles are of
immense importance to the understanding of Tagore’s philosophy of school education for a
number of reasons. First, they allow one to see how exactly he was envisioning the character of
his school. Second, their legacy was far-reaching as they set the tone for the institution as it evolved
in the years to come. Third, they are not an abstract discussion of the philosophy of education.
Rather, they consist of directives about conducting day-to-day affairs of the school, instructing
about what should be done and what avoided. Finally, this constitution, when compared with the
one prepared by Balendranath for the school in accordance with the trust deed of Santiniketan,
reveals that Tagore was not aiming to create a theological school but a regular one, following a
different model than the colonial school. For all these reasons, its translation is of utmost relevance

to this dissertation.

The rest of the essays selected for translation include “Chhatrabrittir Pathyapustak”,
“Chhatrader Nitishiksha”, “Mushalman Chhatrer Bangla Shiksha”, “Jatiya Bidyalay”, “Primary
Shiksha”, “Ashramer Shiksha”, “Ashramer Rup o Bikash”, “Chhutir Par”, “Stri Shiksha” and
“Muktadhara’.

Translations of these essays help the modern reader in evaluating and negotiating Tagore’s
critique of the way the mechanism of the colonial school functioned as well as the alternative that
Tagore proposes and the efficacy of that solution. Translation also becomes a tool via which we
can interrogate the ideas posited by Tagore in these essays. One particularly thorny issue that
makes its presence felt in them is how Tagore does not consider his student from a gender-neutral

perspective. In these essays, a student is not simply a student irrespective of being male or female.
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Rather, in all, with the exception of “Stri Shiksha”, the student is invariably male who, in
translation, has to be referred to as “boy(s)”, “he” or “his”, thereby cancelling any ambiguity that
can exist regarding the sex of the student. The Bengali language renders the use of pronouns
gender-neutral. In the absence of the application of a gender-neutral pronoun, Tagore’s choice of
his student as male stands out blatantly and repeatedly thereby preventing any chance of ignoring

or missing the issue.

As these essays were written over the course of Tagore’s long life, they also bear testimony
to the changes that were taking place in the arena of education in India. While “Shikshar Herpher”
was written at the end of the nineteenth century when no prominent alternative to colonial
education existed, the essay “Jatiya Bidyalay” was read at the inauguration of the National Council
of Education, formed as an antithesis to colonial education. These essays thus capture the changing
mood of the times and can even be regarded as documentation of the history of modern education
in India. Their significance makes it imperative to return to them and reinterpret them through

contemporary translation.

Language being a fluid medium, it naturally follows that with the passage of time, older
translations become somewhat dated. So, it is beneficial for every age to have its own translations
written in accordance with the kind of language familiar to that particular age. Preparing fresh
translations thus serves both a linguistic need as well as the need for newer interpretations. This is
another rationale for the case of making new translations of Tagore’s previously existing self-

translated essays.

This dissertation thereby combines three elements — a study of Tagore’s essays, fiction,
poetry and drama in order to distill his philosophy of school education, memorial reconstruction
of life at Brahmavidyalaya and, finally, translation of Tagore’s essays dealing with the topic of
school education — in order to arrive at a holistic understanding of the educational philosophy of

Tagore applied specifically to school education.

SURVEY OF EXISTING LITERATURE

Considering the fact that Tagore revolutionized the approach to education and provided the country

with an alternative to the existing educational models of his times, very little researchhas been
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dedicated to the understanding of his philosophy of school education. Of the critical studies that
exist in English, most encompass Tagore’s institution from the school to the glory days of Visva-
Bharati university. There is no dedicated focus on the school education system of Tagore. As
Visva-Bharati grew into one of the most exceptional educational institutions of the twentieth
century and attracted some of the most brilliant minds of the time to Santiniketan in order to both
teach and learn, perhaps it became a greater and more natural magnet for scholarly attention as
compared to the quiet, struggling and somewhat humble initial years when the small school was

seeking to carve its own form as Brahmavidyalaya.

One of the earliest attempts in English to critically study Tagore’s philosophy of education
emerged as the Education Number (Volume XII, Parts 1 & i1, May-October 1947) of The Visva-
Bharati Quarterly edited by Kshitis Roy. This volume comprised articles on the education system
in general. Three of Tagore’s own essays, “Thoughts on Education”, “Education for Rural India”
and “The Place of Music in Education and Culture”, were included as well in it. This volume is
significant to the context of my dissertation owing to the presence of five essays: “Rabindranath
and His Asrama School” by Jnanendranath Chattopadhyaya, “Rabindranath’s Contribution to
Education in India” by Tanayendranath Ghose, ‘“Rabindranath’s Educational Ideals and the West”
by Alex Aronson, “Tagore’s Educational Philosophy in relation to Basic Education” by Anathnath
Basu and “Rabindranath Tagore on Education: a Bibliographical Study” by Pulinbehari Sen.

Jnanendranath Chattopadhyaya, as one of the earliest commentators on Brahmavidyalaya,
starts his journey of exploring the aspects of Tagore’s school from 1910 onwards. He does give
the reader a glimpse into how the school was influenced by the fapovan ideal and how deeply
involved Tagore was in the running of the school. The essay is more documentary than analytical
in nature, even though Chattopadhyaya does observe that freedom was one of the bedrocks of the

institution. He states:

There was no attempt to impose discipline from above. The result was that a sense of
responsibility grew of itself, and they did ever so much for their school without there being

any need of a grown-up person goading them. They took initiative in conducting their own



20

activities in their own way, and they had their own Court of Honour to which sometimes

even the teachers were called to record evidence.??

Chattopadhyaya’s account is both vague and an overstatement. The early years of
Brahmavidyalaya have been described by students of that time as being rather overwhelming in
the discipline that was demanded of the students. The one sentence that he has dedicated to state
the role of discipline at the ashram is a dilution and an exaggeration simultaneously. It is an
exaggeration because there was a very systematic timetable that determined what activities the
students had to undertake in each hour of the day from their waking in the morning to going to bed
at night. On the other hand, the statement is a dilution because it does not explain the difficulty
Tagore found himself in when he had to run his school with teachers who were accustomed to
conventional school-discipline. Pramathanath Bisi, a student of that era, gives us a far more

effective description in his memoir:

CATINIG O3 12, Gl Y1200 RIS Gy 712, Olo A0 Y[ GHNrS =12,
T2 BIOI JF AT B0 BT fRe W1 | TN N S 6-T*1E 112 BIA00 FIRCO
T2 IFAT0T Y oIS 237 fHR| ..

AT Rgery Afodr SR B R F=@sy 199 swg3qw
VT SHEN *AC® O Wi | OIRAl (AN, QU [GHHiEN B
IN-f3F, R BT AT AN FRICEF WAF AR FACSF NS AR
PO 2| IBO, WHY-AFODF AYNT W [GHATT (FR (T FOIFG
feeT1?

[Queueing up for prayer, queueing up for going to get refreshments, queueing up

again for meals — there was no possibility of moving an inch without queueing up.

After founding the school, Rabindranath faced various problems regarding

the issue of discipline. He had not after all, moulded the teachers; the teachers

22 Jnanendranath Chattopadhyaya, “Rabindranath and his Asrama School”, The Visva-Bharati
Quarterly, New Series, 12 (May-October 1947), 13-14.
23 Pramathanath Bisi, Rabindranath o Santiniketan (Kolkata: Visva-bharati, 1946), 35 and 52.
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followed the old conventions. They were used to the word discipline. They
observed that such discipline was found at Santiniketan. In fact, pressure from them
compelled the poet in the early years to temporarily change his own opinion.
Actually, there was rather an excess of discipline in the first era of the establishment

of the ashram.]

Bisi’s account clarifies the actual situation that prevailed at the ashram concerning the issue
of discipline. While he indicates that Tagore might not have favoured the imposition of discipline
so much, the insistence of the teachers had indeed made life a rather disciplined affair for the early
students of Brahmavidyalaya. It was in the later years, when the school had matured and expanded,

that discipline of this kind was no longer imposed.

Such an understanding of the operations of the ashram is possible only when critical essays
are read in conjunction with memorial accounts. The latter are small-scale and subjective histories

which add immense signification to the study of Tagore’s philosophy of school education.

A further point from Chattopadhyaya’s essay is that he loosely refers to a body of students
called “Court of Honour” but no such court of honour existed. What existed was referred to in
Bengali as “fIBITST@I", meaning an assembly for judgement; it was an organ of self-government
of the students and its purpose was the execution of justice in a democratic manner. Thus,
Chattopadhyaya’s account is somewhat misleading as it does not provide the reader with a
completely accurate description of the running of Brahmavidyalaya. On one point, however, he
provides valuable insight and that is the motivation Tagore felt behind undertaking this enormous
educational experiment. He states, “Shocked beyond measure at the colossal loss of youth-power,
he found the memory of his boyhood experience of school life revived, and the apprehension

dawned on him that the chief problem before the country was education.”?*

Tanayendranath Ghose’s essay primarily states the aims of Tagore in founding his
institution and how Visva-Bharati fulfils those aims. Thus, his emphasis is largely on Visva-
Bharati. He ends with the very significant conclusion that “Rabindranath was not so much of a
dreamer as to have left behind a legacy of mere ideas and ideals without ever having taken the

trouble of working out the details of a constructive programme. He did succeed in creating an

24 Chattopadhyaya, 11.
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atmosphere in Santiniketan which has been conducive to the fulfillment of his educational ideal.”?’
This observation further justifies the necessity of studying Tagore’s philosophy in direct relation

to the history of how his school operated.

Alex Aronson asserts that Santiniketan is unique owing to the fact that it has organically
grown and developed according to its own inner logic rather than in accordance with a
preconceived plan.?® He observes that Tagore’s education system sought to encourage the natural
tendencies of the child to exercise inborn inquisitiveness and desire for congenial company. He
adds that Tagore treated the fanciful activities of an imaginative child with respect and empathy.
Where Western educationists warned society of the danger that can occur if there is a failure to
properly regiment a child’s inner being, Tagore’s philosophy avoided such pitfalls by enabling
“the play of the child (and even to a certain extent of the adolescent and the adult)” that “replaces
external discipline and the bullying propensities inherent in man; and the power of resistance to
suggestion is built up through contact with nature, with human beings and with surrounding
villages.”?” Aronson describes how Western education systems have failed in training the right
kind of intelligence and students are unable to internalize the knowledge that is supplied to them
by their textbooks. So, when the time comes for them to join the world of adults, their education
leaves them thoroughly unprepared as their textbooks are almost entirely divorced from reality. It
is precisely this situation that Tagore wished to remedy through his educational experiment.
Aronson also analyses what constituted wisdom for Tagore, by referring to many of his essays.
Aronson places prime importance on what he terms “integration” in Tagore’s education system.
He opines that Tagore sought to integrate a child with nature, with fellow human beings, with
society at large, so that it would foster the development of a natural sense of morality and respect

and sympathy for all sentient beings.

Ananthnath Basu’s essay is principally a discussion of Tagore’s philosophy. Basu analyses

the role of nature, the concept of the fundamental unity of man, and internationalism. He identifies

25 Tanayendranath Ghose, “Rabindranath’s Contribution to Education in India”The Visva-
Bharati Quarterly insert full details (May-October 1947), 22.

26 Alex Aronson, “Rabindranath’s Educational Ideals and the West,” The Visva-Bharati
Quarterly insert full details (May-October 1947), 32.

27 Ibid, 34.
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three features as central: “The cardinal principles of his educational philosophy are: 1. freedom, 2.
creative self-expression and 3. active communion with nature and man.”?® Basu proceeds to
contrast Tagore’s approach to basic education with Mahatma Gandhi’s Wardha Scheme of Basic
Education and infers that Tagore’s focus was almost entirely on creative self-expression, whereas

the Wardha Scheme took into account the economic and social aspects of craft work.

The bibliography by Pulinbehari Sen compiles all of Tagore’s Bengali writings on
education as published in various books and pamphlets, the textbooks composed by Tagore, as

well as his essays and letters on the topic of education.

Apart from this special Education Number, there was no proper research on Tagore’s
educational philosophy for an extended period. The first in-depth book on the topic appeared in
1962 when H. B. Mukherjee published Education for Fullness: A Study of the Educational Thought
and Experiment of Rabindranath Tagore. Mukherjee writes in the preface, “No apology should be
necessary for a serious study of the educational work of the creator of Santiniketan and Visva-
Bharati. One may wonder, on the contrary, that there has been hardly any notable attempt in this

direction either during the lifetime of Tagore or after his death.”?

Mukherjee’s valuable book consists of an extensive study of Tagore’s writings on
education, the founding of Brahmavidyalaya, that of Visva-Bharati, Siksa-Satra, the curriculum
and method, the interrelation of education with nature, life, society, internationalism, and finally,
the aims that Tagore had for his system. The book spans almost the whole lifetime of Tagore
beginning with his own plight as a schoolboy and proceeds to cover the history of his institution
as well as discuss his Bengali essays on the subject. Mukherjee refers to the Brahmavidyalaya
period as the Santiniketan Period that he dates from 1901 to 1918. He includes more details than
any other English book on the stated period. But he does not make use of the wealth of information
contained in memorial accounts, apart from Pramathanath Bisi’s recollections. As the scope of his

book is vast, it does not focus exclusively on Brahmavidyalaya, nor does it enter into the minutiae

28 Anathnath Basu, “Tagore’s Educational Philosophy in relation with Basic Education”, The
Visva-Bharati Quarterly (May-October 1947), 48.

29 H. B. Mukherjee. Education for Fullness: A Study of the Educational Thought and Experiment
of Rabindranath Tagore (reprint, New Delhi: Routledge, 2013), xiii.
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of its operations. Moreover, Mukherjee discusses Tagore’s Bengali essays as a separate entity

without drawing the connections that exist between them and the operation of his school.

Sunil Chandra Sarkar’s book, Tagore’s Educational Philosophy, discusses Tagore’s
emergence as an educationist and the foregrounding of nature and atmosphere in his approach to
education. Sarkar states, “Tagore depends more on environment and atmosphere so built up as to
spontaneously evoke the pupil’s imagination, and emotions, particularly the emotion of love. He
opens on the educational scene the floodgates of poetry and art, of the noblest and most delicate
sentiments and emotions.”*° Sarkar further engages in a comparative study of Tagore’s philosophy
with the theories of Western educationists such as Dewey. According to him, there lies a striking
similarity between Dewey and Tagore as both displayed the capacity of selecting the best that their
forerunners had to offer. While Dewey drew inspiration from Rousseau, Tagore found the source
of his inspiration in the Vedas. In the analysis of Sarkar, Tagore’s philosophy posits neither the

child nor the guru at its centre. Rather, Tagore posits life at the centre of his education system:

Tagore makes “life” the centre, not the life of this child or that, nor even a particular aspect
of human life in preference to some other, but life as a whole, and at its richest and best,
jointly lived by teachers and students. if this remains the centre of attention, the different
factors are naturally correlated as also the different aspects of knowledge. ... Education will
never attain its true objective unless it concentrates upon life and succeeds in inculcating life

interests for their own sake.’!

Sarkar also provides three primary reasons which, in his opinion, played motivational roles behind
Tagore’s educational experiment. Sarkar believes that statements that Tagore made at various
points of his life testify to the truth of these reasons having driven him towards the founding of

Brahmavidyalaya:

1. He needed for his own self-development as man and poet a vaster field of
intimate human contact and collective movement. He wanted to transcend his

individual limits and find his world.

30 Sunil Chandra Sarkar, Tagore’s Educational Philosophy (Calcutta: Visva-Bharati, 1961), 43.
31 bid, 99.
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2. He wanted to give a wider significance to this “new birth” of his own
personality and make it emblematic of the renaissance in the country and also

to use it as a directing force in that movement of renaissance.

3. He was aware of the urgent need of the human race to move a step forward
along its evolutionary road and hoped that his experiment could be invested
with a universal meaning and consequence to such an extent as to affect that

movement in some manner.>>

Kalyan R. Salkar’s book Rabindranath Tagore: His Impact on Indian Education does not have
any new insight to offer. It discusses how Tagore’s experience as a schoolboy played a decisive
role in his emergence as an educationist. Salkar opines that Tagore’s desire to perfect the soul
despite admitting that it is subject to changes owing to its dynamic and continually self-creative
nature was one of the factors that led him towards becoming an educationist, as education could
be the medium that could channelize the various changes occurring in an individual.*?
It is Bhupendranath Sarkar’s book, Tagore: The Educator, that really delves into the functioning
of the school. He gives a detailed account of the daily routine;however, this routine is one that was
followed by students of later years and not specifically during the inception of Brahmavidyalaya.
He also discusses the methods of teaching followed by Tagore and how the poet encouraged his
students to run free in the lap of nature so that their faculties are not weighed down by the burden
of rote-learning. He also states that Tagore’s modern outlook was responsible for prevention of
corporal punishment at the ashram. Tagore had genuine respect and sympathy for the students,
which led him to create a congenial atmosphere for them to flourish.*

Mohit Chakrabarti, in Pioneers in Philosophy of Education, discusses the educational
philosophy of a number of thinkers like Froebel, Dewey, Gandhi and Vivekananda, alongside
Tagore. Through his analysis, he demonstrates that freedom and joy were the primary vehicles of

imparting education in Tagore’s philosophy. He identifies the special character of Tagore’s school

32 Ibid, 135-136.

33 Kalyan R. Salkar, Rabindranath Tagore: His Impact on Indian Education (New Delhi:
Sterling, 1990), 17.

34 Bhupendranath Sarkar, Tagore: The Educator (Calcutta: Academic Publishers, 1974), 24.
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as being “a living temple”.>> He opines that a living school creates an atmosphere of joyous
learning and this, in turn, facilitates the fullness of education. He emphasizes how freedom and
joy are intrinsically linked — “Freedom and joy are so closely interwoven in education that apart
from these two, education becomes meaningless nonsense.”*® Tagore’s education system
champions freedom and joy as the first lesson that is provided to a child, thereby facilitating an
unhindered exercise of the senses. It is only in this way that a creative education is rendered
possible. The child-mind does not need affluence around it to make its faculties blossom; rather,
an austere atmosphere infused with the spirit of freedom and joy enables it to develop fully. It
allows the sensitivity of the child’s soul to prosper as the children realize the relation they have
with other human beings as well as their surroundings. Chakrabarti also analyses the role of a
teacher in Tagore’s education system. He states:

To emancipate the child from the abstraction and dullness in education is what

Tagore considers to be an important role of the teacher. Let the teacher ignite the

child with his own living spirit of creativity and freedom. Let him show how to be

natural with the joyous atmosphere of Nature and explore wider avenues of creative

adventure. In order to be so, he must be in close communion with the “living traffic”

with knowledge and information and share with his pupils a close vision of looking

into every aspect of learning with an endless sense of curiosity.>’

Chakrabarti thinks that this kind of freedom and joy allows the child to be liberated from the chains
of the foreign linguistic medium of English. It is only through breaking out of the tyranny of the
English language that loomed darkly on the mental horizon of the young learner, and letting their
intellect function freely through the aid of their mother tongue, that education can truly produce

the effect of fullness.

Tagore’s education system, Chakrabarti believes, is one that encourages the learner to
embark on a journey of self-discovery and self-revelation through self-creativity. It exposes the
students to the process of acquiring self-identity by means of self-analysis and self-evaluation.

Chakrabarti also addresses the issue of freedom in the context of discipline. He explains that ample

35 Mohit Chakrabarti, Pioneers in Philosophy of Education (New Delhi: Concept Publishing,
1995), 116.

36 Tbid.

37 Ibid, 116-117.
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freedom did not mean that the students were encouraged to live an indisciplined life; rather, the

freedom was aimed at them to develop a sense of inner disciple on their own.

Tagore allows ample freedom for pupils in education not because they lead
indisciplined life but essentially because they will learn discipline by themselves.
This principle of self-discipline in education saves a learner from the rigour in the
name of so-called discipline in education and also maintains a close relationship

between the teacher and the learner.>®

Chakrabarti deals with Tagore’s education system in another book, Tagore and Education
for Social Change. There he speaks of how Tagore’s philosophy of education can be utilized as a
vehicle of social change when applied in the field of mass education: “As a social connoisseur of
consciousness, Tagore waits for that education which will be whole-heartedly geared to the
mission for emancipation of the self for the prized dependence on the supreme I, the All
Enlightened.”® The aims of Tagore’s system do not vary when applied to mass education. Even
in the case of mass education, Chakrabarti opines, true education is possible only with
introspection, as introspection is how an individual associates oneself with society and thereby
fulfills their social duties. Tagore’s educational experiment also ushers in the spirit of aesthetics to
mass education. Tagore’s biggest departure from other social thinkers occurs, as stated by
Chakrabarti, where he highlights “education as a means of inner awareness that ultimately leads
to practice in poignance of the great Upanishadic saying: bhumaiva sukham nalpe sukhamasti.
Happiness, indeed, is the outcome of embracing vastness by eliminating every aspect of littleness

in man.”*’

Tagore’s insistence, Chakrabarti feels, is on the unity of mankind that can be achieved
through inner efflorescence of social consciousness. Education plays a vital role in this inner
efflorescence as education serves as a vehicle of ushering a radical approach to social unity that
enables individuals to resist weaknesses and shortcomings as man takes up the mantle of social

and global responsibilities. Chakrabarti, like other scholars, points out what Tagore considered as

3% Ibid, 123.

39 Mohit Chakrabarti, Tagore and Education for Social Change (New Delhi: Gyan Publishing,
2013), 35.

40 Tbid, 53.
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one of the biggest pitfalls of colonial education, the medium of a foreign language.He also analyses
the role of education vis-a-vis socio-aesthetic excellence and states that Tagorean education aims
to eliminate negative sentiments towards any creed, custom, functions or festivals on the basis of
social discrimination and to heighten the sense of cooperation and service within society. He states,
“To learn the lesson of socio-aesthetics from Nature and to cultivate it amongst the members of
the [sic] society is the new dimension of education that Tagore strongly asserts for an enlightened

global society.”*!

Another significant aspect of Tagore’s school education is the role played by physical
movement. This idea is perfectly captured in the essay “The Art of Movement in Education” by
Leonard Elmbhirst in the book Rabindranath Tagore: Pioneer in Education. Elmhirst records how
Tagore considered unimpeded physical movement necessary for the working of a child’s thinking
process. The prevailing school system that bound a child to a desk in a four-walled classroom for
hours prevented the free functioning of a child’s mind. Elmhirst has stated one of the vital
characteristics of Tagore’s philosophy, as Tagore was perhaps the earliest voice in India to draw a
connection between physical movement and intellectual action specifically when applied to young

children.

This point is emphasized by Kathleen M. O’Connell in her book Rabindranath Tagore:
The Poet as Educator, where she presents a thorough analysis of Tagore’s contribution as an
educationist. She categorizes the different aspects of Tagore’s education system and she refers to
the connection between physical activity and thinking process prioritized by Tagore as kinesthetic
education. O’Connell bases her discussion of kinesthetic education on the conversation between
Tagore and Elmhirst recorded by the later in “The Art of Movement in Education”. O’Connell’s
book contains a historiographic study of the development of Tagore’s institution from the
beginning of the ashram when Debendranath purchased the land at Bolpur and built the
Santiniketan house to serve as a spiritual retreat. She also analyses the educational background of
Tagore himself and, in doing so, discusses the cultural milieu of the Tagore household at Jorasanko
and the educational practices prevalent within that family. Later in the book, where she discusses

the role of aesthetic development in Tagore’s philosophy, she states that he was drawing

1 Ibid, 119.
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inspiration from the “Jorasanko Model”.** She writes, “Drawing on his home life at Jorasanko,
Rabindranath tried to create an atmosphere in which the arts would become instinctive.”*?
Alongside this, O’Connell categorizes the different aspects of Tagore’s system into the following:
nature as living reality, personality, the creative surplus in humanity and absolute Brahman. Her
book is perhaps the only one in English that contains details about the Brahmavidyalaya period
from its inception to the point when the forest hermitage transformed to a global university. She
discusses the struggle of the initial years of the ashram as it tried to sustain itself financially and
also searched for the right teachers who would be in harmony with the ethics of the ashram. She
does not enter into a critical reading of Tagore’s essays on education simply because that is not
the purpose of the book. This book can be regarded as an excellent historical account of the birth

and development of the ashram from being a school modelled on the Vedic tapovan to a celebrated

global university attracting some of the most brilliant minds of the age.

A similar historical study of Brahmavidyalaya can be found in the book Santiniketan and
Sriniketan: The Twin Dreams of Rabindranath Tagore by Ajit K. Neogy.** Neogy dedicates two
chapters of this book to the history of Brahmavidyalaya as it began and marched ahead in spite of
the numerous hurdles on its path. This account does not draw from the numerous memorial
accounts of the period but bases itself on verifiable facts from correspondence of that period as

well as biographies such as Rabi Jibani by Prasanta Kumar Pal.

This review of literature would be incomplete without mention of the book Sharing the
Dream: The Remarkable Women of Santiniketan, edited by Tapati Mukhopadhyay and Amrit
Sen.* This is a compilation of essays on the extraordinary women who contributed to Tagore’s
educational experiment and helped create the atmosphere that characterized Santiniketan. It is a
highly significant volume with essays ranging from “Ashram-janani” (The Mother of the Ashram)
on Tagore’s wife, Mrinalini Devi, to ones about Protima Devi, Kiranbala Sen, Jamuna Sen,

“Pushpa Labi” (Tagore used this nickname to refer to the eldest daughter of Kshitimohan Sen),

42 Kathleen M. O’Connell, Rabindranath Tagore: The Poet as Educator (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati,
2002), 210.

+ Ibid.

# Ajit K. Neogi, Santiniketan and Sriniketan: The Twin Dreams of Rabindranath Tagore (New
Delhi: National Book Trust, 2010), 40-65.

4> Tapati Mukhopadhyay and Amrit Sen, Sharing the Dream: The Remarkable Women of
Santiniketan (Santiniketan: Visva-Bharati, 2016).
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Kanika Bandyopadhyay and others. These essays provide valuable information about the unsung
roles performed by these women in the success of Santiniketan. The approach of each essay is
different owing to the simple fact that they have different authors. The essay on Mrinalini Devi
draws heavily from the memorial account of her son Rathindranath Tagore and presents a poignant
picture of a maternal soul dedicated to the welfare of the children of the ashram. It highlights the
supportive role that she must have played in order for her husband to have embarked upon such a
challenging venture. The essay on Protima Devi explores her contribution to the aesthetics of
Santiniketan, to Silpa Sadan and, specifically, to the productions of Tagore’s dance-dramas. Apart
from these two women, the rest did not belong to the Brahmavidyalaya period as they joined the
ashram after it had expanded to form Visva-Bharati. The essay on Kiranbala Sen provides an
account of this remarkable woman as an artist and maternal figure who acted as midwife to most
of the expecting mothers in the ashram as there was no gynecological help accessible in the then-
remote location. This particular information is a product of the writer having used memorial
accounts as her source material, since it can be found only in Rani Chanda’s memoir, Sab Hate
Apan.*® Even Kiranbala’s grandson, Amartya Sen, does not mention this remarkable contribution
of hers in his autobiography, Home in the World, though he discusses her husband Kshitimohan
Sen’s role in Santiniketan and his writings.*’ This fact further indicates that memorial accounts
cannot be ignored if one has to arrive at a full understanding and appreciation of Tagore’s
philosophy of education. While the significance of Kiranbala Sen does not apply to the
Brahmavidyalaya period, the principle of memorial accounts providing intrinsically important data

holds true for the Brahmavidyalaya period as well.

Set in the context of these existing writings on Tagore’s ashram and his philosophy of
education, this dissertation brings together three elements that have never been studied in
conjunction before: an analysis of Tagore’s philosophy of school education as reflected in his
essays, poetry, drama and fiction, a reconstruction of life at Brahmavidyalaya as derived from
memorial accounts, and translations of Tagore’s essays specifically on the topic of school
education. My study must commence with an understanding of exactly how the Vedas inspired

Tagore and for that purpose, the next chapter of my dissertation refers to the Vedas and the Atharva

46 Rani Chanda, Sab Hate Apan (Kolkata: Visva-bharati, 1994), 136.
47 Amartya Sen, Home in the World: A Memoir (United Kingdom: Allen Lane, 2021), 69-71.
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Veda in particular, which provides the maximum amount of information about the Vedic education

system.
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CHAPTER II

EDUCATION SYSTEMS IN INDIA DURING ANCIENT AND COLONIAL
PERIODS

Tagore’s ideal of education had a very firm rooting in the system of education that had been
practiced in India since the Vedic period. Ancient India had a rich and profound educational
process that deeply affected the character of Indians. That system was perpetuated through the
centuries, though in forms that had undergone varied modifications owing to religious and socio-
political factors that exerted their influence on the sector of education. Tagore’s educational
enterprise was, in many ways, an attempt to retrace the steps taken by the brahmachari as he
humbly sought education as the ultimate wealth of life and to recreate the ambience of the tapovan
and gurugriha where education was imparted as a spiritual and holistic practice. It was a desire to
return to the cultural roots of Vedic civilization the significance of which can be interpreted as
multifaceted amidst the colonized reality of Tagore’s India. This desire to return to the Vedic
educational practice informed the entire educational enterprise of Tagore. The evidence of this can
be found in nearly all the essays where Tagore elaborates on his ideas of education. He constantly
uses the instances of the ancient tapovan and gurugriha as his reference points in order to posit an
ideal system of education. Consequently, the guru of the Vedic period becomes, for Tagore, the
ideal teacher who nurtured the questioning minds of his students and inculcated within them a

spirit of learning that was constant and holistic.

It is this process of learning that Tagore contrasts with the system of education prevalent
in his contemporary times that was entirely a product of the colonial masters. Colonial education
was devised for serving the needs of the colonizers who were not, in any way, motivated by a
selfless instinct of propagating true learning that nourishes the soul and mind of the learner. The
infamous English Education Act of 1835, popularly known as Macaulay’s Minute, was the origin
of the colonial educational philosophy. It formed the backbone of the educational principles that

constituted both the syllabi and the mode of learning pursued across the schools of colonial India.

Tagore is emphatic and uncompromising in his pronounced denunciation of that colonial
education system. However, his is not a blind denunciation that is led only by passions of patriotic

fervour or nationalistic sentiments both of which were so widespread during Tagore’s working
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life. Rather Tagore presents his arguments in a logical manner in order to critique the prevalent
system of education. His arguments are bolstered by a thorough knowledge of ground reality that
he displays in his writing. In his essays dealing with the subject of education, he logically exposes
the facile nature of colonial education and proceeds to systematically prove how unsuitable that
education was for the holistic development of the mind, body and soul of the young Indian student.
As he critiques and gives a clarion call to reject the school system of his day, he also proposes an
alternative model of education that, he argues, would be far better suited for the proper
development of the young learner who he felt was subject to the constant abuse of an education

system that was entirely alien to all his sensibilities.

It is this alternate model that found its fullest expression in Tagore’s Brahmacharyashram’
that he went to such lengths to establish at Santiniketan and later expanded to form Visva-Bharati,
the dearest of all his projects. In order to understand the formative principles of
Brahmacharyashram and thoroughly comprehend its workings, it is necessary to understand the
background that made for its formation and function. This background is chiefly constituted by
Tagore’s sincere admiration and idealization of the Vedic system of education coupled with his
intense and logical disavowal of the colonial education system being propagated in the schools

across the land.

Educational System of Ancient India

The educational system of ancient India can be dated back to the Rig Vedic period. Man’s curiosity
about everything around him formed the basis of Vedic knowledge that was propagated through a
pedagogy that was at once spiritual, philosophical and vocational. We get detailed descriptions of
that system of education in the two epics, the Ramayana and Mahabharata, as well as in the Vedas,

Puranas, and history books.

Over the ages the educational system of ancient India developed two branches—one was the Vedic
while the other was the Buddhist. The Vedic system of education concentrated upon the learning

of the Vedas, Vedangas, Upanishads and other allied philosophical subjects. The medium of

t Brahmacharyashram or Brahmavidyalaya was the school Tagore founded at Santiniketan in
1902.
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instruction followed was Sanskrit. On the other hand, the Buddhist education system, through its
learning of Tripitakas and various Suttas, among other subjects, aimed at the attainment of what
in Sanskrit was known as Anuttara-samyak-sambodhi or the perfect ultimate wisdom.? The
medium of instruction in Buddhist learning was Pali. There were various features common to the
two systems of learning, alongside the obvious dissimilarities. Tagore’s chief point of reference is
the Vedic education system. He does not specifically refer to the Buddhist system. One can
postulate that the cause for this preference arose from the fact that Tagore was a follower of the
Brahma dharma of the Brahmo Samaj—a spiritual faith that was deeply steeped in the Vedas and
Upanishads. His psyche was molded, from his very childhood, by his father, Debendranath Tagore,
through the learning of the Vedas and Upanishads. Thus, it was quite natural that Tagore found
the Vedic system of education as the chief reference point while positing an ideal system of

education for India.

Vedic System of Education

Man’s life in the Vedic period and in subsequent traditional Hindu discourse was divided into four
clear stages: Brahmacharya, Garhastya, Vanaprastha and Sannyas. Alongside this, the entire
population was divided into four Varnas in terms of one’s occupation and position in the social
hierarchy, which later rigidified into the caste system. They were, from top to bottom, Brahman,
Kshatriya, Vaishya and Sudra. The members of the three upper varnas followed the four-stage life
where they entered into Brahmacharya at pre-determined ages specific to each varna. The period
of Brahmacharya was the period of learning and disciplining oneself through the practice of
abstinence. During this period, young boys would leave behind the comforts of their homes, in
order to go and live at a gurugriha which was often located in a tapovan. The idea of this gurugriha
and the fapovan exerted a powerful influence upon Tagore’s imagination as can testified by his

essays on education and his conceptualization of the Brahmacharyashram.

2V. K. Maheshwari, “Education in Buddhist Period in India”,
http://www.vkmaheshwari.com/WP/?p=522 (accessed on 17/10/2020, 8:08 p.m.)
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The principal source of information about the Vedic practices pertaining to education is the
Atharva Veda. In the opinion of Radha Kumud Mookherji, the educational system is first
adumbrated in the Atharva Veda and “First there is the ceremony of Upanayana by which the
teacher, acharya, initiates the pupil, brahmachari, into a new life described as second birth, whence
he becomes a dvija, twice born.”® S. C. Sarkar stated that of all the Vedas, the complex Atharva
Veda appeared to be the most important source for the quest of educational information about very
early ages* that is, the earliest dawns of human civilization. It is in the Atharva Veda that the
spiritual connection between the guru and the brahmachari is emphasized and the process of
upanayana is used as a metaphor for the rebirth of a learner as a pupil of the guru. The Atharva

Veda states:

The Vedic student was called Brahmacharin and the teacher Acharya. The teacher
performs for the pupil the part of a spiritual mother; and by the initiation ceremony
the youth is born anew. The teacher receives the Brahmachari as a disciple, he
places him as an embryo within; he bears him in his belly for three nights; when he

is born the Gods convene to see him.’

Thus, by equating the guru with mother, the Atharva Veda characterizes the innate relationship
between the Vedic teacher and his student where the guru willingly took upon himself the
responsibility of not only imparting knowledge but also the overall well-being of his pupil. The
Atharva Veda, divided into nine books, contains a total of forty-seven hymns of which thirty-four
pertain to the process of initiation of the student into the life of a brahmachari, ten to the

description of the life of a brahmachari and finally, three to the completion of student life.®

In this context, particular mention may be made of Hymn 10 in Book I'V. In the translation
of S. M. Rakhe, the seventh verse of the hymn reads: “The bone of the gods turned into pearl, that

endowed with soul moveth in the waters. That do I fasten upon thee unto life, strength, longevity,

3 Radha Kumud Mookherji, Ancient Indian Education (London: Macmillan and Co. Ltd., 1947),
26.

4S. M. Rakhe, Education in Ancient India (Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1992), 31.

s Ibid, 31.

¢ Ibid, 3.
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unto a life lasting a hundred autumns, May [sic] the (amulet) of pearl protect thee.”” As Rakhe
proceeds to interpret this hymn, he opines, “The Vedic teacher seems to be very much concerned
about the well-being and prosperity of his pupil but he is also very much anxious to see that his

pupil imbibes qualities like truthfulness etc. as virtues are basic to all prosperity.”

It is this spirit of the Vedic teacher that Tagore wishes to instill in his ideal teacher. In his
school, he strived to replace the cane-swinging, irritable teacher of the colonial system—one who
was only interested in striking terror in the hearts of his students—with a true guru whose aim
would be the holistic development of his students. A detailed discussion on the contrasting
characters of the teacher of the colonial school and Tagore’s ideal teacher would be entered upon

in the following chapter.

The Atharva Veda also allows the reader to understand how the Vedic system of education
emphasized the significance of developing strong, healthy bodies as the receptacle of intellectual
and spiritual knowledge. Commenting upon Hymn 30 of Book VI, Rakhe states, “The Vedic
educator wants to bless his pupil not only with noble qualities but also with physical and material
excellence. Strength and prosperity go together. Without strength, where is excellence? Without

excellence, there can be no vigour nor heroism.”’

This balance between healthy body and sound mind became something that Tagore sought
to inculcate in the students of his school. Accordingly, he laid repeated emphasis on the need for
physical activity and energetic exertion in his students. A clear demonstration can be found in a

letter written to Mohitchandra Sen in 1904:

Y IO ARAN ST PR YL @ AT A9 e o7 #foda 9%
FIFT A2 A 8 TN AFA [FHEA L7 IO (P NGS SN AR
AT 4o de FI© T R (OT FO & T AFGHT AT (TS ATS| SR
T TN JLNFIF (51T OI e | WNF ©T2 NN 2(OR FAHIA (HICAT IF TN
o3 7 NG P 99 Qe Wit T (8T Bfow 2| IS SBI T61
JOTS FF 412 TP W (T MARA| [RICEA (T 7 (A PoIA N (AR

7Ibid, 7.
¢Ibid, 8.
° Ibid.
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[If a rather simple fare is served at the hour of hunger after making them do hard
physical work, they would certainly find it palatable and nutritious. Earlier when
they used to toil hard at the spade both morning and evening, they were not so picky
about food and they could consume plain bread and dal in astonishing quantities.
Their health was better then as compared to the present. So, it seems to me that at
some point of the morning, it would be right to make the boys do some digging at
least for a period of ten minutes. See to it that they do it accordingly in the morning
and not worm their way out of it. Make same arrangements in the evening for the
boys who would not play football. Do not stop the outdoor games or the digging

even if it rains.]

The Atharva Veda sets forward the values that the guru aimed to inculcate in his pupils as
well as the principal aims of the process of education itself. Vedic education was targeted towards
the achievement of the following goals: faith, steadfast wisdom, progeny, wealth, longevity and
immortality.'! The nature of these qualities is open to interpretation. The path to the attainment of
these goals was three-fold: brahmacharya, diksa and tapasya. Through a rigorous practice of these
three qualities alone could a pupil truly become learned. The very character of what constituted
knowledge for the Vedic mind has to be understood in order to systematically approach the Vedic
method of imparting education. According to Raimon Panikkar, “the whole Vedic culture
continuously emphasized that philosophy must be based on experience; not the empirical
experience of the senses but the inner mystical experience or the third eye of knowledge.”'? This

allows the reader to understand that the Vedic education process was oriented around the concept

10 Rabindranath Tagore, Chithipatre Bidyalaya Prasanga, compiled by Gaura Chandra Saha
(Santiniketan: Rabindrabhavan, 2000), 38.

1t Rakhe, 12.
12 Albert Ferrer, “Integral Education in Ancient India: from Vedas and Upanishads to Vedanta”

in International Journal of Research — Granthaalaya, vol. 6 (Issue 6), June 2018, 282.
https://zenodo.org/record/1308951#.YEjaXp0zY2w accessed on 11.03.2021 at 7:23 p.m.
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of self-knowledge; it is by knowing one’s own self that one can understand one’s relationship to
the world at large and the consequent duties and responsibilities thereby facilitating the fullest
possible development of one’s inner potential. It is this quality of the Vedic education system that
exerted such a powerful attraction on Tagore’s imagination. He was, at the time of conceptualizing
his school at Santiniketan, intimately involved with the Swadeshi movement, the crux of which
was to realize the true potential of India and the revival of India’s cultural roots. So it was a natural
connection for him to envision an education system based on the practices and values that are
evident from the Vedas, Upanishads and Vedanta. Tagore has not specified any single text as a
source of inspiration for him; rather he repeatedly uses generic terms like “Vedic age” and the
imagery of the fapovan while alluding to the roots of Indian education that he was harking back
to. Thus, one can conclude that Tagore was drawing his inspiration from the ideal image of the
gurukul"*system that he had distilled from his study of the Vedas, Upanishads and Vedanta.

Albert Ferrer opines,

After the Vedas, the Upanishads underline the unity of Man and Cosmos, and

constitute a profound and sincere research into the nature of Reality. Quite often

this research is unveiled through the beautiful dialogue between the master and the

pupil, imbued with mutual love and respect, and total freedom of inquiry.

Ultimately, Upanishad education is the search for the meaning of Life, and the

realization of it for the each one of us. In this genuine pedagogy, self-experience

could never be replaced by any teaching coming from outside.'*
A close reading of Tagore’s essays like “Santiniketan Brahmacharyashram”, “The Problem of
Education”, “Education of Ashram” would immediately reveal how he was motivated by this spirit
of inward inquiry as described by Ferrer to be found in the Vedas and Upanishads. He sought to
instil this pursuit of truth into the character of his pupil. In “Santiniketan Brahmacharyashram”
(translated as a part of this thesis), as he explains the nature of Vedic education to his pupils, he

says,

All the efforts of the entire mind were concentrated only upon acquiring education,

searching for truth, only upon suppressing one’s ill intents and trying to focus upon

13 Gurukul refers to the Vedic residential school.
14 Tbid.
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cultivating one’s virtues. ... From today onwards you have vowed to follow the
path of truth. Abjure falsehood from your body, mind and words. Firstly, you must
submissively devote your mind, intellect and effort to the quest for truth and
afterwards, when you realize truth, act upon it and propagate it strongly and

fearlessly. !>

The three pillars of Vedic education—brahmacarya, diksa and tapasya--appealed strongly to
Tagore’s imagination. He laboured to create a system of education where the pupils would abstain
thoroughly from a life of luxury and material comfort and focus entirely on a journey of self-
discovery and fulfilment of their potential. In the later years of his life, while addressing the
students of Visva-Bharati, Tagore explained the intent behind laying the foundation of his

institution at Santiniketan. In his address to the students dated August 1940, he states:
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15 Rabindranath Tagore, Rabindra Rachandabali, vol. 14 (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati, 1989), 301.
16 Ibid, 290.



[Back then, there was scantiness and isolation in every way without but within,
there was a reassurance of fulfilment. I have always concentrated on willing that
the triviality, the meanness and the impudence of the present times have to be
undone. That I guide the ones whose responsibility of education I have taken, to the
source of India’s nectar of timeless endeavour — was the hope that was at the core

of my heart.

...there was the relentless attempt to awaken the dormant life-force.
Alongside there was the striving to inspire the abilities of independent action and
cognition within the boys. I have never wanted to provide incomplete education. |
have never endangered the fullness of their education by adopting the detached

system of classes.

The arrangements back then were not dulled by blind ritualism nor were
they insulted by the tedium of habits. There was no such action that did nor have
connection with the main source of reverence that lay at the heart of the ashram.
That source had anointed life as a whole with its everyday practices of sleeping and

eating. |

40

Besides the Atharva Veda, the Isha Upanishad elaborates upon what constitutes knowledge

Upanishad are as follows:

9. Into a blind darkness they enter who follow after the Ignorance, they as if into a

greater darkness who devote themselves to the Knowledge alone.

10. Other, verily, it is said, is that which comes by the Knowledge, other that which
comes by the Ignorance; this is the lore we have received from the wise who

revealed That to our understanding.

and ignorance and the role they play in human life. The inward journey that Tagore conceptualized
education as, can be understood in the light of the definition of vidya (knowledge) and avidya

(ignorance) that one comes across in the Isha Upanishad. Stanzas 9, 10 and 11 of the Isha
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11. He who knows That as both in one, the Knowledge and the Ignorance, by the

Ignorance crosses beyond death and by the Knowledge enjoys Immortality.!”

It is this Upanishadic knowledge that Tagore wished to instil within his pupils. It is the lack of this
knowledge that would render an individual unable “to enter into harmony and oneness with the
universe and a consequent inability to possess and enjoy it.”'® Vimala Thakar, in her commentary
on the Isha Upanishad, has suggested that the era of the Vedas and Upanishads was one of absolute
freedom between master and pupil, characterized by a profound communion, full of mutual
cordiality, love and respect between the two. She also considers it to be a time of total and
unconditional freedom of thought.!” It is this freedom of thought Tagore wanted to facilitate
through his education system. Even though Western scholars like E. L. Kemp?® and Charles
Boyer?! paint an overtly simplified picture of Indian indigenous education and excessively
emphasize the role of casteism, A. S. Altekar refutes such criticism by analysing the way the
education system changed through the ages and when traced back to the main sources, the Vedas,
Upanishads and Vedanta, the issue of caste did not distort the original education system to such a
degree as these Western scholars have claimed; freedom of thought was indeed a proud quality
that the gurukul system of education possessed. Altekar states,

There is a general impression that the Hindu educationalists suppressed personality

by prescribing a uniform course of education and enforcing it with an iron disciple.

However such was not the case. The caste system had not become hidebound down

to ¢. 500 B. C. and till that time a free choice of profession or career was possible

both in theory and practice. Later on when the system became rigid; [sic] the theory

7 Sri Aurobindo, Isha Upanishad, in The Complete Works of Sri Aurobindo, vol. 17
(Pondicherry: Sri Aurobindo Ashram, 2003), 8.

¢ Ibid, 18.

¥ Vimala Thakar, Glimpses of Ishavasya (Gujarat: Vimal Prakashan Trust, 1991), 7-8.

2 E. L. Kemp, History of Education (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Co., 1901), 26-27.

21 Charles C. Bower, History of Education (New York: Charles Scribners’, 1919), 22-23.
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no doubt was everybody should follow his hereditary profession, but the practice
permitted considerable freedom to enterprising individuals, ...??

It was Tagore’s desire to invoke the atmosphere of the tapovans that were the loci of the Vedic
gurukuls. He wished to recreate that ambience where selfless pursuit of knowledge would be
possible and students could learn to develop themselves without an eye towards acquiring of
degrees. The following chapters would demonstrate Tagore’s disdain for the exam-centric
approach of teaching students. It was his aim that the pupils of his school would embark on an
inward journey just was their Vedic counterparts had done centuries begore them. That is why in
his inaugural address to the students of his school, he explains to them both the character of the
tapovan and gurukul of the Vedic period as well as what the adoption of brahmacharya would
signify for them. His explanation is both lucid and apt for the young boys.

That Tagore was also inspired by the description of gurukul education as found in various
Puranas cannot be ruled out. The word Purana, in Vedic literature, literally signifies “old text”.
According to Mitali Chatterjee, “The name Purana as a special branch of the sacred literature
occurs in the Atharvaveda. Purana, as a branch of the Vedic literature is as old as sacred as the
Vedic mantras, in their Samhita form.”?* Considered in this light, the oldest of the Puranas can be
accorded the same validity as the Vedas in their account of the Vedic system of education. The
Vishnu Purana, dated as having been composed in the third to fourth century A.D. (but narrating
events imagined to have taken place at a more ancient time), depicts the gurukul life of one of its
characters, Prahlada. It is in the Vishnu Purana that the reader finds how a pupil was punished for
his misdemeanours, as in it one finds the account of Yajnavalkya being punished by his guru
Vaisampayana and Yajnavalkya, calmly submissive, accepts the punishment without any
hesitation, thereby signifying that the student’s position was not one where he could question his
guru’s judgement or defend his own actions.

The issue of punishment is of particular significance in the context of Tagore’s philosophy
of education in so far as it was inspired and motivated by the Vedic ideology. That is because
Tagore refused to accept the practice of punishing his students in imitation of the Vedic system.

He insisted that the student realize his own error and correct himself accordingly. However, this

2 A. S. Altekar, Education in Ancient India (Benares: Nand Kishore & Bros., 1944), 12.
22 Mitali Chatterjee, Education in Ancient India (New Delhi: D. K. Agencies, 1999), 11.
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ideal situation did not materialize successfully and so the system of student government was
introduced at Santiniketan where the body of students judged the errors committed by any student
and passed any requisite sentence. An account of the functioning of the student government can
be found in the writing of Ajit Kumar Chakravarty®* as well as in the memorial account of
Pramathanath Bisi, both of which would be discussed in the following chapters.

However, even though he did not follow the Vedic precedents of punishing his pupils,
Tagore did insist on an unquestioning respect and obedience of the students towards their teacher.
When he penned what would effectively constitute the first written constitution of the
Brahmacharyashram, he specified, “Students need to be indiscriminately reverent towards their
teachers. Even if they are unjust, the students would need to bear it submissively without raising
any objection.”? This attitude can certainly be considered as an echo of Yajnavalkya’s deference
to his guru.

The tapovan was essentially a place that was distinct from the world at large by its
atmosphere of spirituality, peace and abstinence from the pleasures of worldly, material life.
Located within a forest, it was a space of idyllic living where the occupants were in complete
harmony with nature around them. This was the vision that Tagore often alludes to in his essays

on education.

The students following Brahmacharya would dwell in the house of the guru and aid in
carrying out all the household chores that were a necessary part of daily lives. They would serve
the guru and his wife, if he happened to have one, completely and without performing this service

their education would be deemed as incomplete.

The process of education was a deeply personal one where the mutual relation between the
guru and his disciple, the student, would inform the nature of the teaching-learning process. Sruti
was the chief mode for imparting learning where the guru would speak and the student would listen
intently and retain the knowledge within his mind thereby constituting what we now regard as the
oral tradition. Initially, the insistence was almost exclusively on the oral transmission of learning

where there was no room for writing down the text of the Vedas. The true learning of the Vedic

24 Ajit Kumar Chakravarty, Brahmavidyalaya (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati, 1951), 28.
5 Rabindra Rachanabali, vol. 14, 301.
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mantras, in particular, was considered possible only when the student learnt its correct accent and
intonation via the oral method. Radha Kumud Mookherji, in his book Ancient Indian Education,
writes how the recitation of the Vedic texts was cultivated as an art in itself. He says, “A great
value and potency was attached to the very sounds of the letters and syllables by which the sacred
words were uttered. Such utterance was not left to mere natural or individual pronunciation but

was artificially regulated by metres.”?®

Later on, when it became permissible to write down the Vedic texts, it was allowed only
as a teaching aid intended for reviewing previous oral instructions. Even when there came the shift
to the memorization of various manuscripts, emphasis was laid on how the student critically
analysed the memorized text. The process of learning through asking questions, debating and
interrogating a topic was considered as the best approach and the guru encouraged his students to
be curious in their pursuit of knowledge. Alongside this, sravana (listening), manana
(contemplation) and nididhyasana (concentrated contemplation) were necessary methods to be
followed for the attainment of Brahma Vidya that was to be found in the study of the Vedanta. In
fact, the process of learning the Vedic texts by rote did not mean that the memorization was the
chief thrust of the educational system. The contemplation and comprehension of the Vedic texts
were considered as the ultimate objectives rather than mere mechanical recitation and correct
pronunciation, to the extent where one who repeatedly recited the words without any insight into

their inner meaning would be regarded as an object of ridicule.

Overall, it is clear that the process of learning involved an active use of the natural intellect
of the student. It was clearly a process that did not follow a standardized pattern of book-learning
and sitting for examination but one where the student tried to internalize his learning by means of
interrogation, contemplation and discussion. The methodology of instruction was one which
encouraged an individual and personal engagement with the topics of study, thus making learning
a highly subjective process that required both the imagination and the intellect of the individual
student. It was, by no means, a generalized decoction forced down the throats of students in

general.

26 Mookherji, 26.
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The aim of this system was not to make the student knowledgeable about a fixed syllabus
but to promote a holistic development of his intellectual, spiritual, philosophical as well as physical
faculties. The physical aspect was significant since the students followed a regular practice of yoga
and asanas. The young minds were fortified through the practice of meditation. Most importantly,
they were encouraged to ask questions, thereby nurturing their natural curiosity and cultivating it

so that they grew capable of imbibing knowledge within themselves. Thus, study emphasized

the inner self into the depths of which he can descend by means of contemplation
(svarupanubhuti), the ideal self that he can discover through intellection (manana),
and the social self into which the laws of which tradition initiates him. Thus he [the
student] devotes himself to the study of the fundamental truths of life and does not

care for half-truth and intermediate truths.?’

This education is oriented towards the achievement of self-fulfilment and not around the
acquisition of mere objective knowledge, thereby concerning itself more with the subject than the
object, the inner self than the outer world. Understanding of the Self was of extreme importance
in this system. The idea can be easily demonstrated through a quote of Yajnavalkya cited and

further illustrated by Hartmurt Scharfe:

Yajnavalkya told his wife Maitreyi that “the Self, my dear, must be seen, heard,
considered and meditated upon.” The seeing might refer to a rsi’s vision, the
hearing refers to the words of the teacher or the tradition in general, considering
includes rational exploration in one’s own mind and in discussion with others,

meditation intellectual and emotional internalization.?®

This illustration by Scharfe touches upon nearly all the aspects of the methodology followed in the

Vedic period for the purpose of imparting education.

Another significant aspect of the Vedic system of education was the practice of
gurudakshina, considered such an integral part of education that a student, no matter how deeply

learned, would be considered to not have completed his education if he failed to successfully offer

27 Tbid, xxii.

2 Ibid, 6.
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gurudakshina to his guru. Simply put, gurudakshina was the honorarium offered to the guru at the
end of one’s education for the privilege of having learnt from him. It was not necessarily an
offering of money. In fact, there are multiple instances in the Mahabharata where the guru asked
for a specific action to be carried out by the student for the sake of his guru, in lieu of his
gurudakshina. The Vedic system of education was not regulated by financial transaction between
the teacher and the student, thereby preventing any sort of commodification of education. Tagore,
in the initial years of the Brahmacharyashram, did not charge any fees from his pupils. All their
expenses were paid by Tagore. It was later when the school was expanded and Tagore’s income
of Rs. 250, as it was from the Tagore estate, proved entirely insufficient, that the system of monthly
fees was initiated. It was a system that was largely based on sincere mutual regard and deep
reverence towards the guru by the students, who maintained a constant humility in their behaviour

towards the guru.

The end of a pupil’s stay in the gurukul was marked by the ceremony of samavartana that
meant “returning home (from the house of the teacher)”. The hymns of Book 1:30, Book 11:29,
Book VI:1 and Book XIX:72 from the Atharva Veda furnish details of the samavartana ceremony
where, apart from wishing for the long life and prosperity of the pupil, the pupil achieves
completion of his education by offering dakshina to the guru.?® Hymn 72 of Book XIX reads: “The
unmarried of us seek a wife, the liberal seek a son; may we (two), with uninjured life-breath, be
companions ..., in order to what is great, to winning of strength.”*° This hymn is indicative of the
character of the relationship that the guru and his pupil would build in the course of the student’s
education and the affirmation of that bond would occur with the recitation of this hymn during the
samavartana ceremony. This ceremony of samavartana was emulated by Tagore when his
educational enterprise expanded from the Brahmacharyashram to form Visva- Bharati. Students
graduating from Visva- Bharati underwent the ceremony of samavartana before entering a new

phase of their lives.

29 Rakhe, 37.
0 Atharva-Veda Sambhita, trans. by William Dwight Whitney (Delhi: Motilal Banarasidass, n. d.),
767.
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Shift from the system of Vedic Education

The system of Vedic education faced a serious counter with the advent of Buddhism, which offered
the general population a philosophy and a way to free themselves of the excesses of the injunctions
and restrictions placed upon human life by Brahmanical religion. Buddhism emerged as the great
equalizer that broke down the barriers among the four varnas prevalent in society. It gave people,
irrespective of their social class or caste, the right to uniform education and certainly paved the
way for a radical revolutionizing of the educational space that grew far more inclusive than it had

ever been in the past.

Buddhism laid emphasis on the attainment of Nirvana as the ultimate goal of education.
Most significantly, the Buddhist education system no longer regarded the Vedas, Vedangas or
Upanishads as the subject- matter of study. Rather, it concentrated on the Tripitaka and Vinaya

and various suttas (Pali for sutras).

Under Buddhism the whole system of education underwent a great deal of change as
compared to Vedic times. There did remain certain similarities like, for example, the Buddhist
ceremony of a student’s initiation, upasampada, bore resemblance to the Vedic upanayana:
through both ceremonies, the pupil took the vow of brahmacharya and entered the arena of
education shunning the temptations of the material world. But the resemblance ends there, since
for the Vedic student, his life at the gurukul prepared him for the next phase of his life, garhastya
or the domestic life, but for the Buddhist pupil going through upasampada would signify his
having left family life behind him, as upasampada could only happen to those taking pabbajja, or
renunciation of domestic life in order to enter the Sangha. In the initial period of Buddhism,
education at the Sangha was attainable only by those who had left all worldly ties behind. However,
in later times, the Sangha did open its doors to laypersons as well. An account of the early rules

regulating the process of entry into the Sangha is provided by Kanai Lal Hazra:

...after pabbajja and a monk observed four parajikas and other rules of the
Patimokkha after Upasampada. He after Upasampada was informed about the four
great resources (nissaya). Then certain rules were introduced into the Sangha
regarding its admission. People who were immoral or people who had any liability

to the society or to the state were not allowed to join the Sangha. The Buddha also



48

did not give permission to join the Sangha who [sic] were suffering from bodily

defects or diseases etc.’!

These rules and parameters were starkly different from those of the Vedic gurukul system.
However, it must be admitted that the Buddhist education system was purely monastic in character.
Masih and Vidyapati state in their article on the role of Buddhism in the development of the Indian
education system, “The Buddhist world did not offer any educational opportunities apart from or
independently of its monasteries. All education, sacred as well as secular, was in the hands of the
monks. They had the monopoly of learning and the leisure to impart it. They were the only

custodians and bearers of the Buddhist culture.”?

Tagore’s literary oeuvre is replete with instances that demonstrate the deep reverence that
he had towards Buddhist philosophy and the influence it had on him. But nowhere in his writings
on an ideal education system does he mention the Buddhist education system as a reference point.
In order to understand this recalcitrance, it is necessary to draw the distinctions between the
systems of learning. At the very onset, it can be postulated that while the Vedic system initiated
the student into the structure of domestic life by means of living and participating in the daily
household chores of the gurugriha where his spiritual parents, namely his guru and the wife of the
guru, occupied the place of his biological parents, the Buddhist system was starkly different as it
marked the student’s complete dissociation from domestic life at the moment of his initiation into
monastic learning. Tagore’s educational philosophy was one where he laid great emphasis on the
positive contribution that a student has to make towards society. The social responsibility of a
student is something Tagore valued highly and sought to instil within his pupils at the

Brahmacharyashram.>?

Tagore, in both theory and practice, shows a preference for the Vedic structure where the

student inculcates within himself values and awareness of duties that would later be his backbone

3t Kanai Lal Hazra, History of Theravada Buddhism in South-East Asia (Delhi: Munshiram
Manoharlal Publishers, 1982), 16.
32 Ankita Masih and Vidyapati, “Role of Buddhism in the Development of Indian Education”,

TechnoLearn 8(1), June 2018, 23-31.

33 Chakravarty, 39.
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while discharging his responsibilities both as a householder and a citizen. Tagore’s ideal student
is not one who is detached from worldly existence but one who performs his social role consciously
and responsibly—as a part of the domestic order but not deluded by its temptations. This gave him

sufficient motivation to select the Vedic system as his model for an ideal education system.

However, this does not imply that the Buddhist system of knowledge was a complete
departure from the Vedic knowledge system. In both the systems, a common factor is noticeable
as both emphasize the process of education being an inward journey where an individual gains
self-awareness and understanding about the relation of the self with the world around. In Buddhist
tradition the process of cognition is termed as Sarisia and a combination of Sarifia, Vinriana
(common knowledge) and Parnirid (wisdom, insight or analytical knowledge) is required in order
for perception or knowledge to be complete.>* Of these three, Paiifid is ascribed the highest esteem
as, according to Buddhaghosa, “it might be called intellect ‘at a higher power’.”** The term Pa7ifia
has multiple meanings depending upon the context. Rhys Davis elaborates upon the plurality of its

meaning:

Nevertheless so protean and flexible is the term pariria, that it is used not only for
intuitive knowledge, but for any exercise of intelligence, if only that intelligence is
being intelligently exercised. The synonyms by which it is defined in Abhidhamma-
Pitaka embrace nearly every aspect of cognition, from research and analysis to

insight.®

The ultimate goal of education in the Buddhist tradition is Nirvana or nibbana, the way to which
in the Abhidhamma Pitaka is described as “a correct view of the real nature of his self” and having

attained that, the individual proceeds to

investigate the cause of this “Ego-personality”. He realises that everything worldly,
himself not excluded, is conditioned by causes past or present, and that this

existence is due to past ignorance (avijja), craving (tanha), attachment (upadana),

3¢ Narada Maha Thera, A Manual of Abhidhamma (Abhidhammattha Sangaha) (Kuala Lumpur:
Buddhist Missionary Society, 1979), 106.

3 Ibid, 142.

3 Ibid.
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Kamma, and physical food (ahara) of the present life. On account of these five
causes this personality has arisen and as the past activities have conditioned the
present, so the present will condition the future. Meditating thus, he transcends all
doubts with regard to the past, present, and future (Kankhavitaranavisuddhi).
Thereupon he contemplates that all conditioned things are transient (Anicca),
subject to suffering (Dukkha), and devoid of an immortal soul (4natta). Wherever
he turns his eyes, he sees nought but these three characteristics standing out in bold
relief. He realises that life is a mere flowing, a continuous undivided movement.
Neither in a celestial plane nor on earth does he find any genuine happiness, for
every form of pleasure is only a prelude to pain. What is transient is therefore
subject to suffering and where change and sorrow prevail there cannot be a

permanent ego.>’

It 1s in this profound approach to knowledge that the Buddhist epistemology does find a legacy in
Tagore’s philosophy of education, as Tagore too wished to ascribe such an exalted position to
knowledge via the system of education he envisioned at Santiniketan. We certainly do not suggest
that Tagore wanted to lead his pupils onto the path of Buddhist nibbana but he did seek to guide
them through a process of education that focused on their self-awakening in order to achieve

maximum possible fulfilment of their individual potential.

The Buddhist system of education did not create grounds favourable for an intimate personal
relation between the guru and his student that was a necessary condition for the Vedic system of
education. The Buddhist Sangha or monastic order was governed by a complex system of hierarchy
that was not conducive to the growth of such a teacher-student relationship. If the Buddhist
monastic structure can be expressed via the imagery of a many-branched tree, the Vedic structure
was one where everything converged into one centre, the guru. But it must be stated here that the
Buddhist student was required to serve his guru with as much sincerity and devotion as the Vedic
student, without forming any emotional ties. Masih and Vidyapati state, “The student was expected

to serve his teacher with all devotion. On rising in the morning the student will arrange everything

3 Narada Maha Thera, 83-84.
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for the daily routine of the teacher. He will cook his food and clean his clothes and utensils.

Whatever he acquired through begging alms, he would place before teacher [sic].”*®

The Maurya, Gupta and Pala periods of Indian history witnessed the continued rise and excellence
of the Buddhist education system under the aegis of numerous vikaras or monastic universities of
which the Taxila Vihara, the Nalanda Vihara and the Vikramshila Mahavihara were the most
prominent. The fame of the principals of these Viharas like Acharya Shilabhadra and Acharya
Atisa Dipankara Srijnana spread across all of Asia. But with the end of the ancient period, and
advent of the middle ages of Indian history, under the impact of external aggression that the
country faced, these centres of learning slowly dwindled away, marking the end of the systems of

education that had illumined the life of ancient India.

Education in Colonial India and Macaulay’s Minute

By the time India was colonized by the East India Company, followed by control passing entirely
to the British crown, the indigenous education system of the country had suffered a degradation
from the rich tradition of learning that ancient India had albeit the fact that there existed Sanskrit
tols and pathshalas which had attempted to preserve the pedagogy and impart it is rigid and
mechanical fashion. There was a severe lack in scientific knowledge and centuries of disregard
had rendered the regional languages weak. Sanskrit had been largely replaced by Persian as the
language of legal and administrative business. The masses in general were either uneducated or
sparsely educated. The great centre of learning that Varanasi once used to be had also degenerated
with the ravages of time. Rural India, that contained the bulk of the Indian population, depended
upon local pathshalas or madrasas for their education. The education there was rudimentary in
nature and gave youth no opportunity to develop scientific thinking. Thus, a genuine need to
reform and rejuvenate the educational system was felt by great thinkers of the time such as Raja

Rammohan Roy, Radhakanta Deb, Rasamay Dutta, among others in Bengal. As a result,

38 Masih and Vidyapati, 25.
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institutions such as the Hindu School (later the Hindu College) and the Sanskrit College were

established in Calcutta.

In 1813, through the enactment of the Charter Act of 1813, the East India Company was
compelled to accept the responsibility of introducing a state education system for the benefit of
the Indian population. Resultantly, between the years1813 and 1857, the Company set up a number
of schools and colleges that constituted the foundation of English education in India. When T. B.
Macaulay set foot on India in 1834, he was appointed as the President of the General Committee
of Public Instruction and went on the produce the infamous “Macaulay’s Minute” in 1835 that
determined the very nature of the education system of colonized India. Thus, a close study of
Macaulay’s Minute is essential both for the comprehension of the prevalent system of education
in Tagore’s days as well as to identify precisely which elements of that system were detrimental
to the purpose of a complete education. In his essays Tagore shows himself as a trenchant critic of
colonial education that he felt only led to the malnourishment of the mind and body of the Indian
student. The fundamental causes of Tagore’s discontent can be traced by a close inspection of
Macaulay’s Minute that was instrumental in the formation of colonial education as the foundation

to the Englishmen’s civilizing mission.

Macaulay begins his writing with a complete and thorough dismissal of those whom he
calls “supporters of the old system”, in other words, anyone who had spoken in favour of retaining
Sanskrit, Arabic or Persian as the official language of instruction.?* To him, these languages
seemed as irrelevant to the modern context and usage as the hieroglyphics of ancient Egypt. His
vehemence on the issue is so intense that he goes to the extent of comparing the use of Sanskrit or
Arabic as the medium of instruction with the founding of a sanatorium on unhealthy ground,
thereby defeating the very purpose of it. Thus, from the very onset, he shows a complete lack of

respect for indigenous culture alongside a thorough lack of interest in knowing it better. His racial

* Thomas Babington Macaulay, “Macaulay’s Minute on Education”, 2 February 1835,
http://home.iitk.ac.in/~hcverma/Article/Macaulay-Minutes.pdf (accessed on 17/10/202-, 8:25
m.), 1.
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insularity imbibes almost every word with such a sense of cultural superiority that any learning of

Indian origin is not only dismissed but treated as entirely useless and nonsensical.

Macaulay writes, “...to talk of a Government pledging itself to teach certain languages and
certain sciences, though those languages may become useless, though those sciences may be
exploded, seems to me quite unmeaning.”*® He proceeds to dismiss the Indian languages spoken
across the land as too weak to carry the weight of knowledge, thereby making English the solitary
sane choice as the language of instruction. He unflinchingly states, “I have no knowledge of either
Sanscrit [sic] or Arabic. But I have done what I could to form a correct estimate of their value.”*!
This sentence instantly provokes the modern reader to question how Macaulay could form such a
correct estimate of two ancient languages, each of which possesses a vast corpus of literature,
grammar and history besides being repositories of cultural knowledge handed down through
generations, without knowing a single letter of either language. The chief problem with the
infamous Minute lies in the fact that it is based on the idea of “the intrinsic superiority of the
Western literature.”? It eradicates any possibility of the Indian student being nourished by native
soil and water by proceeding to unhesitatingly proclaim that neither Arabic nor Sanskrit, in the
field of poetry where their excellence is supposed to be highest, could hold a candle to European
poetry, and the overall poverty of these languages is so severe that “It is, I believe, no exaggeration
to say that all the historical information which has been collected from all books written in Sanscrit
[sic] language is less valuable than what may be found in the most paltry abridgements used at
preparatory schools in England.”*® Such uninformed assessment reeks of the ignorant self-
importance of the colonial master. Macaulay establishes the inevitability of English learning at the
cost of a complete debasement of all indigenous systems of learning which he uncompromisingly
ridicules. It is hard to imagine the development of anything constructive that would be conducive

to indigenous welfare, out of the cesspool of such cultural abuse and linguistic insult.

“Ibid, 2.
“ Ibid, 3.
42 Ibid.
4 Ibid.
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What the Minute completely ignored is the fact that the structuring of education in a manner
so foreign to the sensibilities of the Indian student would entirely alienate his milieu from his study,
thereby rendering him unable to relate anything in his lessons with his lived reality.
Simultaneously, this formative document, by its attitude of thorough denigration of the Indian
systems of knowledge, paved the way for the future educated colonized man to regard his own
culture as inferior and unworthy of any possible consideration. The colonial enterprise of education
set off with the patronizing spirit that anything worthy of regard as knowledge was inevitably
Western and anything that originated in the East had no right of claiming to be a part of the
knowledge system. This approach is evident not only in Macaulay’s Minute but also in Charles
Grant’s earlier proposal for reform where he declared, “The true cure of darkness is the
introduction of light. The Hindoos err, because they are ignorant: and their errors have never fairly
been laid before them. The communication of our light and knowledge to them, would prove the

best remedy for their disorders ...”**

This attitude stemmed from an unflinching sense of superiority and was based on a rigid
hierarchy of the racially superior master and the culturally inferior native. The difference between
the spirits of Macaulay’s Minute and Grant’s proposal lies in the fact that Grant’s ideas issued
from a sense of doing welfare to the native population whereas Macaulay’s official report
vehemently denounced all indigenous systems of knowledge with the aim of supplanting them
with English education. Both documents espoused the cause of Western intellect and English
education but the Minute managed to be extraordinarily offensive towards cultural sensibilities.
There are sources that clearly state that, in spite of the decline of Indian systems of education since
the ancient period, there indeed existed cultivation and dissemination of learning in the country
before the introduction of English education. One such source was the writing of James Keir

Hardie, who stated:

Max Muller, on the strength of official documents and a missionary report
concerning education in Bengal prior to the British occupation, asserts that there
were then 80,000 native schools in Bengal, or one for every 400 of the population.

Ludlow in his history of British India says that “in every Hindoo village which has

4 B. D. Basu, History of Education in India under the Rule of the East India Company (Calcutta:
The Modern Review, n.d.), 60.
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retained its old form but I am assured that the children generally are able to read,
write and decipher, but where we have swept away the village system as in Bengal

there the village school has also disappeared.”*

This is a clear testimony to the impact of colonization upon the indigenous systems of education.
Furthermore, reading education in the pre-British Deccan area, Elphinstone, in his 1824 “Minute

on Education”, wrote:

The great body of the people (ofthe Deccan) are quite illiterate: yet there is a certain
class in which men capable of reading, writing and instructing, exist in much greater
numbers than are required, or can find employment ...The present abundance of
people of education is owing to the demand there was for such persons under the

Maratha Government.*®

Both the references constitute a clear indication of the change wrought upon the fabric of Indian

educational life by the radical shift in the political reality of the country.

In his Minute, Macaulay cites the low sales of Sanskrit and Arabic books as reason enough
to stop the printing of books in those languages altogether. He terms the attempts made by the
colonial government till that time, of financing the printing of books in the two languages,
providing stipends to students studying at various Sanskrit colleges across the country and
Mahometan College as well—in short, any measure taken by the government to perpetuate
learning in the Indian tradition, as “bad practice”. He minces no words in expressing the thought
that “English is better worth knowing than Sanscrit [sic] or Arabic” and thereby recommends the
immediate closure of “the Mudrassa and the Sanscrit [sic] College at Calcutta”. He considers it a
tremendous act of benevolence on the part of the government to allow the functioning of the
Sanskrit College of Benaras and the Mahometan College of Delhi without the provisions of any
stipend whatsoever: “If we retain the Sanscrit [sic] College at Bonares [sic] and the Mahometan

College at Delhi we do enough and much more than enough in my opinion ...”.4

4 Ibid, 9.
* Ibid, 16.
4 Macaulay, 9.
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At this juncture, it is necessary to mention that critical commentators such as J. P. Naik and Syed
Nurullah have divided the British approach towards Indian education into three schools of thought.
The first one followed the ideas of Warren Hastings and Minto who had opined in favour of
encouraging the study of Sanskrit and Arabic and educating Indians in Western science and
knowledge in general through the medium of these languages. This thinking earned support from
a group of older officials of the Company in Bengal. The second school espoused the ideas of
people like Elphinstone and Munro who advocated the propagation of education through modern
Indian languages as the best possible medium of knowledge reaching the mass of Indian
population. The third school of thought that would have the final word was the one which argued
strongly for the dissemination of Western knowledge through English, most pronounced in

Macaulay’s Minute.

We get a revealing glance at the most popular educational ideology of the times through a
diary entry by H. T. Princep, who was the Secretary to the Government of Bengal in the Education

Department. He writes:

There was, however, a class of Anglo-Indians, and the younger civil servants
mostly joined it, who were opposed to Government’s assisting to give instruction
in any kind of Eastern literature or science, the whole of which they declared to be
immoral, profane or nonsensical. They especially attacked the Sanskrit mythology
and in this they were aided of course by the missionaries, but the use of Persian in
our courts and in the correspondence of our Governor-General was also an object

of their antipathy.*3

It was thus the most conducive climate for the acceptance of Macaulay’s recommendation that
entirely foregrounded English education at the cost of Sanskrit, Arabic, Persian and all Indian
languages. However, a significant area where the Minute varies from the spirit of the earlier
documents dealing with the matter of the education of the Indian populace is that most of them
had adopted the stance of enlightened beneficiaries acting in the interest of the natives for their

moral and intellectual upliftment. Macaulay’s Minute, on the other hand, clearly addressed what

¢ Basu, 86.
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would serve the interest of the colonial masters the best and aid them the most in their shouldering
of the burden of the white man. The most frequently quoted lines of the Minute need to be referred
to here: “We must at present do our best to form a class who may be interpreters between us and
the millions whom we govern,—a class of persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in tastes,
in opinions, in morals and in intellect.”*’ It is a clear instance of the desire for intellectual and
cultural colonization that would, by degrees, render the Indian student incapable of forming a true
idea of his own culture, let alone respect its nuances, history or languages. That this problem was
to have far-reaching consequences is evident from the fact that decades later, Lajpat Rai, while

analysing the problem of education under the Raj, observed,

Under no circumstance must we allow our people to think of themselves in terms
of self-depreciation, nor can we allow the foreigners to condemn us on racial
grounds or assume our cultural inferiority. We must keep our heads erect, and must
continue to cultivate self-respect and self-confidence in ourselves and to instil them

in our boys and girls.>°

This concern about racial condemnation and the sense of natural inferiority made him assert, in his
1920 book The Problem of National Education in India, that Indian culture has no need to be
ashamed in front of the world.’! But the seeds of the shame were sown quite effectively by
Macaulay. The Minute ends with the most vehement denunciation of the prevalent governmental
policy of encouraging the learning of Sanskrit and Arabic languages and printing books in those
languages as Macaulay states that if this state of affairs is allowed to persist then the actions of the

Committee would not only be useless but “positively noxious”.>?

The entire responsibility of the direction that the colonial education system adopted cannot
be laid at the doors of Macaulay’s Minute presented by the Committee of Public Instruction, since

he was not the originator of the school of thinking that was crying for the abolition of the Indian

4 Macaulay, 8.

5 Lajpat Rai, The Problem of National Education in India (London: George Allen and Unwin
Ltd., 1920), 73.

st Ibid, 72.

52 Macaulay, 9.
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systems of learning and replacing them with English education. That school had existed since the
time of Charles Grant. However, Macaulay’s Minute did effectively cement the official position
by ending the three-way educational controversy that had existed in colonial India since 1813. Its
outcome was manifold. Firstly, English was conclusively deemed as the sole capable medium of
instruction. Secondly, though no Indian educational institution was closed down or stipends of
existing students or teachers discontinued, an embargo was placed on providing stipends to any
new student seeking education in the Indian branches of learning as well as the appointment of
new teachers once the teachers teaching those subjects had left their positions. Thirdly, it was made
no longer permissible to use any portion of government funds for the purpose of printing what
were considered Oriental works. The fourth and the final provision directed that funds, the
expenditure of which was the subject matter of the rumination of the Committee, would be entirely
engaged in imparting the knowledge of English literature and science through the medium of the

English language.

Even though, some years later, Lord Auckland sanctioned the grant of Rs. 31,000 per year
for the purpose of what was considered Oriental learning, the above-mentioned principles became
the guiding lights of the education system in colonial India, and it was this system that Tagore
critiques in his writing, as we shall substantiate in later chapters, and sought to supplant through

his educational enterprise at Santiniketan.

Tagore’s desire to overhaul the entire education process of India stemmed directly from
his own personal experience that he underwent as a schoolboy. Under the system of education
imposed by the colonial education policy, Tagore vehemently states that he never forgot what he
himself had to endure as a boy. He gives the most vivid description of the impact it had on him in

the essay “My School”:

...men’s children have to be banished from their paradise into a realm of death,
dominated by the decency of a tailoring department. So my mind had to accept the
tight-fitting encasement of the school which, being like the shoes of a mandarin
woman, pinched and bruised my nature from all sides and at every moment. I was

fortunate enough in extricating myself before insensibility set in.

Though I did not have to serve the full penal term which men of my position have

to undergo to find their entrance into cultured society, I am glad that I did not
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altogether escape from its molestation. For it has given me knowledge of the wrong

from which the children of men suffer.”?

The imagery and the comparisons that Tagore draws here are graphic enough to insist upon
the horror that the colonial school held for him. Firstly, he regards the entry of a child into school
as an entry into the realms of death. That in itself is a sufficient statement about the soul-killing
nature of the education that a student was subjected to. Even though the description is tempered
by Tagore’s characteristic wit and lacings of irony, one cannot escape the gruesome picture of the
physical torture of foot-binding being used to depict how the colonial school education choked
and sought to deform the mind of the student and Tagore’s fortunate escape from it. Tagore treats
the tenure of education as an inescapable prison term that is inevitable for achieving the permit to
pass into the gates of cultured society and it gives the reader an idea of how despondent the
situation must be where a child has to undergo a process that was no less cruel than actual physical

torture in order to be regarded a member of cultured society in due time.

He further describes his own extremely unhappy engagement with school that he identified

as a soul-deadening process in these words:

It could not be possible for the mind of a child to be able to receive anything in
those cheerless surroundings, in the environment of dead routine. And the teachers
were like living gramophones, repeating the same lessons day by day in a most dull
manner. My mind refused to accept anything from my teacher. With all my heart
and soul I seem to have repudiated all that was put before me. And then there were
some teachers who were utterly unsympathetic and did not understand at all the
sensitive soul of a young boy and tried to punish him for the mistakes he made.
Such teachers in their stupidity did not know how to teach, how to impart education
to a living mind. And because they failed, they punished their victim. And this was

how I suffered for thirteen years of my life.>*

53 Tagore, “My School”, in Personality (New York: Macmillan, 1917), 142.
¢ The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, Vol. 3, 346.
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In this vehement denunciation of the schoolteachers of his time, Tagore clearly reveals
their failings that could in no way contribute to the proper education of a child. He blames the lack
of real and lively engagement that caused the child to receive bookish knowledge like an
unintelligible burden which the child did not know what to do with. He criticizes those teachers
for the lack of sympathy in their approach and orientation that prevented the formation of any
human bond between the teacher and the student. Furthermore, he cannot accept the complete
inability as well as the lack of interest that those teachers had in understanding their pupils. Tagore
insists that the child mind is sensitive and demands a suitable treatment but the teachers had no
capacity of understanding it or acting in accordance with their pupil’s sensitive soul. Tagore
profoundly analyses the psyche that led to the rampant and unthinking chastisement of schoolboys
and says that the teacher feels his own lack and failure and makes the student the target of his

displaced aggression.

In his essays, Tagore notes that the teachers who served in the colonial schools were
products of the colonial school system themselves and thus had only half-baked knowledge at their
disposal that they had never truly internalized. They could not possibly impart true knowledge
unto their students as they themselves were not truly educated. All they had were degrees that they

had achieved from passing examinations by dint of their rote-learning.

The unhappy engagement between the student with the teacher of the colonial school is
testified by Abanindranath Tagore as well in his memorial accounts. Abanindranath Tagore, in
Jorasankor Dhare (WW {ICq), narrates his own experience as a schoolboy where he was
punished by a teacher whose knowledge of English pronunciation left much to be desired and yet
he chose to chastise Abanindranath, his pupil, for what happened to be the latter’s correct

pronunciation.

T ZLRGH WG WNHE ACIEAN p-u-d-d-i-n-g- G| WK WA &
@ (Y (57, (e BIeIN, WPV, I GHRYT (O AMG (S w1, S
AfGL.. NP YNF GOeA, “Ie] MG |* N Ifed, "N G |~ S e~
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[The English teacher taught us in class p-u-d-d-i-n-g, “paading”. I don’t know what
occurred to me—I said, “Sir, it would not be pronounced ‘paading’, it would be
“pooding ...”. The teacher rebuked me, “Say paading.” I said, “No, pooding.”...
He punished me to be confined for one hour after four ... he entered the room and
said, “You have to say paading ...” and he started vigorously caning my back. My

back and palms grew red from the caning ...]

This graphic description is sufficient for us to understand the teacher’s complete unfitness
for this job which is not because of his incorrect pronunciation but owing to his despotic insistence
on passing on his inaccurate knowledge unto his student and resorting to torturous methods to do
so. This narrative is of singular importance as it allows us a glimpse at the general character type
of the colonial schoolmaster who was neither sufficiently educated him nor had the compassion
and understanding that should be necessary elements of a teacher’s character. Thus, it is no wonder
that Tagore was so vehement in his insistence upon the inadequacy of the prevalent teachers. Not
only here but in the essay “Shikshar Herpher” (19 (RIUPS), Tagore further analyses the
underlying cause that was leading to the formation of sub-par teachers. He states that the teachers
themselves are unable to negotiate their way through the vagaries of the English language and
since English was the medium though which all education reached them, their education was at
best half-digested by them. Tagore insists that the English learnt by Indians in the colonial school
was so scant and so flawed that it was not capable of bearing the weight of the amount of
information that was crammed into the student minds. It was only sufficient for managing to carry
out one’s tasks in some office. Equipped with that very education, the degree-holders ascended to
the post of schoolteachers and proceeded to compromise the young and impressionable minds with

their handicapped knowledge.

. NTET FICT (T- ST WSO AT ORI (FZ A8 AT, (F2-1 A8 (Fe,
AN Ol O WHTF IIIRF I8 HRo5 ORI fAR6 FUN12 AR Nz

s Abanindranath Tagore, Jorasankor Dhare (Kolkata: Visva- Bharati, 1944), 14-15.
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[Of the teachers who teach in the lower classes, some have passed their Entrance
Examination while some have failed it. English language, thoughts, customs or
literature—none of it is familiar to them. They are the ones who first introduce us
to the English language. They know neither good Bengali nor good English; their
only convenience is that it is much easier to make the children forget rather than to

make them learn and they carry out this function with complete success. ]

Tagore’s principal criticism against the colonial education system is the artificial and
mechanical character of the process. He repeatedly emphasizes how, by being removed from all
subjective quality and human connect, the prevalent education was merely superficial and failed
to reach into the souls of the students. It formed only a burden that the student needed to struggle
to carry; it failed to be a strength that would nourish the inner being. The student could never
consider his learning as a natural development of the capacities that were already latent within
him. Rather, his school-learning was thoroughly an external imposition that dissociated him from
all natural tendencies thereby preventing education from being an inward journey. Resultantly, the
student acquired only rote -learning but there occurred no true understanding that would make
knowledge truly a part of the individual and aid him in forming his own perspectives. Tagore
illustrates this point in his characteristic style in the essay “SISIIT FILV” or “The Cause for
Disquiet”:

O I YT RS FeT AGTOR, & F@n=N (@1 (FIArCeR Yide
Ry ARF 22O2 (FIA G FIeTN, oo 2300 g (O [N ... OlF OF
EGH OISR 2a AR Nz o] W sfeed, 8 =k @
OIFS I Vo ©F I ©AT (A9 Pl w157

6 Rabindra Rachanabali, Vol. 6, 564.
57 Rabindra Rachabali, Vol. 16, 298.
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[we have been studying at the school of the Englishman for such a long time but in
no way did our state of studenthood come to an end. We only accumulated the
learning externally but gave nothing from within ... the medical student groomed
by the English kept practicing his medicine with fearful caution but failed to add

any new idea or information to physiology or medical science]

Tagore illustrates how the same was the case with other professions, such as that of engineers. He
makes it evident by his arguments that the kind of training that the Indian student received from
his schooldays made him thoroughly unfit for any independent thinking and since only
independent thinking, rationalizing and analyzing power can lead any individual towards

discovery or innovative ideas, the Indian student was by default incapacitated from doing so.

Tagore refuted the belief that the Indian population had truly imbibed the learning of
Western sciences that had been such an emphatic concern for the colonial educator since 1813.
The cause being the lack of mental connect with the subject of study. What the Indian student had
acquired were degrees in Western science but not internalized understanding of the workings of
science. Thus, in his behavioural life, he continued to followed practices that were replete with
superstition or pseudo-scientific reasoning. In the essay “ I STSHBAN" or “The Internalisation

of Education,” he clearly states:

G ST - STOT AFCIOIRATR ST WA (T NN (197 RI;.... STV
AT (ROG (M8 1, A G- 411t A\ SG® g e [BT AR AWML A
KT ST GINNAGl OeTo(d, OIGreG J1-9f Y FIACO OCHT ALK
WAE, (NF AT VG ARG 0 STHE[H O ST GITS TS S
EREIR

[But there has been no mental connect between our country and the Western
education constituted by science ... let alone common people, there are plenty of
degree-holding scholars of science in this country whose scientific foundation is

shaky; they have extra-ordinary interest in quickly believing in nonsense and feel

8 Rabindra Rachanabali, Vol. 16, 340-341.
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no shame at raising blind superstition to the level of science under the mere garb of

pseudo-science. ]

Thus, Tagore correctly identified the weakness that underlay the foundation of the colonial
education that in turn prevented the character of the student from being properly formed. He opines
that there was a complete absence of a chemical harmony between all the education that was
heaped upon an individual’s mind for the first two decades of his life and his lived reality, thereby

rendering the education facile.

While the freedom movement was in full swing, Tagore raised the highly
significant question about the mandatory learning of the English language that the Indian student
had to bear. When any free country would choose to educate her citizens in her own language,
Indians, even while struggling to attain independence, were learning, thinking and expressing
through English. Rather than internalizing education, the larger section of Indian students were
tussling with the grammar and spelling of a language that was not their own at the cost of
neglecting their own mother tongues. Their understanding was crippled as the knowledge of every
subject was filtered down through a language whose nuances and functioning were alien to them.
The irony was not lost on Tagore of the political situation where a freedom struggle went hand in
hand with the evaluation of a person’s merit to both his countrymen and the colonial master lying
in his English knowledge. It is an issue to which he returns again and again in a number of his
essays: “TPBITNH” (The Problem of Education), “RIEIGS ATHAWF" (Textbooks for
Chhatrabritti), "1 SATRIBIN" (The Internalization of Education), among others. To Tagore,
the issue is not just a political one but one which affected the development of the mind of the child-
learners and one that became the chief obstacle in the path of their proper comprehension of
anything they learn. English figured in the child-imagination as a terrific figure of an ogre who
threatened it into submitting thoroughly to the process of mechanical memorization.
Understanding the English language seemed like an impossible challenge and the student
responded by his attempt to memorize each and every thing without any comprehension thereby
creating such immense foundational weakness in his construction of his intellect that his lifelong

learning persisted in being unsound.

Tagore explains the challenge to comprehending the lessons in English thus:
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[Firstly, English as a language is extremely foreign ... It might be so that a children’s
Reader has a tale about haymaking—the subject is very familiar to the English boy;
or a snowball fight between Charlie and Katie can be highly humorous for an
English child but when our boys read all this in a foreign language, they cannot
associate it with any memory of theirs nor can they visualize it. They have to grope

entirely in the dark.]

Tagore’s philosophy of education has sometimes been regarded as abstract, or even naive owing
to the fact that Tagore’s recognition has largely been as a poet and not as a social reformer and in

context, the words of Alex Aronson are relevant. He states,

Tagore was no professional educationist. All his pronouncements on education start
with the assumption that education is not a profession, but an art. He himself came
to education by way of his poetry. Intuition and experience rather than scientific
investigation showed him the need for educational reform. It was the poet in him
that demanded a creative approach to childhood. In other words, only as a creator,
a dreamer, and by no means as a psychologist or a sociologist, did Tagore attempt
to turn educational practice into a meaningful process leading to successful

integration of the individual in society.®

9 Rabindra Rachanabali, Vol. 6, 563.

60 Alex Aronson, “Tagore’s Educational Ideals”, International Review of Education, Vol. 7, No.
4 (1961), 385.
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While Tagore’s poetic self being evident in his educational enterprise is not contested, Aronson’s
critique of it being entirely the product of dreamer’s ideation is both unfair and unfounded.
Tagore’s idealism did not remain confined to the domain of abstraction. Rather Tagore developed
a distinct philosophy that he translated into action through the founding and running of his school
that would later grow into the larger entity of a university — Visva- Bharati. Tagore focused his
attention on every aspect of education conveyed in both Brahmavidyalaya and later Visva- Bharati.
As the scope of this dissertation is the Brahmavidyalaya period, I would analyse how Tagore did
so in the Chapters 3 and 5. Tagore’s essays outline the principles upon which his school was
founded and what he recommended for the overhauling of the education system of colonized India.
In the process, Tagore was envisioning a new swadeshi samaj and conceptualizing the
Brahmavidyalaya as an alternative to the colonial machine called school. Tagore was aiming to
create social independence via his educational enterprise as he felt political independence would
not suffice for the upliftment of India. Tagore sought to identify the source of strength for India

and invoke that strength for invigourating the Indian society. He states, “CRIN ATV e,
RO Tt fof N «2re 22091~ ¢! [We need to identify the source of our strength and where
the natural bent of our character lies. To do so, we have to reach the true understanding of our
selves.] By using the Vedic model as his inspiration for his Brahmacharyashram, Tagore was
invoking the inherent strength of Indian civilization and positing it against the colonial education
system. Tagore’s approach was one where he attempted to decolonize the Indian mind from the
socio-cultural dependence that had been drilled into it by the colonial school. Tagore’s principal
focus was on the cultivation of knowledge — an action that was entirely absent in the mechanical
education of the colonial school. Tagore elaborates this idea in an essay where he describes the

main purpose of his university, Visva- Bharati but the principle holds true for his philosophy of
education in general. He writes, “PPFN HPFO (g IRYNAR (TUMN UK GEIRAT

BieTtory | [RAARMIEATR Y45 161 [T B8 AN, ORI (N G (12 [[RACF 7 F41
RV LG (TR-5TFeT NN NS WZN FR0O 230 W21 NG =& 8 Se=1-3r=1
TR ARFE 3 51@3 FICe AT =g |62 [The real space for education lies where

' Rabindra Rachanabali vol. 6, 704.
2 Rabindra Rachanabali vol. 14, 243.



67

innovate learning exists. The principal duty of a university is the cultivation of knowledge; its
secondary purpose is the dissemination of that knowledge. Those great men who are engaged in
the cause of investigation, invention and creation by dint of their own capacity and endeavour,
should be summoned to the field of knowledge.] By stating this, Tagore is clearly emphasizing on
a kind of learning that is self-aware and thus holds the ability of self-empowerment. Uma Das
Gupta asserts how Tagore’s educational mission was to create a school that was truly Indian in

character:

He did not seek the government’s favour for education, sanitation, peace, order and
justice. He was embarrassed to find that even the movement for an Indian
‘renaissance’ sought the British government’s intervention to remedy the
imperfections of Indian society. ...The Santiniketan education was an experiment
to bring about cultural understanding and unity at two levels: first, between the
urban and the rural through education in the mother-tongue, and learning about
each other’s skills; second, between India and the West through exchange of

knowledge, and recognition of each other’s contribution to civil society.

Following this argument, it can be posited that Tagore’s educational enterprise, far from being a
poetic dream, was an expression of Tagore’s own brand of postcolonialism. That postcolonialism
was not as nuanced or matured as postcolonialism of the present day but Tagore’s thought and
action were postcolonial nonetheless. In the opinion of Abhijit Sen, “Rabindranath emerges with
a postcolonial paradigm of learning for the emergent nation. ... Tagore’s approach is not only

postcolonial but can even be regarded as what is now known as postnational.”®*

%3 Uma Das Gupta, “In Pursuit of a Different Freedom: Tagore’s World University at
Santiniketan”, India International Centre Quarterly vol.29, no. 3/4, 33.

64 Abhijit Sen, Keynote Address to Refresher Course (lecture, University of Calcutta, March 2,
2022).
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CHAPTER III

TAGORE’S EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHY

An once truant turning schoolmaster, entirely for choice, may be a strange
phenomenon, but this is what happened here. Rabindranath, or Gurudeva, as so
many called him, played truant in his school-days. When, however, he developed

his own school it was one from which no child would run away.!

This excerpt from Jnanendranath Chattopadhyay’s essay ‘“Rabindranath and His Ashrama
School”, by mentioning the apparent contradiction of the truant turning into not only a
schoolmaster but the founder of an entire educational institution and emerging as the Guru, is
actually an indicator of the cause-effect relationship that underlay Tagore’s educational
enterprise. Having known the misery of the being subjected to the colonial school system, Tagore
developed the most intense dislike for the mechanical nature of the prevalent schools that churned
out boys with degrees like the most efficient factory. He grew to despise how the colonial school
system worked hard at suppressing all that came spontaneously and naturally to the child’s
nature. The helplessness of young students in the face of the ogre of English education is
something he insistently points out in almost all his essays on education. He admits that the
lacunae in the school education, its great pitfalls and ultimately its sheer futility—all appeared in

a more pronounced form before him when he first started to teach his own children.?

A number of writers who have made a close study of Tagore’s educational philosophy and
practices have laid forth reasons that motivated him to start his Brahmacharyashram at
Santiniketan. They are all unanimous in their opinions that the primary factor of his engagement
with the field of education was deep dissatisfaction with the prevalent system. Himangshu

Bhushan Mukherjee, in his detailed study of Tagore as an educationist, states:

We may take into account several other factors that may have been
instrumental in drawing Tagore to the field of education. In the first place, like all

philosophers and reformers, Tagore was a great believer in the value of education

! Inanendranath Chattopadhyay, “Rabindranath and His Ashrama School”, in The Visva-Bharati
Quarterly: Education Number Vol. XII, ed. Kshitis Roy (Santiniketan: Visva- Bharati, 1947), 10.
2 Maitreyee Devi, Mongpute Rabindranath (Calcutta: Mitra o Ghosh, 1943), 94.
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as the most fundamental pre-requisite of the progress of a nation in any direction.
Secondly, the contemporary educational conditions in the country called for urgent
reforms, as there had been hardly any substantial improvement in the educational

system since Wood’s Despatch [sic] of 1854.3

Alongside this, the ideological and socio-political climate of the times also had a significant role
to play in Tagore’s ideation of an education system that would cater best to the Indian sensibilities.
The rise of Swadeshi and Tagore’s active involvement in the national movement was also
instrumental in driving his desire to formulate an education system that would take the country
back to its roots and help in stating clearly that India does not have to rely solely on borrowed
ideals from the West. Ajit Kumar Chakravarty, who was the first writer in documenting the history

of the first eleven years of the Brahmacharyashram, opines:

... FHIFV0T 26 FToIf[IF — A ATSHTT SHIT | AFHINR (T JI ™Y, (7 (I
SIRTTR WANTHE BF 8 G — ¢ FAOT AIAA TFFF FRAF 8 2K GAGI
FAD! IR AF6I (TGN O FIEF® TG AP AR | (61 FTeg
RGN

[... the actual reason was natural — it was the desire for establishing one’s selfhood.
That everything worth having lies with the West and the West is our lord and master
in very sphere—the educated section of the society was revealing a determination
to disavow this statement powerfully and state the opposite of it. It was the early

music of Swadeshi.]

That Ajit Kumar Chakravarty is accurate in identifying the general mood of the country is
testified by the various educational enterprises that appeared as the result of the National Education
Movement that started taking place in Bengal from the last decade of the nineteenth century. In

1890-92, Gooroo Dass Banerjee, the first Indian Vice-Chancellor of the University of Calcutta,

3 Himangshu Bhushan Mukherjee, Education for Fullness??: A Study of The Educational
Thought and Experiment of Rabindranath Tagore (Bombay: Asia Publishing House, 1962), 24.
+ Ajit Kumar Chakravarty, Brahmavidyalaya (Calcutta: Visva-Bharati, 1951), 11.
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publicly criticised the English education system while delivering his convocation address.’ Tagore,
too, in 1892, read his essay “Siksar Herpher” at a public meeting in Rajshahi and it was in this
pioneering essay that he called for the need of vernacular education at the elementary level. In
1895, Satish Chandra Mukherjee, in collaboration with Romesh Mitter, started a school called
Bhagavat Chathuspathi in Calcutta; the school was modelled on the fols or Sanskrit schools of

ancient idea. Mukherjee, the founder-editor of the Dawn magazine, in 1898 wrote in his magazine:

Foreign education has failed to produce original men amongst us. Foreign
education has not enabled us to be self-reliant, self-dependent, self-sacrificing,
patriotic. The present system of mere examinations has failed to bring to the front
the stamp of men who can hold their own in the great industrial struggle which is

the marked feature of the great civilisations amidst which we live.°

These very years (1892-1900) witnessed the publication of a number of Tagore’s essays
on the topic of education—be it on the nature of school textbooks, the prevalent practice of
teaching child-morality, or the need of Bengali education for Muslim students. It would go on to
become his lifelong passion that he would give shape to through his school at Santiniketan and
later expanding the enterprise to form Visva-Bharati. The essay “Shikshar Herpher” is of
particular significance as it lays forward the pivotal ideas about education that would remain at the
heart of Tagore’s educational philosophy throughout his life. Kathleen M. O’Connell lists these

ideas as follows:

1) The necessity for education in the mother tongue; and the need for that
language to be expanded and developed to a level where it can facilitate thought
and express the cultural ethos: 2) the need for shaping a curriculum which is in
touch with its Indian surroundings, 3) the destructive potential of an educational
system geared to narrow pragmatic ends that thwart a child’s capacity to think,

feel and imagine; and, conversely the power of joyful, open-ended learning to

5 Kathleen M. O’Connell, Rabindranath Tagore: The Poet as Educator (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati,
2012), 87.

¢ Dawn, Feb. 1898, in The Origin of the National Education Movement, 7.
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remove learning barriers and assist the child to discover, absorb and develop
fully.’

This can be taken as a succinct summary of the guiding principles that characterized
Tagore’s philosophy of education as well as the application of the same to his Brahmacharyashram.
Tagore’s dynamic mind was constantly active in experimenting with new techniques of tutoring
his pupils as well the finding the most conducive way to facilitate their true development. His
mental horizon stretched to encompass all minutiae involving the process of an ideal school
education from obvious issues such as the necessary reading materials and course of study to
discipline in cases of misdemeanour and daily activities from waking up to going to bed and

pleasurable pursuits.

Thus, in order to achieve a systematic understanding of the whole process, there is the need to
view each aspect individually even though all of them collectively give us the full picture of what
Amartya Sen calls “an imaginative and innovative system of education” and how “through his
[Tagore’s] writings and his influence on students and teachers, he was able to use the school as a

base from which he could take part in India’s social, political and cultural movements.”

Characteristics of Tagore’s Education System

Tagore established the sheer futility of the “knowledge” that had become a meaningless
burden for Indian students rather than fortifying their intellect or characters in any way whatsoever.
The root cause of this soul-consuming practice of education is identified by him as the removal of
the child mind from Nature and the instinctive education that Nature imparts to the child mind. In
Tagore’s philosophy of education, Nature plays the most significant role in the formative years of
a student’s life when his mind is full of innate curiosity. Tagore understands the desire for freedom
in the child’s mind: a freedom from convention and social restrictions, and the freedom to try and
know the workings of Nature instinctively through his own contact with Nature. Tagore’s approach

runs contrary not only to the prevalent model of education but even to the systems of learning that

7 Kathleen M. O’Connell, 101.
® Amartya Sen, The Argumentative Indian (London: Penguin Books, 2005), 91.
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we presently propagate in our country, as he opposes the idea of trying to concentrate the child
mind on specific topics rather than allow a free play of it to enjoy the surprises that sudden new
discoveries would hold. So instead of a forced concentration of the mental faculties of students,
Tagore wishes that the mind be set free to be dispersed and find its own nutrition from conducive
places. He writes, “The Schoolmaster is of opinion that the best means of educating a child is by
concentration of mind, but Mother Nature knows that the best way is by dispersion of mind ...
Facts must come fresh to startle their minds into full activity.”® Rather than letting the child mind
find its food fresh through being allowed to roam free in Nature, the colonial school served

enormous and obligatory helpings of stale facts that caused natural aversion in the student.

This emphasis on the role of Nature is an element that grows in significance since Tagore
first conceptualized his Brahmacharyashram, the working principles of which were laid down by
him in a twenty-page letter written to a teacher of the school, Kunjalal Ghosh, dated 13 November
1902. This letter can be regarded as the first constitution of Brahmacharyashram. This constitution
does not emphasize the role of Nature in education to the extent that Tagore came to do later in his

(13

life. In her analysis of this letter, Kathleen O’Connell observes: “... there is little indication of
some of the features which would later characterize Santiniketan. Nature as an educational force,
for example, is given only a few lines in paragraph 61 which discusses the role of birds, animals
and gardens in the ashram.”'® But later on, involvement with Nature became a primary aspect of
Tagore’s education practice. He insisted on the active participation of pupils in engaging with
Nature while they received their lessons in subjects such as Geology, Chemistry, Entomology or
Ornithology. Tagore had faith in Nature’s ability to foster and develop the characteristic curiosity
of the child mind that was being exposed to the wonders of the world for the first time. He believed
that the mechanical education of the colonial school choked that questing spirit and the sense of
wonder and awe that a child naturally possesses when his mind is first exposed to the infinite

possibilities of the universe. He thus encouraged a mode of education where the pupils would

directly come into contact with Nature and acquire knowledge about its workings, not from mere

° Tagore, The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, Vol. 4, ed. Sisir Kumar Das (New
Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1996), 346.
10 Ibid, 146.
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book-learning but from their first-hand experiences. There are a number of contemporary records

that attest to this method of imparting education. Elmhirst writes:

Geology becomes the fertility of the plot; chemistry the use of lime and
manures of all kinds of spray and disinfectants; ... entomology the control of plant
pests (ants, caterpillars, beetles) and diseases (leaf curl, wilt, bacterial attacks);
ornithology, the study of birds in their relation first to the garden plot and to the

world in general.

There is no room in Siksa-Satra for Nature-study as an abstract project,

divorced from life and needs of life.

... the child has to face ... the forces of Nature which attack his trees, his
plants and his livestock. Nature-study is thus transferred into the study of Nature in

relation to life and daily experiences of life.!!

Prabhat Kumar Mukhopadhyaya describes how he used to conduct his classes at Santiniketan in a

manner that brought the students into direct contact with Nature:

RN GO FPFT 8 PO AAITHT AT JF2 ¥ Bfero.. =N
PAE AR MNBREONT [NF6Z (Ar2-4 a1 (Frowman, &y, wsaiy,
VG &efS (M2 | I GEIHro BTl (e QNI (AR A7 IR BT
CETRIF BN (YT AW, (-39 QA AR S| YSFE NN (G0 (MR
QG RN STRATAT NI, UG ATTEN o5 FIH ¢ TS AT (Y|
(AT G S8R FA MR AT, Foe, HI6T; (T2-5K JTGURT O A7l T 112

[Geography lessons and Nature study of the students were mostly conducted in
conjunction ... I take the students to the Khoyai near Santiniketan and show them
the flow of water, island, cape, plateau etc. Once the monsoon water recedes, one

can find iron particles in the sand of the Khoyai here; students collect all those

1 L. K. Elmhirst, Rabindranath Tagore: Pioneer in Education (London: John Murray, 1961), 73-
74.

12 Prabhat Kumar Mukhopadhyaya, Santiniketan--Visvabharati (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati, 2000),
90.
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particles. I demonstrate various kinds of soil to them. The students observe the
plants and trees of the ashram as well as the changing of seasons and make brief
notes of them. Some students collect leaves, flowers, thorns; exhibitions are

arranged for all those things.]

Contemporary writers like Mohit Chakrabarti have emphasized upon how Tagore sought
to locate the greatest teaching force in Nature and entrusted his pupils to the guidance of Nature
that he considered to be full of joy and vibrant with life. Chakrabarti opines, “Tagore also urges
on managing education in such a way as to uphold the infinite spirit of adventure and curiosity
alive and alert in the midst of a natural and joyful atmosphere of thrilling education where Nature

becomes the guide, guardian and angel of each learner’s heart.”!?

True education, as Tagore theorizes, would be one where education becomes a part of one’s
inner being, strengthens character and aids in the formation of perspectives of the world. And that
education is only possible where there is a true blend between the varied nature of topics studied
and liveliness in the mode of teaching. For the sake of achieving this liveliness, the source of
education needs to be human rather than the mechanical degree-holding teacher who spends no
effort in connecting subjectively with each of his students on an individual basis and, rather,
supplies them with readymade instructions that are generalized with no heed to the particular needs
of each student. In Tagore’s philosophy, it is the failure of the teacher and the education system
when the student wishes to run away from a school that inspires no curiosity or desire for learning
within him. Instead, the soul-deadening burden of facts and figures that was heaped upon the
student’s psyche successfully managed to destroy his natural curiosity as well. The tradition of
murdering the student’s questioning mind was handed down from generation to generation and it
was so firmly grounded that when Tagore started his school, the students clearly displayed the lack
of a curious mind as their natural faculties had been so effectively conditioned by generations of
repression. In 1918, the Technical Department was set up at Santiniketan and windmills were
imported from America to be installed at the ashram. But once they were set up, very few students

took any interest in the working of the windmills that were so new to them. In his 1936 essay

13 Mohit Chakrabarti, Management Education and Rabindranath (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati, 2007),
49,



75

“SACNT 1" or “The Education of the Ashram,” Tagore writes, “ PN ACNFPT (AT G-
(T ITH T NNCARAN | ST B, AFG A2 TFOIF (Y AR B (TS (RIARE AR
2| [T (MY WS g (RLe1R OIel B 6K M OIpIet | &1 fNorasR |es Ot 419
(e, 801 W-(F JP01 TG, TGrearsig 51517 [1 had once procured a windmill for
pumping water from America. | had hoped that the boys would be interested in the mechanism of
the immense turbine. But I observed that only a few boys really looked at it. They casually regarded

it as something or other—not worthy of questioning. ]

It was as if the prevalent school education had managed to condition the student mind into
simply memorizing mechanically what was obligatorily fed to them without any capacity to
analyze or interpret that information. So, their minds, bereft of the application of their natural
faculties of understanding, interpretation and interrogation, had become acclimatized to accept
whatever was presented to them. Tagore significantly draws the distinction between true learning
and tutored knowledge, where the mind does not imbibe the tutored knowledge that is propagated
through notebooks because Indian students could not relate, in any fashion, with the knowledge

that were being piled on them through book-learning.

The educational crisis of India was intensified by the fact that the stream of learning that
had flowed from ancient India had been choked by the sands of the colonial system which made
education the domain of a select few. Those select few, who grew up in the ambience of colonial
education, were forever parted from Indian sensibilities as their heart and intellect were effectively
shaped to identify only with colonial values. The final product emerging out of the factory called
the colonial school was neither an Englishman nor an Indian. It was a curious and artificial
amalgamation of facts and figures that outfitted the product to be only an adequate servant to the
colonial master with no ability to do, create or function independently. Thus, the colonial school
had attacked the very core of India. By modelling the Indian psyche in a way that was distinctly
unlndian, it was eradicating the possibility of development of fertile ground for germination of

anti-British thoughts that may lead to any anti-colonial action.

Tagore’s identification of this process of ideological colonization is highly instrumental in

his envisioning of an educational framework completely Indian in spirit. He did so by trying to

14 Rabindranath Tagore, Rabindra Rachanbali vol. 16 (Kolkata: Visva- Bharati, 2001), 350.
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retrace the steps of Indian civilization to its Vedic roots and reclaiming the system of education
that had existed in Vedic India. This reclamation of India’s cultural past can be interpreted as a
postcolonial enterprise that he had engaged in during the heydays of the British empire. India’s
nationalist movement was already creating awareness within India to value all things Indian. While
Tagore had a complex relationship with the very concept of nationalism and the idea of the modern
nation-state as testified by his book Nationalism, his desire to return to the Vedic roots of Indian
education was informed by the awareness that education needs to be much more than a series of
facts, figures and information for the student mind to grapple with. Instead, it should be a process
that would enable the student mind to commune effectively with the world around him. In order
to achieve that sort of communication, the mind needed the strength to question, to seek and imbibe
learning as an organic process that Tagore believed was possible only via a return to the system of

ashramic education that had existed in Vedic times.

However, it would be dilution to state that Tagore wanted to duplicate the Vedic system of
education in its entirety. While it is indeed true that in the initial stages of formulating his
philosophy of education, he indeed leaned heavily on the Vedic model, it also needs to be
emphasized that his approach did not remain unchanging over the years. There is a trajectory to
the development of Tagore’s educational philosophy; if the early stages witnessed a clear
veneration and attempt to remain faithful to the Vedic model, with the passing of years, Tagore
introduced highly significant modifications that added a different dimension to his philosophy.
The active inclusion of performing arts—music, dance and theatre—was an element that came to
strongly characterize Santiniketan’s education system in the later years; it was entirely Tagore’s
addition to the Vedic model that he had built his school on. Moreover, the great importance that
he laid on the involvement of his pupils with nature was also something that grew in significance
over the course of years. So it would not be inappropriate to state that Tagore, throughout his life,
implemented at his institution ideals that were his creative interpretation of the Vedic education

system rather than effecting an identical copy.

A closer inspection of this trajectory would be possible if one analyses what can be
considered the first constitution of the Brahmacharyashram and how there came modifications and

additions to it with the passage of time. Kathleen O’Connell, citing Tagore’s biographer Prabhat
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Kumar Mukhopadhyay, writes, “... the letter served as the first constitution of the school and

remained in effect for much of its first decade.”'> She further records,

There was no written constitution at the opening of the Brahmacharyashram, and
the first known written statement of the school’s operations did not come until
almost a year later, in September 1902. This statement, in the form of a letter to one
of the teachers, Kunjalal Ghosh, was given to Kshitimohan Sen in 1908 by
Rabindranath, when he asked to see a statement on the ideals and operation of the

school.'®

This letter has been translated as part of the essay “Santiniketan Brahmacharyashram” included
in this thesis. In accordance with Rabindra Rachanavali vol. 14, it has been translated with the
caption “Primary Working Principles”. While most of the principles stated in the letter held true
through the course of years, Tagore, with the mind of a poet that was both imaginative and
aesthetic, incorporated changes in the running of his school. Those changes rendered his
educational experiment of further interest as they freed his school from what could have been a
strict and regimented modelling of the pupil into a brahmachari and allowed his education system
to focus fully on the development of the full potentials of individual students. That Tagore aimed
at helping each individual pupil realize his own potential is an aspect strongly emphasized by Sunil
Chandra Sarkar who, in his analysis of Tagore’s educational philosophy, compares his ideas with

those of Rousseau and Dewey and writes:

There is a striking resemblance between Dewey and Tagore in the sharp insight and
discrimination that each evinces in selecting and using from the total contribution
of his forerunners just the right ideas and suggestions that he needed. ... One can
see, for instance, how in his notion of education as growth Dewey adapted the idea
which Rousseau expressed in these words: “All men being equal, their common
vocation is the profession of humanity; ... Let him first be a man, he will on
occasion as soon become anything else...”. Tagore has not only accepted this

notion, but widened it: “The best function of education is to enable us to realise that

15 Kathleen M. O’Connell, 127.
16 Tbid, 108.
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to live as a man is great, requiring profound philosophy for its ideal, poetry for its

expression and heroism in its conduct.”

... So, none of them hesitates to give the pupil freedom — no matter what
his aptitudes and interests. “Let each pupil realise his own possibilities” — this and

this alone is the expectation. '’

It is in this spirit of freedom coupled with a real desire to create a new system of education focused
on the needs of individual pupils that Tagore went beyond the initial boundaries and strict
framework of the Vedic gurukul that Brahmacharyashram was founded upon. That Tagore’s mind
was entirely occupied by the ideal of the ancient brahmachari is something we can note from the
numerous mentions of the same in a number of letters written by Tagore in 1902. A good example
can be the letter written to Brajendra Kishore Debbarma on 7 April 1902; “&Y OIS
5 ATEIN WM SNTE Qaons fNests [Nerars! Siikd N aerd W S gfere
7T WfIeE Aifes SfRre BI21""8[I want to raise my pupils in a pure and unadulterated manner,
at a place free from crowds and anxiety, following the ancient Indian ideal of brahmacharya.
Abjuring all kinds of foreign luxury and blind admiration of the English, I want to indoctrinate

them in the spotlessly pure Indian ideal of poverty.]

Here, it is noteworthy that Tagore’s approach is entirely passionate as he upholds ancient
India as a site for ideal education and upbringing. One can even go to the extent of saying that
Tagore here is more emotional than practical and rational in his approach. He does not entertain
the possibility of there being any lacuna in the ancient Indian education system. He is impelled by
a nationalist fervour that is powerfully inspiring but not calmly neutral. Himangshu Bhushan

Mukherjee analyses the background of Tagore’s fascination with the Vedic model and states:

Like many others, Tagore also engaged himself in the deep study of India’s past
cultural heritage. His poetical works of this period (1896-1901), namely Caitali,

17 Sunil Chandra Sarkar, Tagore’s Educational Philosophy (Santiniketan: Visva-Bharati, 1961),
68.

18 Rabindranath Tagore, Chithipatre Bidyalay-Prasanga, ed. by Gourachandra Saha
(Santiniketan: Visva-Bharati, 2000), 12.
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Katha, Kahini, Kalpana, and Naivedya, and his prose writings mainly constituting
a series of significant articles contributed to Varngadarsan, new series, especially
during 1901-93 ... bear eloquent testimony to this tendency of interpreting and
glorifying India’s past history and culture. Along with many illustrious
contemporaries sponsoring the Neo-Hindu Movement, which was a spirited off-
shoot of Indian Renaissance, he also came to find in the ideals of Ancient India a
grand binding principle to unite and consolidate into one nationhood the numerous

divergent races, sects and creeds inhabiting the vast sub-continent of India.

... The forest life of Ancient India, as he could visualize and understand through
Sanskrit Literature and the Hindu Scriptures, with its ideal of simplicity, dignity,
and discipline, sublimated through contact with wild nature and natural life, won
his warm admiration and allegiance, and, as we shall presently find, offered him
the ideal pattern of atmosphere and traditions wherein to conduct the education of

children."

Tagore’s ideation was definitely under the heavy influence of nineteenth-century Hindu
nationalism and revivalism. But, once in application, the pitfalls of the systems started making
their presence felt. There was a real danger that what aimed to be a lofty ideal would fall prey to
what Sunil Chandra Sarkar describes as “orientalism, Sanatani Hinduism, pastism, ritualism or to
any such limited aim and thus effectively exclude the universal element that he sought.”?’ Tagore
was also quick in understanding how a great ideal can degenerate under the influence of rigid,
ritualistic practice and he wasted no time in pruning any person or practice from his
Brahmacharyashram if they showed symptoms of such narrowness. This point will be discussed
in detail in Chapter IV. However, it has to be stated here that Tagore’s adaptation of the Vedic
model underwent numerous modifications after the initial stage of a reverent mimesis of it
executed in Brahmacharyashram. One clear example of this kind of a modification can be cited in

the medium of language chosen for instruction. Tagore championed the cause of the vernacular as

¥ Himangshu Bhushan Mukherjee, 24.
20 Sunil Chandra Sarkar, Tagore’s Educational Philosophy (Santiniketan: Visva-Bharati, 1961),
148.
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a medium of instruction, as one can clearly note from his essay Siksar Herpher. But he also wanted
to enable his pupils to connect with the wider world. With such an aim in mind, even though the
medium of instruction at Brahmacharyashram was Bengali, when his institution expanded to form
Visva-Bharati, Tagore adopted English as the linguistic medium at the college level. This
modification allowed students from outside Bengal to be educated at Visva-Bharati avoiding the

language barrier.

Tagore thus indicates the need of education being adapted to its context and being a process
that caters to the needs of those who are accessing it. The most contextual education system for
India, he feels, can be created by invoking the system that had produced such excellent results in
ancient India. In Tagore’s philosophy, education is best acquired where the learning is mediated
via human touch than being mechanically served. In ancient India, the subjective system of
learning passing from guru to shishya thus became Tagore’s ideal. The process involved the
subjective participation of the student and the teacher where knowledge was impersonal but the
process of imparting it was not so. Tagore derides the education system where it seems that the
student seeks knowledge from a machine rather than from a person. The subject learned was
tempered and coloured by the individual perception and experience and that was characterized the
parampara or tradition of the guru and shishya. The efficacy of that system stands vindicated at

present by dint of its continuation in the arena of Indian classical music even today.

Tagore, however, does not call for a complete imitation of the Vedic ashram as that would
be neither practical nor possible. The principal hindrance to such complete imitation would be the
fact that we have no clear picture of the Vedic tapovan available to us; what we have is an outline
of the system. Moreover, Tagore acknowledges that a mechanical copying of the ages past would
only lead to a superficial process. Rather, he calls for emulating the ideals that had once made the
Vedic education system a success. Tagore does not want Indians to indiscriminately return to the
varna system or the four stages of human life that had governed man’s existence during the Vedic
period. He does not want the modern student to live the life of the Vedic brahmachari. His is the
desire to imbibe in learning the ideals that had constituted the education process in the gurukul of

ancient India.

Thus, Tagore interprets the concept of brahmacharya and the life in the gurugriha for the

modern man. It is that interpretation that was embodied in Tagore’s school at Santiniketan. He
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states that as per popular understanding, brahmacharya might signify a state where an individual
follows a life shorn of all material comforts, but such an idea is not the crux of brahmacharya.
Rather, it is aimed at safeguarding the young hearts, minds and instincts from the waves of worldly
existence that they are unprepared for. It seeks to concentrate the mind on its goal and shield it
from “HPFfOT PRI <% REANTO B SISGI"?' [premature initiation of human nature
and the intense headiness of luxury]. Here, through his reference to luxury, Tagore is signifying
anything that would be in excess of basic needs of a student. Thus, Tagore’s interpretation of the
stage of brahmacharya becomes his guiding principle while formulating the characteristic feature

of Brahmacharyashram.

In his school, he wanted students to live a life of simplicity where they would have scant
access to material comforts and implements to ease their life. The intention behind this principle
is easily understood; Tagore wished to ensure that his students were not pampered and cushioned
from the reality of existence and that their want of means and material comforts would encourage
them to be innovative and think of ways to fulfil their needs with the limited resources available
to them. The education of the ashram was targeted not at making the students experts at book-
learning but at making them into complete human beings prepared to take on the challenges of real
life. Tagore criticizes colonial education for that fact that it left the students completely unfit in
both mind and body, thereby rendering them weak in the battle of existence. He expresses his
discontent about how the colonial school paid no attention to the development of the bodies of its
young students, resulting in their lack of physical strength and vitality. Tagore’s ideal education
leaves the student to build both his mind and body in the heart of nature where the curious workings
of nature would fortify his mind and his exploration of the world of nature would strengthen his
body. Thus, he wanted as little external paraphernalia as possible when he started the
Brahmavidyalaya as he wanted the education of his students to be a holistic process. He gave them

limited means but he opened their imaginations and encouraged them to think innovatively.

Tagore believed that the stage of development of the child mind requires plenty of room in
order to expand and by determining the child’s fate through the rulings of institutionalized
education, the growth of the child mind is severely limited. He emphasizes with the child who

wants to gather knowledge of the world as naturally as pigeons pick peas. He questions

21 Ibid, 579.
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passionately whether the prevalent system of education sought to punish the child for his natural

state of ignorance: “f1® (T SIATGET W FRAWZ, ST WY W YL FAW2 991 30O
SIS 22TMR TG (37 fF WA1R?"22 [Is the child guilty for having been born without learning

algebra or memorizing the dates of history right from mother’s womb?]

This rhetorical question is an indication to the unrealistic burden of expectation laid by
society and the prevalent system on the tender shoulders of a child that, in turn, effectively crushed
all his natural joy and inquisitiveness. Tagore thus insisted that the child mind requires ample
amount of freedom so that it can explore its surroundings and discover for itself the various
phenomena that the world has to offer. Education, in Tagore’s opinion, should be the means to
inspiring that questioning spirit and encouraging the desire of. Himangshu Bhushan Mukherjee

describes Tagore’s approach thus:

Tagore also recommended Nature’s method of discipline, which he termed as
“freedom cure,” as far more effective for moulding character than the stereotyped
method of discipline adopted at an average home or school. Though similar in
essence to the doctrine of discipline by natural consequences, as formulated by
Rousseau and, later, developed by Spencer, it is more human in spirit and touched
with greater sympathy for the erring child than is evident in the approach of the
former two educationists. “When mind and life are given full freedom,” Tagore
observed, “they achieve health. I adopted the system of freedom cure, if I can give

it the name ...”%3

The context of freedom can be suitable to introduce another aspect of the educational policy
adopted at Santiniketan: discipline. Ever since its inception, the school witnessed a dichotomy in
putting into practice two principles of discipline and freedom. This point is further elaborated in
Chapter V where the daily working of the ashram is detailed. But it has to be mentioned here that
the authorities at Brahmacharyashram were ever torn about the implementation of what seemed
two opposing ideals. While Tagore wanted to provide his pupils with a lot of freedom, many

faculty members wanted to enforce a strict code of conduct and a highly disciplined manner of

22 1bid, 581.
23 Kathleen M. O’Connell, 126.
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living that, by its rigid nature, went against the very spirit of Tagorean freedom. Alex Aronson

describes the demands of discipline as follows:

But the ever growing industrialisation and mechanisation of life in the West made
it impossible for them to put into practice what they all considered to be of pre-
eminent importance. Childhood became more and more divorced from nature, and
the training of a healthy emotional life was replaced by rigid codes and regulations,
by a ‘discipline’ which killed all individual idiosyncrasies and self-confidence in

the bud.*

Throughout the developing stages of Brahmacharyashram and Visva-Bharati, these twoprinciples
were pitted against each other; even though discipline had its share of supremacy for certain
periods of time, it was eventually freedom that managed to make its presence felt in an overarching
manner to the ashramites. The details of how this conflict was played out are furnished in Chapter

V.

Tagore’s school became, for him, the most conducive environment to put to application the
ideas that germinated in his mind while running the school itself. Thus, it can be said that the
development of the school and the development of Tagore’s philosophy of education were a
symbiotic process where each was dependent on the other for complete realization. The premise
of his educational philosophy that was first presented to the general population via the essay Sikshar
Herpher or “The Lack of Cohesion in Education” remained the same, but the practical
implementation of it evolved through the course of time and finally, in 1921, the Viswa-Bharati
Bulletin® No. 8 published a three-fold aim for Tagore’s institution and those aims may be regarded
as a highly concise and apt expression of the philosophy that had motivated the foundation of the

mstitution:

To concentrate in Santiniketan, in the midst of the Ashrama Vidyalaya, the different
cultures of the East, especially those that have originated in India or found shelter in

her house:

24 Tanayendranath Ghose, “Rabindranath’s Contribution to Education in India”, in The Visva-
Bharati Quarterly: Education Number Vol. XII, 33.
25 Certain older versions of Visva- Bharati Quarterly use the spelling “Viswa.”
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To lay in Sriniketan the foundations of a happy, contented and humane life in

villages: and finally,

Through the Viswa-Bharati as a whole, to seek to establish a relationship between
East and West, to promote inter-cultural and inter-racial amity and understanding

and fulfill the highest mission of the present age—the unification of mankind.?

These aims point towards the desire of reestablishing the sense of cultural pride that had faced
major decline in the East, alongside expecting a positive practical outcome of the educational
venture of Santiniketan through Sriniketan helping in the building of self-sufficient rural economy.
And finally, there existed the aim to usher a new era where cultural supremacy and racial
superiority would be challenged by “inter-cultural and inter-racial amity and understanding”.?’
While Tagore’s fundamental faith in the efficacy of the Ashram system determined the course of
his educational venture, he did not wish to foreground the Vedic model over the Western model
as a counter-cultural challenge. It is here that Tagore moved away from the first constitution of
Brahmacharyashram, where he displayed a desire to remain as faithful as possible to the Vedic
model. But as Tagore’s global vision grew in extent and profoundness, it broadened the scope of
his educational enterprise and it grew, as O’Connell calls it, “From Forest Hermitage to Global
nest.”?® The descriptive term “Global Nest” is certainly influenced by the motto of Visva-Bharati:
yatra visham bhavati eka needam, signifying “where the world meets in one nest”. The enterprise
drew upon the excellence of both Eastern and Western intellect to create a culture of synergy that
would be, first and foremost, governed by the sense of humanity. As Tagore’s school-that opened
with just five students—grew, he sought out some of the best minds from both East and West to
teach his students, thereby creating a set-up where Indian scholars like Kshitimohan Sen and
Bidhushekhar Shastri taught alongside European scholars like Sylvain Lévi and Igor Bogdanov.
The character of the education was thus informed by a liberal spirit that fostered attempts of taking
the best from each culture without discriminating among them. It saved Tagore’s philosophy from

being lopsided or hypocritical, where Indian culture would be upheld as the sole model of

26 Ibid, 20-21.
27 Tbid.
28 Kathleen M. O’Connell, 126.
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excellence in response to the colonizer doing the same with his culture. How the process of
learning at Santiniketan effortlessly spanned cultures is captured in the writing of Amartya Sen,

himself having been a student at Santiniketan:

... there was something remarkable about the ease with which class discussions
could move from Indian traditional literature to contemporary as well as classical
Western thought, and then to the culture of China or Japan or elsewhere. The
school’s celebration of variety was also in sharp contrast with the cultural

conservatism and separatism that has tended to grip India from time to time.?’

Tagore successfully avoided the lure of seeking cultural hegemony by his attempt to seek harmony

and mutual respect for all cultures through his effort of trying to know the cultural other better.

The result of all these innovative practices that were so alien to the experiences of Tagore’s
countrymen was that they found a near complete lack of acceptance and understanding. They were
mostly regarded as manifestations of a poet’s romantic ideations which had little or no practical
value. The colonial education had already made such successful and deep inroads into the psyche
of the education-seeking populace that any alternative was regarded as unnecessary and
ineffective. What Tagore was attempting to create was a holistic form of education that would
address every aspect of an individual’s entity and would aid in the formation of a complete human
being, and the ways he adopted were considered ineffective in producing future prospects for
students. In fact, the larger part of intelligentsia regarded Tagore’s methods with a sense of
suspicion as they had much greater faith in the colonial education to which they had grown

acclimated. The reception of Tagore’s educational enterprise has been summarized by

Heerendranath Dutta in his book Santiniketaner Ek Jug (*SNIPOINT 45 F9):

... (TR (T (TN A0 STRGTSIF AR FHACO AT [N | I IR #7561 AfOD
JEIO ST (T Fel FeTQy [RYRAETT (MY Wors (5 QoI <NfSfAido
R (Re AT B [T Ol - FOIF, AfSafore Jo2 foF AFfod
(T O JAPH ACF CIM (N (W8T 8] Y . rorsifors e I
QNP FARGOIE A2V FACO GIF 1| THHEFe W28 *MfSfNidon A30F

2 Amartya Sen, 15.
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(Fhozel Todif~ e, o o R w11 *MfSfNidon I AF-ATG0!
ARSHNT WO 7O O (e (IR @1 2 F1| [F8 GO NG Vo
JCeIR STROG P NN A | (ECPE NN S (PR AR (AT (AT
T2 AR [T STNCADAS AR | AT B2 [N WA 724 (RN [FS
T2 I *NINFON O FIH G5 I AL 42 FF B WA WK W fors
T, A6 FoN FUT B 1

[... countrymen could not accept it easily at that time. The reason of this being that
the Santiniketan school and the university later, in its practices and methods, was
so very different from the schools, colleges and universities that we are habituated
to see as educational institutions, it was not easy for many to accept .... the psyche
that is habituated with the conventional cannot easily accept the new. Even among
the intelligentsia there was not so much trust as there was curiosity about
Santiniketan. Had Santiniketan been like the other institutions in vogue, there
would have been no cause to worry. But since it was entirely individualistic, it could
not easily win anybody’s heart. Doubt kept lingering in people’s minds. In some
quarters, abundant criticism took place as well. Rabindranath felt hurt about that
but he never wanted Santiniketan to abjure its own nature for the sake of others,

that is, to step in line with the conventions. ]

This account is highly revealing as it demonstrates the extent of animosity and lack of trust
that Tagore’s countrymen and intellectuals had towards his pioneering methods, which can now
be deemed as postcolonial in character. Tagore was envisioning the ideal citizen for the future free
India as well as a global character while devising his school and university. It was for the purpose
of developing that ideal future citizen that Tagore was engaged in his experiments and his whole-
hearted efforts to provide his students with both diverse teachers and diverse syllabi. To him,
education was man’s lifelong endeavour and not some chapter that is finished by degrees and left

behind, to carry on with the rest of one’s life.

The most exemplary feature of Tagore’s school was that it did not implement the

conventional divide between the good boys and the bad boys or perhaps the binary of the front

¢ Heerendranath Dutta, Santiniketaner Ek Jug (Kolkata: Visva- Bharati, 1980), 6.
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bencher/back bencher. Tagore accepted naughtiness, pranks and mischief as a natural part of
childhood and thus welcomed them in his school, unlike other schools where the slightest deviation
from the set standards of behaviour was likely to be punished. Tagore did not consider boyish
pranks as culpable offences and used a loving hand to direct his pupils towards right action. In
fact, the memorial accounts of both Heerendranath Dutta’! and Syed Mujtaba Ali*? testify that the
Santiniketan school was regarded by the general populace as a reformatory of sorts where the
incurably bad boys, who were unworthy of admission elsewhere, were relegated. Such an idea
points both to the contemporary mind-set about child character as well as Tagore’s firm refusal to

be a part of that attitude and practice.

Reflecting on each aspect of the education process--the teacher, the curriculum, the student,

the environment--Sunil Chandra Sarkar concludes that in Tagore’s ideal education system,

The teacher should be an artist of life above everything else, the curriculum should
wholly aim at providing opportunities for the expression of individual and
community life, the student should do or learn nothing that does not directly
contribute to his happiness and efficiency as a co-sharer in a joint life-enterprise.
Naturally therefore, environment must receive much more importance than at
present and schools and educational institutions become arenas of life and not

merely certain types of activities.*>

The Teacher

One of the most vital parts of Tagore’s educational enterprise was choosing the right kind of
teacher—one who would be able to understand the core educational values of Tagore and would

respect and inculcate them sympathetically among the students. In his essay “Ashramer Rup o

3t Tbid, 15.
32 Syed Mujtaba Ali, Gurudeb o Santiniketan (Kolkata: Mitra o Ghosh, 1981), 26.
33 Sunil Chandra Sarkar, 100.
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Bikash”, Tagore details the qualities that he deems to be absolutely necessary in a good teacher.

He says,

o2 e W[R0S 14 (AW, (QEamd A (J% il Freiis|
RrFFa NG 5iia STatE TN RANT I G2 (F, TR AT O IR,
HAOR ORI OIMF AP ¥ | OHF ATO Sy BIACT WP A 4=
RG> T AN 1S (MBI HANCHR S | P ([{O19 B I O I
(AT NSR W ACH O[ WIBR FAIR HRG AW ST | VO (IR S
FTOIRIP (TS IS (N2 RN S HIGIF FAC® (FI (I OIR 14T AP
1 T N, OICRS AT AP 1

[Those who naturally have affection towards the boys are the ones to whom this
patience is natural. The greatest danger about the teachers’ own character is that the
ones with whom they deal are not their equal in power. It is easily possible to be
intolerant of them for slight or imaginary reasons, to mock them, insult them or
punish them. Like the ones whose job it is to chastise the weaker other and who are
prone to commit wrong even when they are themselves not aware of it—this is no
different. Those who have no real worthiness of exercising power, have not only
no compunction in being unjust towards the powerless, but rather, take pleasure

from it.]

Tagore in his essay “My School” clearly states what he considers as qualities absolutely
undesirable in his ideal teacher and thus, by implication, the characteristics that he would value in

one. | have discussed his own experience in school and critique of it in Chapter II.

Tagore wished to break this vicious cycle that produced students with undigested
knowledge who went on to become schoolteachers, thereby creating more students like

themselves.

Tagore wanted to create not only a new kind of student but also place before the world a

new kind of teacher. The ideal he had in his mind was undoubtedly the figure of the Guru of ancient

3 Rabindra Rachanabali, vol. 14, 226.
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India: someone to whom teaching was innate and who touched the souls of each of his students,
someone to whom teaching was not just a livelihood but a calling. With such an ideal in mind,
Tagore set out in search of teachers for his school—a search that led him to Jagadananda Roy,
Bhupendranath Sanyal, Kshitimohan Sen, Bidhushekar Shastri, Nepalchandra Roy, Tejeschandra
Sen, Sylvain Lévi and Igor Bogdanov. While he struggled to find adequate resources in order to
materialize the vision he had, he spared no effort in ushering in the best of minds for the sake of
his pupils. Tagore, much later in his life, spoke of his struggle to gather financial resources and the
active hostility of his countrymen who wanted him to fail: &3] RTUE O 39 M (9] 4N
(RIBIAR TRAT & fATS AR | BIRMATE AT ([0S BTeATg, T (A AR AR (= (@91S
PAM, (PO (R (9T (MTI2 AT, NG ©GT F'(F NP AV F (F WS35 [How sad were those
days when I had to take even the jewellery of the Youngest Bride (his wife Mrinalini Devi, who
was the youngest bride of the Tagore family). Debts were growing on all sides—I had collected
students whom I housed and fed on my own expenses—nobody would send their own sons; rather.
they would hire a car to visit others to discourage them as well.] This single-minded devotion to
his educational enterprise meant that Tagore went to every possible length to appoint such people
as teachers in his institution, in whom he saw the characteristics he was in search of. In his ideal
teacher, Tagore sought the quality of “jn@n” or the innate knowledge and wisdom that become a
part of the individual and set his mind free to explore the infinite possibilities of the world

unfettered by narrow prejudices.

When Tagore spoke of what attributes he felt were necessary for a good teacher, the
possession of which gave him the confidence to proceed with his venture in spite of not having
any prior experience in the field of education, he emphasized the need of profound sympathy for
children and knowledge of their psychology.*® Tagore’s quest was to establish the process of
education as something organic and alive, thereby a part of life itself rather than a detached
abstraction that the child mind would struggle to come to terms with. Moreover, he felt that a
conducive atmosphere had to be created for the student to imbibe learning and it was the teacher’s

responsibility to create that atmosphere where the student would derive joy from knowing new

3 Maitreyee Devi, 63.
3¢ The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, vol. 3, 642.
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things rather than trying to shoulder the burden of meaningless information that had no connection
with their lived reality. Tagore’s process of educating a student was akin to a journey undertaken

by both the teacher and the student and one that gave joy to both of them.

In order to facilitate the symbiotic growth of the teacher and the student, Tagore
emphasized the qualitative elevation of the faculty members of his school. He wanted to provide
them with exposure to the wider world whereby they could broaden the range and scope of their

vision. Swati Ghosh and Ashok Sarkar write:

AT FAFTO! (A [RYITS BTG AGH 7 S, == oG,
AWHEI(T WAE FIZ FAEN| @Y O12 VY, FEHHa o (1efd Ao o g
(ACF TRAANLI Y (R 8 AT JI2F FEAF O Gy FAEFFE Onda
PACOA Ol | .. ATMFR WIS FNH (PN NN FAPOE JF BB ([Flepor
2AfS STINZ T FCI 2T IR AT 17

[In order to facilitate the teachers in coming in contact with the workings of the
wider world, Rabindranath arranged the regular delivery of the reputed English
journals The Strand, Harper’s Magazine, Chamber’s Journal, Contemporary
Review, Atlantic Monthly etc. from Kolkata to the library. Not only that, he
encouraged teachers to read them and make notes of their relevant points and use
them in their lessons. ... Thacker and Spink, a book-seller from Calcutta, used to

send one English book per week.]

Tagore repeatedly criticized the teaching process that obsesses over data contained in a
book and annotates those data with a plethora of disconnected information. He was firmly against

the process of giving notes by the teacher to the student as a valid mode of education. His ire

37 Swati Ghosh, Ashok Sarkar, Kabir Pathshala: Pathabhavan o Shikshasatrer Itihash, (Kolkata:
Ananda Publishers, 2015), 40.
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against such practices is revealed in conversation with Maitreyee Devi about the process of true

appreciation of poetry:

TS W6 F(I J2 THIHT 7, I SO (16 (@04 = Fe ooy o
I LA | I IR R F] A MR ©ICoT FfOI0R AR, WK M
1 I AHN B GI61 LS iy are [F2 ArerFo FA o[ oy oy,
(PO (= IR, OIF Y6 O F, (T O (T JF NG O I Qo1
H (AT TFCNR WA TS A1, i AIFR T 00 ey s 511 (4@
(I TIBIS = 1138

[It is the group of professors who ruin everything. They write notes and analyse the
nitty gritty in class. “The poet has said” ... ah, whatever the poet has said is already
there in the poem and if he has not said it, what is to be gained from adding that
on? They dissect every word—why he has said what, what is its hidden
significance, the significance that would never have occurred to one’s mind without
that professor’s explanation—what purpose would that explanation serve me?

There is no need of annotations. ]

While it is obvious that the above sentiment comes not only from a teacher but from one
who is simultaneously poet and teacher, it also helps the reader in understanding the kind of
teaching that Tagore does not approve of. Tagore wanted teachers to orient themselves in such a
way so that they can encourage the questioning spirit in their students and invoke their desire for

knowledge. He was against the practice of one-sided lectures, mechanically delivered, that did not

involve students in the lesson. Swati Ghosh and Ashok Sarkar observe: “fof~ X SSIACD DK
UG O ATIGHNCST ATHII2 TGN FAIN, I IF OIHT NOINF INCeT WCATGATT ([
(O (MR, (R NN SIS ST G (O (58 FAWR; e 36 ¥ Sy (I
RA-BGITAR TN AgTRI B (O, 6T I NC-2ATCY T FITSV12 [In his (Tagore’s)

opinion, the teacher could compose textbooks according to his requirement, rather than one-sided

lectures he should concentrate more on class discussions, he should try to invoke the questioning

3¢ Maitreyee Devi, 108-109.
* Ibid, 41.
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spirit of the students; the poet earnestly believed that one of the principal aims of education is to

evoke curiosity in the minds of students. ]

When Tagore opened his school in 1902, the Principal was Brahmabandhav Upadhyay and
aiding him in running the school was Reba Chand. But both Chand and Brahmabandhav had very
rigid notions about discipline and running of the school that Tagore did not find conducive to
creation of the atmosphere he had in mind for his school. Seven months later, the responsibility of
the Headmaster was bestowed upon the newly appointed teacher Monoranjan Banerjee. The other
faculty members were: Jagadananda Roy taught Mathematics and Science, Subodhchandra
Majumdar History and English, Narendranath Bhattacharya taught Bengali, and Haricharan
Bandopadhaya taught Sanskrit. Monoranjan Banerjee was a teacher of English as well. Tagore
himselftook classes of English and Bengali even though he often had to be away from Santiniketan
to discharge his other varied responsibilities. This list underwent a multitude of changes with new
appointments growing with the passage of time. The charge of the school also changed hands from
one Headmaster to another. More subjects were added as well. In time, more and more teachers
joined the school of whom some came from outside India as Tagore wanted his institution to learn

from the greatest minds.

The Curriculum

As one attempts an analysis of Tagore’s philosophy of education, it is important to define what
constituted education for him. He has explained it himself in numerous essays, some of which have
been translated as part of this thesis. Sunil Chandra Sarkar gives a succinct summary of Tagore’s

concept of education in the following lines:

Education, according to Tagore, is the all-round development of the individual in
harmony with the Universal, the Supreme Person who has in himself the various
levels or planes of consciousness and experience corresponding to man’s physical
self, life, mind and soul. The Universal Man holds within himself all that Man has
been, is and will be in future. He is not absolute in the sense of being the last
unalterable consummation, the immutably Perfect. He is perfect because he unifies

in one grand harmony the endless variations of individual attitudes, fractional
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experiences, relative truths. But he himself is a dynamic power, a universal soul,

mind, life and self creating out of itself an endless series of evolving phenomena. *

This profound attitude guided the everyday practices at Brahmacharyashram as the institution
firmly refused to orient its teaching around the objective of gearing its pupils to pass examinations
and acquire degrees. It is also the reason why at certain critical junctures, during the early days of
the school, Tagore stated his unwillingness to admit older pupils who would naturally wish to
prepare themselves for examinations such as the Matriculation. He preferred to welcome younger
boys who, being at the most formative stage of their lives, would be best suited to imbibe and
cultivate Tagore’s philosophy of a holistic education. A letter written by Tagore to Manoranjan

Bandopadhyaya dated 20 October 1904 attests to this: ... i@? A R2(® ([N [ e

AIIGN BT TMRCO(R| TG (RIAR FAH KA FAT (| ... (P WG PG g IO
Q@ HA A O NfGF W 6127 N — ATH AAHE MF W Orp12q Afowe e M
(53 BT MR [...there would be a complete change in the working of the Bolpur school after
the vacation. The older students have been bidden farewell to entirely. ... Only twenty students,
young in age, would be admitted to the school and no more than that--an attempt would be made
to properly educate them without the consideration of Entrance examinations]. Tagore’s contempt

for the exam-centric approach is perfectly explicit in this section.

Another significant aspect of Tagore’s educational policy was the simultaneous
involvement of body and mind in the process of learning. Tagore was of the opinion that the
complete process of human thinking and expression involves the dual action of mind and body.
The movement of the body aids the mind in the process of thinking. He illustrated this idea in an

interview with Elmhirst where he states:

It is a function of the body, not merely to carry out vital actions so that we may live
and move, but so that we may express, and not with the face alone, but with the
legs, the arms and the hands. All our limbs have their own power to express. This
truth came to me one day in London. One of your people, a great thinker, asked me

to lunch with him. I won’t give you his name, but there he was, another philosopher,

40 Sunil Chandra Sarkar, 24.
# Tagore, Chithipatre Bidyalay-Prasanga, 40.
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sitting opposite me. Suddenly, he left his chair and began to walk up and down. As
soon as his thoughts had started circulating in his mind, he felt he needed the

accompaniment of a circulation of movement, a co-ordination of his

body. This was because his mind felt a vital connection with his body, and his body
with the spontaneous and natural movement of his mind. The act of leaving his
chair and of walking up and down expressed the demand of his body for free play

for his thoughts.*?

This combined action of mind and body gets crippled when a child enters the regulated domain of
school education where he is trained to think sitting still, thereby stifling one half of the thinking
process. The non-involvement of his body in his comprehension, conceptualization and expression
is something that was drilled into the student by the rigour of the school education system. Tagore
admits that there are indeed certain thought processes that require the thinker to sit still, but he also
insists that an expression through the medium of words must involve the body as well as the mind.

He states:

When we try to express ourselves merely in words, we feel incomplete, and for the
fullest expression there should certainly be arm and leg movement as well. The
poet, or the musician, gesticulates as he works. He must move his arms, his hands,
and wrinkle his face. Why, then, doesn’t he start up from his chair and dance his
ideas out in the sunshine? Because he’s been to school. It is at school that he has
learnt the habit of stifling so thoroughly the natural companionship of body with

mind.*?

It was Tagore’s aim to allow the natural flow of the human thought process to function through
the spontaneous interplay of mind and body in his pupils at Santiniketan. He wanted their learning
process to strengthen both their bodies and minds and he was well aware that it would not be
possible merely by allowing the students to have some free time to frolic and play. Thus he

incorporated the movement of the human body in conjunction with the working of the mind in the

42 Rabindranath Tagore, “The Art of Movement in Education”, in L. K. Elmhirst, Rabindranath
Tagore: Pioneer in Education (London: Murray, 1961), 102.
3 Ibid.
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classes that he taught in his school. Ananda Lal, through his reference to another section of this
conversation, has emphasized on the inherent ability within a child’s body for natural movement
and how this natural ability, if nurtured properly, can bloom into superior performance.** This
ability for natural movement, inextricably linked to performance, can be brought out through the

highly effective medium of theatre. Tagore further explains:

The best actors will always be those who have been trained to use the whole body
as a tool for the expression of thought, of emotion or of sentiment. Words, to convey
the full perfection of their message, must be accompanied by the appropriate bodily
movement. If our schools were to run on the right lines, boys and girls would never
lose their natural gifts of bodily expression, making use for that purpose of all their

limbs.

Unfortunately, today, in civilized communities, expression through

movement is repressed and is no longer looked upon as quite proper...

I advise you to make the practice of drama and of the histrionic arts

compulsory for all children.*

A description of how he facilitated this is furnished in Chapter V. O’Connell terms this mode of
education as “Kinesthetic Education”.*® Theatre served as a pivotal mode of education in the novel
curriculum of Tagore’s school. The early years of Brahmacharyashram witnessed productions of
Tagore’s plays with all-male cast or largely male suited to the demographic of the students
admitted to the school. Ananda Lal has provided a detailed account of how Tagore’s plays included
male and female characters in keeping with the ratio of the male and female students admitted to
his school from the early years of Santiniketan to the later years when, with the birth of Visva-
Bharati, the number of female students outstripped that of the male. Lal’s account, spanning across
years from 1908, when Shadotshab and Mukut were produced, to 1933, when Chandalika was

staged, provides a clear understanding of how Tagore choice to include male or female characters

* Ananda Lal, Three Plays (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001), 35.
45 Elmhirst, 105-6.
46 Kathleen M. O’Connell, 215.



96

in his plays were largely determined by the demographic of his students thereby highlighting the

indispensability of theatre within the curriculum of Tagore’s school. In the words of Lal:

From the technical standpoint the beginnings of theatre in Santiniketan were quite
rudimentary. Rathindranath tells us that the stage began as a ‘ramshackle shed
behind the Library, used as the dining hall’, where only ‘a few rickety bedsteads’
sufficed to create the necessary platform.*” Soon, however, a spacious hall in a

newly constructed dormitory became the site of performances...*®

These productions that went on to create the Santiniketan style of acting and won almost
unanimous critical acclaim from contemporary audience, were integral part of the education
process of Brahmacharyashram. William Pearson, in his record of the early years of Tagore’s

school, elaborates how theatre was cohesively integrated in the process of the school’s instruction:

At the end of each term arrangements are made for staging one of the poet’s plays.
The teachers and boys take the different parts...The poet coaches the actors himself,
first reading the play aloud, and then reading it over with those who are to take part.
During the days when the play I being rehearsed there are not many classes held,

for the boys of the whole school are always present at the rehearsals...*

It is significant that no or very few classes were held during the rehearsals and the entire student
body, irrespective of whether they were participating in the production or not, were present at the
rehearsals. This proves the importance of theatre in the curriculum of the school so much so that
the rehearsals were classes in themselves — where even the onlooking student learnt lessons that

could not be delivered in the conventional classroom.

The three pillars of Tagore’s education policy were, in the opinion of Anathnath Basu as
expressed in his essay “Tagore’s Educational Philosophy in relation to Basic Education”, freedom,

creative self-expression and active communion with nature and man.>’ In order to fulfil all three

47 Rathindranath Tagore, On the Edges of Time (Bombay: Orient Longmans, 1958), 99.

8 Lal, 30-31.

¥ W.W. Pearson, Shantiniketan: The Bolpur School of Rabindranath Tagore (New York:
Macmillan, 1916), 61-62.

>0 Anathnath Basu, “Tagore’s Educational Philosophy in relation to Basic Education”, in The
Visva-Bharati Quarterly: Education Number Vol. XII, 48.
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of these, Tagore needed to devise a new syllabus for his students. That Tagore was intimately
aware of the syllabi being taught in various schools of his time is testified by his essay
“Chhattrabrittir Pathyapustak™ where he categorizes the subjects alongside their pertinent books
as were being taught in the different classes under the colonial system. Tagore sought to differ
from this and create a system where the student would actually learn and comprehend. He aimed
at making the education process a joyful experience for his pupils. He hoped that their learning
would be informed with the joy of discovery that would prevent them from approaching their
lessons as a dreary and miserable task. Amlan Dutta, in his analysis of Tagore’s philosophy of

education, states:

& YRR T FE 0T TFRT WY WG | I AAFS
W STS I, THFY NHCS ACH| JoT JF6T Yo A1 92 7y 5970,
AFIS STHCH, WA JF0I WFRY WFIY TR ..

SEEE WY M {68 8 [REFY (A, AN T4H FIN O12 (A
Tf), TYN A2 WFRY WWONF ATANN NN FH| AN FOSTA
FIGR FAT @Y (T Y ©12 77, (GTENH2R (TN JFNG AT WA |
... AT g FRFR [T FIOGF FA0T IM TS (GIRRET ©f N3
fFE P WFGH IS fof @33y ML | I Frsmesa
BT JFGT AN FT - GF6T (el TP GG I (I0S A5

[Inherent in the pleasure of a child is a sense of joy that is beyond reason. The child
overflows with joy for no reason, for no reason they start dancing. This is
fundamental. There is a sense of joy that man has about the universe, about nature

that is beyond reason. ...

That which is regarded as knowledgeable and wise in the worldly sense, as
we slowly acquire that, we regard this joy beyond reason to be madness. Not only
do we learn some matters that serve practical purposes, we treat them as the only
things worth learning. ... It is not that Tagore wanted to take away practical

knowledge from his way of educating children. But he emphasized the purposeless

5t Amlan Dutta, Prabandha Sangraha (Kolkata: Ananda Publishers, 1990), 68.
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joy of learning. It is one of the most important principles of Rabindranath’s

philosophy of education--it can be termed a fundamental basis of his philosophy.]

When Tagore embarked upon this journey, he found frequently that there were no adequate
textbooks that would serve the purpose of educating his pupils in the way he wanted. As a result,
he took it upon himself to compose a number of textbooks and urged other teachers to write books
from which their students would benefit. Many obliged. Haricharan Bandopadhaya wrote Sanskrit
Prabesh in four volumes to fill the need of an adequate Sanskrit textbook. As for the much-dreaded
subject English, Tagore tried to make the task of learning the foreign language more pleasant by
introducing children’s stories such as Tom Thumb, Cinderella and Jack the Giant Killer in the

syllabus.

In addition to these conventional subjects, Tagore introduced subjects such as Carpentry,
Dance, Music, Fine Arts, all of which provided scope for the aspect of creative self-expression that
Tagore felt was so very essential for the true development of a child. He tried to stir the interest of
students in literature through the medium of theatre and listening to music rather than focusing
solely upon grammar lessons and classroom teaching. One can easily argue that Tagore was
developing what is at present regarded as an interactive teaching-learning process that engages the
student actively and does not relegate him to the role of a passive listener to classroom lectures.
Alongside these, literary meets of the students were arranged at regular intervals where they were
encouraged to read out their own writings and discuss those among themselves. All of these were
geared towards the development of the individual personalities of the students rather than molding
them in a set pattern as was the practice of the colonial school-system. Tagore also introduced
subjects such as book-binding—which the present-day education system would certainly regard

as vocational training.

Even in the learning of a conventional subject like Science, Tagore preferred to take a
practical approach rather than depending upon book-based learning. The documentation of
Elmhirst and Prabhat Kumar Mukhopadhyay quoted earlier in this chapter provide a clear idea of
how the classes in Geography, Chemistry, Nature-study were conducted in a manner that brought
the students into regular and direct contact with nature. Tagore furnished his school with a
laboratory where the necessary apparatus was gifted by the Maharaja of Tripura. The students also

had access to a proper telescope through which they could observe astronomical movements. Even



99

then Tagore constantly regretted having not been able to provide the necessary infrastructure for a
proper scientific education owing to the immense expenditure it would involve that was beyond
his means. He struggled life-long to make ends meet in his educational institution. Prabhat
Kumar’s writing provides testimony to how far the teachers at the school exerted themselves to
provide the requisite instrument support for the adequate scientific learning of their students. He
writes: “JIFNHN T I (FNCNG FTPION LT (VAT (AP AL A1 N2 - ORI (A2
RO WIRA (N | (MR (WBIRISHANGIpI I SRR [RO191(6 SN 1 ME; o[ Srernd
O W FRCO =T (7 TRCF AfSHT 8 GFAN TS AT G5 AR (T 1”52 [ could

not procure a rain gauge by writing to the shop Lawrence & Mayo in Calcutta — they arranged to
have it supplied from Bombay. I had written to the Meteorological Department at Dehradun; they

sent over a pamphlet and a book on how to measure temperature. ]

The Environment

Above everything else, Tagore strived to provide his students with the sense of a community life
where students and teachers belonged to one community and shared their joys and sorrows as one,
thereby facilitating the sense of mutual sympathy that led to each respecting the other. In creating
this sense of community, Tagore was also trying to awaken in the minds of his pupils a sense of
responsibility towards society so that they could learn to contribute towards the well-being of
society as well. They were encouraged to interact with the local villages and they took up the
responsibility of opening a night school and teaching there in order to serve the local village
community. Thus, Tagore’s was an attempt to bring the student, irrespective of the social class he
was born in, closer to the common people of India and, in the process, to get to know their own
country intimately. This sense of service and duty was an integral part of the ashram life. Even
though Tagore had students from well-to-do backgrounds as well as otherwise, the school was firm
in its denial of material luxuries to all its students, who lived a very simple life that could even be

regarded as rigour at times. They had to take care of their individual needs as there were no workers

52 Prabhat Kumar Mukhopadhyay, Santiniketan-Visvabharati, 90.
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or servants to tend to them. A detailed account of the daily life at the ashram school is provided in

Chapter V.

Finally, Tagore believed in the role that Nature plays in educating the human mind. Thus,
his school was a place where the students came into unfettered and intimate contact with boundless
Nature as they witnessed its varied hues in their open-air classes and became attuned with the
moods of Nature without being instructed in any specific way. The spiritual value of this
unhindered communion, Tagore felt, would facilitate the spiritual development of the students’
individual personalities. O’Connell opines that Tagore’s personal experience of having been
tutored by his father in close proximity to Nature, when his father took him for a trip to the
Himalayas, had a formative influence on him and contributed to the immense value he attributed
to the role that Nature should play in education. She describes the close involvement of the students

with Nature in the following lines:

Rabindranath felt a curriculum should revolve organically around nature, and
classes were held in open air under the trees providing for an unstructured
appreciation of the plant and animal kingdom, and seasonal changes. The children
did not sit on chairs, but rather on handwoven mats beneath trees which they were

allowed to climb and run around between classes.>>

Thus the lesson that Tagore was trying to impart was, in his own words, all about “how to
live a complete life” which to him was “the purpose of education”.>* Amiya Chakravarty has
analysed the character of Tagorean education against the backdrop of a country starved of the life-

giving water from the fountainhead of knowledge:

Education has its roots in the desire to know and feel the wonder of existence, it is
bound up with the vital urge to reciprocate experiences and to explore the marvel
of belonging together to a world which carries the wealth of the past and moves
towards creative fulfilment. Any system of education which ignores these basic
facts and merely develops proficiency militates against the poetry of life itself; the

products of such education can never take a whole view of life, nor function in a

53 Kathleen M. O’Connell, 202.
¢ The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, vol. 3, 644.
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word where smooth mechanical adjustments are available. Hence the spectacle of
expensively educated misfits who have never been trained in any real school of life
and who carry their burden of information without being able to link their
knowledge with the subtle realities of social existence. Rabindranath Tagore who
was a great intellectual and a poet of life knew this, and his answer to the insistent
demand for true education was the creation of the small but active unit, the centre

of Santiniketan, which has now gained world-wide recognition....>

The Student and Female Education

Tagore’s school was one of the rare places in contemporaneous India where the system of
coeducation was practiced and female students were just as welcome as male students. Admittedly,
this opportunity for the female student was not present at the inception of the Brahmacharyashram
in 1902. In fact, the very idea of the brahmachari is a predominantly male one even though in
ancient India there were instances of female brahmacharis or brahmacharinis. But when Tagore
started his school, he did not open the doors to female students because the education of girls was
still very much a contentious issue at that time. However, Tagore had the desire to include girls in
his educational mission. In accordance with this wish, Kshitimohan Sen entrusted the
responsibility of educating his sister-in-law Hemlata Sen and two daughters of Prasannakumar
Sen, Hiron and Indu, upon Tagore. To their number, another three were added in 1909, only one
of whose names has been recorded: Labanyalekha. The school opened its doors to girls in 1909
with these six students and it is worth noting that the classes for male and female students were

held together, effectively making it a coeducational practice.

Further on, Tagore faced a number of hindrances in maintaining the school for girls and it
was witness to various ups and downs regarding the inclusion of female students. But the major
focus in this section is upon what Tagore considered as the necessary and right education for
women. In this regard, I attempt a close reading of Tagore’s essay “Stri Shiksha” and, through that,

interpret and analyse Tagore’s ideas about female education. The essay opens with references to

> Amiya Chakravarty, Preface to Bhupendranath Sarkar, Tagore, the Educator (Calcutta:
Academic Publishers, 1974), p 10-11.
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the objections to female education that were prevalent in Tagore’s times. Without dwelling on
those oft-repeated objections, it is necessary to problematize instead what, in Tagore’s opinion,
should consist of female education. Tagore accepts that men and women have an equal right to
gain knowledge of all that is worthy of knowing in the world. However, the problem arises when
Tagore states that men and women are created to be different and that difference cannot be ironed
flat by providing the two sexes with the same education. He clearly states that if there be no
difference in the way men and women are educated, then that would amount to a refusal to abide
by Nature’s law: “f35@ OI2 IfeTH FREFIFNATS (T Y0T (FIAS (HIAT (OF A T, 4 FA
JfeIteT [RATOIP WA BT =TI [But it would be disregarding God if we do not keep any
distinction in the modes of educating men and women.] This sentence reeks ominously of gender
stereotyping as Tagore opines that men constitute one type while women another type in Nature.
Tagore proceeds to divide knowledge into two categories—pure knowledge and behavioural or
application-oriented knowledge. He accepts that in the field of pure knowledge the male and
female students can stand as one but he raises an objection to the same holding true in the field of

behavioural knowledge.

Tagore refuses to accept that men and women can have the same field of operation in life.
In woman’s desire to get the same education as man, he sees her denial of the fundamental truth
that women are created to be physically and psychologically different from men. This is deeply
problematic, as Tagore wandered into the dangerous territory of gender roles and social

conditioning. He says,

(NI MIREF G178 VA AFO YFIIL R20© Fog T2 ORI FIRNIS
CFg FOIRO2 Fo7 22AMR | WGH [[FTATRA @QITF IF W (VT A2 (STOIBIE
FAONP2 WFFIF FATOIR | O I, (NHWF I CF G P SN
TR ST >/

[The nature of women’s body and mind is different from that of men and that is

why their behavioural sphere is separate from that of men. But at present, under the

6 Rabindra Rachanabali, vol. 16, 286.
7 Ibid, 286-287.
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fiery influence of rebellion, a group of women are disavowing this basic fact. They

say that the behavioural sphere of women is completely the same as that of men.]

Here Tagore is trying to define the basis of men’s and women’s behavioural existence as
impossibly different, as if it would be ludicrous to imagine the fields of their operation ever being
same. He goes to the extent of invalidating the claims of equality made by women by saying that
those claims arise simply from the passion of rebelling against society. He denies those claims
from having any truth or substance to them. In other words, Tagore, in this essay, does nothing
other than standing behind the gender stereotyping that had been propagated by patriarchal society
through the ages.

In his following argument, Tagore cleverly manipulates his statements so that it can be
proved that women’s claims of having been compelled to comply to the wishes of patriarchy are
false; rather, women out of their own free will complied to the wishes of patriarchy because if that
be not so then women are naturally servile. Tagore tries to establish his argument by saying that
only the naturally servile would submit to such a fate and anyone who is not naturally servile
would rather die and not tolerate such treatment. Thus, it is made evident to the reader that women
have either willingly complied to the lot meted out to them by patriarchy or they are naturally

servile as they have not died protesting.

Such an argument is very difficult to swallow in a society of equals because it conveniently
shifts the onus of patriarchal repression on the shoulders of women by implying that they
themselves are the cause of what their lot has become. The essay goes on to essentialize women
by stating that it is natural for women to love and be wives and mothers. This essentialization is
done to prove the fact that women’s compliance arises from her natural inclination towards being
a wife and mother, thereby cancelling out the possibility of servility: “®>feT AT 4%, J=eW, W
R8T, (NCIMA FOIK; WA QTN T |58 [The truth is that it is female nature to be a mother and to
be a wife—mnot to be a slave.] It thoroughly negates the possibility that some woman might not feel
comfortable in these gender roles made compulsory for her by society. She might have no wish to
be a loving wife or mother at all. Tagore states that society judges women in accordance with what

he terms as the Law of Love, which turns all women naturally into loving wives and mothers. The

& Ibid, 286.
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unfairness of such a parameter does not strike any chord with Tagore. According to him, the stated
compliance can be shameful only when there is no love but only duty. But the question arises as
to why one half of society would need to comply with the ways of the other half rather than there
being a mutual compliance. What is further problematic is that Tagore deems that the sphere of
women’s operation, that is, the domestic life of being a wife and mother, is a place which has been
naturally chosen by women rather than it having been prescribed by patriarchal society as the
limited space allotted to woman for her existence. Such a statement nullifies the whole system of
patriarchal power structure where women are denied agency and sufficient power to choose their
own field of action. The divide between JIIINRE (the outer or public section of the house) and
WA JINRE (the inner quarters where women were confined in accordance with societal norms) is
thus simplistically explained away by Tagore as the consequence of a natural choice made by
women. The history of the denial of women’s desires, the erasure of her identity and selthood that
occurred as a result of this segregation of her sphere of action, is invalidated by the argument

forwarded by Tagore: .. STNITG (NCHAT (T IR CF A6 WGP FIAAR TN FORINTO2
O WANE ST (N TRINE, IREEF (FIAT A SIRHONE LT FCI N21° [...cannot

dismiss the fact that the behavioural space that women have occupied is somewhere they

themselves have naturally reached and they have not been compelled by any external force.]

The purpose of writing this is not to prove Tagore as a person with narrow patriarchal
mindset by dint of which he aimed to suppress women. Such a description of Tagore would be
invalidated by the countless representations of female figures that we find in his literary oeuvre
where he depicts their struggle to find their own identity and live life on their own terms. “Strir
Patra” (“The Wife’s Letter”), Ghare Baire (The Home and the World), Jogajog (Relationships),
Chitrangada, Rakta-karabi, Tapati, “Aparichita” (“The Unknown Woman”) and “Sabala” (“The
Powerful Woman”) are only a few of the numerous writings where he speaks about the significance
of female agency and the desperate struggle that women are mired in owing to being the powerless
half in the patriarchal power system. Such a depiction of women in his short stories, novels, plays
and poems only serves as a major contradiction when pitted against the thoughts expressed by

Tagore in the essay under discussion. Perhaps this contradiction is symptomatic of the

> Ibid, 288.
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contradiction that was a part of Tagore’s own psyche, which was unable to truly view the sexes as
equal in spite of the respect and understanding shown towards women both in his literary oeuvre

and his actions in real life.

Here it is also worthy of mention that in all his essays dealing with the topic of education,
even after 1909 when girls entered the school, Tagore constantly refers to students as “(®RCeIST" or
“boys”. We are thus left with the question as to whether the student was necessarily a male figure
for Tagore or if the choice of word is regulated by linguistic norm where childhood, irrespective
of it belonging to a boy or a girl, is denoted by the term “(RUICIE", literally “boyhood”. This
question has repeatedly served as an issue of disquiet for the present translator, as choosing to take
the term “(RCeTI" as a generic term denoting childhood irrespective of gender would be robbing
the issue of the problem of gender politics that certainly informs linguistic choices consciously or
unconsciously. Therefore, I have used the term “boys” in translation in order to retain the

problematic aspect that these essays present the reader with as far as gender is concerned.

Now, to return to the way Tagore’s school operated in reality, we find that it was a space
where male and female students did have the equal opportunity to enjoy the three pillars of
Tagore’s educational philosophy as stated earlier: freedom, creative self-expression and education
through active communion with man and Nature. The female section of the school had to be closed
down due to operational difficulties for a period of two years. When it was reopened, Tagore had
a batch of fresh female students who were mostly daughters and sisters of the teachers of the
school. To name a few: Maya, the daughter of Haricharan Bandopadhaya; Usha, the sister of
Sudhakanta Raychoudhuri; Ranu, the daughter of Phanibhushan Adhikari; Manju and Jaya,
daughters of Surendranath Tagore; Amita Sen, the daughter of Kshitimohan Sen (two more
daughters and a niece of Kshitimohan Sen joined as well). Tagore himself taught their Bengali and
English classes, accounts of which have reached readers through the writings of many students of
that period. Those memorial accounts would be discussed in detail in Chapter V. The classes were

held in the coeducational manner where boys and girls had access to the same teaching.

That Tagore was no conservative upholder of patriarchal norms is testified by the fact that
he wished his female students to take part in the performing arts; he actively encouraged and
involved them in music, theatre and dance (albeit later, from the 1920s) which were huge social

taboos, completely unacceptable to society at large. So even in educating his female students,
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Tagore was certainly breaking social barriers and braving immense criticism in the process. The
behavioural education that Tagore referred to in his essay was imparted through classes in cooking

and needlework, the details of which will be furnished in my last chapter.

Tagore, very significantly, encouraged his female students to engage in serious academic
research as well, which reveals the healthy respect that he had for the academic capacity of the
female brain. One can take the instance of his student Rama whom he encouraged to engage in

research about women’s position in Bengali literature of the pre-Bankimchandra period:

T NIRFON AR TFF (sic) WH Brat (2, el 2 O [T 2197 |
AT 2P FIAEAN JI3 IACH, "BECGR AT IR~ A7 TSI W& (B0 B
SR 2 N1 N P8 FA00 (I 1 INCF A, 92 IR N- o1 AR08
TR F [T NITN FJ "0

[Rama, a female student, was my junior by one year at Santiniketan. Her special
paper was Bengali. When a few of them went before Rabindranath, he at once asked
them various probing questions about their studies and said, “Education cannot be
complete if one remains limited within the boundaries of the college texts. It is
necessary to do something original.” To Rama he said, “You should take up
research on the topic of women’s position in the literature of the pre- Bankim

period.”]

Thus, even though Tagore’s essay on female education can be criticized severely for its
insistence upon traditional gender roles, in real life, Tagore provided constant encouragement and
support to his female students in their academic pursuits and had faith in their artistic and academic
abilities as demonstrated by the incidents mentioned above. Tagore was indeed a pioneer in the
methods he applied in educating female students. He went against every convention of his time by

not only starting coeducational classes but also actively involving girls in the performing arts and

% Amita Sen, Santiniketane Ashramkanya (Kolkata: Tagore Research Institute, 2002), 39.
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bringing them on stage to perform live in front of public audiences in Kolkata—something that

was unthinkable for the Bengali bhadralok society as far as women were concerned.
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CHAPTER 1V

REFLECTION OF TAGORE’S EDUCATIONAL PHILOSOPHY IN HIS
FICTION, POETRY AND DRAMA

The ideas about education that Tagore elaborated upon in his essays, and brought into application
in his running of the Santiniketan school, made their presence very prominently felt in his fiction,
poetry and drama as well. The plays, in fact, are of particular significance as Tagore often used
them not only as a medium of his own artistic expression but also, through their performances
involving the pupils, a medium for teaching his students. Tagore writes, “They (the students) knew
when I was employed in writing some drama and they took an intense interest as it went on and
developed, and in the process of their rehearsal they got through a great deal more reading of

literature than they could through grammar and class-teaching.”!

In numerous non-fictional writings, Tagore ha referred to his ideal of the Vedic education
system that had formed the principal motivating factor behind the conceptualization and formation
of the Brahmavidyalaya. However, the exact image of the Vedic ashram that Tagore had in his
mind is not frequently found in his creative writing. It is in the poem Biday Abhishap (1893) or
The Curse at Farewell that the reader is made familiar with the image of the ashram and fapovan
that served as inspiration to Tagore. The poem is based on the mythical tale of Kacha (Kach) and
Devayani (Debjani) where Kach, son of Brihaspati, arrives at the ashram of Guru Sukracharya
with the aim of being accepted as his student. After spending hundreds of years learning from
Sukracharya at his ashram, Kach completes his education and seeks to take his leave from Debjani,
the daughter of Sukracharya, who has fallen in love with him. The love story of Kach and Debjani
has no significance to our context of Tagore’s educational philosophy, but as the two converse,
they repeatedly refer to their surroundings — the trees, the river, the cow they rear at the ashram —
and it is made evident that these are animate characters and not simply parts of a setting. The
atmosphere of the ashram is revealed through Kach bidding adieu to every “body” of the ashram,

human or non-human:

! Rabindranath Tagore, The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, ed. Sisir Kumar Das, vol. 3 (New
Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1996), 642-643.
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[ KACH: O Forest-King, to you

? Rabindranath Tagore, Sanchayita (Calcutta: Visva-Bharati, 1969), 204-205.
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I humbly bow, to you the friend of those
That seek your shelter. Where you interpose
A cover, travellers, till the fierce noon pass,

Shall rest; students (how oft!), couched on your grass,

Like me, amid your lonely shadows great,
Lulled by the insect-hum, shall meditate.
The rishis' sons, after their morning dip,

Shall hang to dry their dress of bark adrip Upon your branches; herd-boys in deep

noon

Shall play beneath your boughs. Oh, grant this boon!

With these remember your old comrade, me!

DEBJANI: Recall our sacrificial cow, for she

Gave you to drink her milk, like nectar; now

Do not through pride neglect this holy cow.

KACH: Nectar from nectar was her milk! Her sight

Destroyed all sin—peaceful, most snowy-white,
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Milk-charged, a mother-form! ...

DEBJANI: And Benumati too, our singing river,
Remember.

KACH: How shall I forget her ever?

Through many a flowery copse, with joyous, sweet,

Low-murmured tune, speeding on rapid feet,

As though a woman of the village, thou
Hast carried service, on thy holy vow
Ever intent, O thou my exile’s dear

Companion, Benumati!?]
This section from the poem is significant to the understanding of Tagore’s educational model as it
gives the reader an insight into how Tagore envisioned the Vedic ashram and its surrounding
tapovan. At the expense of diverting from the central theme of this chapter, it is worth mentioning
that this farewell that Kach bids to the tapovan is reminiscent of Kalidasa’s Shakuntala bidding an
emotional adieu to the fapovan she was reared in, before she departs for her husband’s palace at
Hastinapur. Tagore virtually revered Kalidasa. He even wrote an introductory essay to the English
stage version of Abhijana Sakuntalam prepared by Kedar Nath Dasgupta and published by
Macmillan in 1920. Sanskrit pandits, too, regard this valedictory scene as the finest not only in
Kalidasa’s play but also in all of classical literature. It can be suggested that Tagore was
significantly influenced by Kalidasa’s imaginative reconstruction of a Vedic tapovan, which

informed not only Tagore’s poetic output but also made its presence felt in how he envisioned the

3 Rabindranath Tagore, The Curse at Farewell, trans. Edward Thompson (London: George G. Harrap,
1924), 24-28. Although not entirely satisfactory, this is a fuller translation than Tagore’s own, titled “Kacha
and Devayani”, published in The Fugitive (London: Macmillan, 1921).



112
tapovan of ancient India. Some sections from Kalidasa’s text that resonate with similar thematic

concerns are cited as follows:

PRIYAMVADA. You are not the only one to feel sad at this farewell. See how the

whole grove feels at parting from you.
The grass drops from the feeding doe;
The peahen stops her dance;
Pale, trembling leaves are falling slow,
The tears of clinging plants.

SHAKUNTALA (recalling something). Father, I must say good-bye to the spring-
creeper, my sister among the vines. ... Vine sister, embrace me too with your arms,
these branches. I shall be far away from you after to-day. ... Who is it that keeps

pulling at my dress, as if to hinder me? ...

KANVA.
It is the fawn whose lip, when torn

By kusha-grass, you soothed with oil;
The fawn who gladly nibbled corn
Held in your hand; with loving toil
You have adopted him, and he

Would never leave you willingly.*

There are enough significant similarities between the two sections from the two texts in order to
validate the interpretation of textual resonance. Kach’s farewell to the greatest tree in the forest,
singling him out as a special companion, resonates with Shakuntala’s adieu to her sister vine, while
similarities can be drawn with the way Kach cared for the holy cow and Kanva’s account of

Shakuntala’s care for her fawn. Therefore, accepting that Biday-Abhishap provides the reader an

4 Kalidasa. Shakuntala, trans. Arthur W. Ryder (reprint, Cambridge: In Parentheses, 1999), 46-47.
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insight into how Tagore visualized the Vedic ashram and tapovan, it can be argued that Tagore’s
conceptualization of the Vedic model drew inspiration from Sanskrit poetic literature as well as

the Vedas themselves.

While in “Biday-Abhishaap” Tagore describes exactly how he envisioned the Vedic
tapovan and upheld it as an ideal, he portrays how the very opposite of that ideal could be found
in the colonial school system. The tyranny and mechanical production of learning that Tagore
identified as the great evil of the colonial school system, finds numerous expressions throughout
Tagore’s fictional prose, poetry and drama. The most popular of his fiction on education is the
short story “Totakahini” (1918) or “The Parrot’s Training” which serves as the most trenchant
critique of the colonial school education system. Tagore translated the story into English himself, which
indicates its importance to him. He describes how under the instruction of the King, scholars take
the responsibility of training a songbird to do something they considered to be more productive
than chirping songs—namely, being educated. They proceed to deny the bird of all sustenance and
stuff it full of pages of books with the help of a nib. When the King comes to inspect the process,
he is highly impressed as the trappings of education are so huge that the bird cannot even be
noticed. When he does examine the bird, he finds that it can neither whistle nor make a sound as
its throat has been choked shut with the pages of books. The King is mightily pleased with such
sincere effort of the scholars in educating the bird and the result it had produced: “The Raja was
satisfied that there was no flaw in the arrangements. As for any complaint from the bird itself, that
simply could not be expected. Its throat was so completely choked with the leaves from the books
that it could neither whistle nor whisper.”> The King attains his ultimate satisfaction when the bird
dies; for all that is left of the bird is a carcass stuffed full of leaves from books.

This short story becomes symbolic of the colonial education system that aimed to rob the
student of all that is natural to him. It denied him the joy of life and killed his soul. It crammed the
student so full of information that his throat was choked and he could not utter even a cry of protest.
In the name of education, sheer cruelty was enacted upon the children of Tagore’s day as a result
of which they lost all their natural joy, vigour and creative spirit under the crushing and soul-
deadening process of what passed as education under the colonial government. “Totakahini” or

“The Parrot’s Training” underlines a kind of inhuman violence that is enacted in the name of

> Tagore, The Parrot’s Training and Other Stories (Calcutta: Visva-Bharati, 1944), 23.
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education. Even though this violence sheds no blood, it nevertheless culminates in the murder of
the soul of the learner. Amlan Das Gupta points out this explicit violence and illustrates his point

with reference to Martha Nussbaum:

The crucial point may well be what Martha Nussbaum points out, that
‘educationists tend to enjoy talking about themselves and their own activity, and to
focus too little on the small tender children whose eagerness and curiosity should
be the core of the educational endeavor. What also might be noted is the explicit
violence of the story: ... in Totakahini, the violence is an integral part of the
educating and civilizing process. ... the absence of a future in Totakahini is bleak
and uncompromising. ...There is no promise of transcendence, only the oppressive
consciousness of violence. Totakahini must rank as Rabindranath’s most
frightening parable of education, and one that is difficult to relate to any system or

even experiment, even the most enlightened one.®

The use of the description “educating and civilizing process” is strongly evocative of colonial
ontology when it came to educating what they considered to be the exotic and backward natives
of India, thereby allowing one to fully understand the element of violence that is an integral part
of the process of colonization and locating Tagore’s educational philosophy on the other end of
the spectrum, as an attempt to decolonize the education system. Tagore approached the issue of
confronting the Other not by being confrontational but by being exploratory. Prasenjit Biswas
describes the process, “Encounter with the Other, for Tagore, is not like an external event in which
one makes up for one’s shortcomings and weaknesses or responds for the purpose of self-
immunity. Rather it is a way of opening up to the Other by way of an engagement with the
Infinite.”” The identification of the Tagorean method of decolonization is supported by Himani

Bannerji, who states that

Decolonization is a more apt expression for what Rabindranath aimed at than either

anticolonialism or nationalism, ... Equally notable, however, is Rabindranath’s

® Amlan Das Gupta, “Rabindranath’s Critique of Education in Guru and Totakahini,” in The Idea
of Surplus: Tagore and Contemporary Human Sciences, ed. Mrinal Miri (New York: Routledge,
2016), 47.

7 Prasenjit Biswas, Introduction to The Idea of Surplus: Tagore and Contemporary Human
Sciences (New York: Routledge, 2016), 8.
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untiring and life-long effort to create cultural identities and social subjectivities that
are substantive and independent of colonial inflections. ... Rabindranath devised a
“pedagogy of decolonization” rather than engage in conventional politics, in both

practical and conceptual-aesthetic terms.®

This Tagorean process of decolonization works in tandem with the realization and
acknowledgement of the umbilical relationship of human beings with the world of nature. The
mechanism of modern society represses this primordial realization thereby causing an inner
spiritual impoverishment. It is this impoverishment that Tagore sought to remedy by returning to
the Vedic institution of the fapovan. Aseem Shrivastava analyses the significance of this intrinsic

relationship as revealed by Tagore’s philosophy:

For Rabindranath, in keeping with the Vedas and the Upanishads, the same
consciousness that we experience as human beings permeates the entire natural
world and the cosmos. This great truth is obscured from us by certain endemic
illusions: we need to see past those illusions to realize ourselves by accepting the
unity of all creation. Hence it is impossible to be properly human without the
constant daily touch of the natural world into which we are born, and without which

we cannot live for a day, though we may be seduced into believing otherwise.’

Tagore makes references to the educational practices prevalent in the schools of his day
and the impact of those practices upon the child-mind in many short stories where the central theme
is not education. That he laid prime importance upon the teacher being sympathetic and having an
understanding of child psychology is something that has already been stated in the previous
chapter. Two short stories, “Ginni” and “Chhuti”, demonstrate the consequences of a situation
when the teacher possesses neither of these qualities. Moreover, in these stories Tagore also draws
the reader’s attention to the process of thoughtless punishment that students were subjected to and

how they reacted to those punishments.

8 Himani Bannerji, Always Towards: Development and Nationalism in Rabindranath Tagore
(lecture, Institute of Development Studies, Kolkata, May, 2008.)

? Aseem Shrivastava, “An Ecology of the Spirit,” in The Cambridge Companion to
Rabindranath Tagore, ed. Sukanta Chaudhuri (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020),
333.
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In “Ginni,” (year) Tagore describes a schoolmaster, Sibnath, who has no capacity for
understanding the sensitive souls of the young boys who he was entrusted to teach. Heedless of
their sense of dignity, Sibnath not only punishes them physically by beating, but his verbal
chastisements cut the students to the core. He has devised a cruel way of ridiculing his students by
nicknaming them on the basis of their vulnerabilities. Thus, rather than protecting and nurturing
these vulnerable young minds, Sibnath torments them by laying bare their vulnerabilities, innocent
fears and troubles to the public. Tagore’s pen is particularly merciless in sketching the character
of Sibnath, thereby conveying his utter disgust of Sibnath’s real-life counterparts who might have

served as sources while creating the character of this despotic and vitriolic teacher. Tagore writes:

BN WA PO, FHPIETT Vol QFFHT TFH AN [ VR
RAA WP W (MFOIF V0O ©f S I ;... 72 R WA PR 7w
Tforen, fFE OI=F W I 391 U fNfFe NfFe (T o=mE iaer IgNid
ATS e PIRKE TN RO AH | ..

... NARIOIT WOl AR W N3 ... VIR ... WTNCHS oI i
T3 TRLOI T AT OTGT BT WA, O SI-MINF [FRo2 (MO
oI (RIYTO TT ™0

[He expressed regret that there no longer persists the relationship between guru and
disciple as it did in ancient times. Students do not revere their gurus like gods ...
and he periodically roared out but those roars carried such dirty language that it

could not be mistaken by anyone as a form of godly thunder. ...

... there is no such evil as a human god. ... the human gods ... come charging
towards us with red eyes at our slightest mistake and then they do not, in any way,

resemble the gods.]

This excerpt is particularly symptomatic of the teachers generally to be found in the colonial

schools during Tagore’s time and Tagore’s biography is a clear indicator that as a student himself

10 Tagore, Rabindra Rachanabali, vol. 8 (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati, 1988), 502.
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he attended quite a number of schools (all in vain as he did not find a congenial atmosphere in any

of them) to have gained some first-hand experience of this kind of specimen of nastiness.

One victim of Sibnath’s cruel mockery is Ashu, a shy, timid and hardworking boy who
never dares to protest against the injustices of Sibnath. Ashu is nicknamed “ginni” (married lady
of the house) by his teacher for the seemingly unacceptable non-normative gender role of joining
his little sister in playing with dolls on a rainy day. This incident was accidentally witnessed by
Sibnath, who narrates it in detail to the class and so bestows the title of “ginni”” on young Ashu.
The meaning of the word is of particular significance: not only is Ashu being tagged with a
nickname but his psyche, that had so innocently provided company to a lonely sister in her games,
is being branded with the forced recognition of gender roles of which Ashu had no awareness.
Following Sibnath’s narration, the rest of the boys join forces to mock and jeer at Ashu with chorus
cries of “ginni ginni”, leaving such a damaging imprint upon the tender mind that he is left with
no other notion but to regard playing with his sister as a shameful error, forever branded upon his

mind. At an impressionable age, he is indirectly indoctrinated with society’s patriarchal codes.!!

Thus, Tagore depicts a teacher who attacks the dignity of his students, making them
question their own innocent actions and self-worth and, in the process, causes lasting damage to
Ashu’s psyche. It is this lack of compassion that Tagore wished to correct in his school and the
memorial accounts of students in the Santiniketan school clearly indicate the system of correcting
students’ behaviour that prevailed in that institution. This topic will be covered in detail in the

following chapter.

In the other short story, “Chhuti” (“Holiday”, 1892), the protagonist is the teenage Phatik,
whose truant ways cause him to be labelled as the “bad boy”. Tagore also creates the character of
Makhan, Phatik’s younger brother, for the purpose of demonstrating how the binary of good
boy/bad boy worked in society. Makhan is the stereotypical good boy, obedient and achieving
good results in school. The characterization of Phatik was inspired by Tagore’s impression of a

village boy and A. D. Choudhuri, in his article on Tagore’s short stories, states, “...the plot of

1 Ibid.
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Chhuti (Homecoming, 1982) first came to his mind while he was observing a village boy on the

banks of the river Padma.”!?

Phatik is sent away from home as his truant behaviour becomes unmanageable for his
mother. He has to go to the city, live under his uncle’s roof as an unwelcome guest for his aunt,
and be admitted to a school in the city. Bereft of the broad riverbanks and the open countryside,
Phatik’s soul begins to wither. Losing his natural habitat, he is unable to keep up with all that
happens in his life, whether his unintelligible studies at school or his aunt’s jibes at home. His
underperformance in school causes him to be regarded as the idle backbencher and he is beaten by
his teachers regularly. It seems to the reader that nobody takes the trouble of attempting to
understand the deep psychological crisis that Phatik is undergoing. There is no compassion to be
had for his lack of a sense of belonging, either at school or at his uncle’s house. This long-suffering
boy yearns for chhuti, or a leave when he would be able to go home — to the place where he truly
belongs. Alas for him, that chhuti becomes possible only in the form of death that releases him

from a world that refused to understand him.

In this story, Tagore puts forth numerous elements of his philosophy of education. When
the story opens, Phatik is a happy boy frolicking on the banks of the river with his mates; this joy
of existence is robbed when he is removed fromclose proximity with nature, as in the city, he gets

no opportunity for such intimate communion. Tagore writes:

(R KT AOHT ARG (FI12 ORI (2 AN FAT V(A 239 |

" FIH SO FI FAHS AN WA FF TFHTSIR LI (IR (572
TRre, MTNA W& TY=-94= I I ~fSw o FIR 1R FAref
CATSFRY, (572- 5 Wel, BHNHS, Tl OIS [N AT o8 ey e

[Being trapped within walls, he constantly remembered that village of his. That
field where he could frolic away flying a huge kite, that riverbank where he could

12 A. D. Choudhuri, “Tagore’s Short Stories,” Indian Literature vol. 19 no. 5 (September —
October 1976), 76.
3 Rabindra Rachanabali, vol. 9, 347.
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idly roam about humming a self-composed tune of nonsense, that narrow river into
which he could plunge and swim at any time of the day, that group of friends, the
pranks, the freedom ... all of that kept drawing at his helpless mind.]

Here Tagore has given expression to all the attributes that he felt were necessary for the
true education of his students, notably the close proximity and interaction with nature, freedom
and companionship; these are all features that he strove to provide for his students at his school in
Santiniketan. For Phatik, the experience of being exiled to Calcutta becomes doubly-alienating
owing to the disconnect he suffers from nature in his city-life. Not only does he explicitly miss the
presence of his mother, he also craves the nurturing touch of the greater mother, mother nature,
from whom he has gleaned most of the joys in his boyhood. S. C. Sen Gupta, in his description of
this dissociation, writes, ‘“Phatik’s misery is rendered more acute because he is an exile from his
village, and in the arid surroundings of Calcutta he misses not only his human mother but also
great Nature who embraced him with a mother’s warmth in the glorious meadows, the broad river

banks and the narrow brooks of his village.”!'*

The account of “Chhuti” in relation to the theme of education would be incomplete without
referring to the actual incidents that took place at Phatik’s school and what he had to face over
there. “F(e1 JOICGT fNTHY L2 SN AeT6 W e 1| P61 F FGreari HfACT 7 =
BRI BIRAT A | TEBH TLH W WS FiA© 0L GRFTS TSR WO VA 7 o
[There was no such dense and inattentive boy in the school. If asked anything, he stared back with
a blank face. When the teacher started beating him, he silently bore the beating like a donkey
sagging under the weight of its burden.] This brief yet heart-rending description of Phatik’s fate at
once points towards several issues. Firstly, Phatik is labelled " (dense) and TSN
(inattentive), yet none of his teachers tries to find out why he is unable to follow the lessons. They
are vexed by his blank stares but they make no effort to delve into the cause of his blankness. They
prefer to take the easier path of beating him into submission even though it is clear that such
punishment does not show any productive result on Phatik. Rather than trying to connect with the
boy, his teachers choose to torment him for what they deem his natural stupidity. Even if Phatik

had indeed been a naturally stupid boy, he would still have been deserving of a compassionate and

148, C. Sen Gupta, The Great Sentinel (Calcutta: A. Mukherjee & Co., 1903), 186.
5 Tbid.
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understanding treatment. But it so happens that the treatment he receives at school further injures
the sensitive boy’s already traumatized psyche. A. D. Choudhuri observes the way the school

teacher is portrayed in Tagore’s short stories:

The school teacher specially figures as the persecutor of children. Himself a truant
boy in school, the poet deeply hated the conventional system of education in which
the school is no better than a prison for the young mind ... Phatik in Chhuti or
Tarapada in Athithi [sic] is built on the theme of the importance of freedom and

affection in a child’s life.'¢

The innate claustrophobia that the child-mind suffered from is expressed simply yet poignantly
through a few lines spoken by the child-narrator in the poem “Baijanik™ (Scientist) anthologized
in Shishu (The Child):

S W6 (R
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CEIREIRE
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16 Choudhuri, 77.
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MG BT AN
[Where did all this flower spring from-
Covering all the earth-

In such great abundance?

You think that they are

Simply just flowers;

I think, Mother, that

It is very wrong.

They are all schoolboys;

Laden with books and notes,

They live below the earth

In their school.

They study

Behind locked doors.

When they want to play,

Their teacher punishes them

By keeping them standing. ]

This poem brings out the pathos in the young lives of the children toiling in the colonial
school as the narrator looks on flowers as innocent as him and imagines them to be schoolboys
suffering the same predicament as he is familiar with. Those imagined schoolboys are trapped
beneath the earth and their enclosed schoolroom conveys the disconnect with nature that they are
made to undergo. Their slightest desire for freedom is immediately punished by their tyrannical
teacher who holds them captive. Through this poem, Tagore foregrounds the innate desire of the
child-mind for freedom — something that is also depicted in Phatik’s running around freely along
the river-banks in his village — and how that freedom is denied so mercilessly in the colonial school

system.

7 Rabindra Rachanabali vol. 5, 38-39.
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Tagore’s educational philosophy strongly countered the binary of good student/bad
student; he wished to create an environment where the joy of learning could reach the hearts of all
his students without discrimination and all kinds of students — irrespective whether the most
unwavering mischief-maker or the most academically weak — found a space where they could
flourish as human beings. This desire to create a congenial atmosphere for learning and growing

up manifests itself in the following lines of the song “IN(S F (FI (P01 PAF Nl (F [“In

Spring, are there only garlands of blossoms”]:

NI ERE T Rl (SEACIG ©YR fF (F WA Gie |

B O FOUT FICH 775 W6 (BT (|
I BL] AR PR ST (R(ET P G AR
SCRTY G (1T AR, ©12 SN @i (G (F1'°

[Are there only gems glittering at the feet of my guru?

At his feet, weep million clods of earth.

How many good boys surround the seat of my guru?

He spreads his lap to ignorant ones and thus I am his follower.]

This clearly explains the kind of guru Tagore envisioned for his school. His ideal guru would be
one who does not reject the ignorant child; rather, he pulls the ignorant ones closest to him,
considering them be to those in greatest need of his loving care and attention. Tagore’s true guru
is a complete subversion of the commonly found phenomenon of the best student being the

teacher’s pet.

Tagore’s play Chhatrer Parikkha (Test of the Student, 1885) is a satirical representation of
the impact an unsympathetic teacher has upon the student. In this play the teacher Kalachand, a
private tutor, approaches teaching in a thoroughly business-like manner and relies upon his own
free use of cane on the back of his hapless student as the most effective means of imparting

education. The student, named Madhusudan, is weary of endless beating and decides to get rid of

18 Tagore, Gitabitan (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati, 1956), 508.
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his tutor by displaying what he has learnt to his parent who has come to inspect a teaching session.
So, when he is asked questions from history, mathematics and other subjects, he gives answers

that are frustrating and do not reveal any grasp over the topic. For instance,

W GORE | W ZCACR?
VLN | RO

W OOIRE | SR, (SN AG T'OI A1 T I (ST ICACR (T, A6 N6
ST (AT 00! AR P AP (TN (RICOT O3 Mo AJ | JF0I AT
(4TS (oI 1-FNG 1T, FOI AT ©f N (OrNF O3 (F ((?

TP | AF6IS W |

PEADBM| (FAN !

VLA | STRQTET (AT (Fei] | Ao A «01°
[GUARDIAN: Have you learnt mathematics?
MADHUSUDAN: Yes.

GUARDIAN: Alright, suppose you are given six and a half sweets and told that
after eating for five minutes, whatever number of sweets you are left with, you must
give that to your younger brother. It takes you two minutes to eat one sweet. How

many sweets would you give to your brother?

MADHUSUDAN: Not a single one.

KALACHAND: How so?

MADHUSUDAN: I’'ll eat every one of them. I cannot give away any. |

Faced with such apparent perversity, Kalachand knows only one way to counter it and that
it by brandishing his cane. When he proceeds to beat Madhusudan, his student gives a highly apt

answer:

19 Rabindra Rachanabali vol. 3, 156.
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PTG | NIF T (4T (OTNIR J{n (L =1 IR, (NH (ST S 71 AT,
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[KALACHAND: Your brain does not work without a beating. Rascal! I’1l beat you

black and blue and only then you will follow a straight line.

MADHUSUDAN: With respect, beating can bend even a very straight

object.]

This play clearly demonstrates how repressive methods cannot succeed in truly teaching a
child. Rather such despotic methods only torment the child to the extreme where it either

surrenders and becomes a beast of burden or rebels for his freedom.

Instances of educational despotism can be found frequently in Tagore’s writing. While the
present discussion can, in no way, cover all of them, it is necessary to allude to Tagore’s play
Achalayatan (“The Ossified/Immovable Institution”, year). Achalayatan had been established as a
seat of learning where the students lived under the guidance of their Acharya Adinpunya and other
teachers and acquired knowledge from their tutelage. But over time, the institution degenerates
into a stagnant pool where no change is allowed and tradition rules supreme at the cost of truth
and value of human life. In fact, the teachers at Achalayatan pride themselves on never deviating
from the set rules and codes of behaviour at the institution. They discourage the questioning of
those rules and norms vigorously and the process of questioning is viewed as blasphemous. By
one arbitrary rule, everyone in the institution is strictly forbidden to open any window facing north.
The crisis in the play happens when the young child Subhadra opens the window facing north. It
is viewed as a crime as heinous as matricide.?! He is accordingly sentenced to the penance of
performing the Mahatamas vow, which demands him to be confined in absolute darkness alone

for six months.

The first point to be noted here is that Achalayatan treats man’s natural curiosity and
interrogating spirit as a dangerous crime deserving of extreme censure. This symbolically signifies

how the colonial education system aimed to kill the inquisitive spirit of students while Tagore, on

20 Tbid.
2 Rabindra Rachanabali vol. 6, 311.
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the other hand, wished to awaken that very spirit of questioning that would lead to an organic
process of acquiring knowledge. In the play, it is obvious that the penance prescribed for Subhadra
is potentially life-threatening and far outstrips the severity of any mistake—if at all a mistake—
that he has committed. Acharya Adinpunya refuses to allow Subhadra to perform such penance
but his humanity is regarded as a fatal weakness by the Upacharya who urges the Acharya to follow

the precedence of life-threatening penances prescribed at Achalayatan.

G | (T, ATITG (V2. SR (FINT Ao FACS I ... I (I
IAATY TCO (T AN | (OIS OF (V2|

BTG | AN AT (O NI (BN f [N G2 (O (AR e
BRI WO AT TP FHANNT "Gl Giel” FIF AT TSI T (58
O O (Y I [T Tl (RSN (51T NI ©LN (O WA =< 20T BT~ | 9=
NI A1 SG AR Fe (713, [FF Ao« i1 (o1 HIFIera 2

[ACHARY A: Listen, there is no need ... Subhadra need not perform any penance
... if any sin does occur, the responsibility for it belongs to me. You people need

not fear.

UPACHARYA: I have never seen such weakness in you. It was not long ago that
while carrying out the fast of Ashtangashuddhi, on the third night the boy
Kushalshil died begging for water and yet it was not possible to give a single drop
to him. You were silent then. Paltry human life may be present today and absent

tomorrow but ancient religious rules are everlasting. |

This extract clearly demonstrates how the teachers of Achalayatan fail to comprehend the intrinsic
value of human life and the futility of rules and traditions that rob an individual of his life. When
the Acharya’s humanity stops him from following the codes that he had followed for years, his
colleagues view it as a failure on his part to perform his duty. The knowledge of Achalayatan is
confined to mantras that they memorize without knowing their meaning, and to the rituals they
perform without understanding their purpose. It is a knowledge that teaches the students to despise

as the Other the Shonpangshu and Darbhak communities of people who live close to Achalayatan.

* Ibid, 317.
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In Tagore’s worldview, these are exactly the things that a true education would refrain from. True
education would teach students to be part of the global community and serve and live with all
people with respect and harmony. True knowledge would help students in understanding their

purpose, thereby internalizing what they learn.

From the beginning of the play, the audience and readers are repeatedly made aware that
the Guru, who had not visited Achalayatan for years, would finally be coming and thus
preparations are ripe for his arrival. When Acharya is no longer sure of his path within
Achalayatan, he leaves the place to wait for the arrival of the guru. As the play comes to its end, it
is revealed that the Guru of Achalayatan is the Dadathakur, or revered old man, of the hated
Shonpangshu community and the Gosain, or respected priest, of the despised Darbhak community,
thereby signifying that a real Guru never differentiates between human beings. He is someone who
inspires the sense of universal brotherhood and breaks down the false barriers that human beings
erect within themselves. The Guru enters Achalayatan by breaking down the gates of the petrified
place, thereby unpetrifying it and letting a new lease of life and fresh air into the near-fossilized
lives of that institution. Finally, he calls for the construction of a new and harmonious institution
which would be built upon the combined existence of the dwellers of Achalayatan and the

Shonpangshu and Darbhak communities.

Through this play, Tagore indicates what should comprise right education as well as the
real responsibility of the Guru towards inculcating that education unto his students. So he gives
the following line to Dadathakur: “*oI, (OTNI] 8P (O] IR G RIY) °ﬁ§l?1' BIR BIANN-T (B, O
B (AF (OTAF AW (G (IF P AAS AKJ "2 [No matter how much your guru buries

you under the burden of manuscripts, I would be able to drag you free and whole from underneath
it.] It is this quality of being able to liberate the student completely that Tagore envisioned in his
ideal teacher. He also signifies that real knowledge needs to have a willing acceptance of change,
then only can it de dynamic and bring forth the welfare of society. The eternal cycle of
destruction/deconstruction and construction must proceed unhampered because true education
needs such a climate to prosper. Therefore Dadathakur confidently states: “JTT51F 1 fReT (57 (o1
Y (ST (AR, AYN (STRAMNL (STNF NWF (S QTS Z(F 1™ [1 have demolished that

2 Ibid, 325.
2 Ibid, 349.
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which was a prison and now, at that very place, you have to build a temple.] Needless to say, the
reference to temple here is not limited by any narrow religious sentiment; rather, it alludes to a
pure and sacred space free from the ritualistic, soulless practices that defined Achalayatan

previously.

Utpal K. Banerjee, in his analysis of Achalayatan, summarizes the core value of the play

thus:

The symbolism of the play consists in the effective depiction of the anguished cry
of the soul for liberation from the prison-house of self-made dogma and formula-
ridden society. Guru, the Great Teacher, is the metaphor for a new awakening: to
revive nature; remove mental poverty; reconcile opposites from the mere reign of
habits; and recover fertility in a parched land with new waters of life. According to
Tagore, it is a universal verity that the human soul is arrested whenever rituals
overrides [sic] true religion and Achalayatan is a successful satire and a symbolical
artistic expression of both the anguishes of the arrested soul and the divergences of

a fractured society: common in every country and every age.?’

While this thesis indeed concurs with Banerjee’s observation of the universal need of
breaking free ftom the shackles of rigid conventions, it also seeks to emphasize that the role of the
Guru is not only metaphorical as opined by Banerjee. Rather, when taken literally, the
characterization of the Guru provides one with a clear understanding of the traits that Tagore hopes
an ideal guru would embody. In this context, reference to Pramathnath Bisi’s analysis of

Achalayatan and the role of the Guru in this play, would be of particular relevance. He states,

YT oF5F) HIRAF [TV AR (T, IAHACLT TEAT (TLUMAR AF© BT AT
VS, TRUMAR AR IF2 Y IO 22TMR| BF GOONF AN FI],
JHF GG (I, TTGABS TGP AT IR PRI Y= AT
HIRANGA, (N F5 7, f[NILF TNF AFH ST OI=HE WA FEIN 12|
... TGO BF ... TG WG I BiRG NNLF(F Ao FA ORI

2 Utpal K. Banerjee, “Symbols and Metaphors in Tagore’s Drama”, Indian Literature vol. 55
no.5 (259) (September-October 2010), 130.
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AfS ST AN FRAEN, T BT LN AfS FRms orse
3,26

[It is to be noted here that wherever the arrival of the true guru is described in Tagore’s
writing, the same method has been followed. The Guru enters the home of the student by
clearing his path through the destruction of deadweight and obstacles and sweeping away
all carefully stored garbage. He does not insult his students by expressing any insignificant
pity or meaningless affection towards them. ... the guru in Achalayatan ... has shown
respect towards the misguided yet brave character of Mahapanchak by attacking him;

towards the other hesitant and weak ones, he has paid no attention...]

The publication of Achalayatan had caused a considerable amount of controversy as it was

alleged that the play foregrounds destruction and is a merciless attack on the rituals and mantras

of Hindu religion. Of the detractors, two leading names were Akshay Kumar Dutta and Lalit

Kumar Bandyopadhyay. Tagore had to defend his perspective by stating that he considers mantras

and rituals meaningless when they no longer act as carriers of human conscience but seek

dominance independent of any such significance.?’” Upendranath Bhattacharya, in his analysis of

Achalayatan, elaborates upon the difference between true knowledge and false idea of knowledge

propagated by the practice of meaningless rituals and conventions:

42 N WA AfS rSlF RO IS 22 WA BIRMCE Je=rf G129
RN FE| ... G2 S SN-NF- S PIIVFIA IO OIS & WG NS
GNP WIFZ AT OICEH BT, B, NG IV HHFH A FTS FA| G2
TTZIR AP - AT L7128

[Being under the influence of deep devotion towards this false knowledge, man erects a
high wall in order to keep away any contact with the world around him; he regards everyone
outside that limit to be untouchable and low-born. ... these people who follow this narrow

path of knowledge constrict knowledge in habits and rituals, thereby turning it into dry,

26 Pramathnath Bisi, Rabindranatyaprabaha vol. 2 (Calcutta: Mitralaya, 1951), 80.
7 Ibid, 81.
28 Upendranath Bhattacharya, Rabindranatyaparikrama (Calcutta: Orient, 1959), 232-233.
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immovable stone. It is this condition that presents a hindrance to the path of endeavouring

towards true knowledge. |

It is this false knowledge, which can so effectively delude the human mind, that Tagore
identifies and attacks in Achalayatan. Bhattacharya further infers, from his analysis of
Achalayatan, that there is an intrinsic connection between knowledge, action and love where the
three need to be blended harmoniously in order to attain the perfect state of spirituality. He states,
“BICN ST (ATNF (A9 W1 R2(A W R2(F GF, AN FfOF 8 W, FINA AR® SINI
(157 N1 220 Y 2B *ST WAFHTEA, SRR, TR RS B16e) & Nomis Ig 12
[If there is no connection between love and knowledge, knowledge would be dry, stony hard and
petrified. If knowledge has no link with action, action would become a flaunting of strength, a

purposeless and meaningless physical movement and a painful bondage. |

The plot of Achalayatan signifies the importance of harmonious blending of knowledge,
action and love that is inevitable in order for learning to be harmonious and organically connected
with the life-force. The centuries-old rituals and conventions that Achalayatan as an institution
was clinging to prior to the arrival of the Guru, were devoid of their necessary connection with
action and love. Thus, they were foredoomed to futility. Tagore demonstrates that through a

dialogue with a Darbhak:

HAPF| (R IR, WA NFog I Qe (7, SN« R[OS 57 (&S00 (], (7
MNP (OIH &P SN T (Ml

ALY TOF | WNTHS STN?
NBF| = (@R, L YCNT NN, SR 5 |20

[Panchak: My brother, do make me forget all the mantras — take away all my learning —

just teach me that song you sing.
First Darbhak: Our song?

Panchak: Yes, yes. That song of the downtrodden, that weeping of the powerless. ]

2 Ibid, 232.
30 Rabindra Rachanabali vol. 6, 336.



130

Through this, Tagore demonstrates how the knowledge practised and hoarded at
Achalayatan was never applied to realize the intrinsic connection that runs between all human
beings nor was it ever utilized to allay the suffering of the powerless downtrodden of this world.
It is the lack of this connection that had rendered the knowledge of Achalayatan petrified and
redundant as it was completely oblivious of the truth of man as a social being. Tagore explains this

idea in greater detail in “An Eastern University”:

. we are condemned to carry to the end a dead load of dumb wisdom. Like
miserable outcasts, we are deprived of our place in the festival of culture, and wait
at the outer court, where the colours are not for us, nor the forms of delight, nor the
songs. Ours is the education of a prison-house, with hard labour and with a drab

dress cut to the limits of minimum decency and necessity. !

Even though this essay by Tagore is independent of Achalayatan, it can still be used to interpret
the subject-matter of the play. Despite the presence of such explanations as well as critical
commentaries from scholars like Banerjee, Bisi and Bhattacharya, Achalayatan remains burdened
by controversies and divisiveness even so many years after its conception. The fact that Indian
society has refused to remove its blinkers and truly understand the core values of the play is
testified by Ananda Lal who writes, “Achaldyatan (The Immovable Institution, 1911), which
parodies the rigid, frequently unjust beliefs of orthodox Hinduism, in turn faced denunciation from

conservative Bengalis, and even now finds few takers to stage its volatile subject.”*?

While Achalayatan demonstrates educational despotism by portraying the danger of
clinging on to fossilized rituals and practices irrespective of their relevance to one’s life, the play
Muktadhara (The Waterfall) demonstrates the evil that mindless indoctrination can be in the field

of education.

UG | RS Bl FRATR J4T SA12 T (O1?

31 The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore vol. 2, ed. Sisir Kumar Das (New Delhi: Sahitya
Akademi, 1996), 257.

32 Ananda Lal, “Rabindranath Tagore: Drama and Performance”, in The Cambridge Companion
to Rabindranath Tagore, ed. Sukanta Chaudhuri (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2020),106.
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[RANAJIT: I hope they know what Bibhuti has done.

THE BOYS (jumping eagerly and clapping their hands): Yes, we know. He
has stopped the supply of drinking water to Shibtarai.

RANAIJIT: Why has he done so?

THE BOYS (excitedly): To teach them a lesson.

RANAIJIT: Why do they need a lesson?

THE BOYS: They are very bad people.

RANAIJIT: Why are they bad?

THE BOYS: They are very bad, terribly bad — everyone knows that.

RANAIJIT: Don’t you know why they are bad?

GURU: Indeed, they know, my king. Why boys, have you not read in your
books — their religion is a very bad one...

THE BOYS: Yes, yes, their religion is very bad.

GURU: And they are not like us — go ahead, say it (points at his nose) ...>*

THE BOYS: Their nose is not high.

GURU: What has our highest astrologer proven? What does having a high
nose mean?

THE BOYS: It means that the caste is very high.

GURU: What do those people do? Go on, tell me — they win over everybody
else, don’t they?

THE BOYS: Yes, they become winners.

GURU: Have you heard of people from Uttarkut ever losing in any war?

THE BOYS: No, never.

GURU: Didn’t our forefather, the great king Pragjit manage to drive away
thirty-one thousand, seven hundred and fifty southern barbarians with two hundred
and ninety-three soldiers?

THE BOYS: Yes, he did.

3 Rabindra Rachanabali vol. 7, 342.
34 In Bengali, nose is a metaphor for an individual’s prestige.
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GURU: Know it for sure, my King, these boys would one day become terror
to those hapless ones who are born outside Uttarkut. If this does not come to pass,
then I am a false guru. I never forget the great responsibility that lies with us. It is
we who mould characters and our nobles make use of them. ]
Over here, Tagore has emphasized how education can easily be perverted and made into a tool for
mass indoctrination by both the state and parties interested. The Guru in this play teaches his
students to abhor anyone outside the kingdom of Uttarkut simply for being outsiders thereby
inculcating in them both the hatred of the cultural other as well as an inherent sense of superiority
and entitlement for being racially superior. The education of Uttarkut teaches its students that
depriving someone of drinking water is justified simply because that person is an other, a supposed
racial inferior. The racial hierarchy is instilled within their young minds by the simple statement
that the religion followed by anyone outside Uttarkut is a bad religion thereby almost ensuring that
by the time these students grow into adults they would become rabid fanatics and would cause
unimaginable horrors by their xenophobia and zealotry. Tagore adds a twist to the scenario by
making it evident that the Guru knows exactly how he is occupying the most advantageous position
from where he can exploit his power over young, impressionable minds to create monsters for the
future. Thus, Tagore effectively demonstrates how false education, in wrong hands, can wreak
havoc on entire human population. By doing so, Tagore is also reminding his contemporary world
and the posterity, of the immense responsibility that any education system has in preventing the
nurturing of racial discrimination, religious fanaticism and any sense of cultural superiority that

can lead to the othering of other cultures.

Tagore’s philosophy of education finds expression in a number of plays many of which
were staged by Tagore and his students thereby living the beliefs that they were teaching and

learning at the school in Santiniketan.

Even in his creative writings- where education is not the thematic focus- Tagore illustrates
his understanding of what constitutes true knowledge. A simple example of such an illustration

can be cited from his play Tasher Desh:
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[CHHAKKA: ...what is the meaning of all this?

PANJA: There—Dahala Pandit is coming here; let us ask him.
Enter Dahala

CHHAKKA: What is the meaning of all the codes of behaviour that we have been

following since such a long time?
DAHALA: Silence.
CHHAKKA-PANIJA: (together) We won’t be silent.

DAHALA: Have you no fear?

35 Ibid, vol. 12, 251-252.
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CHHAKKA-PANIJA: (together) No, we do not. You have to tell us the meaning.
DAHALA: There is no meaning—only the rules.

CHHAKKA: If we do not follow the rules?

DAHALA: You would be ruined.

CHHAKKA: We would go to meet that ruin.

DAHALA: To what purpose?

PANIJA: To fight any indignity that lies there.]

This entire section is a demonstration of how people in the position of power use rules and a fagade
of knowledge in order to brainwash the larger section of the population. Dahala Pandit in Tasher
Desh is an instance of such an authority figure. Thus, when questioned by Chhakka and Panja, his
first response is to quell their questioning spirit and silence the doubts about the authoritarian rules
that are springing up in their minds. Upon failing to impose that silence, he takes recourse to
employing the next best strategy i.e. the path of fear. He threatens that anyone who refuses to
follow the rules, would be ruined. However, neither Chhakka nor Panja is scared to meet their ruin;
they defiantly state that they would meet their ruin and fight against indignity if there be any. It is
this paradigmatic shift in attitude of the characters that is described by Banerjee as “the turning of

the psychological tide in the Card-characters.”>®

This section can be interpreted as a symbolic representation, where the codes and rules
propounded by Dahala Pandit signify the maxims of colonial education that were crammed down
the throats of students as the absolute truth and, in the process, kill their capacity for original
thinking and independent action. In the background of the freedom struggle that India was fighting
in that period, it can be said that Tagore wanted to create an educational system that would
encourage free and original thinking, where future citizens would grow up to be independent-
minded rather than indoctrinated. His educational mission was another means of resisting the
process of colonization and preparing the youth of his day to become good future citizens of free

India and the world.

3¢ Banerjee, 139.
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Just as Tagore demonstrates the false kind of education, his writing also captures the ideal
education that he wished to impart to his pupils in Santiniketan. His derision of bookish knowledge
that has no connection to reality and thus does not pulsate with life is clearly conveyed by this

interchange in the play Sharadotsab (Autumn-Festival, year):

TP | AN BR, WA (F?
SRS | @S g |

TP | AN Rg?

SIS =, G S (TORIF G (I9 AR
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CTRQTAT YT (P G127

[GRANDFATHER: My most respectful greeting! Who are you?
SANYASI: I am a student.

GRANDFATHER: You a student?

SANYASI: Yes, I have set out to burn all books.

GRANDFATHER: Now I understand, sir. You would set sail across the seas
shaking free of all the burden of learning.

SANY ASI: The pages from the books are standing like barriers in front of my eyes;
I want to shake them off.]

It is evident that mere bookish knowledge is so futile that it becomes a burden that is necessary to
get rid of in order to advance in life. Real knowledge, on the other hand, is internalized and never

becomes a burden. Rather than blocking one’s vision, it aids one in seeing the truth.

37 Ibid, vol. 4, 375. Tagore translated the play into English as Autumn-Festival, but I have translated the
extracts here anew.
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The students of Tagore’s school were actively involved in the productions of plays such as
Sharadotsab and Phalguni. Rather than being boggled by the complexities of Tagore’s philosophy
of education, they imbibed the living truth of it simply and naturally through the enactment of
those beliefs as embodied by various positive characters in these plays. Sharadotsab clears
demonstrates how a truly honest person can honour a debt that he himself has not directly incurred
but has inherited as a result of someone else’s actions. Upananda takes upon himself the
responsibility of paying the debts of his guru after the latter’s death even when there is no material
reason why he should tie himself down with such an onerous burden. This becomes, at once, a
commentary on what constitutes one’s duty as well as the spiritual ties between a guru and his
disciple even when the former is no longer in this world. Tagore’s play lucidly conveys these
highly significant ideas that the performers would imbibe organically without having to resort to

any didactic, abstract lecture on the topic.
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[FIRST BOY: Upananda, my friend, come, friend! Today we have dressed
up as the followers of Sanyasi 7Thakur — you come along with us as well. You would

be the leader of the followers.
UPANANDA: No, my friend. I have work to do.
THE BOYS: No, there is no work — you come along.
UPANANDA: There is a lot left of my copying of manuscripts. ...

SANY ASI: (sitting down by him) Child, what work are you doing? Today

is not a day for working.

UPANANDA: (stares at Sanyasi’s face for a while and touches his feet)
Today is a holiday. But I have a debt and I need to pay that — so I am working today.

THAKURDADA: Upananda, what debt can you possibly have in this

world?

UPANANDA: Thakurdada, my master has passed away; he was in debt to
Laksheshwar — I would pay that debt through copying manuscripts.

THAKURDADA: Alas! alas! A boy as young as you also has to pay debts!
And that too on such a day! — God, today the fresh winds from the north are making

* Ibid, vol. 4, 379.
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waves in the fields of kash flowers on the other side while on this side the green
from the paddy field is overwhelming the eyes; the fragrance of Puja emanating
from the masses of shiuli permeates the sky and in the midst of it all, this boy has

settled down in order to pay debts! How can our eyes possibly bear such a sight?

SANY ASI: What are you saying? Is there anything more beautiful? It is this
boy who has illumined the lap of Sharada as her chosen son. She is holding him
close to her heart through all the golden light of her sky. Look around you — can
you see a whiter flower than this boy’s efforts to pay debts blooming anywhere?
Write, write my son, you write and I will see you writing. As you write line after
line — you secure for yourself holiday after holiday. We cannot possibly destroy
your arrangement for so many holidays. Give me a manuscript, my son; I will write

as well. May such a day be fulfilled.]

Through such a portrayal of dutifulness, Tagore conveys the dignity and pure beauty of discharging
one’s duty with honour and sincerity. Rather than being repelled by the drudgery of the task,
Tagore delves into the core of the matter, thereby revealing the mundane or the apparently
mechanical process to be a glorious deed that truly fulfils the purpose of man on earth, completing
which he is secure of a real holiday where any bleakness would not be able to reach him. The
profoundness of this thought would reach Tagore’s students not via classes of moral study that
were and still are so common in schools. It was Tagore’s aim that his students would imbibe these
values naturally and understand the significance of these eternal truths via their reading and

performing of these plays.

The enactment of plays was a necessary part of education in the Brahmavidyalaya and
Tagore composed plays annually during those early years at Santiniketan. Phalguni (The Cycle of
Spring, year) was one such drama where Tagore returned to the concept of the deep relation
between work and play and how they need to go hand in hand. In it he also attacks soulless pedantic
learning that does not lead to true knowledge. Tagore regards real knowledge to be something that
emanates from an innate truth —it is not something that requires annotations in order to be
comprehensible. True knowledge, to him, is something that appeals to an individual’s spontaneous
understanding; it is something to be realized and not explained via annotations. Phalguni captures

this Tagorean ideal in the following manner:
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[Oh no! Dada will now bring out his four-liner. ...

CHANDRAHAS: No Dada, do not pay attention to them. Read out your four-liner.

If no one can bear it, I will endure till the end. ...
DADA: Alright, then hear me. all —
If bamboo created only the flute,
The bamboo would perish in shame.
Bamboo has not lost everything in the world
As it serves the purposes of the world.
Be a little more patient, my brother. It means —
Its meaning! On top of everything else!
Not only a four-liner but its meaning as well! ...

DADA: The significance of the verse is that if we are not of service to the world,

the —

Then? Then the world would sigh in relief. ...

DADA: Why are you all in such hurry? Do you have some important work?
We are out looking for the game we will play on our spring holiday.

DADA: Game? Do you play all day and night?

¥ Ibid, vol. 6, 392-393. The authorized English translation titled The Cycle of Spring is credited to
Tagore, but I have translated the extracts here anew.
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EVERYONE: Song
Like our game, so is our work
Don’t you know, my friend?
Thus we don’t ever fear work
Our game is our fight to live
Our game is our life and death
There’s nothing anywhere but our game. ]

Tagore returns to this concept of the games that children play and their profound

significance in the working of the world in Gitanjali where, in song 60, he states:
On the seashore of endless worlds children meet. ...

They build their houses with sand and they play with empty shells.
With withered leaves they weave their boats and smilingly float them on the

vast deep. Children have their play on the seashore of worlds.*°

This is indicative of Tagore’s faith in the innocence of children and the way in which this
innocence created a connection between them and the greater beyond. Tagore’s writing celebrates
the imaginative spirit of children that propelled them towards greater understanding of life. It is
this innocence and imaginativeness that Tagore sought to safeguard and cherish through his school
in Santiniketan. It is another reason why he vehemently and equally criticizes both the colonial
school system as well as the ossified pedagogy of Indian orthodoxy, because they punish the
imaginative and sensitive child-mind and trample over its innocence by treating it as a machine
whose purpose is mere rote learning. Tagore wished to facilitate the free working of the
imaginative child-mind by setting it free in the vast playground of nature. The immense
significance of Tagore’s seasonal plays vis-a-vis education gets further heightened when they are

put in the context of our modern-day emphasis on environmental studies that occupies a prominent

“ Tagore, Gitanjali (Santiniketan: Visva-Bharati, 2003), 153.
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place in the curriculum of school education in contemporary India. Ananda Lal highlights this idea

as he states:

... a sea change occurred in Tagore’s theatrical vistas, starting with the first of his
plays about the seasons, Sharadotsab (Autumn Festival, 1908), on the season of
fulfillment. Prior to this, no major dramatist in the world had written scripts
foregrounding nature. The cliché ... goes that European drama depicts humankind
usually in conflict with natural forces, striving to control their power. Tagore
instead stressed the healing, immanent bond between nature and humanity and, as
such, became the first theatrical exponent of the Green Movement much before it
had become a movement. Deep ecology and environmental consciousness, so
significant on paper in India’s school system, begins with Sharadotsab and the
cycle that followed it: Phalguni (Play of Phalgun, Month of Spring, 1915), Basanta

(Spring, 1923), Shesh barshan (Last Rainfall, 1925), Sundar (The Beautiful, 1926)
41

Tagore trusted the innate simplicity of the child to sense the truth at the core of his
creations. That is why once, when he was questioned about the underlying significance of his poem
“Sonar Tari” (“The Golden Boat”), he summoned the young students of his school and asked them
to state their understanding of it. One of them, Amita Sen—also known as Khuku—narrated her
understanding in a simple, straightforward manner. A satisfied Tagore remarked: “C(H¥{TRN (I,
WM 2HCA (QEATNCIRT TN IO FROGY JATO ANF, (T2 IfSd (12 FR[e W 1o I
IO IO ATHT (FN I (ST [“You can see, what the students of my school can understand

so easily, why do intellectual people need to give so much effort in divining the significance of

that very poem?”]

It was the methods that Tagore employed in teaching his students that allowed such
development of their natural faculties and allowed them to read, understand and enjoy poems in

their own way, that were deemed complex by intellectual minds.

4 Lal, 105-106.
> Amita Sen, Santiniketane Ashramkanya (Kolkata: Tagore Research Institute, 2002), 37.
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Finally, two simple lines from “Prashna” (“Question”) in Tagore’s Shishu — a book of
poems written particularly for children and where children are the first-person narrators — a young

student piteously pleads with his mother:
T (51, S B6 e 36,
STRIE (P TG (T (Ve
YN I (IR 9 0T
P QY NO[-PNO] (YeTT |43

[Mother dear, do tell them to give me a recess,

I have studied so much since morning.

Now, in the cosiness of you room,

I would play a game of learning.]

It is here, in the childish request to be granted a break and be given the freedom to play a
“game of learning”, that one derives the essence of what Tagore wished to impart to the mind of
his child-student. Tagore’s educational philosophy oriented itself around the idea of setting the
child-mind free to embark on a journey of discovery, where every day he would glean joy from
knowledge acquired from some new discovery. Rather than being burdened by dry bookish
learning, Tagore’s system of education aimed at maintaining a spirit of playfulness that would

never make the process of learning cumbersome for young minds.

An important aspect in the discussion of Tagore’s philosophy of school education being
his stance towards female education, the short story “Postmaster” is relevant as there Tagore
poignantly refers to female education by underlining the absence of the same for girls throughout
rural Bengal. The story talks about the orphaned child-woman Ratan who looks after the
protagonist’s domestic needs. She has never had the opportunity of being educated till the

postmaster takes upon himself the responsibility of teaching her.

43 Rabindra Rachanabali, vol. 5, 20-21.
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[The Postmaster sighed heavily and called out, “Ratan”. Ratan was then sitting with
her legs outspread under the guava tree and munching on a raw guava; hearing her
master’s voice she came running without wasting any time. Panting, she asked,
“Did you call me, Dadababu?’** The Postmaster said, “I will slowly teach you to
read.” Saying so, he spent the whole afternoon teaching alphabets to her. In this

way, they quickly progressed to compound letters. ]

This passage highlights both Ratan’s readiness to acquire education as well as her natural
intelligence and grasp over her lessons that allow her to quickly progress in her learning. The
combination of this natural learning ability with the lack of opportunity to learn, evokes the pathos
of the situation and emphasizes upon the unfairness of the society in deprives girls of education.
This reference to female education by its absence is particularly significant as Tagore’s educational
mission was aimed at remedying this critical issue as well. In spite of Tagore’s stance in his essay
“Stree Shiksha” (Female Education) (already discussed in Chapter Three) being a problematic one,
Tagore was definitely a believer in educating women and he manifested his intention by opening
the female section in his Brahmacharyashram. The details of that female section would be

discussed in the following chapter.

4 Rabindra Rachanabali vol. 8, 500.
* “Dadababu’ is a common Bengali mode of addressing where the familial word “dada”
meaning elder brother, is combined with the honorific “babu’.
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CHAPTER V
BRAHMAVIDYALAYA: A MEMORIAL RECONSTRUCTION

The thrust hitherto has been to delineate the principles and methodological elements that constitute
Tagore’s philosophy of school education. The purpose of this chapter is to validate that
methodology by citing detailed examples and descriptions of Santiniketan life gleaned from the
memorial accounts of students, teachers, visitors and parents of students of that particular period.
There are numerous accounts that allow readers to not only glimpse, but to actually familiarize
themselves with the day-to-day activity of the school starting from the inaugural day to the
minutiae of the stumbling blocks that were part of the early life of this school that was deemed as
an experiment of the romantic-minded poet by his contemporaries. A reconstruction would enable
the reader to understand exactly how Tagore was putting into action his educational philosophy in
cultivating the mental and physical development of his students. It also gives an insight to how the
significance of the Vedic tradition evolved in the mind of this educator as he faced the everyday

necessities of running an actual residential school.

GERMINATION

As Tagore was a firm opposer of the way the colonial school system worked, it is of greatest
interest to see how he designed the daily life of his pupils — the way lessons were imparted, what
constituted those lessons, how the students learned, how their learning was evaluated, what they
did besides learning, what means to amusement and entertainment were available to them, what
they ate and how they conducted themselves as a whole. It needs to be stated that before Tagore
advanced with his educational enterprise, Balendranath Tagore, his nephew, had conceptualized
the foundation of a Brahmavidyalaya and it was under his onus that a house was constructed some
distance away from Maharshi Devendranath’s “Santiniketan™ house that constituted the earliest
building for the purpose of education at Santiniketan. Balendranath Tagore had also written down
twelve fundamental rules for the intended school that never materialized. Those rules were strong

in their Brahmo character and reminiscent of the Maharshi’s primary intent in setting up a
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residence at Santiniketan — that of the place serving as a spiritual retreat.! Tagore’s school did not
adopt those rules as its formative regulations and there were numerous marked departures from
Balendranath’s founding principles. Where Balendranath stated that the first purpose of the school
would be to prepare the students for the Entrance examination, Tagore was completely against the
examination-oriented approach and focused on the development of his students. Balendranath laid
down that only ten students would be allowed to reside and learn free of charge, while if more than
ten were to seek admission, each would have to pay a monthly fee of ten rupees.> On the other
hand, Ajit Kumar Chakravarty, in his book Brahmavidyalaya that forms the first written history
of the school, clearly states that when the school was opened, it charged no fees of any kind from
the students. It was only a few years later when the expenses of the school were proving to be
completely beyond Tagore’s means, that the system of fees was introduced at Brahmavidyalaya.?
This fact is further corroborated by Jogendrakumar Chattopadhyay, parent to one of the earliest
students. He writes that even though he was elated at the prospect of his son being educated at

Tagore’s school, being a man of limited means, he was apprehensive of the cost and wrote to the

poet asking about the expenses. Tagore replied, “HM (OIS (RLeC<P R |P)ERY ?E’NT@ \2|§I

YJCHI P [ATNRHA? ... (ST (RLAT G JF ATHIS (SN TS 2R N1 [1

asked you to send your son — why have you asked about the expense? ... you would not need to

pay a paisa for your son.]

Both these instances are clearly indicative of the difference between the school envisioned
by Balendranath and the school founded by Rabindranath. Tagore’s school ran largely in
accordance with the instructions penned by him in his 1902 letter to Kunjalal Ghosh, but owing to
the numerous changes in the administration of the school in its early years, there was a good of

lack of organization, an arbitrariness and, in some cases, confusion in the initial daily operation.

Thus, Rabindranath’s Brahmavidyalaya, strongly bearing the character of Tagore’s own

philosophy, opened its doors for its first batch of students. One of the teachers of the school,

! Swati Ghosh & Ashok Sarkar. Kabir Pathshala: Pathabavana o Shiksha Satrer Itihaash
(Kolkata: Signet, 2015), 9-10. w

2 Ibid.

3 Ajit Kumar Chakravarty. Brahmavidyalaya (Calcutta: Visva-Bharati, 1951), 19.

* Jogendrakumar Chattopadhyay, “Visvabharatir Ankur” in Santiniketaner Shekaal. Ed. Srikumar
Chattopadhyay (Kolkata: Kishalay Prakashan, 2019), 72.
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Haricharan Bandyopadhyay, captured the inaugural days of Brahmavidyalaya in his memorial

account:

(T2 STNCH SRS fRIANEAT — ST A FHCAET| Swobr AT 4% (Y 92
WATNT ARG 3T | FHAHI ST, HRHOHRIS (@67, FRE [{mmef],
TOMA™ AW — AR B G OYF AN NIAFNGe | IATAL PR,
(NACNRIY B, (VPR B, NNFFNF BY, JA®H MY — 2 AHGH
ICEEAC LR ER IR

[At that time the ashram school was Brahmavidyalaya or Brahmacharyashram. 22
December 1901 was the foundation day. Brahmabandhab Upadhyaya, Rewachand
from Sindh, Shibdhan Bidyarnab, Jagadananda Ray — these four were then the
teachers. Rathindranath Tagore, Gaur Gobinda Gupta, Prem Kumar Gupta, Ashok
Kumar Gupta, Sudhirchandra Nath — these five were the students. ]

The school was to struggle against many obstacles of which finance was certainly a big
one. Its growth as slow and full of challenge. Tagore’s eldest son Rathindranath, who was also
among the very first batch of students at Santiniketan, documents how the very first stage of the
creation of the school was the formation of a library housed in a small, one-storied structure at the
corner of the garden in the Santiniketan compound. It is interesting to note that even before
arrangements were made for the recruitment of students and teachers or deciding upon what was
to be taught, Tagore found it necessary to create a good library. The content of that library is thus

described by Rathindranath:

IR Ol NG T© IR0 SR AR 76, FeIdrol (ATF ST WA e G372 0%
AT & G MR I0TT TIOM RAI A FI2 I | I 32 [ors W 24
w1, SRo5 QOIS R NS oo NI YT e RTS8 S F© Oy
Y Y AT I2 | TRGAT (ST (TH2 (¥ OHALIR Ol JH0 AZNT
2SS =R |6

> Haricharan Bandyopadhyay, Rabindranather Katha (Kolkata: Signet, 2020), 13.
® Rathindranath Tagore. Pitrismriti (Calcutta: Visva- Bharati, 1966), 54.
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[My father had his entire of book collection fetched from Calcutta and with those
books, he established a library in the big central room of the house. My father’s
books were not meagre in number. Apart from literature, there were numerous
selected books in Bengali, English and Sanskrit on topics such as science and travel.

Therefore, right from the beginning a somewhat excellent library was established.]

The establishment of this library is also indicative of the kind of teachers Tagore wanted
in his school. Since it only admitted boys under the age of ten,” it is unlikely that those little boys
were the intended readers of these books. Tagore’s library proves that he was looking out for truly
learned teachers who would seek to continually enrich themselves through study of such books
and he was facilitating the quest for knowledge in those teachers. Tagore’s educational enterprise
was thus, right from its onset, an attempt to overhaul the entire education system, where he aimed

to create the right student to benefit from the guidance of the right teacher.

The first step in the search for the right teacher was to find the right Headmaster to run the
school. Tagore invited Brahmabandhab Upadhyaya to take charge of Brahmavidyalaya. This
appointment was going to be a short-lived one since Brahmabandhab was unable to assimilate or
perhaps accept the educational vision of Tagore. There are many contradictory accounts about
Brahmabandhab that can be found in the memorial accounts of the period. Hirendranath Datta
describes him as a dedicated teacher and firm administrator who bound every process of the school
in a strict routine. He also describes Brahmabandhab as a “hero” to the students.® However, Ajit
Kumar Chakravarty, regarded as the first historian of Brahmavidyalaya, differs quite strongly. He
describes Brahmabandhab as someone who was not able to assimilate the milieu of Santiniketan,
or to realize the greatness of vision that Brahmavidyalaya promised. He saw Brahmabandhab as
one who tried to run it on the strength of sheer firmness and iron will, thereby indicating that he

was foredoomed not to be a great success at Santiniketan.

THAHI GATLNT N2 WANCE [NeATwE (12 0071 e 7 2300 T
2| fofN Rt Gs Rtow e NG *miws 92 FHeAN S
QTS (B8 IRV — TOHF I ATTACY O NN IS HIIAT WIAF

7 Rabindranath Tagore. Chithipatre Bidyalaya-Prasanga. Comp. Gourochandra Saha
(Santiniketan: Rabindrabhavan, 2000), 13.
8 Heerendranath Datta. Santiniketaner Ek Jug (Calcutta: Visva- Bharati, 1980), 22.
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[Undoubtedly honoured, Brahmabandhab Upadhyaya did not view the ashram from
the point of view of a great creation. He tried to develop this Brahmacharyashram
according to his ideas and based on his strength and discipline — the time that truth
needs to do its own work, the freedom that the other person needs to regard the
duties of the school as being his own endeavour — he could not exercise that amount

of patience owing to the intensity of his own will. ]

Rathindranath, too, records that there were growing differences of opinion between his
father and Brahmabandhab: “SIROINY IfENKTNT W= SHFH IQAE NS SIBF
AN | JBILH FRVHCA DT 8 AFT LR FIAFPOT O N&T (A1 et | 1 ST o
T AY YT A9 | TR NS FON (BRI FADBION AR FINGy AP FICeA~ 10

[(He) drew my father’s attention towards the greatness of the Indian system of four varnas.
Devotion towards the Hindu religion and a blatant kind of nationalism simultaneously appeared
within him. Gradually there grew differences of opinion between him and my father.

Brahmabandhab left Santiniketan and went to Kolkata and started the periodical Sandhya.]

This account gives us an insight into the conflicting ideologies of the period and how the school
got caught in the crossfire. It also reveals that even though Tagore revered the Vedas, he was not
in favour of allowing explicit and crude adherence to Hindu religious ways in the running of his

school.

There is another factor that is rumoured to have influenced the departure of
Brahmabandhab, allegedly his excessive partiality towards Christian religious values that was, in
turn, allegedly disapproved of by Devendranath Tagore who had intended Santiniketan to be a

spiritual retreat for the followers of Brahmoism. However, Tagore himself refuted this rumour.'!

% Ajit Kumar Chakravarty, 18.
19 Rathindranath Tagore, 55.
' Heerendranath Datta, 23.
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EVERYDAY LIFE OF THE STUDENTS

One of the earliest accounts of the daily life of the students at Tagore’s school can be found in the
memorial account of Jogendrakumar Chattopadhyay, parent to a student belonging to the early
days of the school. Chattopadhyay’s visit to Santiniketan during the early days of the school
allowed him to glean a detailed understanding of its daily routine. The following account sheds

light on various aspects of the teaching practice as well as daily life at Brahmacharyashram.

23 S QI *IITOIS FIAN TS YL AN G YGNNH PS8 AW
FRO 3RS, O T STAMIF TN |, WAL TN ASIV-| FACS
N T SATINT | SATTNIG AL G {19 — (NRNCOIS 8 | ORI NI (el
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[In my four to five days’ stay, I observed the daily routine of the students as follows:
extremely early at dawn, the students arose and after freshening up, they practised
wrestling and exercises. Following this, at sunrise they took their bath. A swimming
lesson took place during their bath-time. Post-bath they went to the temple for
prayer service. After that, they had their breakfast — semolina pudding and milk.
Following this, they study till 10:30 and have their lunch at 11. They take some rest
after lunch; however, the rest does not mean a siesta or lying down; they sit within
the school, engaged in indoor games, storytelling etc. On my following visit after a
few months, I witnessed that a clay potter had been appointed to teach the students

to mould fruits, flowers, leaves and dolls etc. during the afternoon. Gradually,

12 Tbid, 85.
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arrangements were also made for classes in woodwork and weaving. ... After four
in the afternoon, they had refreshments ... after this they studied for yet some more
time. Before evening, the students played actively, running about everywhere. In

the evening they had singing, recitation, storytelling etc.]

This early account is bolstered later by greater amount of details in the writing of Bhupendranath

Sarkar. Sarkar provides a clear account of the daily function of the school in later days. He writes:

... In the small hours of the night the bell rings; and the students have to rise early
with the ringing of the bell. The students in chorus sing round the asrama their own
song ... The school day and the college day as well begin. The students are divided
into classes according to age. Youngsters have to get up a little later. After ablutions
they have to take exercises. Exercise over, they have to bathe. Then they have to
engage in prayers. They have to utter Vedic hymns in chorus after prayer. For light

refreshments all have to go to the kitchen.

The variety in the tune of bells indicates the nature of the work they have to
do. For every work students have to fall in according to the direction of the captain.
After breakfast the asramites (inmates of the asrama), young and old, the teacher
and the taught — all assemble together and sing a suitable song. Class-work then
begins. This consists of five or six periods of work of forty-five minutes’ duration.
We may note in passing that some of the subjects taught in the school are the
following:- Sanskrit, Bengali, English, Mathematics, History, Geography,
Elementary Science, Nature Study and Music. Special training is given in Manual

Training.

With the ringing of the bell students have to take their noon-day meal. Diet
is sometimes vegetarian, sometimes non-vegetarian. Punctuality is enforced at the

time of meals.

After two hours of rest and studies classes begin in the afternoon for about

three or four periods of work.

Classes over, there is cleansing, then light refreshments follow. With the

bell afternoon games begin — foot-ball in summer and the rains and cricket in
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winter. For a day in the week students have to take part in the drill and for another

day in the cutting of jungles and the like.

After ablutions evening prayer begins. Then the students and the teachers
relax themselves by holding meetings, enacting playlets or telling stories. Students
then sit to dine. A song sung in chorus alternately by boys and girls follow. Then
the asrama is hushed in silence. Everybody goes to bed, except the examinees who

may keep comparatively late hours.

From 5 A.M. to 10 P.M. there is continuous activity; but the routine life is
not dreary, simply because of the atmosphere of the place. The teachers, be it noted,

enter into the lives of the pupils.'?

It had taken decades for this daily routine to take shape. This chapter proposes to work our way
backwards and understand the process by means of which this regular pattern of school life
emerged. In the process, it would be possible to understand the reasons why some rules were
enacted while others changed or new rules and traditions were put in place, and thus, the

significance of those changes.

The growing years of the school were fraught with tension and constant change as the
headmaster and consequently, the administration of the school rarely remained static. While the
first Headmaster was Brahmabandhab Upadhyaya, his departure left a vaccum as the fledgeling
school fell into disarray at the loss of its leader. There was a quick succession of headmasters and
teachers, among whom were Rewa Chand (teacher of English, deemed not satisfactory both for
excessive Christian leanings as well as his character), Subodhchandra Majumdar (Bengali),
Haricharan Bandyopadhyay (Sanskrit), Jagadananda Ray (Mathematics and Science),
Satishchandra Ray (English), Ajit Kumar Chakravarty and Bidhushekhar Shastri. The position of
Headmaster remained vacant for some time, to be filled later by Manoranjan Bandyopadhyay. He
was followed by the arrival of Kunjalal Ghosh as the manager of Santiniketan and to whom
Tagore’s highly significant 1902 letter is addressed. Under the initiative of Bidhushekhar Shastri,
Bhupendra Sanyal arrived and was followed by Santosh Mitra sent by Abanindranath Tagore to

13 Bhupendranath Sarkar. Tagore, the Educator (Calcutta: Academic Publishers, 1974), 15-17.
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teach Art. The headmastership later passed on to Mohitchandra Sen after the untimely demise of

Satishchandra Ray.

This long list of teachers clearly signifies that even though the number of students was
limited, there were numerous highly-learned teachers to guide them in various subjects. Of these
teachers, Tagore himself makes particular mention of Satishchandra Ray, an idealist who, in spite
of the financial troubles of his family, hastened to join Brahmavidyalaya even though it could not
pay him properly. Tagore saw in him an excellent teacher and entrusted Rathindranath and Santosh
Majumdar to his tutelage as they were both studying for the Matriculation examination. Tagore’s
personal commentary on the teachers and particularly on Satishchandra Ray can be found in the
third essay of Asramer Rup o Bikash, translated under the title “Extract from ‘The Form and
Development of the Ashram (III)’” as a part of this thesis. A glowing account of Satishchandra
Ray has also been presented by Ajit Kumar Chakravarty, who states:

DO IQACH oo™ AW G2 AN WA, fSN TgIF FATGR 7a
R B Aoy ([PS 8 FHFAG AN GUART FRAAMRLAN | ARSI
TPTES WL fOfN ARG GRAT AHFCo | SeF© 2RG A1 T S
T Ff 8 TR oV, WD AN BT AT I 9d2F 2300
PIRICFS (MY R (T O (NHE WIS OIRICH fofw (12 (1T LRIR fAro= |1

[In the third year, Satishchandra Ray came to the ashram ... he was a young college
student but born with extraordinary powers of understanding and imagination. I
have never seen anyone who had drunk so deeply in the joy of the compositions of
Sanskrit, English, Bengali, French and German poets and writers. Whoever came

near him got intoxicated with the same. |

Although nearly all the teachers were stalwarts in their own right, this special mention and
respect reveals the depths of Ray’s potential. Chakravarty’s account depicts a dynamic and
imaginative person whose thirst for knowledge was vast and stretched across many languages and
his appreciation of what was garnered was true and deep. Furthermore, the last line indicates that
he must have had excellent teaching ability as he was able to instil his passion in anyone who came

to him. Clearly, these were the qualities that Tagore prized in his ideal teacher, as Tagore himself

14 Ajit Kumar Chakravarty, 20.
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describes him, in the essay mentioned above, as an inspired teacher who instilled joy in his students

and declares how his untimely death caused the poet grief all his life.

THE TEACHING
Brahmavidyalaya, at its onset, tried to recapture the ethos, milieu and practices of a Vedic ashram
of ancient India. Tagore’s address to the students on the inaugural day, titled Santiniketan
Brahmacharyashram (translated as part of this thesis), bears clear testimony to this intent. Ajit
Kumar Chakrabarty’s description of the attire and routine of the early students corroborates this

fact:

QA [NFE 22O (FO7 A2V FT 2RO 1| WEP IO g A 2R A1, G2
R (90T 2202 2IMO© 224, G AN 224, TARE A7 B — 17 722
OIRAT TG FReA ORI Ghe AT SIRIMSNE (el AT ST
IFS 229, OIRMNF MTal g NN FRA AT G (MST 229 I
O TN NS FIG (NG AT BT 239 AGICY SNCATA B A
ST T TN FH0, OF T SHAS 2271 GATINICS ALNFIF AT Y=
IS AT (TR P01

[No fees were taken from the students. It was ruled from the beginning that students
of advanced age would not be admitted. Students were barefoot; they had to give
up the use of shoes and umbrellas. At both dawn and dusk, suitably dressed, they
sat down to pray and they were instructed to use the Gayatri mantra in meditation
after having had the mantra explained to them. Except for cooking, they had to do
every other work on their own. Rising early in the morning, they went to the water
of the dam to take their baths, after which they proceeded to their prayers. Prayers
being complete, they sang Vedic hymns in the open field or at the place where now

stands the laboratory.]

This description gives an air of austerity and piety to the whole proceedings that may seem

restrictive to modern sensibility. However, other contemporary accounts testify that this austere

15 Ajit Kumar Chakravarty, 14.
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routine was not maintained in this exactitude for a great amount of time. Changes were introduced

and students were given a greater variety of activities for both their pleasure and education.

The method of teaching was not extremely rigorous or demanding. Rather, Tagore wanted to
simplify the teaching-learning process in order to make it more approachable for the young
learners. Tagore demonstrated his desired teaching method through the classes he himself taught
and welcomed the other teachers to follow his methods. Jogendrakumar Chattopadhyay, one of the

parents, describes watching Tagore in action as a teacher:

FAHAY fON-BIRT IAFF 2LTRG NGIRCS ANAN | J2 FTLIAN 8 TN
To JIIF] (ML, ATT JFe {2 Y0 L AT R2C0RA, SN HeTq
WO AB(HA R© FAWI NS 7T (AN | IATAY, JBF-JF6 A<l
WA RANST AT T A (1R *1=7 FFa19 SR By TIRQ FR0© 7T,
FITBI0 IAETRF AT Y200 AN | (RILeT™, wo1-3Iar N6 N2
Radl "WNE IR (BREAT 8HN(F WY, “(OINF =o IACHT W B Fofo
(RITBT (RGBT AT RGO Sy FfECO AIf5e |16

[Rabindra-babu started teaching English to three or four boys. I saw a new system
in this teaching and studying. Almost everything was being taught verbally; unlike
at other schools, we did not see an intimate relation between books and students.
Rabindra-babu proceeded to teach a few boys the English synonyms of Bengali
words and how they are to be used with verbs. We saw that within ten to fifteen
minutes the students started translating small sentences like “My book is on the

table”, “Your hand was in the box”, etc.]

This account is demonstrative of how Tagore wished to make the learning of a new
language an approachable process and that the students could relate what they learnt with their
mother tongue and thereby comprehend it more easily than if they had to simply memorize the
grammatical rules off a book. Interestingly, it also shows how Tagore, through his verbal mode of

instruction, harked back to the Vedic practice of sruti vidya. That is not to suggest that Tagore

16 Jogendrakumar Chattopadhyay, 77.
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championed “heard learning” eschewing all contact with books; it simply signifies that Tagore

placed importance on the verbal mode of instruction specifically in the context of young learners.

Tagore emphasized on a number of areas to impart a holistic education to his students. The
insistence on wrestling, swimming and other exercises would have been conducive to the
development of healthy bodies, while the prayer services helped in spiritual growth. Furthermore,
the classes in pottery, woodwork and weaving laid a foundation of vocational training as well as
helped the growth of the imaginative and creative abilities of the students. The evening sessions
of music, poetry and storytelling nurtured the finer sensibilities within the students that would
inspire both their imagination and spirit of creativity. Overall, the scheduling of activities
throughout the day ensured that no student idled his time away; rather, he enjoyed the process of

being actively engaged.

Chattopadhyay’s account further states how Tagore believed in the process of hands-on

education where students would be educated by practical experience.

RANNF YA AR BFRARA G HRAG WS TG BT WIaTq
FRAMREA | I (RILET, (RITET ICTT ST R0 W2 JF ZIN A4 22K
.. TR 2 Qi (41T B6 22061 BRI QAR AR IF N SN
PRET G IF TN N PG QAL Gl J5- P (6 8T PO
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[The poet had resorted to a beautiful way of teaching the students how to estimate

well. One day I saw that various kinds of bricks — big, small and broken — have

7 Tbid.
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been gathered at a place. ... When the boys were given their evening leave for the
playing hour, the poet settled down there with them. Calling the boys one by one,
he asked them to guess the weights of individual bricks. He asked a teacher to write
down the boys’ answers. After that he weighed the bricks on scales and
demonstrated the difference between their guesses and the actual weight. Another
day I saw that he threw a ball to some distance and asked the students to guess how
far it had fallen and then he measured the distance to show the difference between
the actual distance and the guesses. This enabled the boys to grasp the idea of

estimating weight, distance and time. |

This kind of practical knowledge would certainly have appealed more to the students rather
than simply memorizing formulae or mathematical rules from a book. This was an entirely new
approach to teaching, radically different from the methods in practice in the colonial school. It can
be inferred that Tagore’s aim was that his students would internalize what they learnt and
assimilation of knowledge would take place in a natural and organic manner, where knowledge
would be much more than a superficial burden of data imposed on the brain of a young learner.
This innovative approach has been recognized by modern-day scholars as a completely new

practice that relied on the exercise of one’s sensory organs:

R fRTT QNI (MR YA RORITT T© AT NI =0T By
MNSNCFON O Q= I (0O AN . FIAIHFACNL WA A O
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[All the experiments regarding methodology of education that are taking place in
the modern history of our country have their beginning at Santiniketan. ... The
process of direct language teaching was started through the medium of
conversation. Science lessons saw the introduction of identifying stars on the one

hand and the use of sense organs on the other. The cultivation of the sensory organs

% Ghosh & Sarkar, 24-25.
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is particularly worthy of mention. Even though the practice was done during the
evening amusement hour, we should still mention it as a part of the education

process. The cultivation of sense organs was conducted by Rabindranath himself.]

It is clear that Tagore led by example and for every criticism of the practices of the colonial
school that finds expression in his essays, Tagore posits an alternate method that would make the
process of teaching-learning greatly student-friendly, alongside imparting joy so that school
becomes a happy place for the young learners. Not only in the field of science, but in language and
literature studies, too, Tagore brought a playful approach where he would start telling a story and
stop midway, leaving it to the students to complete the unfinished tale. Sometimes, he would

introduce one line of a poem and ask the students to provide the following rhyming line.

The presence of Tagore also gave him the opportunity to familiarize new teachers
with his teaching methods, particularly in the case of young children. He wanted to prevent the
lessons from intimidating the students, thus the process of teaching had to exercise great patience
alongside simplicity in communication. Tagore himself sat in the classes and demonstrated how
his techniques could be utilized in order to facilitate the learning process. Sudha Kanta
Raychaudhury recollects how Tagore sat in a class with a young teacher and put his methods to

practice:

REFIFT AR JH(0 (NOTT IS IAHL — IR TIS(R G2 ATIRS
RS SR, WA G ST 915 GG M| WAl TR 8 FIIC0
AT A, RS TRINE GRAR e | | AR 5% =3 w12 Ifem
FATNY IS [RAF TV W2 (AT O THEAF fAFE 220 5 TN A0F
TG S FEN V12| G B NNEFFN AT 7 Framd N [foxyat

Iz T a1

[Rabindranath sat on a bamboo stool by the teacher — as soon as he sat down, he
started teaching directly, that is,. chatting with the students. He started asking
different kinds of questions and the students gave various answers. ... Rabindranath

was not at all annoyed that none of the answers were correct. That is because he did

19 Ghosh & Sarkar, 42-43.
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not expect right answers to every question from everybody. His purpose was not to
receive correct answers. Rather, the aim was to create, in the minds of the students,

curiosity towards many subjects through those questions. ]

This effort by Tagore to awaken the sense of curiosity and the spririt of questioning lies at the heart
of his teaching method, so much so that it can be regarded as one of the aims of his educational

philosophy. H. B. Mukherjee, in his discussion of Tagore’s aims of education, states:

Constant curiosity and alertness of the mind and the emancipation of the intellect
from inertia and dead habits, according to Tagore, should constitute a real element
in the intellectual make-up of an individual. The desire and the habit of exploring
ever-fresh materials from life and nature is a necessary asset. Tagore often regreted
that our children mostly lacked that curiosity and freshness of the mind which prove

to be the best incentive for acquiring knowledge.?’

The monotony of being cooped up within the confines of a four-walled classroom having
always been reprehensible to Tagore, the classes of his school were conducted in close proximity
to nature. Being out in the open, children grew attuned to the shifts occurring within the world of
nature and study of nature itself acquired a deep sense of pleasure that made learning a joyful
process. Tagore was a believer in the concept that both thought and expression require the
involvement of one’s entire body and not the brain alone. By restricting students to a four-walled
classroom, their ability to think, understand and express are stifled. An unrestricted ability to move
would aid the mind to develop freely. Tagore had cited the instance of his own granddaughter

Poupee to explain this point to Leonard Elmhirst much later in 1924:

Poupee tries to speak to me with the whole of her body. Meeting me on the boat,
she expressed her delight in the form of a dance of her own design. As she danced
her speech was through her whole body. Life is sweet, she wanted to say, life is
beautiful, but having yet no language of words, her small mind, stirred to its depths,
broke out into a complex movement of dance. Her whole body moved as if to music.

... Children must dance. They must be restless. When they think, the body becomes

20 H. B. Mukherjee. Education for Fullness (London: Routledge, 2013), 255.



restless and ripples with a variety of movement that helps to keep their muscles in

harmony with the mind.

In children the whole body is expressive. It is in going to school that we
take our first false step. There we are required to think sitting. We mustn’t move
our arms. ... Whenever, as children, we are stirred emotionally or feel receptive to

thought, we need an appropriate accompaniment of physical movement.?!
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Amita Sen, daughter of Ksiti Mohan Sen and a latter-day student of Tagore’s school, describes the

Nature Study class, where students had a free play of their limbs and minds, with rapture:

TR ST STITRRI IR NN TSR AFS S| G2 FICH (FICAT I2 FA9TS
ST QAN YL LA Fof 15T Nro | g, o], e, Ted, SuAfe, A - A%
e SN I2 | Pl ©EI2 N T9NS WNHR A2 FI6 | PN RET FR2
TS AN AGIAGT GAFIRAL, JF-9F GO AGIAS JF JF GO
ST (AF G| TS MR T SOIANHF AAS A I AL
GG FIF (AR (FeRelt B 1R SOINFSAE (Mo TR GF0
WA R Y SR 12 SOrTee W[REAT (oW I 9 A3[RA08d
2ATTHNTS 76 T (N Y& FIH SIS 5T (T512

[In our childhood, we had lessons of Nature Study with Pearson Sahib. There were
no books needed for this class. He used to roam throughout the ashram during class.
Trees, vines, flowers, fruits, butterflies, birds — they were our books. How dearly
fond we were of'this class! It is from Pearson Sahib that we came to know the birth-
story of a butterfly and that different types of butterflies are born from different
types of larvae. We used to bring leafy branches bearing cocooned larvae to our

rooms. At the slightest opportunity we observed those cocoons with curious eyes.

2! Rabindranath Tagore & L.K. Elmhirst. Rabindranath Tagore: Pioneer in Education (London:
Murray, 1961), 101-103.

22 Amita Sen. Santiniketane Ashramkanya (Kolkata: Tagore Research Institute, 1977), 43.
Pearson Sahib was W. W. Pearson, an American, who also wrote possibly the first book on the

school, Shantiniketan: The Bolpur School of Rabindranath Tagore (New York: Macmillan,

1916).
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Suddenly one day, striking us amazed, a beautiful and colourful butterfly emerged

out of that cocoon and flew on its two wings towards the open sky.]

This description captures the innocent wonder of the child’s eyes discovering the mysteries
of nature for the first time and the sheer delight leaving a lasting impression on minds, making the
knowledge thus gained truly a part of the children. The learning of science too followed a similar
process where observation of the natural world was emphasized. The process of observation was
not limited to the laboratory. Sen further details: “ICE (NAATHCY FUCN FUHT GONNAAIS
TN B FTOIRAT FENOIN, WX eI, SN=F AT JF6 (BIATRITHNI STRITAT1"23 [The

enthusiasm of Jagadananda-babu brought us sometimes to Gaur Prangan at night where we learnt

to identify the stars and planets of the sky by their names with the help of a telescope gifted to us.]

Amita Sen did not belong to the first batch of female students of Tagore’s school. Yet her
experiences can be considered as exemplification of the educational processes followed at the
ashram, since no record speaks of any radical change in the teaching methodology through the
years that led to the formation of Visva- Bharati University. Here it would be relevant to mention
Jogendrakumar Chattopadhyay’s account of Jagadish Chandra Bose teaching about life within
plants to the students of Brahmavidyalaya: “J®1K (MIANRATN, G QLI GOM*H R REWE
GO MRS I YA TS TSR T g FROOTRN | TG MG WS Hf0e
T OIS (@ [@IE PE, O WNA FACA Gt AfF, R E o o1
PIICOREAN 24 [Once 1 saw the world-renowned Jagadish Chandra Bose sitting under a tree

chatting about science with the students. He was talking about how if plants are hurt, they too feel

pain and how we get to know that.]

Tagore was a firm believer in the fact that close proximity of children with nature made
their minds acquire some of the best lessons possible from the classroom of nature.
Brahmavidyalaya, apart from being a school devoid of four-walled classrooms, was also a place
where students were encouraged to actively engage with nature and attune themselves to the
changes of each season and the variety they brought to the great sensory feast of nature. Kathleen

O’Connell comments, “Through his art and the structure of the curriculum, he tried to convey to

3 1bid, 45.
24 Chattopadhyay, 86.
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the students the subtle resonances which existed between the moods of nature and their own
personalities.”?® There are a number of memorial accounts that fondly recollect how the advent of
rains at the onset of the monsoon was greeted in the open-air classrooms. Sudha Kanta
Raychaudhury, who later served as secretary to Tagore, pens his experience as a teacher and
records that while he was new to the job, one day, the sky clouded over signalling the onset of
rain. He dismissed his students, telling them to enjoy frolicking out in the rain. However, he grew
apprehensive afterwards and started doubting the correctness of his decision. Tagore not being
present at the ashram, Raychaudhury wrote a letter informing him about the incident and perhaps
anticipating approval from him. The approval was not late in coming. A gladdened Tagore wrote

back expressing his joy at the students freely feasting in the banquet of nature:

... (TSR COTNET APOF ST AT (TP ST AN B .. N (T (AR
IR @O GG fOfety ciw fite Ml o7 41 oe FERE|
WA NPOINT AN ABT0] O Y B (61 20 TFH | NRI-NH+T,
FINFIOF, (FIOH, AMCINNAR FEF ORT TN = (G (3, [ [Rrger=ig
(RIS FOFI6T IM 4R ITCT 0T 7 21, SR (TR TS A S© (T AN
ST (BITY BRI MR, (U S (FICAT AP AP N | A e # & (G
Y (Y S A1 ST (I LA TO BHO AN - ...

[... Fill your cups and drink deep from the fountain of nature’s nectar. ... You did
very well in allowing the boys to briskly jump over fences and run away on that
day. May they come to know the road to the palace of joy intimately. They may
learn the address of Mecca-Medina, Kamchatka, Cochin, Patagonia in their own
sweet time but if they cannot find the road to nature’s loving lap, then once they
grow into a great scholar and wear glasses like me, there would be no hope for

them. May the power to be joyful grow more fully in them than any other power
el

25 Kathleen M. O’Connell. Rabindranath Tagore: The Poet as Educator (Kolkata: Visva-
Bharati, 2012), 188.

26 Sudha Kanta Raychaudhury. “Santiniketaner Smriti,” Santiniketaner Shekal. Ed. Srikumar
Chattopadhyay (Kolkata: Kishalay Publication, 2019), 1809.
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This letter is almost brimming with joy itself as Tagore sends his blessings for his students
to enjoy the moods of nature even at the cost of losing classes. His message is loud and clear that
the spontaneous knowledge gained from nature would benefit students more than any book-
learning. This highly characteristic letter from Tagore makes the reader wonder why
Raychaudhury even felt the need of seeking Tagore’s approval, particularly because by 1915 —
when his letter was written — it had already grown into a custom of the ashram to dissolve classes
as soon as raindrops began their descent. Sudhiranjan Das, a former student, writes in his memorial

account,

TR M AT (T T (WF 2 T4 YFALI IR NS T4 SNAT
oo BT NSO JFGUAL 5 (I Z(T NGO I8 A fors
61 QOIS | IEF TeT SN NI (A (AT G “1GTE K NI (6T
AT | SIS O WP FL QoW IHF 51 (90T 17

[During the monsoon, when the sky got overcast with dark clouds and it rained
fiercely, we would wrap up our books and mats and set out with one of our teachers
in order to cool our bodies by drenching in the rain. The rainwater would flow from
the fields towards the khoyai (the arid land outside) in rivulets and, mingling with
each other, these made their way towards the Kopai river. Singing monsoon songs,

we too ran following them. ]

It is this outburst of spontaneous joy that Tagore referred to in his letter and memorial accounts
from the students testify that they did experience those episodes of unadulterated joy, proving the

success of Tagore’s chosen way.

Tagore’s methods were a complete departure from the institutional education system
prevalent in India and his desire to overhaul the system was so complete that he felt the need of
new textbooks that would serve the need of his new education system. In 1904 he produced a
textbook for English, titled Ingreji Shopan. It was followed by multiple new volumes in the
following years. He also composed thirteen lessons that would introduce a reader to Sanskrit. Later

he handed that over to Haricharan Bandyopadhyay and encouraged him to complete writing a

27 Sudhiranjan Das. Amader Santiniketan (Calcutta: Visva- Bharati, 1959), 42.
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textbook with those lessons. Accordingly, Haricharan Bandyopadhyay finished Sanskrita Prabesh
in three volumes, published in 1904.

Tagore’s school did not follow the traditional system of dividing students into classes in
accordance with their age; rather, it grouped students by assessing their abilities and deciding their
needs. So, a student with pronounced aptitude in one subject but lagging behind in another did not
need to be put in one fixed class that would not do justice to either his strength or his weakness.

Pramathanath Bisi explains the system lucidly in his memorial account:

OYNIIF M MBAFO JFR (R FFFRH OFoN WP JF-9F [T
SR 1 AN (WO GO ARG, WGP FOIF M AT (XA I
T, & TN (AN RFON| (FAT (R -2 TG0 AT AJN (NS
NG, SIS (T WEN (NG | IRI-(TF S [T T2 (5T 75 (R TS
2O AE, CIME PO {iD Ao 128

[Back then a single student could study in a higher or lower class in accordance
with his aptitude. If Matriculation class is regarded as class 1, the lowest class
would be class 10. A boy could study in class 7 for English and Bengali and class
8 for Mathematics. The administration paid attention so that he could be suitable

for class 6 by the end of the year.]

This complex-sounding system undoubtedly demanded much attention and work on the part of the
teachers, alongside providing logistical challenges, but it certainly prioritized the requirement of

the student above everything else.

The teachers had to devote a great deal of their time to the education process that went
beyond classroom-teaching. There were seven boards, divided according to the subjects taught,
with a director for each one of them, and the teachers had to write monthly reports for each
individual student recording his progress or the lack of it to the director of the relevant board. In
the case of any student lagging behind in any area, additional classes were held much like the

remedial classes of the present day. Significantly enough, it was the responsibility of the teacher

28 Pramathanath Bisi. Rabindranath o Santiniketan (Kolkata: Visva- Bharati, 1946), 12.
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concerned to help any struggling student to progress in class. Prabhat Kumar Mukhopadhyay

details the process thus:

el T IS0 QG BT - A, 2@y, e, oo, [Foaw, 2oz 8
QLN — ATOTP [T - TPGH ARG | IO BEpFN (WG (e ST
ATOTF B THH AfS WA ARG A NG BT, AIHIE Tl Agfox
RS AR AREEA NP0 TR0~ — [T [RAAIR (T CNGT I
Yo AP, BIRITS [H Mo | WIS SO HCATGAT 220 | I QLA IO
(MYl RO - GRS FIOK GHNYS PR WY FEFFMIR, ©Ge~1 [
IO ATIGH R BT 2RO — W AR AN 2 [{OIY R [0
o At G FIACO 2201 237 ' 2ATASE HEH VR (FIAT AN QAlF
TR AT BIFT (AT T ©LN FHNL OIS B | NI TGS
QAT RO (F02-99 G NGORPII NP0 22(© NF BIPl BIIR(S
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[There were a few boards of education: Bengali, English, Sanskrit, Mathematics,
Science, History and Geography. Each board had a director. Teachers used to send
written reports to the directors about the progression or lack of it, examination
results etc. of each individual student of their classes; or they would write these
down in the thick, bound registers kept for the purpose. A discussion would be held
at month-end meetings. The responsibility of bringing up to scratch any student
who was lagging behind, rested on the teachers. For that, special classes were
arranged if necessary, or after the resting-hour in the afternoon, the student would
go to particular teachers to work on their weaknesses. It was not ‘private tuition’.
During those times, it was beyond anybody’s imagination that one could earn
separate money by teaching a backward student. In later times, principals of the
Patha Bhavana started asking monthly payments from guardians for special

coaching.]

2 Prabhat Kumar Mukhopadhyay. Santiniketan-Visvabharati (Calcutta: Visva- Bharati, 2000),

61.
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GROWING PAINS OF BRAHMAVIDYALAYA

Tagore’s school, in spite of the rather quiet beginning with only a few students, kept growing as
new students joined each year. In its second year it had twenty to twenty-five new students,
according to Rathindranath Tagore.*® But the difficulties faced by the growing school were both
financial as well as administrative. As already stated, the students were not required to pay any
fees. The expenses of the school (administration, infrastructural development, salaries of teachers
and all living expenses of the students), were born by Tagore, who at that time received a monthly
stipend of Rs. 250 from the estate alongside the royalties from his books. Incidentally, Tagore was
under the burden of a loan of Rs. 40,000 incurred as a result of a failed business venture coupled
with the loss of business partners. Tagore’s wife Mrinalini Devi contributed all her gold ornaments
in the hope of tiding over this rough financial time. But that, along with the sale of a house Tagore
owned in Puri and a valuable gold watch, was not enough to effect an economic solution. The only
aid that the school received during these times was an annual donation of Rs. 100 from the royal
family of Tripura.®' Thus, from its onset, the school struggled with limited means yet laboured to
produce excellent outcomes. Tagore’s letters written during these years reveal the extent of
financial strain he was under. It is instructive to note the areas where he refused to cut costs and
where he sought to economize. Tagore could not sustain for long the ideal of not charging fees
from his students; when the school reopened after the summer vacation of 1902, the system of fees

was put in place whereby the amount of Rs. 15 was charged per student.>?

Tagore wanted his students to have excellent health in mind and body, thus insisted on
physical exercises as has already been mentioned. He was also attentive to the issue of a nutritious
diet. In order to provide students with a steady supply of good milk he bought a buffalo and a cow
and had them transported to Santiniketan at a cost of Rs. 20 per animal, since even after much
search he could not find a suitable cow in Bolpur. Numerous memorial accounts including that of

Jogendranath Chattopadhyay refer to milk being a regular part of the simple but nutritious fare

30 Rathindranath Tagore, 55.
31 Mukhopadhyay, 38-39.
32 Tbid, 39.
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served at the school. A letter written by Tagore to Bhupendranath Sanyal in 1910 mentions that
five cows had been bought for supplying milk to the ashram at a cost of Rs. 1000.%*

In a letter written to Mohitchandra Sen in 1902, Tagore expresses his intent to have a good
laboratory in his school and that he was sending what at that time must have been a large sum of

Rs 800 for the said purpose:

... (e TIRCIGIT AT ST~ WCR (TR0 I WS WS O[T Qe
AIN | TNNG =TS boo BIFI MR (57 BIFIGT WS A6 Ol | fF&
AMY NN YN B[S FI L6 BNGIN TG G2 G (6T TN O
|

ANART e N o I¥E T v¢o Iz O Tad AW
TNATH] WOINNT W TN O (RN | INNP A2 Y6 RT A4EN |

34

[... only the laboratory is quite incomplete; if you could gradually fill it up. I have
handed Rs. 800 to Ramani. That money is actually intended for the laboratory. But
I have handed that money to Ramani should any monetary crisis arise while I am

absent.

Pramatha-babu has written that he would hand over to Ramani his annual
donation of Rs. 150 and some additional donation on the happy occasion of his

son’s rice-ceremony. Do inform Ramani about this ...]

It is noteworthy that Tagore mentions another source of regular, even if small, donation in
this letter. However, Swati Ghosh and Ashok Sarkar make no mention of this donation in their

book on Tagore’s school, nor does Tagore’s biographer Prabhat Kumar Mukhopadhyay.

In letters written to various other correspondents, Tagore expresses his regret at being
unable to pay decent salaries to his teachers and thus his worry about being able to recruit teachers.

But the same Tagore strongly emphasizes sparing no expenses to dig a well for regular water

supply as Bolpur is a naturally arid region: “3 (MH® S5rold FIA YT F FS ZIIN A —

33 Tagore. Chithipatre Bidyalaya Prasanga, 68.
3 Ibid, 31.
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Gl A 476 @Y AR 78 Or=ite Ay 5w w1 - [ @1 w15 Mg I
SIFERIF (B BIRE1"3® [Do not hesitate to have the well dug suitably deep — it might cost more

to drain water out but it would not do to baulk at that — try to appoint more people to finish the

work fast.]

Apart from this constant financial tension, the school underwent regular administrative
changes owing to the arrival and departure of new faces in charge of running the ashram. An
administrative board, including Jagadish Chandra Bose and Mohitchandra Sen, was formed
temporarily in order to supervise the working of the school particularly during the absence of
Tagore. During the initial years of the school, Tagore’s personal life witnessed a number of
tragedies in the form of the deaths of his wife Mrinalini Devi, his second daughter Renuka (Rani)
and his youngest son Shamindranath (Shami). The requirement of medical treatments for his wife
and daughter had taken Tagore away from Santiniketan for long periods and his absence caused
him to worry about the proper running of his school. The letters written by him bear testimony to
the constant concern for his ashram in spite of his personal crises. In fact, the crucially important

1902 letter to Kunjalal Ghosh was written just a few days before the death of Mrinalini Devi.

Kunjalal Ghosh was appointed as teacher and in-charge of the school and Tagore reposed
a good deal of trust on him. But he did not win the trust and approval of other teachers as he was
regarded as too much of a disciplinarian who insisted on rules being followed irrespective of the
circumstances. As a consequence of growing differences, he left the ashram in 1903. Here, it is
important to allude to an issue that posed a complex problem during those early years. Students
were supposed to touch the feet of their teachers in respect, according to Hindu tradition, and
Brahmavidyalaya, functioning under the Vedic model, enforced this rule. But a problem arose
when a Brahmin student was required to touch the feet of a non-Brahmin teacher. Tagore’s letter
had stipulated: “SIHIAFMA A Famd KGN S S AF BRI ... F@NT TLAF N
2IOTR AN HIACI | WLNAFNY AP TNHIL FAE | AT AS HBH1E s [{w6

(TN A=Y TN ATF136 [Students need to be indiscriminately reverent towards their

teachers. ... Students should touch the feet of the teachers daily. Teachers should namaskar each

other. Maintaining civility towards one another should be an ideal presence for the students.] The

3 Ibid, 53.
3¢ Ibid, 16.
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emergence of this problem caused Tagore to revise his earlier position and he wrote to Manoranjan

Bandyopadhyay in December that year:

AN ST WANK WA (T R OAFS 23R o2 BorRy Ak Nz =29
ST R ORI Rt J (ST Bt S ZOrT (T ST =ty

QA ORI JF WIAFMNE Ao [ EF AN 8 S
LT NBRINE VNI FAS A2 NN 26T a2 [T TR o =7 IM

FEILSF TS WHFF I 2300 AHS e T fofN ™ SRR
OGRS RTITACN (NS AMFA Ol YA SAR® Ord (P ST7F ACH
N IFEACTSR QAT I AT ST A= FITS 210 N12Y7

[The hesitation that has arisen in your mind regarding the touching of feet is not
one to be dismissed lightly. It would not do to accommodate in the school that
which is opposed to Hindu society. As instructed by the Samhita, students should
touch the feet of brahmin teachers and namaskar the other teachers. It would be
proper to put this rule in place. It would be best if Kunja-babu is relieved from
duties of regular teaching. If he is exclusively engaged in the supervision of meals,
then there would be no guru-shishya relation of the students with him. Can’t other-

than-brahmin students touch the feet of a non-brahmin guru?]

This part of the letter offends, if not outrages, every sensibility of equality and liberalism.
It is shocking to note that Tagore not only considers such a casteist issue to be worthy of attention,
but goes to the extent of declaring that the situation would be best remedied if the non-brahmin
Kunjalal Ghosh is relieved from his position as a regular teacher for no other fault but that of not
being a brahmin. Tagore does not mention Kunjalal’s abilities or inabilities as a teacher but simply
suggests relegating him to the kitchen as a straightforward solution; Tagore wants to render him
not a guru simply to absolve his brahmin students from the duty of touching their guru’s feet. He
emphasizes that the school could not entertain anything opposed to Hindu society. His final
question deepens the insult even more when he asks if “other-than-brahmin” students can’t touch

the feet of a non-brahmin guru.

37 Ibid, 24.
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The fact that Tagore was not free of caste considerations had already been revealed by the
letter to Kunjalal Ghosh where he wrote, “RI@d Y« Y120W IV O Al FIEAA JFG G
NI IR O T I AT W R2AA WA GGAS RO HIK WO (37 70 [iR®

IZIR PSR [1t would be good if students take turns in serving food at mealtimes. There

might be objections if the server is not brahmin. So, for that, requisite arrangements should be
made.] Here, the reference to caste stings less as it seems that Tagore is considering the possibility
of discontent and trying to forestall any trouble from arising. The letter also indicates that casteism
was an outcome of the social milieu as the lives of teachers and students were all rooted in social
conventions and Tagore could not have uprooted them as per his will. The fact that Tagore did not
want to directly attack Hindu social practices is evident in his letter as he writes, “JrET (R A
SN HNP) FREPTNTGE ST HH1E TAAY AN IS BT ORI (FINABIC AL (RS A

@ Fa1 q R [NINiEa | IR 1 R R eR[{e s (@ |9
BRI FIRCPS (F* (NS 22 1”3 [Those who (whether student or teacher) wish to follow, in
exactitude, the customs of Hindu society would be free to do so and it is against the rules of this
school to hinder or ridicule them. No one would be made to suffer by any practice adverse to Hindu
customs, be it in the kitchen or at the dining place.] One can infer that a good deal of what can be
identified as casteism did not arise from malintent but from the practical obstacles of the time,
when to attack the belief system of any individual or community would be an infringement of the
idea of toleration. Otherwise, the writer of Chandalika could hardly be a firm believer in social

inequality.

That Tagore tried to incorporate non-Hindu elements into the life of the ashram gradually
with the passage of time is evident from a letter written to Nepal Chandra Ray in 1911, informing
him about the prospect of admitting a Muslim student and how the process could be managed

without causing rude offence to anyone’s sensibilities:

... PIEINN AT A AP0 Ihd Mre oz el A weq a1 &
SIRET, AR N ]S YT AIE TS TRT WS N2 ORIl O
ST qFE R[N BY O3 NF — (512 TP Qrad 572 & JAI0E I I

38 Ibid, 23.
% Ibid, 16-17.
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[... the father of the Muslim student is ready to provide a servant with him. So,
what can possibly be the problem? Those who, among students as well as teachers,
have no qualms can eat with him. Moreover, this boy should be placed in the same
room as those students so that he does not feel left out. It is better to start the
experiment with one boy; if a change is required when there are many boys present,
it would not be easy. ... Can a Hindu and a Muslim not study in one class or play

on one field?]
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This letter is in stark contrast to the contentious letter and they are probably testimony to

the changing milieu and shift in thought process of the people living in the ashram. After Mahatma

Gandhi’s visit to Santiniketan in 1915 and his appeal to all for self-sufficiency, a greater change

took place in the ashram. Suhritkumar Mukhopadhyay writes,

(T SN AN I FrFF 8 adl O’ 5% S WMl HfSFre I
NHTHA AT (AT, SIFHT (FICAT AT P FI© W1 | T4 FRATN A &F
2o O NN (T-5F 5 8 Qg GIo' NN w1 Ol AN A0 (=I05
(VT | SRR (I-S9 JrnY RAF<F @ R el JFEACAR [AHT (7O Wois Rieiw
O O 2R 8 NP2 (T T AMGTS PO OK2 JF6I T(F AR
(O A5 | Y TSI (TN IrAT AT6F WIS AF - [5F WA (721 =G
oAM= TS AR AOTB, O THCH AR TR NN0F (PICAT 242 et w714

[During that time, mindful of their caste, the brahmin teachers and students of the
ashram ate at a separate seating with their food prepared by a brahmin cook; no
non-brahmin touched the food. When the practice of self-sufficiency started, all the
teachers and students who did not believe in caste divisions started to cook. So, for

all those brahmin teachers and students who were used to eating separately food

40 Tbid, 74-75.
1 Suhritkumar Mukhopadhyay, “Santiniketane ‘Gandhi-Punyah’er Godar Katha,”

Santiniketaner Shekal. Ed. Srikumar Chattopadhyay (Kolkata: Kishalay Prakashan, 2019), 140.
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cooked by a brahmin, cooking started in a house where Hari-babu (Haricharan
Bandyopadhyay) and Shastri-mashai (Bidhushekhar Shastri) lived. Most probably
a brahmin cook remained in appointment — I do not remember accurately. Shastri-
mashai was used to always cooking his own food, so there was no question of the

law of self-sufficiency being applied to him.]

This reassuring account indicates that Tagore must have changed his staunch position
regarding not allowing any element opposed to Hindu society in the ashram. He must have been
convinced himself about the need for this change in order for things to have proceeded smoothly
in the described way. It indicates a new direction adopted by the ashram where the matter of

maintaining caste distinctions was left to personal choice.

To return to the issue of the administrative crisis in Brahmavidyalaya — from which the
subject of caste discrimination was a necessary detour — Mohitchandra Sen assumed the
responsibility of Brahmavidyalaya in 1903 and strived to organize the administration into a
systematic format. His efforts were not only concentrated on teaching the students but were also
focused on making them aware of their social responsibility and urging them to fulfil their social

obligation. Ajit Kumar Chakrabarty describes life in the ashram under Mohitchandra Sen:

(VIR FAsfiee STatE AR A SBF 210 IR RO FrFganas
NI PRI FIOG OY A e |

.4 wyrety wifsin orze fos [Rey e @2 (¥, A 220© A1Y
RS SN WA SBNaATed AAF food i Ft B2y 1331 o
Hf S QeI I A FFT Y T8 FIGINT A ©IRF Fokws ([P
f?ﬁ.ﬂztz

[Mohit-babu was then fully occupied in properly organizing the process of
education in the school, after having read numerous books on the subject of

education.

Since his arrival at this school, he contemplated the issue of how we can

access the knowledge from Europe through our method of education. Since he was

42 Chakrabarty, 25.
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himself a scholar, he had a natural inclination towards elaborate arrangements for

book-learning.]

Mohitchandra was very sincere and dedicated to his duties in Santiniketan and regarded the
mission of the ashram to be of highest importance towards furthering the welfare of the nation as
well as safeguarding the traditions and heritage of India. These might have been the reasons why
his administration was regarded as having been a highly ambitious process.** But he was
simultaneously admired for his intellect and ability; Ajit Kumar Chakrabarty praises the syllabus
framed by him: “fSfq I #ATS7375! tof BRAAMRCAN ©r21 W @Gy AfFS ©CI MIATS A2
CTAOIE *F Mo (510 B [ AR g S<=nF 14 [Had the syllabus he

prepared survived till today, one could have seen how much intellect a teacher needs to possess in

order to teach according to that.] High praise of Mohitchandra came from Tagore himself: «...

Rrssel e OfF FOIRMTS | SGMINF N O T (T FEFIF© B ST J0F (97 |45
[Teaching was part of his nature. His early death brought an untimely end to his services to

education. ]

An ill Mohitchandra left the ashram in 1911 and he died of his illness in a matter of months.
His departure left Tagore distraught as he desperately searched for someone suitable to take charge
of the ashram. He insisted on Bhupendranath Sanyal to assume the role. When Bhupendranath
expressed his uncertainly regarding his suitability for such a responsible position, Tagore assured

him of his ability and further stated, “ANIF QYN JTAGN JFGAN 4G NTyCsa | v &= T
5 NI (I (F1 TF 1146 [Now I need a true person. One can purchase education but a person

cannot be purchased.] Under the administration of Bhupendranath, the school gained many new
students as well as faculty members. It was in answer to Bhupendranath’s invitation that
Bidhushekhar Shastri, a great scholar, joined as a teacher. Bhupendranath nurtured the wish to
open an ashram of his own, which he finally did at Bhagalpur after his departure from Santiniketan

in 1911.

43 Heerendranath Datta, 43.
4 Ibid.

4 Tbid.

46 Tbid, 69.
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In 1907, Tagore had settled completely in Santiniketan and assumed the responsibility of
running the ashram. His presence not only made the administration operate more smoothly, but
also gave a strong boost to the morale of the teachers. Tagore continually urged the teachers to
cultivate their already rich intellect further. Encouraged by him, Bidhushekhar Shastri undertook
learning the Pali language even though very limited books of Pali were available at that time.
Tagore also took subscriptions to a number of journals like Contemporary Review and Atlantic
Monthly to help broaden the horizons of everyone in the ashram. Many of the teachers employed
were themselves so rich in intellect and such stalwarts of academia that they, individually, can
merit independent research studies. However, the range and scope of this thesis not permitting
such expansion, I limit myself to mentioning special qualities within some teachers in order to

highlight how they affected the character of the ashram as a whole.

Bidhushekhar Shastri arrived at the ashram with the preconviction that Brahmavidyalaya was
a complete embodiment of the Vedic ashram of ancient India, and expected the behaviour of the
students, the milieu and the socio-cultural practices within the school to be in full accordance with
the Vedic ashram. Saiyyid Mujtaba Ali writes, “TIEU*Y TN IR (T FEN O
o a2 oSt (R ST (), fofa (I YO TATNR AT BACRN | U ([@UNG ATS
Y, IEDISN VA2 TCSIAIOL, ST, AP XY e, TR 72 IO AU
NS TW A7 BBATI TF WS ATHIN OO PRSI 1“7 [When Bidhushekhar
joined the ashram, he was convinced that he had entered an ashram of the Vedic period itself. He
thought that over here, mantras from the Vedas are chanted, all brahmins wore a scared thread,
non-vegetarian food and shoes were both prohibited in the ashram, many rituals of brahmacharya
were performed in the ashram and the relation between guru and his shishya was modelled
completely on the ancient Indian heritage.] Bidhushekhar’s expectations were certainly high and
were not met by the practices of the ashram which, though inspired by the Vedic model, had to
bear in mind the modern context. A strong departure was in the matter of the food served; it was
never exclusively vegetarian, varying from vegetarian and non-vegetarian depending upon the
availability of ingredients. It was never tailored to fit any religious norm.*® Moreover, the ashram

was also evolving to incorporate new elements that slowly enlarged its range and scope beyond its

47 Sayyid Mujtaba Ali. Gurudeb o Santiniketan (Kolkata: Mitra o Ghosh, 1981), 79.
8 Bisi, 35-36.
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Vedic roots. Of its many turning points, two in specific were when the ashram starting taking

students other than boys below the age of twelve years, and when Mahatma Gandhi visited in 1913
and inspired the ashramites to be self-sufficient. The introduction of electricity was another change
that Bidhushekhar did not support, as he feared that it would bring luxury to the lives of students
who should maintain the rigours of being a brahmachari.! Bidhushekhar himself followed all the
regulations applicable to brahmins as per Hindu religion. But his greatest emphasis was on keeping
his mind pure and clean. It is perhaps this feature in particular that prevented his character from
becoming conservative and enabled a rich strain of open-mindedness to flourish in him. His
Muslim student, Saiyyid Mujtaba Ali, describes his old-fashioned, strictly brahmin teacher in these

words:

NFF FTO(E OREN oI, [RYPILT TRIAHO FANNGS B~ . &S
G B ATE FNGIG T TSI S, FRNACII WG SN 0
RN Y6 FCF TV TN TSN T T’ (CEr9n-==HfF) WG FF
THATS A I FAA, RN G *18FE WAITS IZATY WG IR
AN (OIGAHETE A Tees o I SRIfeer = @ e FF
TSRS (TN 4 TFN ARIHOT 2T 12

[The reader must not think for a minute that Bidhushekhar was a narrow-minded
isolationist. ... If he whose intimate friend in his personal life was the Christian
priest Andrews; he who, while conducting the service at the Brahmamandir (the
prayer assembly in the ashram), recited in entranced voice the “alien” Imam
Ghazali’s ‘Kimiya e Saadat’ (philosopher’s stone for good fortune) as a path to
attain the divine; he who, embracing Maulana Shaukat Ali, brought him to the
dining hall — if he was narrow-minded, then | pray all Indians be narrow-minded
like this.]

This is a highly significant description as it helps one understand that teachers like Bidhushekhar
helped create the spirit of the ashram and made it an open-minded, liberal space where global

L Ali, 80.
2 Ibid.
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equality could flourish as it expanded from Brahmavidyalaya to form Visva- Bharati with the

motto Yatra visvam bhavatyekanidam (Where the whole world meets in a single nest).

Of many remarkable teachers of Brahmavidyalaya, mention must be made of
Tejeshchandra Sen, who started teaching at the age of sixteen. He had no formal degree nor did
Tagore demand one. In fact, when there came the possibility of forming connections between the
University of Calcutta and Tagore’s institution, Tejeshchandra wondered if he should try and

acquire some degrees. Tagore’s response to it was completely true to his educational philosophy:

«  #MINFoN RTINS TLN G FFRBE FE TNNAL SH AP G130 - g

FeTprel f[PYRTEATT STCF (WA FHNN FACS G120 - O (SIOHEH VS FOS F(A
IAFAATE JCEARLE, S SIRCA ATRCSH AT AT ATOTIQLTE B | IAZAL NP (=X
JCAMRLEAN, ' 8] (OTNI(P FACO (I W 1""5" [When the nestling called Santiniketan one day spread
its wings and looked towards the sky of the big city, that is, it wanted to establish connections with
the University of Calcutta, Tejeshchandra said in an embarrassed voice to Rabindranath, “Then I
should pass the exams as a private candidate.” Rabindranath is said to have smilingly replied, “You
do not have to do all that.”] Since exam-centric education was not the kind Tagore approved, when
it came to the teachers of his institution, he valued their knowledge and ability to impart that

knowledge to the students, not any degrees that they may or may not have.

ROLE OF FINE ARTS AND PERFORMING ARTS

Kathleen O’Connell alludes to Tagore’s concept of the evolution of human beings in order to posit

the significance of creativity and self-expression in Tagore’s philosophy. She writes:

Tagore’s concept of “the surplus in humanity” relates to his concept of evolution.
According to his interpretation, a critical stage of evolution was arrived at when
homo sapiens developed the capacity to stand upright. ... The greatest gain in the
new position was the emancipation of the hands. As the species was able to control
its environment, there arose a surplus of energy which was available for self-

expression and the creation of art and music. Civilizations were built upon this

> Tbid, 100.
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surplus. ... At Santiniketan, the values of creativity and cooperative living which

he held so highly were promoted.>

It was a natural outcome of this philosophy of Tagore that fine and performing arts occupied such
a prominent place in the life of the ashram. The spirit of creativity permeated numerous aspects of
daily life at Santiniketan and it would hardly be an exaggeration to state that it became the life-

force behind the functioning of the ashram, imbuing the daily activities with vibrancy and life.

Rathindranath’s recollection of his student days states that music was a part of the
curriculum from the onset of the school. The evenings were dedicated to music, when Tagore took
upon himself the responsibility of teaching it to the students. Music lessons gained the strongest
force when Dinendranath Tagore settled down at the ashram. Dinendranath, apart from teaching
English to the students, assumed the role of the music teacher with greatest success. His command
over music was such that Tagore himself described Dinendranath as “ATNTF AP ATCNT RIIEE
or “the keeper of all my songs” and would summon Dinendranath as soon as he composed a song
in his head, to teach it to Dinendranath as the poet was prone to forgetting his own tunes. As long
as Dinendranath lived, he undertook the principal responsibility of preparing the musical notations
of Tagore’s songs. Under the tutelage of such a musician, the students of the ashram learnt the joy
of singing. Dinendranath was famous for his patience and the faith he had in the ability of his
students irrespective of their musical prowess. Heerendranath Dattadescribes Dinendranath in

these words:

AR e MR SN wrey SIS (@Y Hea | .. gF I &0
AATANTS N FRREAN S AT AFCAI2 RF AT IR BY
YIGATNTHR TR AHFTS T, TS STEHEAHR 2SS ofF SATHT WS % 1|
(AT PRI SR T (1Y FACON T, TFH2 A G/ AR
(B IO | N MR(OS (TN WS FIS Ret 7, N F{Uoe 92|53

[He left behind immortal achievements as a teacher of Rabindrasangit. ... there was
a period when all the singers who garnered fame as singers of Rabindrasangit were

students of Dinendranath. He focused not only on the famous people; there was no

2. 0’Connell, 194-193.
33 Datta, 95.
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end to his generousity towards the nameless, less-capable people. He was never
disappointed with any pupil; rather, he tried his utmost to teach everybody. The
way he had no weariness in singing, it was the same when it came to teaching

music. ]

It is important to note the climate in which Tagore had introduced music and the other
performing arts in the curriculum in order to fully appreciate the significance of this addition.
Under the influence of feudal and colonial morality, the Bengali bhadralok (civilized society) as
well as upper class started associating music with amorality and as the forte of the lower classes.

Tagore writes,

The Department of Instruction in Bengal had not seen it fit to include music in its
curriculum. Therefore the educated class of those days had no reason to feel
ashamed of being considered uneducated for not having a taste or proficiency in, or
knowledge of music. Rather were they looked down upon as doubtful characters,

who through fear of their well-wishers sang in a subdued voice.>*

Tagore’s approach in Santiniketan is posited directly against such narrow interpretations of
morality and education. He wanted to provide creative outlets for his students in the form of music,

dance, theatre, art, literature, pottery, weaving and so on.

From the Brahmavidyalaya period onwards, Tagore composed a number of plays suitable
for enactment by his students. Many of these plays focused on individual seasons, like Sharodotsab
on autumn, or Phalguni on spring. Sharodotsab was based on the celebration that takes place in
the season of sharat, during which the students of the school would have their Puja vacation.
Fittingly enough, the rehearsals went on in the months leading up to the vacation and the play was
staged just before the school closed for the holidays. The students would be engaged in numerous
aspects of the production, from acting and singing, to constructing the set, making the costumes
andmanaging the backstage duties. It created a wonderful synergy between the reality of children
awaiting the upcoming season of celebration and the play, which centred upon the celebration of

that season. The words of the play would resonate within the minds of the students and help create

>4 Rabindranath Tagore, “The Place of Music in Education and Culture,” Translated by Indira
Devi Choudhuri, The Visva-Bharati Quarterly (May-October 1947), 43.
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the oneness with the world of nature that was Tagore’s aim. Pramathanath Bisi gives a vivid

description of a song from the rehearsal of Sharodotsab having a magical impact on him:

Y ... Co AT T TIEI=Ael ©IfSte iR, 7 NoINid =[S Ss-
NG AR BIEATSRET; (TAN 22O ST JHTD R BN SITI A

ICRIGIR (LeTl-
N AFCN (F O
ST (RS (S|

42 VRIS MR JF 218 It Vg (T AT fen wifzmn (Y, siffes =13
(BRI (TN INAIRA TR, WP AT Gl B (P (TN FIN ANACANT
O YfeTsT AR -- S ©TeT ©I8T GfeTs FANTSF NI WOIRAT A=AV [°°

[T ... had gone to gather branches for the purpose of making the set — the rehearsal
for the play Sharodotsab was ongoing in the distant theatre hall. From there, lines

of a song came wafting towards me:
Today sun and shadow play a game of hide and seek
In the fields of paddy,
Who has set afloat the boats of white clouds
On the vast blue sky?

What enchantment did the tune of this song from far away work on me! I looked
around me and found that the appearance of the known world seemed to have
changed and everywhere in land, sky and water, someone had opened the window
to the land of transcendent beauty. Forgetting all about gathering branches, I stood

entranced like one in a dream. ]

>3 Bisi, 29-30.
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The revelation that that fragment of song brought to young Pramatha on the day which he never
forgot was exactly what Tagore had set out to achieve when he made performing arts a necessary

part of his students’ life.

Bisi goes on further to describe the impact of the performance of Phalguni as well and calls
it another process of awakening — the awakening of youth. To him, the songs of Tagore were all
golden keys that unlocked magical doors to worlds that he had not even imagined — each leading

him to journeys deeper and deeper within him.

The importance given to staging plays at the ashram can easily be inferred from the fact
that Tagore had seen it necessary to create a separate venue for regular rehearsals and
performances. It has to be borne in kind that the school faced an acute financial crisis and the
resources available were accordingly limited. Even under such circumstances, Tagore had built

the Natyaghar or theatre hall. Santidev Ghosh records the details of that space in his memoir:

2 767 ARTAANTST GRe ALATST &S 1 ITM et oY= T |
AR NMTHR OF fSTo7 TATER (T O T[T VOIS FWoT TS, CHG
tofd I Drop Scene {1 BEIDEIR] IE“H G2 (BUY W m (7]
O FoPBfe NOIPd HoaId FA WGS8 NN NG| HeAJTHR
BPMIACP AN OIF NOLP WONT (TN (MR, (ONNR BPNCIA
8 ST ' ABID FBIPL IAPHI A IENINIR & 2K L9
NS (AR (%6

[The plinth of this building at both its east and west ends was a yard or so high. All

the theatre performances of that era were done on a stage on that plinth at the
western side. There was also a drop scene or curtain. I still remember a few
performances of plays on this stage during that era of my childhood. The way I had
witnessed Gurudev, along with his group, performing there, I too, despite my young
age, had the opportunity of participating with other boys in a couple of Gurudev’s

plays during those times.]

56 Santidev Ghosh, Jibaner Dhrubatara (Calcutta: Ananda, 1996), 58.
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These plays were not only directed by Tagore, but he also acted and sang in most of them,
and even danced sometimes. The participation of Tagore elevated the plays greatly on the levels
of aesthetics and popularity. The prospect of the enactment of Sharodotsab drew such a heavy
crowd from Calcutta to Santiniketan that the then-small ashram struggled to accommodate and
feed all the guests. The play itself had to be performed on two separate days as the hall could not
fit the entire audience in one show. Sita Devi, one of the spectators of the 1911 production of

Sharodotsab, describes her experience of the play:

AP NN & 7O J© W AMNAMNRe Al fG* IS ATIS B AW (B
SN (RIS 2121 7RO M A R[OS FRI VA G, SNE NAA -G
AU, G "NAT (SR FIOT W | AT THA QT =T FRAMRLE,
SRR IS OIRITH W= MUY (A ROV 57 ARITSN S0 T W2, @y
AT G0 (STFT 0T 191G A SR 157

[T liked the dancing and singing of the boys so much that even after thirty years, I
can visualize them clearly. I remember two songs in particular — “Amar nayana-
bholano ele” and “Amra bendhechhi kasher guchchha”. Rabindranath appeared in
the role of the Sannyasi, so this time as well he did not need to make any notable

change to his regular attire; he had only added a saffron turban on his head.]

The ease and simplicity with which music and dance became a part of the daily lives of the
ashramites is beautifully demonstrated by an anecdote recorded by Rani Chanda based on what

she witnessed on one of her daily walks to her mother’s house in Santiniketan:

GHMA ... IR Wr'F MG RAIFETT M| ... TSI (RIATNCT O (RO
(RIGT ©OIRE ITAT AT5-5T® IQET WA fS-5A6 (RIATNCT — O[T WS
ZIOIZ(0 PR (AR | TNV ST FH (FT 20O FACPNAT SFN TS Bo
G| (Y S IAF-I1MeTBT FAO (T CFT JF6T FA-RIY fR{IF 7 T Qe
BL6 BLG NGO 157 W SNCS AT — ‘AT ST AWA-RTN AT SN

57 Sita Debi, Punyasmriti (Calcutta: Visva- Bharati, 1942), 25.
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N (G057 8T | ST IO (J09Y (FTO OIThd Vo8 B0 G 811 ... g N6 (S
g I N, 9 9 (O Urd M I v 4 1°8

[One day ... I was going to my mother’s house in the afternoon. ... The children of
Doctor-babu were then very young. There were three or four five- to ten-year-old
children with them — they were running around in the field. Suddenly came blowing
the dry winds of a kalbaisakhi (nor’wester in April-May) storm. | saw that the
children abandoned their playing in a moment and, surrounding a berry bush, they
started dancing energetically and singing — “With the crazy wind on a cloudy day /
My crazy heart awakes with joy” (a popular Tagore song). The stronger the wind
blew, the more enthusiastically they danced. ... Nobody had taught them to dance
like this ... nobody had systematically taught them this song.]

The spontaneous breaking out of the children in a song befitting the occasion and dancing
in accompaniment can only be described as unhindered self-expression of minds that have been
keenly attuned to the moods of nature. This little anecdote speaks volumes about music and dance
forming intrinsic parts of life in the ashram, so much so that little children, with no training in
either of the art forms, imbibed that ethos and expressed themselves through an appropriate Tagore
song and dance in a fitting manner. Moreover, the children were also highly receptive to the change
in the world of nature as testified by their instant response to it. All these are qualities that arise
from being in a conducive atmosphere and it is clear that the Santiniketan ashram indeed had that.
It remains to be stated that this incident took place certainly many years after the ashram had
expanded to form Visva-Bharati, but the passage of time detracts nothing from the significance of

this small incident.

The performing arts were a part of the school’s education process even when the first batch
of its students, including Rathindranath, were being taught. Rathindranath has described his
memories of enacting 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream as a student. This project was undertaken
during the term of Mohitchandra Sen in charge. Mohitchandra was himself the teacher of English
and while teaching A Midsummer Night’s Dream, he decided that the play should be staged by the

students. In spite of the limited abilities of the students, they were excited at the prospect of acting

58 Rani Chanda. Sab Hote Apan (Calcutta: Visva- Bharati, 1984), 197.
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and threw themselves into rehearsals with fervour. The much-feared Mathematics teacher
Jagadananda Ray, too, was cast in the play. Inept in acting, Jagadananda caused something of a
disaster on stage. But Tagore was undaunted and insisted on casting him in many other plays. So
thorough was Tagore’s coaching that Jagadananda emerged as quite a successful actor of Tagore’s

plays and his Laksheshwar in Sharadotsab became an ashram legend.>’

As a practical exercise supplementing Tagore’s verbal instruction of the students in
constructing English sentences, was born an original play titled King and Rebel that he sent to the
ashram in 1913 when he was in England. It was staged under the initiative of Ajit Kumar

Chakrabarty in April 1913 just before the school closed for summer.®

The students were exposed to a steady stream of exceptional singers, dancers and artists
who visited the ashram at various points of time right from its early days. Amita Sen has recorded
many visits in her memorial account, ranging from the famous Carnatic vina player
Sangameshwar, the renowned poet and singer Atulprasad Sen, and the singer Sahana Devi (a
member of Tagore’s family), to an unnamed student of the world-famous American dancer Isadora
Duncan, and Clara Butt, hugely popular contralto singer from England.®' The experience of
watching and hearing them perform must have honed the finer senses and abilities latent in the

students themselves.

Bisi’s memorial account reveals a wonderfully naive episode when, sitting in front of the
closed curtain on the stage where the students were going to perform the play Bisarjan, he was
worried how he would watch the play through the curtain.®* Obviously he had never watched a
proscenium play before nor had he much of an idea about the process of staging plays. There would
certainly have been other students like him, as he was hardly an exception. Therefore, most of the
students were experiencing theatre, music and dance of such quality for the first time in their lives,

so their aesthetic sensibilities were formed in such a way that their standards were naturally high.

39 Rathindranath, 68-69.

60 The script is available in Sisir Das, ed., The English Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, 2:749-
59. See also its composition and production history, 774-75.

61 Sen, 49-50.

62 Bisi, 32-33.
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One of Tagore’s remarkable achievements lay in bringing girl students on stage to perform
alongside their male counterparts. It was a highly radical step in those times, when societal
morality decreed stage performance to be the lot of “fallen” women and prohibited for women or
girls from so-called reputed sections of society. The taboo was never a hindrance within the Tagore
household in Calcutta, where daughters, sisters, wives, nieces and mothers participated alongside
husbands, brothers, brothers-in-law, uncles and nephews on the family stage. . At Santiniketan,
which of course was not confined to the family, Tagore opened the range and scope of his
productions to include the female members of the ashram. The first step in this direction was taken
in 1910 after the wedding of Rathindranath and Protima Devi. The women of the ashram wanted
to celebrate with the new bride and the chosen mode of celebration was the enactment of Tagore’s
all-female play Lakshmir Pariksha with the new bride cast as Lakshmi. Performing drama to
express their joy was an unconventional choice, to say the least. However, a problem arose on the
day of the show when the actresses refused to act in front of an audience including men and boys.
This indicates exactly how deep the roots of societal taboo ran; even though belonging to a liberal
milieu, the women were unable to shake off the burden of old prohibitions. In order to resolve the
problem, Tagore came up with a truly subversive solution; the performance area was curtained off
but the subversion lay in the fact that male spectators were sent to sit behind the curtains while
women were out in the open — just the opposite of the accepted purdah system where the zenana

(women) could watch social functions from behind screens.®?

Female students were slowly integrated into the stage productions. They were schooled in
music, dance and theatre. Tagore valued their artistic sensibilities highly, which in turn gave
confidence to these young girls who were effectively attacking the petrified morality and customs

of contemporary society. His respect for the talents of the girls becomes clear in a comment he

made about Amita Sen (popularly known as Khuku): < IFMN TR OJ AMCNT NRUT (*¥

AT FFFOTARA IR THEAP JCATRLEH, "W Y WO VKT AT AR 5764
[“... one day, after the rehearsal of music and dance, Rabindranath told Kshiti Mohan (Sen) and

Nandalal (Bose), ‘the source of song is within our Khuku, Amita ...”]. She was often summoned

3 Sen, 24.
4 Ibid, 38.
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when Tagore composed a new song, and he would teach it to her and entrust it to her safe-keeping

for future use.

Music was intimately interwoven in the lives of the people in the ashram. They enjoyed
every new season not only through the seasonal plays but also the numerous seasonal songs
composed by Tagore. Basantotsab or the celebration of spring became one of the most famous
festivals of the ashram. It was started in the year 1907 under the initiative of Tagore’s short-lived
younger son Shami. When Dinendranath finally settled in Santiniketan, a musical soiree was
arranged on Dol Purnima (Holi) in 1919. It included presentations of Hindustani classical music

and Rabindrasangit.

HETNE NEIFE JH0 ALY, =M AT FIFI O AV G2F *rodie [R
RN IAHACLI IACSF MAT AR IR | SIS (TN TSI
O] 2% ORI IS MAF (T AN PO WMy, O 7'-IH0 BHIRT
(o1 IR | FTENL IS (TR, [EEFe @I 8 T
G H251© FIARL 16°

[There was a path lined with sal trees through the ashram; on its red pebble-strewn
surface, Dinendranath spread carpets and arranged for a musical gathering with
Tagore’s springtime songs. ... Bhimrao (Bhimrao Hasurkar Sastri) presented a few
examples of the ancient tradition of spring songs in the Hindi language of north
India. Dinendranath sang Rabindrasangit. Dhirendra Krishna (Dhirendra Krishna
Dev Barman) accompanied them on violin and esraj (Tagore’s favourite

instrument). |

Tagore had an eminent group of musicians at the ashram who taught music to the students.
There were Nakuleshwar Goswami and Loknath Goswami from the Bishnupuri gharana of
Hindustani classical. Bhimrao Hasurkar Sastri was a percussion maestro of the Gwalior gharana.
For dance, Tagore invited Kumar Buddhimanta Singh from Manipur to train students in Manipuri
classical dance. He was accompanied by a mridangam player, from whom pupils had the

opportunity of learning the mridangam.

5 Ghosh & Sarkar, 113.
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Painting was another chosen avenue of creativity and self-expression at the ashram. It was a
compulsory subject in Brahmavidyalaya, as remembered by Amita Sen. Nagendranath Aich had
joined the school as an art teacher in 1904, when the boys had started learning art. Of his pupils,
Mukul De was particularly promising. When Surendranath Kar joined the ashram in 1917, art
teaching was taken to a new level as he taught students much more than the drawing of still life
that they were used to. He taught landscape painting with the technique of wash that was
completely new to them. Under Kar’s initiative, the students started painting backdrops for the

stage productions, too.

Swati Ghosh and Ashok Sarkar have analysed the connection between the Kala Bhavana
or art college that was formed later at Santiniketan and the Patha Bhavana or the latter-day school
of the ashram. Their observation, particularly the last three lines, holds equally true for

Brahmavidyalaya and the role of creative arts:

THAFR JF0 [RONR A% FEd (QENENME 42 AOTF 8 AE@ES
CITHNTICHR OIS 21 TAT | FASIN S NGV G2 VTSI WA -2H Flod
AR (F90]q STEF © B (MR | .. R@ NQ g W57 AR | ©IH
A G9T, SIS CACR | OIHR PSRN, PO, CTVHTY IR IR 1%

[There is a great significance of this direct and indirect connection between a
department of higher education and schoolchildren. The constant interaction
between Kala Bhavana and Patha Bhavana has demonstrated how this connection
is possible. ... Students have learnt new styles and forms. The arena of their minds
has been broadened. It developed within them their aesthetic and cultural

sensibilities as well as the sense of the beautiful.]

SPIRITUAL GROWTH

Tagore’s 1902 letter, which can effectively be regarded as the constitution of the ashram,

foregrounded the spiritual aspect of education and expresses his admiration for the education

% Ibid, 122.
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system of ancient India, particularly because education had not been commodified at that time. For
Tagore, the true connection between teacher and students is a spiritual one, and Tagore lamented
the loss of that spiritual aspect from the education process of his day. He wanted to forge that
spiritual bond once again in Brahmavidyalaya. Thus, his letter lays deep emphasis on the qualities
of devotion, respect, tolerance and selflessness. It was probably also the reason why he insisted on

his students learning to selflessly serve humanity, animals and the world of nature.

Tagore repeatedly emphasizes the need to exercise great patience as the development of
spiritual sensibilities is a time-consuming process. His letter explains that his ashram aims to teach
through the process of brahmacharya and brahmacharya itself is a spiritual process by means of
which one establishes eternal connection with Brahma. Contextualized thus, the process of

education in the ashram could never be commercial. Tagore writes,

.. TFO ... LIS | AAINTS WA (G2 (FAIGE AN A0 g 7+
NTEI N 2 IF NTF Vo7 2024 ARG N 8 WAF AT [0 ©fed 2o
= FRCS T ... AN ©IACS ... OF=IAT A1 5057 N JH6 G~y fore
TR BFTT WYF TTF TS MAATSAZ T2(O2 AT |

QAR S A2 ATNF TG B2 NI FoNG=H AT
LT ST 17

[... brahmacharya ... is a vow of dharma. Many things of this world are
commodities to be bought and sold but dharma is not a commodity. It has to be
given by one side with innate goodwill and received by the other with submissive
reverence. ... in ancient India ... what they delivered with their teaching could not
be repaid without the establishment of a spiritual connection between the student

and the teacher.

To create such spiritual ties with the students is the primary goal of

Santiniketan Brahmavidyalaya.]

7 Tagore. Chithipatre, 15.
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Not only in this letter, but even during his address to the students of Brahmavidyalaya on

the inaugural day, Tagore introduced them to this new path with the following words:

G I WG (AP (O IHJ0| I 5 (O WSS AR
ST STeT BIIN2 WTRN | O IR (A [FB2 JIAIF (O (721 fofF (ormmm=
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IR, O V(K12 26T FIZ| (STNF AT ©fd = JER—(OTNF TS G
IR (S0 AR FONZ (OINTMa JF NG ©F, o2 (OINTh PG oy |
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[To put it briefly, from today onwards you are vowed to the path of Brahma. The
one Brahma is omnipresent both within and without you. You cannot hide anything
from him. He is silently watching you from within yourselves. Wherever you are,
lying down or sitting, you are within him and moving within him. You bear his
touch in your entire body — he is privy to all you think. He is the only one to fear

and he is the only one who destroys fear.

Every day think about him at least once. Our Vedas contain the mantra to
contemplate him. This mantra was uttered daily by our sages as they stood before
the God of the Universe. O tranquil one, join me in uttering that mantra:
om bhitrbhuvah svah tatsaviturvarenyam bhargo devasya dhimahi dhiyo yo
nah pracodayat)
This mantra, known as the Gayatri mantra, was explained by Tagore in his letter so that it could
be repeated to the students for their understanding. Tagore wanted the students to sit in meditation
twice a day — at dawn and dusk — and recommended that they meditate on the Gayatri mantra. He
explained the significance of the mantra so that the students do not simply chant some words

without understanding their meaning.

%8 Rabindranath Tagore. Rabindra Rachanabali, vol. 14 (Kolkata: Visva-Bharati, 1989), 301.



190

It was Tagore’s intent that education should set the mind free from all external and
superficial paraphernalia. Such an inner liberation is true freedom and the education in the ashram
was oriented around this approach. But this liberation did not imply a disconnect with one’s fellow
beings. Rather, liberation of this kind would nurture qualities of empathy, kindness and tolerance
that would in turn help an individual in realizing his innate relationship with the world as a whole.
This process of realization is termed by H. B. Mukherjee as cosmic consciousness. He explains

this aspect of Tagore’s educational philosophy thus:

... this spiritual awareness of the kinship of the self with others outside the ego is
not meant to be limited even to the human sphere only. Deriving inspiration from
the Upanishads, Tagore pleaded that it should embrace Nature. His ardent advocacy
of education in Nature since childhood is founded on this philosophy. Cosmic
consciousness (Visva-bodh) of the oneness of all animate and inanimate objects is

an indispensable element of education.®’

According to O’Connell, the Gayatri mantra served as a vehicle through which the students could
realize and understand the nature of this relationship between each soul and the greater world. She

writes,

The use of the Gayatri Mantra continued since it was felt to be a useful vehicle for
helping the students realize the connection between themselves and others. Another

mantra was also employed to help the students identify with nature.

The God who is in fire, who is in water, who interpenetrates the whole
world, who is in herbs, who is in trees, to that God I bow down again and again.”

This mantra, quoted by O’Connell in translation, is the one Tagore regarded as being the

simplest mantra through which the boys could create within themselves a sense of Brahma.

In the ashram, Wednesdays were dedicated to the special prayer service that took place at
the Upasana Griha, popularly known as Mandir. Whenever Tagore was present in the ashram, he
led the service himself. He would be the first to arrive at the Mandir, where he started ringing the

bell in order to call the ashramites to the service. It involved reading of Vedic mantras, a sermon

% Mukherjee, 262.
0 O’Connell, 207.
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and finally singing that completed the process of praying. Bisi gives a highly significant account
of the prayer services, which he describes as having no affinity to any organized religion:

“NCFT RN TR (T, MINFON ITHNGOre TAAN 22 AMFH QNP
AN GG TSI AATRAIAF; TN LGS YeTo g2 [IF© 2T ACH NG| O[O
2B AT TATHS (TN 2 =W (SN 4T, T&, VAW, VNF, (500, FAF Nofo
X BFMT FAS IS ="' [Many people think that in Santiniketan, the service is conducted

according to Brahmo (Samaj) procedure. The procedure of services here is completely
noncommunal; only the generally accepted core values of religions are described. Just as the
wisdom of ancient Indian sages is expressed, so are delivered the words of religious gurus like

Christ, Buddha, Muhammad, Nanak, Chaitanya, Kabir and others. ]

SELF-GOVERNANCE

Having equipped his students with what Tagore considered as core values of humanism, he trusted
them to govern their own conduct as well as misconduct. The system of self-governance of the
students was not present at the onset. In those early days, students’ misdeeds were left to be judged
by teachers. The amount of misconduct and rule-breaking that happened at the ashram could be
considered to be high as Santiniketan was cast in the contemporary popular imagination as a
reformatory for incurably delinquent boys. Accordingly, masters of miscreancy were sent off to
the ashram. This curious fact has been endorsed by numerous accounts coming from different

sources. Rathindranath recollects,

WP IR LS SR G %ot SN T [y I P01 fTerod
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"1 Bisi, 42.
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T3 STRCG IITRA 19T STHITS AT (TS N OITHF GiVd SIS AT 2 WoNT GATT
I FACO 29|

[For many years, people generally thought of the school at Santiniketan as a
reformatory school. Guardians sent only truant boys over there. But the atmosphere
of the ashram back then was such that even seriously deviant boys started to mend
their ways. Whenever any new admission occurred, all of us together tried to mould
him according to the ways of the ashram. For the ones who were not easily

malleable, we had to frequently invent newer methods. ]

By the use of the pronoun “we”, Rathindranath is referring to himself and his fellow students,
implying that they took it upon themselves to ensure that their new classmates fitted in and behaved

acceptably.

Sudhiranjan Das records what his family had said while sending him off to Santiniketan:
“PABIOT] PO FEA] VI WIANR (Or? (YN (NCF (RLATM T QUTYNT BFCS (M| (NS
(STNICF NI W1 (e (OTAP A SIFRA TFHCA AIAT IR — A P (ST (SIS

(TG I (RGRN 173 [You have heard about the Cotton School in Calcutta, haven’t you? There

they beat boys to a pulp. Even they would not sharpen their knives on you, so you are being sent

to Rabi Thakur’s school — Rabi Thakur would thrash you straight.]

However, this threat of being beaten to submission was quite far from the truth. While the
boys were indeed punished and sometimes teachers happened to strike them, that was not the
regular practice of the school. In fact, Jagadananda Ray, after having slapped a boy, was so
remorseful that he consoled the miscreant with a handful of biscuits. Envious of his good fortune,
the rest of the boys immediately set off to anger Jagadananda Ray, get beaten and fed biscuits in

turn.”* Unfortunately for them, Jagadananda was in no mood to get angry.

Heerendranath Datta writes how Bhupendranath Sanyal turned a boy around simply by

loving and caring for him:

72 Rathindranath, 60.
73 Sudhiranjan Das. Amader Santiniketan (Calcutta: Visva- Bharati, 1959), 15.
74 Bisi, 26-27.
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[... an extremely mischievous boy had troubled everyone and no one could control
him. Since no good was coming of retaining him at school, it was being thought of
to return him home to his parents. Bhupen-babu said — let the boy be left entirely to
him for a few days. So it was done. Through just affection and care he had brought
that truant boy entirely under control. There was an extraordinary change in the

boy’s character within a period of two or three months. |

These events are indicative of how wrongdoing was dealt with by the teachers Tagore’s
eldest brother,, Dwijendranath Tagore, had also settled in Santiniketan. He played no part either
in the teaching or the administration of the school, but had once witnessed, during his morning
walk, Jagadananda Ray boxing the ears of a student. Upon his return he sent a note to Jagadananda,

bearing the rhyme “CTTAT (X TSI WA,/ AR fHAGIE =T w1 oy, =0y P00 =9 o3 onen

...""® [Hear me, brother Jagadananda/ Beating turns not an ass into a horse/ But a beaten horse can
turn into an ass ...”]. Through his rhyme, Dwijendranath communicated his concern that physical

punishment can destroy potential within even a clever child.

The question thus arises as to how discipline was maintained within the ashram and how
lapses were dealt with. Tagore reposed a great deal of trust on his students and, in the face of
considerable opposition, handed over the responsibility of governing them unto the students

themselves, thereby initiating their self-govern. H. B. Mukherjee documents the process:

Self-government was introduced among the students in the teeth of considerable
criticism and opposition from his colleagues and countrymen. The “Asram

Sammilant” (School Association) constituted the student parliament having all the

7> Datta, 67.
6 Ali, 121.
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students as its members. It elected an executive body with a General Secretary. The
elected monitors, called “captains,” were the executive authorities in various
allotted spheres. They wielded great power and their authority was implicitly
respected. There was a “Vicharasabha” (Council of Judgement) that took up cases

of indiscipline and awarded punishments.”’

The introduction of self-governance was a controversial decision since most of the teachers were,
as Bisi describes mildly, ““JqTo« RIC6 NNY” or “old-fashioned”, and certainly not products of
Tagore’s educational philosophy.”® Despite the opposition, self-governance of the students proved
to be a success; the process of judgement, in the case of any indiscipline or serious offence, was a
democratic one where the decision was taken through voting, and there were no incidents of major

miscarriage of justice.

Through governing themselves successfully, students proved themselves worthy of the
trust placed in them by Tagore. This ability to govern themselves is perhaps latent in students,
because one is reminded of how Rathindranath spoke about the students taking upon themselves
the task of acclimatizing a newcomer to the atmosphere of the ashram and inventing newer ways

of getting around a particularly resistant boy.

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

It was Tagore’s vision that students of his ashram would learn to fulfil their social obligations from
a young age. He wanted the educational system to make a student responsible and self-sufficient.
Accordingly, the students were responsible for every work at the ashram with the exception of
cooking. They had to sweep floors, wash their own clothes, wash their own plates and dishes and
keep the rooms they lived in tidy. Later on, when female students joined the school, they assumed
the further responsibility of stitching and mending any torn clothes or bedsheets. To each girl aged
twelve or thirteen, the responsibility of a younger child was bestowed, and they had to take care

of the mending of any article of clothing belonging to their individually assigned children.

77 Mukherjee, 63.
78 Bisi, 52.
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In addition to these practices, Tagore wanted his students to be socially aware and learn to
serve the people in society. When Tagore’s educational experiment is placed in the context of
India’s freedom struggle, one has to note that the early years of the school coincided with the Anti-
Partition movement of 1905, when Tagore himself was an active member of the Indian National
Congress and had taken to the streets repeatedly to protest peacefully against the Partition of
Bengal. A number of constructive programmes of social welfare were undertaken by him, like the
Swadeshi Mela and collection of relief funds for the victims of a major earthquake. It was only

natural that he wanted to imbue within his students the spirit of social service.

Brahmavidyalaya formed a relation of friendship and service with the nearby villages.
Students from the ashram would visit the villages regularly and build intimate awareness about the
problems faced by rural India. So, the ashram was not a disconnected island of idealism where the
dwellers had no awareness of the real world. The process of involving the students actively in the
cause of serving the needs of society started primarily during the administration of Mohitchandra

Sen.

Bhupendranath Sen started a “MfFT OIOIR” or collection of relief for the poor at the
ashram. It included monthly contribution by the teachers and the guests of the ashram alongside
Tagore’s primary financial support. Every day, two seers of rice went into the collection from the
kitchen. Apart from this, a collection box was kept at the Mandir, where people could donate rice,
clothes, blankets and so on. The collection was distributed later at the villages. A part of the
collection was retained for the aid of any poor student of the ashram. Ajit Kumar Chakrabarty has

given a detailed account of the activities undertaken as part of social service:

(RETAT 3TN WifGro, ANI-NIL FIG BiFo, WRHACGRI FH©, IR
AN P 8 AR O a9 FRAMRE| ooR (JINA I
(FTRIFS A GINGIE! ATH O TP (TR G128 |
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7 Chakravarty, 39.



196

[The boys washed utensils, worked in the kitchen, served the poor and took up the
responsibility of healthcare and teaching in the village of Bhubandanga. Every
evening a few boys who had volunteered, went to the village to teach the boys there.
Some went to their rooms, sat down over there and distributed homeopathic
medicines for the sick. In the evenings, the teachers took turns to tell stories from

the Ramayana and Mahabharata to the villagers.]

Tagore encouraged these actions with a great deal of enthusiasm. His letters written from
Calcutta during this period are full of references to these activities. In fact, even in the 1902 letter,
he states that he would send homeopathic medicines from Calcutta for distribution among the sick
even though the students were not yet in the practice of visiting the village: “wfSATPON ST
TR0 (A5 WIET OrRIMeN (RN 394 MIA | (T (T SIHF AGH A WP

wIfepl B Mt =i W1EW W18 [If patients come to Santiniketan for medicines, give

them homeopathic medicines. If you give me a list of the required medicines, I will arrange for

their procurement. |

This practice of rendering service to society was internalized so deeply by the students that
once, Reverend Krishna Chandra Mitra met a few students of Santiniketan on a train journey and
observed that they were spontaneously offering their help to women and elderly people travelling
by that train. He was so favourably impressed by this readiness to help that he wrote to Tagore

expressing his admiration.®!

Tagore firmly believed that education would not be complete without realizing the social
responsibility that the students had. Sriniketan, the major vehicle of Tagore’s rural reconstruction
project established at a later date, was a product of this vision. Even before Sriniketan was founded,
efforts were being made to facilitate agriculture in the geographically challenging conditions of

the Birbhum district where the ashram was located:

In 1912, a site at Surul was acquired from the Zamindars of Raipur, and in 1914,
the research laboratory was shifted there from Silaidah and an agricultural farm

established under Rathindranath Tagore and Nagendranath Ganguly. But the dense

80 Tagore. Chithipatre, 19.
81 Ghosh & Sarkar, 48.
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jungles, the malarious climate, and the general dilapidated condition of the

buildings made progress impossible.®?

It is noteworthy that Rathindranath had just graduated in agricultural science from the University
of Illinois according to the wishes of his father, who had sent him there with the hope that advanced
knowledge about farming technology would be particularly useful in the backward agricultural

economy of India.

THE FEMALE SECTION

The school’s female section deserves separate discussion on account of certain problematic aspects
of female education as conceptualized by Tagore. The difficult relation between Tagore and female
education has already been highlighted in Chapter III. The biggest point of contention is that he
refused to accept that women and men had the right to the same education, “same” being the
operative word. He insisted on gendering the education received by male and female students,
thereby conditioning his male students into normative manhood and female students into
normative womanhood. Therefore, even though Tagore was indeed progressive in starting the
practice of coeducation at Santiniketan, training his female students in performing arts and
encouraging them to perform in public, the problem lies in the fact that he could not envision an

education system where students are regarded simply as students irrespective of their sex:

(NCIME WY 220 MR O ez S@iwd Fee 612, [F§ O GHNd
CCICR (T 2200 Y121 G5 1 I[P HAFT 1 JH01 {99 |0y, 4
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AP 07 QCHCI AN

82 Mukherjee, 313.
8 Tagore. Rabindrarachanabali, vol. 16 (Calcutta: Visva- Bharati, 2000), 286.
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[In order to educate women to become human, the education of pure knowledge is
needed, but where is the harm in accepting on top of that the special need of

behavioural education to educate women to become women?

Because the nature of women’s body and mind is distinct from that of men, their
behavioural sphere has become characteristically distinct from that of men.
Nowadays, under the influence of rebellion, a group of women are disavowing this
basic fact. They say the behavioural sphere of women is completely the same as

that of men. ]

This concept of “educating women to become women” is nothing other than forcing a gender
identity alongside a normative gender role upon young girls. Tagore’s approach limited him to
conceiving of his female students as enactors of normative gender roles in the conventional society

of their future.

Upto 1908, the school at Santiniketan was exclusively for boys. The concept of the
brahmachari was also male; it is indicative of the times that even though the concept as well as
examples of brahmacharini, or the female counterpart of brahmachari, are indeed present in the
Vedas, the issue of including girls was not even a question during the onset of Brahmavidyalya. It
is not as if Tagore was unaccustomed to the practice of female education. All the daughters and
daughters-in-law who belonged to Tagore’s generation in Devendranath Tagore’s family received
formal education. Even Tagore’s own wife, Mrinalini Devi, was enrolled at Loreto Girls’ School
in Calcutta after her marriage; however, there does not exist any record of actually how much
studying she did there. Tagore’s three daughters were educated at home because he certainly did
not approve of the existing girls’ schools that operated according to the colonial model. There was,
for some time, the prospect of enrolling Tagore’s precociously intelligent, eldest daughter
Madhurilata (Bela) at the new school that Sarala Ray was founding (Gokhale Memorial Girls’
School) but it did not materialize. Tagore had also consulted Sister Nibedita about his daughters’
education. In spite of all this, when it came to starting a school, he started Brahmavidyalaya with
only male students. In fact, in all the essays on education translated as a part of this dissertation,

Tagore refers to students as boys.

The concern about educating and including girls in his school must have lain dormant

within Tagore until 1908, when it witnessed the first admission of female students. Revolutionary
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and shocking for the times, there was no separate female section of the school: the classes were
coeducational. Tagore had to face ceaseless criticism everywhere for this new addition to his
school. At that time, coeducation was absolutely new to Bengal and Santiniketan the only place
where it was practised. Tagore’s resolution, however, was firm in the face of such criticism and
opposition. In a 1909 letter written to Ajit Kumar Chakrabarty, he mentions the opposition as well

as more restrictions that were placed on the female students:

RO ST FoFB TN R T 67| TG SUNIR ITH-[RAEATD
S5 TS OIF S N1 (VAN ST AR | RATEATT LN A TN
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[1t is our duty to set some rules for the girls’ school. Or else there is the fear of there
being a disharmony with the boys’ school there. Many of the teachers of the school
are possibly troubled by this — that is not conducive to general welfare. Of course,
there is no need to pay attention to anybody’s prejudices where there is no wrong,
but I do not see the need to regard conventions as completely immaterial. That is,
where there is a need, action has to be taken but where there is no need, one must
be careful. Girls should not be able to freely come and go to the Santiniketan house,
the house of Jagadananda or the bungalow lying below unless there is some very
strong need.®’ Make this the rule. They should also not have any connection with

the teachers outside the needs of the classes. There should be fixed times for their

8 Bani Niyogi, Sreesadaner Itihaash (Santiniketan: Rabindrabhavana, 2001), 17.

85 “the bungalow lying below” refers to the house where Dwijendranath Tagore lived with his
family. It was called “nichu bungalow” as the land of Santiniketan was undulating and the
bungalow lay lower than the rest of the ashram.
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waking up, meals etc. and if they go out they have to be accompanied by their

mistress. ]

This letter clearly reveals that Santiniketan did not provide an atmosphere of complete
freedom for the girls, but what is more significant is that Tagore himself does not wish to disavow
social conventions completely. Rather, he wishes to uphold some for the sake of caution. In spite
of these measures there occurred two incidents that disrupted the running of the female section. A
romantic relation grew between Ajit Kumar Chakravarty and a young widow, Labanyalekha, who
was a student of the school, and they finally married. This created a great scandal. The irony of
the above-quoted letter being written to Ajit Kumar and the event involving him is certainly not
lost on anyone. There was also a tragic incident when Saroj Kumar, a student, committed suicide
and there were reasons to suspect that it was motivated by a relationship with a girl. Rumours ran
thick and fast at the school and no contemporary account mentions these events clearly. Swati
Ghosh and Ashok Sarkar state that Sushila Devi, who was in charge of the female students, had to
face a lot of criticism from all sides and refused to continue in her post. Giribala Devi took up the
responsibility for some time but after a Puja vacation, she too did not return to take up her charge

again.®

These administrative obstacles caused the female section to be stopped temporarily. Amita
Sen is the lone voice among the writers of memorial accounts of the Brahmavidyalaya period, who
refers to a suicide having taken place (she does not mention the name of the student or the cause

of his suicide) and having led to the closing of the residential female section. She writes,

. ATHRCAT SEN (RS [E WO ST A0 IAHAL (RRaA] AMGTS @19
WA M O FICEACRA, SR OIF @A SMH1 (1R Froore A= 8
QTR FICRT (B A R NI (OREE I[E G AB© (Y AP
FAFNACE ANV FACO (M= AMGTO (516 FAmY 51 MT @O arer=|
TSN WA 77 B AP VAT TS (F0Y AR FACEA 187

[... Rabindranath spent the night before the girl students departed from the ashram

at the Dehali house, singing to himself songs of intense suffering. There was no

86 Ghosh & Sarkar, 54.
87 Sen, 24-25.
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sleep for either Rabindranath or the girls that night. At dawn, when the girls,
prepared to depart, went to Dehali in order to touch his feet, he came down the
stairs. With a sad heart and choked throat, he blessed each girl by placing his hand

on their heads.]

The pathos of this departure is certainly deep. The modern reader would also note that at least
Tagore’s grief has been recorded for the posterity, but what those girls felt when life shut upon
them the door to education that Santiniketan had promised, has no record anywhere. How they
must have each sorrowed and reflected remains unknown to posterity, just like so many women’s

stories are simply lost — unspoken, unwritten and forgotten with time.

Girls returned as students to Santiniketan once again when the daughters of the teachers
there grew up one by one and started studying at the school. Tagore had kept striving in the interim
period to set up a permanent residential house for the female students. During the time the female
section was operational, four houses were used periodically as residences for the girls. In 1921,
finally, Sri Sadan was built as the residence for female students and gave a second beginning to
female education at the ashram. Incidentally, 1921 was also the founding year of Visva-Bharati

University.
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PART 11

[Translations of Selected Essays by Tagore on the topic of School
Education]
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THE TRANSITIONS IN EDUCATION!

There is no doubt that there exists a lot of shortcomings in our Bengali literature; various subjects
of study such as philosophy, science and others have not as yet been published in adequate amount
in the Bengali language; and because of that, in order to properly acquire education, there is no
other way but to resort to a foreign language. But I often feel that there would be time enough later
to bemoan the issue—for now it is getting impossible to function without one or two textbooks for

children.

There is no dearth of books of alphabets or books of child morality, but I do not regard

them as textbooks for children.

Books of the world, in general, can be divided into two main categories—readable books and
unreadable books. It would not be wrong to judge the books selected by a text-book committee to

be belonging to the second category.

Some people think that I am simply jesting. Committees can do a lot of good for the country; oil
mills, cement factories, politics and community festivals have been seen to be run by committees
but as yet, in this country, there has been no instance of any literature-related work being carried
out successfully by a committee. When Mother Saraswati? becomes split amongst her children,
she attains no good. Thus when the committee-selected books emerge as ones devoid entirely of
all kinds of literary qualities, whom should we blame? When sugarcane emerges out of the juice

extractor, no one expects it to bear any juice; not even “simpleminded”, unintelligent children.

Thus, even by regarding committees as an inevitably occurring ill-fortune and not commenting
upon it, one can leave out the books generally used in schools from the category of textbooks.
Grammars, dictionaries, geographical descriptions and morality lessons cannot be regarded as

readable books of the world; they are merely books of the syllabus.

It is not the dharma of human nature to remain limited to only what is necessary. We are bound by

the chains of necessity to some extent and free to some extent. Our bodies can be limited to five

! “Shikshar Herpher” was read out at the meeting of Rajshahi Association in 1892. It was first
published in the December 1892 Issue of the Sadhana magazine.
2 Saraswati is the Hindu goddess of Learning and Arts.
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feet but it does not do to build houses limited exactly to that five feet. It is necessary to allocate a
lot of space for free movement or else it impedes our health and happiness. This dictum applies
also to education. If we limit children entirely to as much that is educational, that is, necessary, it
cannot lead to the sufficient development of children’s minds. If free reading is not mingled with
necessary learning, boys® cannot grow into good human beings—even when they grow into

adulthood, they intellectually remain somewhat boylike.

But unfortunately, we have absolutely no time in hand. As soon as possible, we have to learn the
foreign language, pass exams and start working. Therefore, right from childhood, we get no other
time but for memorizing the lessons at top speed without paying heed to anything else. Thus, if
we chance upon a book of their own liking in the hands of boys, we cannot but seize it away at

that very instant.

Besides, where would they get a book of their own liking? There is no such book in Bengali. There
exist the Ramayana and Mahabharata but the way boys are taught Bengali, they are left with no
capacity to enjoy poetry on their own and out of their own volition at home. On the other hand,
this unfortunate lot also does not know English enough to enter the world of English children’s
literature. Moreover, English books for children are in such pure English-- full of such details of
English domestic life - that even the meritorious students of B.A., M.A. do not always find them

easily accessible.

Thus, the turn of fate becomes such that for Bengali boys, there remains nothing left but
grammars, dictionaries and descriptions of geography. There is none other so unfortunate as the
Bengali boy. Where boys of other countries pleasurably chew upon sugarcane with their newly-
grown teeth, the Bengali boy hangs his dhoti-clad, thin, short legs from the bench and bears only
the caning of his master- caning that is mingled with nothing other than the harsh abuse of his

master.

The result of it is that the digesting power declines from all sides. Just like the body of the
Bengali boy- malnourished for want of enough sports and adequate food- his mental digestive

system too fails to develop fully. No matter how many B.A., M.A. degrees we acquire, no matter

3 Tagore unfailingly refers to the student as male. It opens up the essay to criticism from the
perspective of gender. This translation avoids gender-neutrality in order to retain the problematic
aspect of the original.
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how many books we memorize, our intellect is not growing so strong or mature. We are not able
to grasp anything strongly in our fist, we are not able to create anything, we are not being able to
assert anything. Our opinions, conversations and customs are not really like an adult’s. Thus, we

attempt to conceal our mental poverty under the garb of hyperbole, pomp and showmanship.

The chief cause of'this is that right from childhood, there is no joy in our learning. We have
only memorized that which is just necessary. It leads us to somehow manage but not truly develop.
Air does not fill one’s belly; one needs food for that but in order to properly digest that food, one
needs air. Similarly, in order to digest one textbook, one needs the aid of multiple readable books.
As one reads with pleasure, one’s ability to read grows imperceptibly; one’s ability to absorb

knowledge, one’s understanding and thinking powers grow in strength easily and naturally.

But it is beyond one’s conception how the Bengali would evade this dismal, mental-

faculty-eroding education.

Firstly, English as a language is extremely foreign. It has no similarity with our language
in its diction or framing of words. On top of that, the framing of thoughts and subject matter too
are foreign. Nothing about it is familiar and so, even before any comprehension, one has to start
rote-learning. The results are similar to swallowing one’s food without chewing. It might be so
that a children’s Reader has a tale about haymaking- the subject is very familiar to the English
boy; or a snowball fight between Charlie and Katie can be highly humorous for an English child
but when our boys read all of this in a foreign language, they cannot associate it with any memory

of theirs nor can they visualize it. They have to grope entirely in the dark.

Of the teachers who teach in the lower classes, some have passed their Entrance
Examination* while some have failed in it. The English language, thoughts, customs or literature-
none of it is familiar to them. They are the ones who first introduce us to the English language.
They know neither good Bengali nor good English; their only convenience is that it is much easier
to make children forget rather than to make them learn and they carry out this function with

complete success.

* Entrance examination refers to the University Entrance Examination that a student had to take
in order to pursue higher studies after a twelve-year school course.
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The poor souls cannot be blamed. “The horse is a noble animal”- in order to translate this into
Bengali, one cannot maintain proper Bengali and the English too gets muddled up. How is this
idea to be expressed? “The horse is a great animal”, “The horse is a superior animal”, “The horse
is a good animal”- none of them is really suitable so it becomes preferable to fudge the details.
There is no saying how much of such adulteration keeps happening in our primary education of
English. Resultantly, in our young age we learn such little English, littered with so many errors,
that it becomes impossible for the boys to derive something pleasurable from it- no one expects
them to do so either. Both master and student say that we have no business in deriving pleasure; if
we can somehow extract a meaning, the task is over, the examination too can be passed, and a job

can be acquired. About the meaning that is generally extracted, it can be said a la Sankaracharya:
Arthamanartham bhavaya nityam

nastitatah sukhalesah satyam

“Regard meaning as disaster- there is no pleasure or truth in it.”

Then what remains in the fortune of the boys? Had they learnt only Bengali, they would
have been able to read the Ramayana and Mahabharata- had they learnt nothing, then they would
have had the leisure to strengthen their bodies, gladden their souls and satisfy their childish nature
by climbing trees, jumping in water, plucking flowers and tormenting Mother Nature in a variety
of such ways. By trying to learn English, they neither learnt nor played- they were left with no
opportunity to enter the domain of Nature’s truth and the door to the imaginary world of literature
too remained closed to them. The two free and open pastures that exist internally and externally-
from where mankind draws health and life force- where various colours, smells, varied movements
and songs, affection and happiness are ever prospering in an attempt to invigorate and develop us
fully- being banished from the motherland, in what foreign prison are these children shackled? For
whom God has inspired love in the hearts of parents, has made the mother’s lap so tender- those
who are small in size yet even after occupying all the empty spaces of a house, they find not enough
space to play- where are they being compelled to spend their childhood? In the grammar and
dictionary of English. Where there is no life, no joy, no leisure, no youth, no space to even move

an inch- they have to live in that very dry, hard, narrowness. Can this be conducive to any boy’s
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mental nourishment, broadening of the mental horizon or strengthening of his character? Does he
not remain somehow pallid, thin and underdeveloped? Upon attaining adulthood, is he able to
work something out by his intellect- to overcome hindrances by his own strength- to hold his head
high by dint of his natural vigour? Does he not merely learn tomemorize, to imitate and to be a

slave?

There lies a connection between one’s stages of life. It is needless to say that one’s youth
is slowly shaped by one’s childhood. It is not as if, during youth, one readily gets access to what
one needs at once after entering one’s workplace- the truly dependable and completely necessary
things develop slowly in our lives just like our limbs do. They are not like any readymade object

that can be bought extant from the market at the hour of need.

There is no doubt that thinking power and power of imagination are two strengths
inevitably required for the leading of human life. That is to say that in order to become a true
human being, those two things cannot be taken away from life. Thus it is a fact as old as the hills
that if thought and imagination are not cultivated right from childhood, they would not be present

at the hour of need.

But in our present education system, the path towards that is, in a way, closed. We need to
remain engaged for a long time in only the study of language. I have already stated that English is
such a foreign language and our teachers, in general, are so poorly educated that the language
cannot easily enter into our minds. Thus we have to wait for a long period for our minds to become
somewhat familiar with English concepts and for all that while, our thinking power, having nothing
better to do, remains entirely inert. Till the Entrance and First-Arts® Examinations, time flies by in
only learning workable and average English; immediately after that we are made to face the heavy
books and serious thought-consuming concepts of the B.A. class- then we are left with neither
enough time nor the ability to truly learn them- we have to roll everything into one big ball and

swallow it down in one gulp.

As we read, we do not simultaneously think that this means this- we are piling the heap up

but not constructing anything alongside. When the bricks, mortar, sand and cement have reached

> Tagore is referring to the First Degree Examination. It was a public examination held following
the Intermediate Examination. The Intermediate examination was held after two years of college
study.



208

sky-high, suddenly comes the order of the university--“Build a third floor.” Instantly we climbed
upon the apex of the heap and hammered upon it for two years to somehow render it into a plain-
it resembled a terrace to some extent. But is this called a manor? Is there any path for air and light
to enter into it? Is there any shelter for human beings to live within it? Can it safeguard us properly
from the immense heat and vulnerability of the external world? Can one perceive any organization,

beauty or grace within it?

There is no doubt that the ingredients gathered are huge in quantity; previously we did not
have access to all these building materials for a mansion of the mind. But it is a huge error when
it 1s assumed that one has learnt to build simply by virtue of learning to collect. When both

collection and construction develop slowly and simultaneously, then only is the job properly done.

Thus, proper education occurs when immediately after collecting one learns the usage,
understands its true form and simultaneously builds up a sheltered place for life. On one hand man
is growing up and on the other his learning is accumulated- on one hand food is heaping up in the
storage while on the other the digestive system is breaking itself down by its own juices- such a

never-seen-before occurrence is taking place in our country.

Therefore, if one wishes to rear a boy to become a true human being, then the process has
to begin right from childhood or else he would remain a boy and never become a true human being.
Right from childhood, not relying upon the power of memory entirely, enough space must be given
for the free exercise of the powers of thinking and imagination. From morning till evening, this
process of tilling with the plough and breaking clods with ladder- only a beating stick, memorizing
and examination- it is not enough if we wish to reap gold off this rare field, it is just not enough.
There must exist water with this dry dust, with this unbroken labour of tilling and sowing, because
the wetter the soil, the better would be the paddy. On top of that, there comes a time when the
paddyfield is in particular need of rainfall. If that time passes by in futility, all the rain in the world
cannot make the crop good. Similarly there comes a juncture during one’s development when the
sense of being alive and the young buds of imagination become indispensable for the maturing and
prospering of life. If then comes down a heavy shower from the sky of literature, then it is “Glory
to the good King and Holy is the mighty land.” When the newly germinated saplings of the soul
are first raising their heads from the dark womb towards the immense world and limitless sky-

when young wonder, young love and young curiosity are raising their heads everywhere- then if
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there blows the wind of thought, and blessing and light rain down on them from the land of eternal
happiness- then only would their lives be successful, happy and fully developed in due course of
time. But if at that time, only dry dust and hot sand- only dry grammar and foreign dictionary-
overlay their existence, then even if they later receive a thundering shower, the varied new living
truths of European literature, multifaceted imagination and lofty ideals would not be able to make
much of an impression on them. It would no longer be possible to easily manifest the innate life

force of literature in their lives.

The prime time of life passes by mired in the lifeless education of ours. From childhood to
adolescence and from adolescence to youth- we enter only dragging with us the burden of words.
We toil like wage workers in Saraswati’s empire '- our spinal cords grow twisted and there happens
no holistic development of humanity. When we do enter the world of English thoughts, we cannot
explore it like someone really familiar. Even if we manage to understand the thoughts, we cannot
imbibe those into our hearts; we use them in lectures and in writing but cannot translate them into

actions in our lives.

In this way the concepts we learn for the first twenty or twenty-two years of our lives attain
no chemical mixture with our lives, rendering a very strange appearance to our minds indeed.
Some of the learnt concepts are glued stuck while some drop away with the passing time. The way
uncivilized people feel a sense of pride in the colours and tattoos they anoint their skins with and
thus overcast the natural brilliance and beauty of healthy skin, we too layer ourselves similarly
with foreign education and roam vainly. There exists very little connect between that and our real
inner lives. The way in which uncivilized kings bedeck their bodies with a few cheap foreign glass
beads and decorate unsuitable places with foreign ornaments- they do not even understand how
strange and hilarious their action is- similarly, we too flaunt about a few cheap and glittering
foreign words and perhaps try to use some of the great English concepts in entirely uncontextual
places without understanding that unconsciously, we are acting in such a great farce. If we see

anyone laughing, we immediately start quoting from significant instances of European history.

If from the very childhood there can be a simultaneous learning of language and thoughts
and if life can be regulated by thoughts, then only can there be a real compatibility with our entire

lives- we can be like natural human beings and take a true measure of everything.
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When we properly consider that our education is not in keeping with the way we live our
lives, the house where we would live our whole lives in- the blueprint of that house is not to be
found in our textbooks- the society where we would spend all of our lives draws none of its high
ideals from our newly-learnt literature- we do not see the manifestation of it in our mother, father,
friend, brother or sister- our daily routine finds no mention in its description- our sky and earth,
our clear morning and beauteous evening, our overflowing fields of crops and the music of the
reigning goddess of our country who takes the shape of river, have no place in it- then only do we
understand that there is no natural chance of our education being intimately integrated into our
lives. There would always exist a gulf between the two; our education would never be able to fill
all the absences in our lives. The shower of learning falls miles away from where lies the root of
our lives- what little water percolates through all the obstacles is too little to drive away the
parchedness of our existence. The education in which we spend all our lives fits us out only to
become clerks or be engaged in such other trade. The trunk where we lock away our hat and shawl-
our work wear- we also lock away all our learning in that very trunk. It has no use in our humdrum
daily existence and this has become inevitable by virtue of our present mode of education. It is
wrong to blame our students for this. The world of their books is at one pole while the world they
live in at the other, the bridge between the two being made of only grammar and dictionary. Thus
when we come across an individual who is highly learned in European philosophy, science and
logic, we are not surprised to see the same individual lovingly nurturing the eternal superstitions-
on one hand he promotes the high ideals of independence while on the other he shackles himself
and others in multiple chains of dependence at every other instance- on one hand he is separately
enjoying literature coloured in multifarious shades while on the other he does not want to raise his
life to the heights of ideals, rather he remains involved in earning wealth and increasing material
prosperity. The reason for this is that there exists an unbridgeable gulf between learning and

behavioural existence- the two of them have never had the opportunity of being joined cohesively.

Resultantly, the two become increasingly antagonistic towards each other. Since our life
keeps going against our learnt lessons, we develop a complete mistrust and disregard for that
learning. It seems as if that thing is entirely fake and the entire European civilization is founded
upon that fakeness. What we have is true in all its totality and the direction towards which our
education points us leads to the domain of the great falsehood- the illusory civilization. We do not

think that it is our misfortune that owing to certain specific reasons, our education has proved futile
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for us; rather, we decide that the cause of this great futility must be within our very nature.
Accordingly, the more we disrespect our education, the more it goes against our life and it is
rendered incapable of exerting its complete influence upon our lives. In this way the separation of
our lived reality from our education keeps increasing to the point where each intensely mocks the
other and Bengali life, with its incomplete living and incomplete education, becomes nothing more

than a great farce.

So the education to which we devote one-third of our lives remains inconsistent with our
lived reality and we also remain deprived of the chance of learning anything else. Then by dint of

which power would we achieve realization in life?

The facilitation of a cohesion between this education and our lives has thus become the

greatest issue deserving of attention at present.

But who can facilitate this cohesion? Bengali language and Bengali literature. When
Bankim-babu’s Bangadarshan® had risen on the sky of Bengal like a new sun, there was the
awakening of a wonderful joy within the mental horizon of all the educated populace. Did
Bangadarshan discover any new idea unknown hitherto to European philosophy, science or
history? No, it is not so. Through the medium of Bangadarshan, a great talent bridged the gap
between our English education and our inner world- after ages, there occurred the happy union
between the heart and the thoughts- it brightened our homes with the light of celebration of the
emigrant returning home. For all this time, Krishna was ruling over Mathura; for a long twenty to
twenty-five years, after begging the gatekeeper, we could only catch a distant glimpse of him.
Bangadarshan acted as the ambassador who brought him to our Brindavan.” Now a new light

illumined our homes, our society and our minds. We could envision the women of our own homes

® Eminent Bengali novelist Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay (years), who also founded the
influential Bengali literary magazine Bangadarshan in 1872. Most of his novels were serialized in
this magazine.

7 According to Hindu mythology, when Krishna left Brindavan for Mathura and became a prime
political figure over there, it became impossible for him to return to Brindavan. He, then, sent a
messenger to the Gopis in Brindavan who were waiting so eagerly for his return.
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as Suryamukhi and Kamalmani,® Chandrasekhar and Pratap’ elevated the Bengali man to a higher

ideological ground- a great light fell upon our insignificant daily lives.

The result of Bangadarshan having introduced us to the taste of that incomparable new joy
is that the educated people of the present are now interested in expressing their thoughts and ideas
in the Bengali language. We have comprehended this much, that English may be the language of
work but it is not the language of the mind. We can see the evidence of the fact that even though
we meticulously study English right from our childhoods, still all our permanent literature of the
present is being composed in Bengali. The chief reason for it is that the Bengali can never be so
familiar with the English language as to be capable of easily expressing the free play of emotions
that can be found in literature. Even if he acclimatizes himself with the language to such an extent,
there cannot be a lively depiction of Bengali thoughts and feelings in the language of the
Englishman. All the particular sweetness and all the particular memories that drive us towards
their literary expression, al the cultural norms that have hereditarily shaped our psyche, can never

find their true and free expression in the foreign language.

So, whenever educated people resort to the Bengali language in an urge to express thoughts
and feelings, a weakness is manifested. Alas for the neglected and sensitive language! Where is
she now? After such prolonged neglect, would she surrender to the man vain of his education, with
all her beauty and glory? O educated nobleman, do you know the true value of this tender, young
and graceful language of ours? Have you ever comprehended the bright laughter of her eyes, the
pathos of her tears, the scorching heat of her personality or the affection and devotion that blossom
from her? Have you ever taken them to your heart? Your stance is that since I have read Mill and
Spencer- have acquired all the degrees- since I am such a free-thinking and meritorious young
man- when fathers, bowed down by the burden of marriageable daughters, have come begging to
my doorstep with all that they have, then that language belonging to those uneducated, common
and rustic people should come and surrender herself at my feet at my slightest indication. That I

write in Bengali even after being English-educated, is the highest of fortune that can happen to

8 Female characters from Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay’s novels

® Male characters from Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay’s novels
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her! I have sacrificed the glory that I could have so easily acquired by writing in English for the
sake of expressing all such lofty ideals in Bengali for this poor country- so all the meagre obstacles,
like the scantily-clad poor respectfully clearing the path for the king, should have hurriedly stepped
away from my path. Just think how I am obliging you! I can tell you one or two things about
political economy- I have learnt how the rules of evolution apply everywhere from the animal
kingdom to society to the spiritual world and I would not make a complete secret of that either. In
my historical and philosophical essays, I would furnish footnotes with my collection of quotes and
instances from obscure and complex texts. And the Bengali would not remain oblivious of what
which critic opines about which book of English literature. But if this poorly-clad, incomplete
language does not advance to bow before me at once when ordered, then I would not write in
Bengali- I will be a lawyer or a deputy magistrate- [ would write leaders in English newspapers-

and there is no accounting how the interest of you all would be hampered.

It is sheer misfortune on the part of Bengal that this modest yet spirited daughter does not
advance to welcome all such excellent young men, and the young men too get vexed enough to
break off from the Bengali language. They don’t even write letters in Bengali; when they meet
their friends, they use Bengali as economically as they can and they ignominiously exile all Bengali
books to the female quarters of the house. This is what can be called a grave punishment for a

slight offence.

I have already stated that we do not get thoughts with language when we are educated as
children, and as we grow up, the opposite takes place- the thoughts start emerging but the language
is absent. I have also mentioned that since the learning of language and the learning of thoughts
do not develop as intrinsically linked, we do not receive a close understanding of European thought
and that is why, nowadays, many educated people have started expressing disregard for all
European thoughts. On the other hand, they have also not had the close proximity of their own
mother tongue and being distant from it, they have developed contempt towards their mother
tongue. Rather than admitting that they do not know Bengali, they say, “Can any thought be really
expressed in Bengali? This language is not suited to educated minds such as ours.” The truth is

that when the grapes are beyond our reach, we often unconsciously deride them as sour.

From whichever point of view, the cohesion between our language and our lives has been

eradicated. Being thus disconnected, man is becoming futile- he is not being able to stand strong
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as he has no sense of one unified wholeness within him- he has no access to what is necessary at
the hour of need. There is a tale that says that there was a poor man who saved little by little during
winters for a woollen garment but when he finally had enough, it was already summer; and during
summer, when he tried to save for lighter clothing, it progressed to autumn. When God was moved
to mercy by his plight and wanted to grant him a boon, he said, “I don’t want anything else- rid
me of this lack of cohesion. That throughout my life, I get woollens during summer and cotton

during winter- if you can correct this somehow, my life would be fulfilled.”

We too pray for the same. We can reach our full potential if this is removed. All our penury is
because of the fact that we do not get woolens during winter and cotton during summer. Apart
from it, we have everything else. Now we pray to God- just bring a cohesion between our hunger
and food, woollens with winter, thoughts with language and education with life. Our life resembles
Pani mein min piyasi
Sunat sunat lage hansi'’

We have both pani (water) and piyas (thirst); seeing this, all the people of the world are laughing

and our eyes are tearing up but we are unable to drink.

1 Hindi proverb. Can be translated as “Fish are thirsty in water; one laughs upon hearing this”.
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MORAL EDUCATION FOR STUDENTS!

Nowadays our students have become very fretfully busy regarding moral education. There is such
an abundance of committees, lectures and pamphlets that if the greatness of these few ingredients
could possibly lead to the excellence of morality then one could hope that the boys of the present
times would reveal themselves as morality incarnate like Yudhisthir, the son of Dharma;? and if
there is any delay in such a fruition then that is because of the lack of morality in the characters of

the students and not because of the futility of the pamphlets.

There is such a movement regarding morality in students that one can easily think that all
of a sudden, there is such an increase of immorality in the youths of this country that it would be
indispensable to not appear to be “John the Baptist.” The Lieutenant Governor is publishing
circulars, non-political well-wishers of the country are creating committees, principals of some
colleges are trying to set up examination on “morality” and many are busy in preparing “moral

textbooks” as per their capacity.

The whole situation appears to be like a fad. If anyone believes that it is possible to elevate
moral sensibility simply by making one read “moral textbooks”, then I would like to say no more
than humorously applaud such a belief. Such faith can move mountains- immorality is simply a
fly. “To steal is a great sin”, “Never speak lies”- if such fixed tenets could prevent the human mind
from committing evil then there would never arise an occasion to worry. These tenets are well

known for ages and there is no need to publish new textbooks for it.

Some textbooks make one think that for the sake of moral education of children it is
necessary to use the word “moral” in a certain narrow sense. Are the characters of our students so
degenerate that there is need for so much discussion on this one topic alone? A professor of

Rajshahi College has published a book titled Controlling the Senses which is such that I am hesitant

! “Chhatrader Neetishiksha” (First published in the January, 1893 issue of the magazine Sadhana)
2 According to the Indian epic Mahabharata, Yudhisthir was the eldest son of Queen Kunti,
conceived as a rest of her union with the god Dharma. So Yudhisthir is frequently referred to as
“Dharmaputra” or the son of Dharma in popular parlance. In Mahabharata, he is titled Dharma-
Raaj or the King who who establish the rule of dharma over India.
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to hand such a book to children. It is impossible to critique such a book in a monthly magazine

read by children and women.

The honourable professor has handled one particular topic from various angles to show
that certain instincts are considered universally impure. Is he under the impression that those who,
disregarding society and their relatives, are involved in wrong deeds in secret would grow
extremely interested in correcting their characters the moment they read that paperback? And for
those who are not inclined towards such instincts, is it necessary or befitting to discuss such issues
with them? Moreover this book has been mandatory not only for reading but also for buying by all

the students of the Rajshahi College.

A sharp-tongued friend of mine hand stated in a lecture of his that nowadays moral
education has only two significances: 1) to salute the government workers and ii) shear away some
descriptive portions from Sanskrit poetry. There is no need to teach the first one in schools or
colleges; the learning of it would be automatically acquired when one would leave school and start
soliciting for a job. It might be necessary to shear way some descriptive portions of Sanskrit poetry
at certain times but at least those descriptive portions are poetry. I see no need to shear way such
contexts from poetry and discuss them drily in a moral textbook. I consider it extremely ugly to

deal with such mud in the textbooks of boys.

The desire and attempt to inculcate moral education is undoubtedly praiseworthy. All I
have to say is that there is no chance of fulfilling this task through a few fixed tenets. That which
is called “copy-book morality” in English has never been revealed to have corrected anyone’s
character. Moral books simply state that this is right, that is wrong; it is like a catalogue of right
and wrong. To gain a working knowledge of the just and the unjust, there is no need of a catalogue.
There are a few unknown sins in the world. The severely wrong deeds are universally

acknowledged as wrong even the professional thieves do not consider stealing as a moral deed.

According to the Hindu scriptures, certain deeds, done knowingly or unknowingly, are
irrespectively evil. Where the scriptures mention that one has to sit facing right, it might be a sin
to sit facing left- this might not be known to all. But such kind of right and wrong is not under
discussion for now. It is maybe, impossible to regard any of the wrong deeds that can be mentioned

in a moral textbook for boys as right even as a mistake.
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Before deciding the process of moral education, it is necessary to determine the foundation
of morality. Before starting to build a wall, it is better to think about the foundation, the materials
and the plan for building and keeping the wall standing straight. It is logical to look for the cause
of the flaw before attempting to the correct a character flaw. If one tries to cure a disease before

knowing the cause of the disease, the result may be opposite.

The desire for pleasure is the single motivating factor in the human heart. No one suffers
willingly. Many would immediately protest at hearing this but let me explain this a bit. One might
need to undergo suffering many a time in order to fulfil one’s duties but one’s innermost pleasure
lies in fulfilling the duty and that pleasure is stronger than the suffering or it might lead to greater
pleasure in the future and avoid greater suffering and that is why we undergo suffering for the sake
of duty. I do not want to raise deep philosophical debate over here but perhaps everyone would
accept at least that people resort to evil for the sake of pleasure and the only way to avoid

temptation is an innate sense of duty.

A simple way to sustain a man on the path of duty both internally and externally is dharma.
But here I do not want to raise the debate of religion nor is it required. This path is closed to us.
Teachers have been ordered to deliver moral education and prohibited from giving religious
education. On top of that it is not as if, a lot of religious education happens at home. Some people
of the society with New Education are openly agnostic and the rest are Hindu in name, but what
in deed is difficult to determine. So it is unnecessary to discuss delivering moral education through

religion.

Another easy way for moral education is to inspire the fear of legal punishment or societal
censure. For the clever, this kind of moral education only signifies do not get caught. Moreover,
the state of our society is such that if you touch a lower caste person you would immediately
become a social outcast but if you cheat someone, lie, be a drunkard, fritter away your life in ugly
pleasure- society would accept this without batting an eyelid and welcome you cordially and if
you hail from a high caste or are a kul/in and possess some wealth then they would express interest
to marry their daughter to you. It has even been heard that the only objection to the assimilation of
people returned from a prison sentence back to the society, was that it is hard to maintain the
strictures relating to diet as per religion in the prison. It is unnecessary to waste any word

discussing the value of censure from such a society.
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Human nature, in particular child nature, is prone to imitation and fond of praises. The culture that
takes deep roots within oneself through the examples or one’s elders and loved ones, their praises
and censures, during the childhood, become instrumental in regulating one’s life. But the examples
that the boys see in front of them at home can in no way be conducive to moral development. A
son learns from his dry moral textbook at school that it is a sin to lie; and he returns home to see
that his father, brother, uncle and others enjoyably consume the meat of two or four legged
creatures cooked for them by Muslim chefs but outside they pretend that they do not part take
forbidden food and if required, they do not hesitate to lie directly about it. Moreover, at the same
place, if a religious society is established in order to safeguard ancient Hinduism, then the boy
would perceive that his father, brother and uncles who consume forbidden food are all members
of that society; and within the rules of the religious society, he would find that anyone who acts
illicitly with regard to consuming food “publicly,” would be regarded as a social outcast. (Would
any naive reader be struck with wonder at the knowledge that in this latter half of the nineteenth
century, the existence of such religious society and rules is not a product of my imagination?) Even
if the boy be really simpleminded it would not take long for him to understand that the
abovementioned rule has only one significance- do what you will in secret, if needed, lie, in spite
of knowing everything we would pretend to be deaf and dumb, we would raise no objection; but
be cautious, do not speak the truth, that would lead to your ruin. Living within this humungously

alive lie, can this boy ever develop an innate devotion to truth?

Examples be damned, it is not as if any moral education happens at home through
instructions. The relation of the fatherly elders (and all elders belong to this category) with the
boys is akin to that of a householder’s with a thief. They make no attempt to reach the hearts of
the boys and nor do they manage to do so. The boys understand that these fatherly elders have
been created only to scold them reasonably or unreasonably and to chide them with “go and study.”
Praise from the elders being really rare does indeed reach their hearts but unadulterated praise is
almost impossible to get from the elders. Moreover, they are so distant from the boys that their
reproach or censure leaves no mark on the minds of the boys; besides they always scold- that is
their single most action. So boys feel somewhat uneasy while receiving the upbraiding but that is
not because they have erred but because they are being scolded and are in the fear of getting a

beating.



219

In the inner quarters of the home, in order to safeguard her son from the father’s discipline
the mother herself lies and teaches her son to lie. Boys go to the inner quarters for meals and
pampering. The inner quarters are not a space for moral education or education of any kind. What
education can the uneducated mothers who need to shoulder the responsibility of motherhood at
an age when they are girls, possibly give! They are only able to love and nothing more than blind

love can be expected from them.

The right way to moral education is to blossom the beauty of duty and purity in the mind
during childhood. If you wish you root the culture of purity, truth, sympathy, non-violence etc
deeply in the heart, then the beauty of these virtues must be made clear so that the mind is naturally
attracted towards them. It would have to be pointed out how ugly impurity, anger, jealousy and
violence are. And character has to be moulded in such a manner that the way we recoil with
hesitation and repugnance at the thought of touching something dirty or horrible, similarly we
would feel repugnance at the thought of contact with impurity and hesitation to carry out any
wrong action. The way we teach boys to stop wallowing in mud and take pleasure in staying neat
and clean, similarly they should be taught to stay away from impure and wrong deeds. But this
kind of education cannot be achieved via a few dry moral tenets; it depends on keeping a watchful
eye at every home on a hundred tiny things at every step, it depends on entering the child’s heart
and understanding their happiness and sorrow, pain and pleasure with sympathy. Purity and beauty
of righteousness cannot be perceived in the fixed tenets of morality- if you wish them to feel within
their hearts how beautiful purity is and how ugly impurity, then let me read good novels and poetry.

There is no association of moral textbooks with the heart.

Our moralists are very against pleasure and merry-making. But according to me, if you
wish to keep the mind away from illicit, impure pleasure then it is essential indeed to provide
legitimate pleasures and merry-making. If the society has no room for legitimate pleasure and
merry-making, people would naturally look for illicit pleasure beyond the society- a thousand
moral tenets would not be able to fulfil the desire for pleasure. Our society resembles a home which
is devoid of happiness and not always a peaceful one; so people are obliged to go elsewhere for
the sake of fun and games and rest. Patriots would be angry at hearing this but I feel that it would

have been better had we a “home life” like the Britishers.
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TEXTBOOKS FOR STUDENTS’ SCHOLARSHIPS'

It is old wisdom that if the amount of eating exceeds digestive ability, it leads to no gain, rather it
is harmful. Moreover, according to the nutritionists, it is not good to fulfil one’s appetite a hundred
percent, one or two percent must be spared. That it applies to mental appetite as well is not a new

1dea.

In this poor country of ours, it has to be accepted that no matter what the number of meals
our boys have, for the sake of learning English, the pressure of their studies has become excessive.
After teaching Bengali students for some time, the experience that Dr. Deli has published in the
newspaper The Statesman proves the tragic yet laughable result of force-feeding this learning.
Many Bengalis, rather than taking a cue from the mentioned article of Dr. Deli, have needlessly
expressed their rage at it.Vanity is a salient feature of the weak Bengali character. We cannot

tolerate the least of the attacks even from our well-wishers.

If at least up to the Entrance’ class, the syllabus is in Bengali, it might lessen the torture
upon children to some degree. But some people opine that the students who prepare themselves
for the Entrance Examination after sitting for a Scholarship Examination® do not acquire good
results. First, there is no adequate proof for their statement; second, the way they are educated up
to the level of the Scholarship Examination, it is obvious that the purpose of education would not
be fulfilled. The number of subjects that the examinees of the Scholarship Examination have to
study within eleven or twelve years has no parallel anywhere. We furnish a list of textbooks of
Entrance schools following vernacular medium alongside the textbooks followed by schools under
St. Xavier’s College below. The first category has nine classes while the second has eight classes

besides the Infant class. So we are comparing the Infant class of St. Xavier’s with the ninth class

V “Chhatrabrittir Pathyapustak”. It was first published in the August- September 1895 Issue of
the magazine Sadhana.

2 The class that culminated in the student sitting for the University Entrance Examination. A
student was eligible to sit for the examination after a twelve-year school course.

3 The Scholarship Examination was for securing scholarships to finance higher studies after
school.
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of the earlier category of schools.* If the age of sixteen years is deemed as appropriate for sitting

for the Entrance, then one has to assume that school education begins at the age of seven.

Bengali School
Class Nine
(age: 7 years)
English: 1) Peary Sarkar’s First Book
1) Modern Spelling Book, Word Lessons
Bengali: ii1) Barna Parichay by Ramananda Chattopadhyay
1v) Shishiksha Second Part
v) Shishiksha Third Part
Mathematics: vi) Arithmetic
vil) Dharapat
Geography: viii) Oral
St. Xavier’s School
Infant Class
(age: 7 years)
English: 1) Longman’s Infant Reader
1) Longman’s Second Primer

Mathematics: iii) Counting till Hundred. Addition, Subtraction and Multiplication

Class Eight
(age: 8 years)
English: 1) Peary Sarkar’s Second Book
1) Modern Spelling Book

iil) Grammar and Composition by Gangadharbabu

% The ninth class is not to be confused with the class nine of the present school system in India.
The ninth class would have been the lowest class of the Bengali schools under the colonial
school system.



222

Bengali: iv) Nutan Path by Chandranathbabu

v) Balyasakha by Chiranjeeb Sharma

vi) Bengali Grammar by Tarinibabu
Mathematics: vii) Arithmetic

viii) Subhankari’
ix) Mental Maths

History: x) History of Bengal by Rajkrishnababu
Geography: xi) Introduction to Geography by Shashibabu
Science: xii) Ways of Health by Cunningham

First Standard
(age: 8 years)
English: 1) Longman’s New Reader No. 1
11) Arithmetical Primer No. 1
Class Seven
(age: 9 years)
English: 1) Royal Reader No. 2
1) Child’s Grammar and Composition
Bengali: iii) Sahityaprasanga
1v) Padyapath Vol. 2
v) Bengali Grammar
Mathematics: vi) Arithmetic
viil) Subhankari
viii) Mental Maths

> A system of mathematical calculation introduced by Subhankar Das. Das a mathematician born
in 14™ century Bengal. He wrote a number of formulae that children could memorize and solve

mathematical problems easily with their help.



History:

Science:

English:

History:

English:

Bengali:

ix) Simple Measurements
x) Geometry by Brahmamohan
xi) History of Bengal

xii) Introduction to Geography

xiii) Brief Description of Bengal and Assam (topic)

x1v) Foundation of Agriculture
xv) Ways of Health
xvi) Health Education by Bharatchandra

Second Standard
(age: 9 years)
1) Longman’s New Reader No. 2
11) Arithmetical Primer No. 1

i11) History of Bible (topic)

Class Six
(age: 10 years)
1) Royal Readers No. 3
i) McLeod’s Grammar
iil) Stapley’s Exercises
iv) Sita
v) Kabigatha
vi) Sahitya Prabesh Grammar

Mathematics: vii) Arithmetic

viil) Subhankari
ix) Simple Measurements

x) Geometry

History: xi) Brief History of India (topic)

223



xii) Study of Geography by Shashibabu

xiil) Natural Geography by Jogeshbabu
Science: xiv) Simple Physics

xv) Ways of Health by Cunningham

xvi) Preserving Health by Radhikababu

Third Standard
(age: 10 years)
English: 1) Longman’s New Readers[sic] No. 3
11) Arithmetical Primer No. 2
History: ii11) History of Bible (topic)
1v) Stories from English History No. 1
Geography: v) Geographical Primer No. 2

Class Five

(age: 11 years)
English: 1) Lethbridge’s Easy selection [sic]

1) McLeod’s Child’s Grammar
iil) Stapley’s Exercises
Bengali: iv) Prabandhakusum
v) Sabhabashtak
vi) Sahityaprabesh Grammar
vii) Rachand Shopan
Mathematics: viii) Arithmetic
ix) Subhankari
x) Geometry
xi) Measurements

History: xii) Brief History of England (topic)
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xiii) Brief History of India
Geography: xiv) Bhugal Prakash
xv) Particular Description of India
xvi) Natural Geography
Science: xvii) Simple Natural Philosophy
xviii) Healthcare (topic)

xix) Ways of Health

Fourth Standard
(age: 11 years)
English: 1) Longman’s New Readers [sic] No. 4
i1) Dictionary for conjugation
1i1) Arithmetic for beginners
History: iv) History of Bible
v) Stories from English History No. 2
Geography: vi) First Geography

The study of Bengali comes to an end over here, so it is not necessary to go beyond this. In the
English-medium schools, English is treated as the mother tongue- studying of other languages is
not needed there, so for the sake of comparison, the English books must be deleted from the list of
books in the Bengali-medium schools. Even after doing so, the reader would note what a perverse
burden has been loaded onto the shoulders of the Bengali child. However, the authorities of the
Education Department are so affectionately concerned about their health that they have satisfied
themselves only after enforcing upon the students three books by three writers on the topic of
health. I entreat the writers of Bengali textbooks that none of them write one more book on the
topic of health; rather, the parents of the students pay them every year an estimated sum as the

price of the unwritten books; that might save the expense of going to a doctor.

Those who have the slightest knowledge about the extreme poverty of students in small

towns would be able to understand what a heartless and inconsiderate cruelty it is to torture
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students with such unnecessary mountains of texts. So many students have to starve and beg in
order to procure textbooks. It would be contribution to the welfare of the country if one can
smoothen the road for those who are thus obligated to acquire knowledge from foreign mines at
the expense of starvation, exile and severe exertion. By grinding to smithereens the mind and body
of the Bengali boy at the grindstone of education at a young age, an age of premature, elderly
darkness- a Kali-yuga®- devoid of laughter, games and health, has dawned upon the whole of
Bengal. Diseases within the country, foreign education, poverty at home and slavery of the other-
all of these are together sucking our short-lived lives dry. On top of that if the Indian members of
the Board of Studies- by the ill fortune of the Bengali people- inconsiderately keep heaping the
burden of all kinds of dry learning emerging from the Heyer Press on the shoulders of the Bengali

boy, then it has to be accepted that dark days have dawned upon the country.

Many schools with Scholarship Examinations have adopted the book by Mahendrababu
for the teaching of physics, which leads to the learning of the boys remaining as before and leaves
behind not much of matter in the bodies of the boys. My body trembles when I consider that the
mentioned book has had nineteen editions up to three years ago and when I imagine that at least
eighteen thousand boys have had to writhe and choke on the stony steps of this text like a fish
lifted from water. In those dangerous terrains where since ancient times robbers have murdered
helpless travellers- the way the heart grows desperate at the sight of those skeleton-strewn, wide
and dangerous expanses, a similar kind of piteous feeling arrives in the mind at the sight of the

nineteenth edition of that physics text.

Nobody is unaware of the kind of teachers appointed in the poor schools of the small towns
and the instruments available there for a lucid understanding of science. Given to such
circumstances, those who have determined the physics text of the honourable and greatly-educated
Mahendranathbabu as the textbook for the examinees of the Scholarship Examination are prepared

to murder hordes of faultless children. There are various things in this world that are difficult to

¢ According to Hindu mythology, the entire expanse of human time is divided into four
progressively deteriorating ages or yugas: Satya-yuga, Treta-yuga, Dwapar-yuga and lastly, Kali-
yuga. Of these the last is deemed to be the darkest, full of evil and falsehood.
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understand. For instance, what was the purpose of hanging a delicious fruit like the coconut at the
top of a branchless tree fifty feet overhead; what was the intent of hiding a brilliant gem like the
diamond deep within the difficult and dark caverns of a mine; why is such labour-intensive farming
needed for crops like rice, wheat, barley; and what good do thorny bushes and brambles do to the
world by growing so abundantly without any effort of cultivation; what purpose does the plentiful
snow serve in the isolated wintry lands of the Himalayas whereas in Calcutta, in the terribly hot
months of summer, why does the supply of ice cease; what is the result of a brainwave when the
thief has already run away; why does the reply to a joke come to mind the next day after returning

home;

And what was the reason for the introduction of the physics textbook written by the

honourable and greatly-educated Mahendranathbabu?

All the above-mentioned issues are difficult to understand but the language and the

composition of that physics textbook is far more difficult than these mysteries.

How cruel this textbook is for teachers and students can easily be understood by any
sympathetic person who reads a few pages of that book. I do not know whether many of the
students have parents but there is no doubt that the Department of Education is not their mother or

father.

There are various means of delivering lucid learning of science to boys in England; in spite
of that, for the learners being introduced to English for the first time, the scientific first readers
edited by Mr. Huxley are astoundingly simple. They contain no trace of the complexity of the
forest of science or non-navigability of language. That is because their main purpose is to teach
science to students. The difficulty and methods of use of language may be necessary in texts where
the mainstay is the learning of language- but the science that is easily so complex for the students
of our country should have a language and composition as simple as possible or else it is unjust
and cruel waste of the mental faculties of the students. And in the middle of it all, they learn their
lessons by heart without understanding, as a result learning neither language nor science, only

hampering education by rendering the mind tired, the time wasted and the body weary.

In order to prevent this unjust waste of the physical and mental faculties of our students, I

request that the subjects be taught in Bengali in the Entrance schools. With this method, it is
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doubtless that the time and effort saved could be put to the use of learning English, thereby
acquiring a better knowledge of the stated language, and alongside would be able to help them
understand the other subjects too in an easier and fuller manner. Their bodies would become

comparatively healthier and the working of the intellect too would be relatively easier and natural.
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BENGALI EDUCATION FOR THE MUSLIM STUDENT!

Last year, in the Muslim Education Conference, the renowned zamindar, respected Saiyyid
Nababali Choudhuri had read out an Urdu essay on the topic of Bengali education- that very essay

has come to us for review.

The textbooks in use in Bengali medium schools are produced particularly bearing in mind
their suitability for Hindu students but within Bengal, there are many regions where the Muslim
population far exceeds the Hindu one; Saiyyid Saheb has expressed regret for this. Undoubtedly

the topic merits discussion and we are sympathetic towards the respected speaker.

The primary reason for such occurrence is that up till now, the number of Hindu students
was the majority in the school and Muslim writers had not proceeded toward the writing of wholly

Bengali literature.

But gradually the number of Muslim students is increasing and there is no dearth of Muslim
writers who can properly write in Bengali. So the time is ripe for composing textbooks with a

particular eye on the Muslim students.

No one would disavow the fact that the good instructions of his own faith and the fair
instances of his own religion are truly essential for the Muslim boy. Moreover, we opine that
introduction to the Muslim shastras and high examples should be a mandatory part of the education

of the Hindu boys.

Since Hindus and Muslims are intimate neighbours in Bengal - tied up in various ways
with each other’s joy and sorrow - if one’s house catches fire the other has to run looking for water
- it is imperative that right from childhood they grow fully familiar with every matter involving
each other. If the Bengali Hindu boy does not know the shastras and history of his Muslim
neighbour in an unadulterated manner and if the Muslim boy does not have the similar knowledge
about his Hindu neighbour’s scriptures and history, then with that incomplete education, neither

of them would be able to fulfil their duties in life properly.

Y“Musalaman Chhattrer Bangla Shiksha” (This essay was first published in the journal Bharati in October
1900)
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Hence what Saiyyid Saheb had said with respect to the education of the Bengali Muslim
boy, we reiterate with an eye towards the education of the Bengali Hindu boy - that is, it is unjust
and unsuitable that there be no mention of his own countryman and closest neighbour, the

Muslims, in the textbook of the Hindu boy of the Bengali- medium school.

The way English education has been made customary, we are not even slightly unaware of
the history, sociology and customs of the English; however, they are people of a distant land and
Muslims are our own countrymen and we have had interface with the customs, clothes, language
and art of the Muslims since a long time. So today, if under the influence of the new English
education, there arises a barrier between the relatives, the neighbours, then it would be a cause for
great sorrow. There are ties of blood between the Bengali Muslim and the Bengali Hindu - we

should never be oblivious of this fact.

There is a proverb in Bengali- “Beat the daughter to teach the daughter-in-law.” It is
tolerable to rain a few blows on the daughter since she is one’s own but it is not always safe to
raise a hand on the daughter-in-law.? Saiyyid Saheb has followed that idiom while upbraiding the
Bengali textbooks; perhaps his inherent target was the English textbooks. From where has the
Bengali book acquired the distorted descriptions of Muslim shastras and history? That the religious
propaganda of Islam has to be done with weapon in hand is an injunction of the Muslim shastras -
if this be not truth then from whom did we learn this lie since childhood? Whatever the English
writer is writing about the rules of religion and the accounts of Hindus and Muslims, are the Hindu
and Muslim students not memorising those indiscriminately? And is the Bengali textbook not just

a reflection of it?

It is difficult to entire avoid religious bias. In European history, many events and numerous
characters are described in one way by a Protestant writer and in the opposite way by a Roman
Catholic writer. In Europe, at many places, the schools of these two sects are separate, thereby the
students are not obligated to learn oppositional things about their own sect. But it is mandatory for
us to accept all kinds of personal and communal conventions of the English writer and if any book
is written against those conventions then there is no chance of it being introduced in any school.

The ideal opinion of the Bengali- medium school follows that of the English writer - the

2 Tagore has adopted a tongue-in-the-cheek tone while explaining this popular Bengali proverb; needless
to say, he does not advocate raising a hand on either one’s daughter or daughter-in-law.
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examination papers have to be written in accordance with that or else the examination marks would

reflect that all the education has been in vain.

Many modern Bengali historians are trying to free the history of Muslim rule from the
slander cast upon it by the English pen. Akshaybabu, in his Sirajcharita,’ has succeeded in nearly
disproving the “Black Hole Tragedy” but irrespective of how flimsy or trivial the proof be, the boy
desirous of doing well in the examination is obligated to accept the Black Hole Tragedy as

unquestionable truth.

So the respected speaker has to consider that we are firmly shackled where the opinion of
the textbooks is concerned. Till we can endanger the superstitions of the current historians through
freedom of research and logical opinion, our complaints would not be paid heed to. We call upon
Hindu and Muslim writers to take the vow of reforming history. A couple of Hindu writers like
the respected Kaliprasanna Bandyopadhyay are engaged in this complex endeavour but since
almost all the historical resources are entangled in the Parsi Urdu language,* assistance from

Muslim writers is truly essential.

The ingredients of hatred towards Muslims that Saiyyid Saheb has collected from Bengali
literature are considered to be unnecessary and unjust by us. It is saddening to come by instances
of hatred towards Muslims in books by a writer like Bankimchandra but it is impossible to rid
literature entirely of personal notions. The hatred towards the French can be noted at every step of
Thackeray’s books but the French who are fond of English Literature cannot banish Thackeray’s
books. The disinclination of the English towards the Irish becomes evident in the writing of many

good English writers. All these are issues of debate and critique. That which is deserving of

3 Akshay Kumar Datta was a well- known writer, social reformer and activist of the Adi Brahmo
Samaj. He was also the editor of Tattwabodhini Patrika, the literary mouthpiece of the
Tattwabodhini Sabha that was founded in 1839 by Debendranath Tagore. In his Sirajcharita, he
analysed the character of Siraj-ud-Daulah, the last independent Nawab of Bengal, who was
accused of confining 63 (contemporary record stated 143) Britishers in a small dungeon leading
to the death of 43 (123 according to contemporary records) from suffocation and heat exhaustion.

* Tagore, here, does not refer to the Zoroastrian community but Persian as a language that has
intimate link with Urdu that developed in India. The expression “Parsi Urdu” can be interpreted as
Urdu language heavily laced with Persian linguistic influence.
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reproach in the writing of Bankimchandra should be done by critics but it is impossible to
safeguard any literature from being reproached. When good Muslim writers engage more in
writing Bengali literature, we cannot hope that none of them would cause discontent of any manner

in Hindu readers.
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SANTINIKETAN BRAHMACHARYASHRAM!
Foundation Day Sermon

O noble humans, a long time ago this country of ours, this India, was truly great in all matters—

the people here were brave: they are our ancestors.

What is the significance of true greatness? When did our ancestors consider themselves
great? In these days, we no longer possess that great sensibility of theirs and thus we feel that
wealth is the path to greatness—we call a wealthy man great. But they did not do so. The greatest
among them, the Brahmins considered wealth to be trivial. They had no luxuries either in

possessions or in appearance. But mighty kings came to bow down before them.

So do think about a man who considers himself great by the dint of his clothes, shoes and
other accessories—how meagre he actually is. Can a pair of shoes render someone great? Do
expensive shoes or clothes testify to any virtue of ours? Those sages of our ancient times who had
no shoes on their feet, no clothes on their backs, were they not far superior to us who don foreign
tailored clothes and foreign shoes? If that great Yajnavalkyaof ours, that great RishiVashishtha
come and stand in our midst with their bare feet, weight of matted hair and the light in their eyes,
is there any king or sahibtoday great enough who would not cast off his crown and throw away his
shoes in order to bend down and touch the dust of the feet of that poor Brahmin? Is there anyone
who would be able to stand holding his head high by the dint of his cars, mansions and gold

necklaces?

They were our forefathers—we bow down to those honourable Brahmins. We bow not just
by lowering our heads but by imbibing their teaching and following their example. To strive to be

like them is to honour them truly.

They grew to greatness by their virtues. They regarded truth as the highest of all—they
never bowed their heads to falsehood. They engaged in lifelong severe tapasya or asceticism in
order to discover truth—it was not their aim to fritter away their lives in pursuit of pleasure.

Anything that hindered their path to discover truth was easily discarded by them. In their heart

! Brahmacharyashram was the name of the school that Tagore had founded at Santiniketan. It was
called so as it was inspired by the Vedic ideal of brahmacharya and Tagore sought to emulate the
ashram of'a Vedic guru through his school. The school was also known as Brahmavidyalaya.
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they strove tirelessly to know truth, they spoke truth and bided by what they knew to be truth and
for that they were afraid of none. The way we work tirelessly for the sake of money and clothes
and other possessions—they used to bear far greater hardships for the sake of acquiring truth. Thus

they were far greater than us.

They were fearless—they feared nothing other than dharma. They had such strength in
their hearts, such ever-present joy that they did not tolerate misrule by any king or emperor — even
death did not scare them. They knew it well that no one can rob them of anything-- they suffered
no harm by the loss of clothes and property. All they had was within their minds. The truth that
they had the knowledge of could not be robbed by any king or dacoit. They were certain that death

was nothing to fear. Death causes only the body to perish but what lies within is never lost.

They thought about the good and welfare of all beings and reflected upon what would lead
to the well-being of all and acted upon it. Everyone came to them to know how they should act.
Householders went to them to know what would lead to the good of their houses while kings went
to consult them about the general welfare of their subjects. They discarded all comforts, pleasures

and luxuries in order to contemplate the good of the world.

But were there then only Brahmins and Rishis No, it was not so. Kings were there as were
their armies. They had to fight wars for the sake of their kingdoms. But they did not forget dharma
even in midst of war. They did not strike the unarmed or kill anyone who sought their shelter; the
one on a chariot did not hit the one below. Wars were fought between armies—they did not destroy
the houses of the innocent subjects of their enemy. When a king’s son came of age, the king would
bestow his wealth and kingdom upon his son and leave for the forest in order to meditate upon
truth and God with all his heart. They would then no longer possess their jewels and diamonds,
earthly possessions and followers around them. The almighty king would leave behind all and go
forth like a poor soul with a beggar’s bowl in his hand. They knew that the kingdom and wealth
are all superficial--man’s greatness did not depend on it—the way to greatness lies within. But it

was the duty of the king to rule according to the law of dharma, so if required, they even laid down
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their lives for it—but once the crown prince grew up and their responsibilities came to an end, they

no longer stayed behind holding on to power.?

The same rule applied to householders. When the eldest son grew up, they bestowed all the
responsibilities of the family on him and left to follow the life of poverty and asceticism. As long
as they lived within the family, they worked devotedly for the sake of the family. They forgot
none, be it relatives, neighbours, guests, poor or orphan—they tried to serve them wholeheartedly

and selflessly—but once the time was up, they no longer cast a backward glance.

The ones who engaged in trade also needed to follow the path of dharma and truth. To
cheat someone, to charge interest unlawfully, to hoard all the wealth like a miser for one’s own

self—this was beyond them.

The Brahmins thought about the rulers, the traders and the workmen alike. Their aim was
to maintain dharma, truth and discipline in society. So everyone could follow their advice and

example For that reason alone was there such progress and development in the entire society.

The Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas of yesteryears followed a vow of greatness and
bravery and I have called you to this solitary ashram in order to take that vow and imbibe that
learning. You have come to me—I will bear in mind the truth spoken by those ancient rishisand
their enlightened examples and strive to channel you to their path—may God, the lord of our vow,
grant me the strength and ability to do so. If you succeed in this attempt, all of you would grow
into brave men—you would not cower before fear, despair at suffering, sadden at loss or be vain
in wealth; you would not be bothered by death, you would seek to know truth, discard falsehood
from your heart, actions and words, and stay away from all evil action with the knowledge in your
glad hearts that God is omniscient both within and without. Dedicate yourselves wholeheartedly
to your duties, strive for the progress of society through the path of dharma but when time comes
to leave behind all wealth and family, do not be distressed. If you do so, India would once again
be enlightened by you—good would follow where you are and you would do good to all and

everyone would be benefited through you.

2 Tagore’s representation of ancient India, over, here, is a highly idealized one. Perhaps the reason of this idealism
and simplification is the age of his target audience. Tagore was delivering this sermon to the young students of his
school with the view of impressing upon them the lofty ideal that the school was aspiring to.
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What kind of education and vow did our ancestors follow? In their childhood, they left
their homes for the solitary dwelling of their teacher. There they would need to abstain themselves
by following very strict regulations. They would devote themselves sincerely to their teacher and
serve him in every way. From chopping wood, fetching water, grazing his cattle to bringing alms
for him from a village—these were their tasks irrespective of how rich one’s father was. They were
required to maintain absolute purity of their bodies and minds — no evil touched their bodies or
minds. They wore saffron clothes, slept on a hard bed, went barefooted and had no umbrella to
shield their heads—there was no affluence in dressing or lifestyle. All the efforts of the entire mind
were concentrated only upon acquiring education, searching for truth, only upon suppressing one’s

ill intents and trying to focus upon cultivating one’s virtues.

You people too would need to bear such hardships and follow a life of strict rules and live
in this gurugriha or teacher’s home by discarding all luxuries. Respect your teacher in every way
and do not disregard him in the slightest in your hearts, words or actions. Keep your bodies pure—

let no evil touch them. Surrender your minds entirely to the instruction of your teacher.

From today onwards you have vowed to follow the path of truth. Abjure falsehood from
your body, mind and words. First you must submissively devote your mind, intellect and effort to
the quest for truth and afterwards, when you realize truth, act upon it and propagate it strongly and

fearlessly.

From today onwards you are vowed to the path of fearlessness. Other than dharma, you
have nothing to fear in the world. Neither danger, nor death nor suffering—nothing should cause
fear in you. Always, be it day or night, with a glad heart and happy countenance and with respect,

be engaged in acquiring truth and dharma.

From today onwards you are vowed to the path of purity. All that is impure and unclean,
all that makes you feel shame to bring forth—cast that away with wholehearted effort from your

bodies and minds and bloom with pure dharma like the bedewed early-morning blossoms.

From today onwards you are vowed on the path of welfare. That which decides the good

of each other is your duty. Discard your self-interest and self-pleasure for that.
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To put it briefly, from today onwards you are vowed to the path of Brahma.® The one
Brahma is omnipresent both within and without you. You cannot hide anything from Him.* He is
silently watching you from within yourselves. Wherever you are, lying down or sitting, you are
within Him and moving within Him. You bear His touch in your entire body—He is privy to all

you think. He is the only one to fear and He is the only one who destroys fear.

Every day think about him at least once. Our Vedas contain the mantra to contemplate him.
This mantra was uttered daily by our Rishis as they stood before the Almighty. O noble humans,

join me in uttering that mantra:

om bhiir bhuvah svah tat saviturvarenyam

bhargo devasya dhimahi dhiyo yo nah pracodayat’

Primary Working Principles
Respected Sir,°

That you have advanced to take as a vow the responsibility I have bestowed upon you, has
extremely gladdened me. I sincerely wish that God may grant you the strength and devotion to

carry out this vow.

I have already stated to you that the period of education for the boys is one of maintaining
a vow. To gain human sensibility is not selfishness, rather it is the ultimate aim—this was known
to our ancestors. The foundation to the acquiring of this education, human sensibility, is the

education which they referred to as the vow of Brahmacharya. This involves not only the

3 Tagore, here, is referring to the Upanishadic concept of Brahma (not to be confused with the
Hindu god Brahma) which denotes the spirit of divinity immanent within entire creation.

4 The divine spirit is not gendered as per the Upanishad. Tagore, as a follower of the Brahmo
faith, was a worshipper of “nirakar Brahma” or the “formless Brahma” who had neither any
physical form nor any gender.

> This is the Gayatri Mantra. The meaning of this mantra can be briefly understood as - We
meditate on that most adored Supreme Lord, the creator, whose effulgence (divine light)
illumines all realms (physical, mental and spiritual). May this divine light illumine our intellect.
® This letter is addressed to Kunjalal Ghosh whom Tagore had appointed as an administrator as
well as a teacher of the Brahmacharyashram.



238

memorizing of lessons by heartand passing examinations—but with abstinence, with devotion and
respect, with purity and absolute concentration, preparing oneself for the stage of family life and
beyond that stage, for creating eternal bonds with Brahma, and this endeavour is the vow of

Brahmacharya.

This is a vow of dharma. Many things of this world are commodities to be bought and sold
but dharma is not a commodity. This had to be given by one side with innate goodwill and accepted
by the other with submissive reverence. Thus education was not a commodity in ancient India.
Nowadays one who teaches is simply a tutor but back then the ones who taught were true teachers
or gurus. What they delivered with their teaching could not be repaid without the establishment of

a spiritual connection between the student and the teacher.

To create such spiritual ties with the students is the primary goal of Santiniketan
Brahmavidyalaya. But it is important to bear in mind that just as lofty goal would be, attaining it
would be equally difficult. These actions cannot be simply ordered to happen. A tutor is easily got
hold of but it is not easy to acquire a true teacher or guru. So one has to fix one’s eyes on the goal
and wait patiently for the opportunity. One has to accept the carrying out of as much welfare work
as possible under a given circumstance and bearing in mind one’s own shortcomings, strive to

advance oneself on the path of regular development.

If one vows to the path of welfare, one has to prepare the mind for obstacles and disquiet—
one has to bear numerous unfair attacks patiently. One has to win over all attacks of oppositional

nature by the dint of tolerance, forgiveness and desire to do good.

I wish to cultivate a special sense of devotion and reverence for their country within the
students of Brahmavidyalaya. As there is the specific presence of God in one’s mother and father—
similarly for us, there is the being of God within our country and the space of our ancestors’ birth
and education. Just as the parents are gods, so is the country. I want particular attention to be paid
to preventing the students from learning to regard their country as trivial, laughable, despicable or
inferior to other countries. We would never be able to succeed if we go against the very nature of
our country. If we can fulfil our beings by imbibing the greatness that was there in our country,
then only would we be able to truly ascend to universality—we would never achieve that by

demolishing our individuality and merging ourselves with the other. So it is far better to be
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excessively attached to following the customs of one’s own land rather than blindly emulating

foreigners.

Students vowed to the path of Brahmacharya need to practise hardships. They have to
discard all luxuries and pride of wealth. I wish to eradicate the vanity of wealth entirely from the
minds of the students. Wherever one can perceive any signs of the same, it would be essential to
destroy it entirely. I feel the son of—has a weakness for fine objects—it would need to be
suppressed. Luxuries of attire would need to be discarded. No one should regard poverty as

shameful or despicable. All affinity to fine living must be eradicated.

Secondly comes devotion. It is mandatory to follow the rules relating to living, studying,
playing, bathing, eating and maintaining all kinds of cleanliness and hygiene. No kind of
uncleanness should be tolerated within or without, be it in bedding, clothes or one’s person. Where
any student lacks in number of clothes, he must himself wash his clothes daily with soap and scrub
clean the pitcher he uses daily. And the part of the room where he stores his bedding, clothes and
books must be maintained in impeccable order by him daily at a fixed hour. It would also be good
if the students take turns in cleaning and arranging their teachers’ rooms. It must be made

mandatory for the students to serve the teachers.

Thirdly comes reverence. Students need to be indiscriminately reverent towards their
teachers. Even if they are unjust, the students would need to bear it submissively without raising
any objection. They would not be party to criticism or vilification of the teachers. If the teachers
ever engage in criticizing each other they should take care not to do so in the presence of any
student. Everyone needs to pay attention so that no teacher ever engages in demeaning behaviour,
anger or intolerance towards other teachers in front of the students. Students should touch the feet
of the teachers daily. Teachers should bow to and greet each other. Maintaining civility towards

each other should be an ideal present before the students.

The attention of the students should be drawn at opportune moments towards self-control,
devotion to rules, reverence to the elders and the discarding of luxury, as were the ideals of our

country in ancient times.

Those who (whether student or teacher) wish to follow in exactitude the customs of Hindu

society would be free to do so and it is against the rules of this school to hinder or ridicule them.
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No one should be made to suffer by any practice adverse to Hindu customs in the kitchen or the

dining place.

Daily prayers. Students are to be explained the significance of the Gayatri mantra

and they are to memorize it. [ am writing in brief below how I explain the Gayatri mantra:

om bhiur bhuvah svah This section is famous as the vyahrti or utterance of Gayatri. To acquire
from all sides is named as vyahrti. While meditating, initially one has to compile the sky, the earth
that is, the entire universe, within one’s mind—one has to feel then that one is standing in the midst
of the universe—that I am no longer only the national of a particular country. One has to stand in
the midst of the universe and meditate upon the One who is the creator of this universe and upon
His honourable knowledge and strength. One has to feel that this unimaginably wide universe is
emanating at this moment and at every moment from Him only. One has to think how am I ever
related to this unlimited power of His that is manifest in this entire universe. With which reference
should I meditate upon Him dhiyo yo nah pracodayat —the One who has sent our faculties to us,
we will meditate upon Him with the help of those very faculties. How do we directly know the
light of the sun? Through the rays sent by the sun to us. Similarly the Sun of the universe is
continually sending our intellect to us and owing to the presence of that very intellect, we are
realizing our own selves and the world without — this strength of intellect is His strength and only
through that strength can we directly and most intimately feel His strength. As we realize His
presence in the external world as the Sun of the universe, may we also continually realize Him as
the constant sender of our intellect within our souls. That the world without and our intellect within
us, both are the manifestations of the same power—should we know this, we would feel this
intimate connection between our consciousness and the world, between our consciousness and the
Eternal One and thus be freed from the narrowness of self-interest, fear and despair. The Gayatri
manta establishes the connection between the external and the internal and between the internal

and the most intimate—that is why this mantra is so glorious

yo devo'gnau yo'psu yo visvam bhuvanamavivesa

ya osadhisu yo vanaspatisu tasmai devaya namo namah

I consider this mantra to be the simplest for the boys to acquire the understanding of Brahma. By
feeling that God resides everywhere, be it in water or land, fire or trees, it would be easy indeed to

bow down before him amidst the fields stretching to the horizon in Santiniketan. The pure light,
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sky and fields over there are filled with the Lord of creation and it would not be difficult for the
boys to revere Him if they bear this in mind. So alongside the Gayatri, the boys should learn this

mantra as well. They can use this mantra even before fully understanding the Gayatri.

Students, before starting their lessons, are to recite in unison, “Om pita no’si” and bow
their heads. That God is our father and He is educating us in ethics and knowledge like a father, is
something the students must daily remind themselves of. Teachers are simply a medium but the
true knowledge is something we get from the Universal Father. In order to acquire it one has to
free the mind of all kinds of evil and ill, to have that knowledge one has to bow down with

reverence to God every day—thus that mantra contains
Om visvani deva savitarduritani parasuva
yad bhadram tanna a suva
“O God, o Father, cleanse us of all evil, send to us that which is noble.”

For the ones on the path of Brahmacharya, this is the best mantra to cleanse oneself, on
every day of one’s life, from all kinds of physical and mental ills, and to acquire the sense of

humanity—
yad bhadram tanna a suva

Frequently the mind is distracted while lecturing. I do not think that sentimentality has a
great value in spirituality. The practice of entering a sentimental state is as weakening to the mind
as that of using a narcotic. Nothing parallels the deeply philosophical, brief ancient mantras in
aiding meditation. The further one advances on the path of endeavour, these mantras penetrate into
the mind with equal depth—they never posit any hindrance. That is the reason why I initiate the
students into these mantras of the Upanishads. In order to prevent the mantras from becoming
merely memorized words, I, from time to time, remind them of the mantras by explaining their
significance to them. For some time, owing to my absence, I have not had the chance to explain
the mantras to the new students. It would be good if you explain the significance of some mantra

from the Upanishads for daily prayers to the students you take along with you.

Now let me enumerate your working process.
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A committee would be set up with Manoranjan Bandyopadhyay, Jagadananda Ray and
Subodhchandra Majumdar. Manoranjanbabu would be the president of the committee. You will

carry out the work of the school according to the instructions of that committee.

Set specific times for the students to rise from their beds, bathe, pray, eat, study, play and

go to bed—do what is necessary in order to maintain those rules.

According to the advice of the committee, you have to appoint the servants of the school,

decide upon their salaries and leaves.

Take approval for an approximate budget for the coming month at the end of every month
from the committee. If you need to spend more than the budget, take written approval from the

committee.

Take their signatures daily in the register. Submit the accounts of a week at the end of the

week and that of a month at the month’s end to me with their signatures.
If the committee proposes any modification of any rule, write it down and let me know.

Once the boys’ games end in the evening, convey your opinions to the committee and take

their signatures in the register.

You are entrusted with the treasury. All objects and books would remain under you. Take
signatures of the committee in the asset register. If anything is broken, lost or acquired, keep a note

of that along with signatures of the committee.
Be present during mealtimes and watch over the meals of the students.
Keep a vigilant eye always over the health of the students.

Pay attention to the neatness of their belongings, and the cleanliness and hygiene of their

persons and clothes.

If you note anything suspicious about the character of any student, inform the committee

and correct it at the very onset.

You have to supervise so that there is nothing unclean within or without the school, in the

kitchen or the surrounding area and the toilets.
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Keep an eye over the cattle in the cowshed and their feed and servants.

You are in charge of the flower and vegetable gardens attached to the school. You can buy

seeds and fertilizers and appoint workers for that with the approval of the committee.

It is not desirable that there be any connections between the Santiniketan Ashram and the
school.” The gardeners of the Ashram might be needed sometimes for help in shopping or

gardening—but it would be better not to have connections with other servants.

If workers are needed, contact the chief of the gardeners, Rabindra Singha, or his assistant

to arrange for them.

If patients come to Santiniketan for medicines, give them homeopathy medicines. If you

give me a list of the required medicines, I will arrange for their procurement.

Let me know if anyone related to the Santiniketan Ashram interferes with the school or is

displeased at its servants.

Pay special attention to the meals and all kinds of convenience for the Japanese student

Hori.

Without permission from Manoranjanbabu, the guests in Santiniketan would not be
permitted to visit the school or be present during teaching hours. You have to convey this message

to them with as much politeness as you can.
Without permission from the guardians, do not permit any student to go out of the school.
Do not allow people from outside to mingle with the students.

If the teachers are displeased with the behaviour of servants, they should let you know—

after informing the committee, you have to take the necessary steps.

7 By the use of the word “Ashram”, Tagore is referring to the pre-existing Santiniketan house
that was built by his father, Maharshi Debendranath Tagore to serve as a spiritual retreat for the
members of the Brahmo faith. It is not to be confused with Tagore’s school named
Brahmacharyashram or Brahmavidyalaya.



244

If the teachers are dissatisfied with the food, rather than discussing it in front of the students
or servants, they should convey it to you and you should raise their complaints in front of the

committee.

Make arrangements for students to write postcards to their parents on specifically
appointed days. Students from junior classes are prohibited from sending letters in closed

envelopes.

Attempts have to be made, by keeping record of all the expenses for postcards, books,

paper, pens etc., to procure the cost from the parents by writing to them.

Whatever the committee deems fit for the parents to know, convey the same to them in

writing.

If any particular student is in need of particular dietary arrangements, make arrangements

for him with consent from the committee.

If any student is sent any particular food item from his parents, no one should be allowed

to consume it himself without sharing it with other students.

For your knowledge, I state that if there is any excess milk from the cowshed left after

fulfilling the need of the students, then the teachers are to have it.

If any guest in the Santiniketan Ashram borrows a book for reading, it has to be recovered

back from him in due time.

Nobody should be permitted to take books back to Calcutta. If a special need arises then

special permission has to be sought from me.
Take a count of the plates, saucers and other utensils once a month.

If the parents of students arrive, with the permission of Manoranjanbabu, arrange for

meeting the students at a specific time.

For the present, I am stating these rules. Slowly, as per requirement, these would be

modified and changed a lot.
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But I do not have much faith in running the school chiefly on the basis of rules. That is
because the school in Santiniketan is not a machine for making students memorize their lessons.

Its purpose would not be fulfilled without the help of a spontaneous desire for welfare.

I do not consider the teachers of the school to be my subordinates. That they would fulfil
their duties with the help of their free will and desire to do good is my hope and I always wait for
the same. I do not wish to externally coerce them towards a pure task by dint of the power of
artificial discipline. I know them as my friends and co-workers. As the work of the school is mine,

so it is theirs—if it not be so then the establishment of this school is in vain.

The thoughts that have inspired me to devote myself to the work of this school at the cost
of my literary and financial loss and physical and mental hardships—I do not expect the same
thoughts to be present in others. Not long ago, I did not expect it even from myself. But after much
reflection, I have clearly understood that the vow of Brahmacharya in childhood, that is, self-
control, purity of mind and body, concentration, reverence of the guru and endeavour to acquire
knowledge, as precious as wealth, from the guru with devotion and respect and with the awareness
that education is the path to acquiring humanity—this is the path for India and the only way of

saving India.

But if I am unable to convey this idea and interest to another’s heart then that is my inability
and ill fortune—I cannot blame another for it. One cannot impose one’s thoughts on others—and

in this matter, hypocrisy and pretension are the worst.

As a thought has appeared holistically within me, I can clearly perceive my ideal in spite
of all the shortcomings and incompleteness—I can realize the future within the present, the tree
within the seed—so despite all fragmentariness and lack, the gap between the action and the
conception, my interest and hopes do not dwindle. One who sees my work in fragments of the
daily present, in the context of various obstacles and lack, might not keep his interest and hopes
alive. That is why I do not demand much from anyone, I do not attempt to forcefully excite another
with my purpose—with full patience I depend upon time, truth and the Creator. Slowly and
naturally, that which is born from within through the exercise of an invisible power is fruitful and
one can depend only upon it. One cannot fully depend on that which is born out of constant external
excitement, some shame, some sentiment and some imitation and many a time, it has various ill

effects.
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I am hoping that the teachers, not through my discipline, but through the natural
development of the seed of well-wishing within them would harmonize their own lives with the
Brahmacharyashram with pleasure and interest. As they would daily accept the service and
reverence of the students, at the same time they would develop themselves to be truly deserving
of the students’ reverence by dint of their self-sacrifice and self-control. Partiality, injustice,
impatience, sudden anger at a small issue, egoism, displeasure, trivialities with students and
servants, lack of seriousness, small frailties of habit—all these should be discarded by them with
extreme care daily. If they themselves do not practise renunciation and self-control, then all their
preaching to the students would be futile—and the light of the Brahmacharyashram would be

dimmed. Students should not learn to pay respect on the outside but disregard from within.

I wish that an example be set up in the school through Rathi® where work like service to
the teacher and hospitality to the guests are concerned. There is true honour in these works and no
dishonour—this truth should be imprinted upon the hearts of the students. Everyone should come
forth with interest and take part in these services. All students must be made to practise greeting
the guests, speaking politely with them and behaving courteously towards them. If any stranger
comes to the school, they should learn to ask him questions politely—the students should not
demean the servants and if they fall ill, the students must ask after them. If any student falls ill,
students should be bestowed with the responsibility of administering medicine and food and taking
any other care. It is necessary to pay attention that the servants are made to work as little as
possible. If you consider it fitting and convenient, then the responsibility of taking care of the cows
in the cowshed can be laid on the students to some extent. There are two deer; it would be good if
the students can themselves feed them and tame them. I wish that a few birds, fishes and small
animals be housed in the ashram and the students be made responsible for their care. It is better
not to put the birds in cages but tame them patiently in the open by feeding them daily etc. Some
pigeons have taken shelter in Santiniketan; if the students try they can tame them and the squirrels.
Know that the responsibility of arranging the library, maintaining order in the rooms and taking

care of the garden should be laid only on the students.

8 “Rathi” refers to Tagore’s eldest son Rathindranath Tagore who was, then, a student of
Brahmacharyashram.
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Put the responsibility of caring for the Japanese student Hori on some particular student
like Rathi. If owing to the demands on his time due to the Entrance examination, he cannot make
time, then put it on some other student or make older students take turns for it. They should serve
food to Hori themselves at the appointed hour. They should make his bed in the morning—enquire
after him—check if the servants have provided water for him to bathe. If Rathi is made to do these

things for the initial one or two days, then the other students would not hesitate to do the same.

It would be good if students take turns in serving food at mealtimes. There might be

objections if the server is not Brahmin. So for that requisite arrangements should be made.
It would be good if the students picnic on Sundays and cook for themselves.

At present I am in the midst of many troubles and so I could not think in detail or write
everything down. Once you join duty there, many things would occur to your mind. Then you can

discuss them with the teachers and let me know your opinions.

I do not have any orders or instructions for you; through empathy, respect and affection
you will be able to feel my thoughts and freely submit to your duties by the virtue of your own

desire to do good. And
Yadyat karma prakurvita tad brahmani samarpayet’
November 11, 1902
Yours,

Rabindranath Tagore.

%1 give up the fruits of my action to God.
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PRIMARY EDUCATION!

It is known to all that a proposal has come to introduce, in the primary education textbooks of
Bengal, four types of rural dialects in accordance with the northern, southern, eastern and western

parts of Bengal.’

All that has to be said about it has already been spoken about in various ways in the press;
but the anxiety of the country remains to be appeased. To expect that, because there lies logic on

our side victory too would fall on our side, is difficult.

We have seen that if we express a united refusal to any proposal raised by the government,

the government seems to become more adamant at negating that proposal.

There are multiple reasons for this. First, that which we regard as injurious, if for some
reason that very thing is beneficial for the principles of governance, then the reasons forwarded by

our side would only strengthen their resolve.

Second, the government fears that if they give up on any resolution for our sake, it would

harm their sovereignty over the subjects.

Third, if there occurs an attempt to defeat the dominant side in a debate then the extent of

its self-oblivion, is something proven to us quite recently.

Thus, it cannot be claimed that because we have raised a united objection, the scenario

would be a hopeful one for us.

Y “Primary Shiksha”, first published in the journal Bhandar in its April 1905 issue. The date of its
publication is of particular significance as it shows that the essay was written in the days leading
to the Bangabhanga Andolan or the Partition of Bengal (1905). Tagore refers to the adamancy of
the authority even at the face of logical arguments. He also writes about the government’s refusal
to give up any of its resolutions. These are clear indications of the political climate of the time that
was one of Indians striving to stop the Partition from happening. The decision of the Partition was
announced on July 19, 1905 and implemented on October 16, 1905. It resulted in a mass movement
to overthrow the partition and Tagore was one of the prominent leaders of that movement.

2 Tagore, here, is referring to a proposal placed before National Council of Education.



249

I cannot even claim that it would have been a cause for hope had we not objected. It is

difficult to determine which is the right direction for the hapless.

In spite of that, I do not feel that there would be reason to fear if the proposal of the

committee is translated into action. That much can be our consolation.

If you think about it—why does a farmer’s son attend primary school? It is not as if he goes
there to learn properly about the process of farming. The farmer would laugh it away if it is said

that the teacher can render his son into a master of agriculture.

Thereafter his son would become a doctor, a lawyer or a clerk by attending primary school.
If he wishes to study for a scholarship after attaining primary education, then he would again have

to learn the formal language instead of the dialects.

Anyway, the reason why the farmer sends his son to the primary school is because his sole
purpose is that his son remains not a mere farmer but one who is somewhat suited to the ways of
civilized society; so that he would be able to read and write letters, advocate for himself in a civil
manner in the court of the zamindar, be able to give leadership to his village, and people from the

civilized class would comment, “Indeed, your son is rather polished in his ways!”

Once the farmer attains some degree of prosperity, he immediately has the natural wish of
moving towards the boundaries of civilized society. Even the wish that his son would one day
eschew the plough for the privileged life of the babus starts to germinate in his mind. For the sake
of that, at the cost of his own time and despite his own loss, he sends his son to school or sets up

a school on his own yard.

But if the farmer is told that you are to send your son to the school for farmers and not to
the school for gentlemen, then there would remain no cause for his enthusiasm. In such a situation,

his purpose for sending his son to school would be a futile one.

Not only so—the school for farmers within the village would become an object of shame
for the farmers. The arrangement that seeks to legally render permanent that agricultural life that
the farmer wishes to supersede with the passage of time and good fortune, cannot find any favour

with the farmer at least.
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The way that medicine reminds one of something bitter and strong, similarly, with regard
to education, the farmer thinks of something that is not related to his everyday existence. To him,

therein lies the glory of education.

If after all his efforts, his son goes to school to learn the rural dialect and one or two things

about his own trade, then he would obviously lose respect for that education.

It is true that the farmer cannot use the formal language but it is not that he is unfamiliar
with it. By various means such as plays,® songs and oral narratives, the formal language reaches
his ears and he, too, while speaking with people from civilized society, tries his best to mingle this

formal language with his own tongue.

When through a particular way of education, attempts would be made to render his son
oblivious of the formal language, it is not as if the farmer would not recognize it and once he does

recognize it, it is not as if he would be happy about it.

The farmer may not know what “observer, thinker and experimenter” means but he does
know what “civilized and uncivilized” signifies. Thus, for the temptation of something he knows

nothing of, he would happily forego what he does understand, the farmer is not that big a fool.

For all these reasons I am hoping that the rationality of the farmer would save him and the

country from the hidden arrows of the Education Committee.

3 Tagore is referring to the open-air dramatic performances, common to rural Bengal, that were
known as “jatra”.
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PROBLEMS OF EDUCATION!

Some of my respected friends in the National Education of Council had bestowed upon me the

responsibility of creating a framework for the school section of this council.

When I sat down in order to carry out their request, I saw that the work was not easy. That
1s because at the onset it is necessary to know the fundamental causal factor behind the school, the

thought that underpins it. I do not know that.

According to our shastras, desire is the cause of the flow of life- sudden occurrence of a
cluster of things is not the reason for birth. If desire is cut off, then birth and death cease to exist

due to the root having been demolished.

Similarly, it can be said that ideology lies at the root of every programme. Without
ideology, there can be rules, money, committee but the root of the work is cleaved leading to it

drying away.

So, at the very onset, the question arises as to what ideology has inspired the birth of the
National Council of Education. In the current systems of education prevalent in the country, what
ideology was lacking, rendering that education incomplete, and where is that ideology being placed

in the proposed school?

Had the National Education Council been established only for the sake of founding a school
of arts, then I would have understood that its purpose is the fulfilment of a particular narrow aim.
But as it is being observed that the Council wishes to keep an eye over the education of the entire
country, the question arises in the mind as to what ideology would fuel this work of education.

The regulations and the syllabus are all superficial matters.

If someone replies that education would be given in a “national” manner, then the question

would arise as to what comprise “national” ideology in the context of education. There is no

! “Shiksha Shamashya” (This essay was first published in the Bengali journal Bangadarshan in
June 1906)
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determined limit of the term “national” and it is very difficult to do so as well. What consists
national and what does not is decided upon variously by various people depending on education,

convenience and culture.

Thus, an understanding must be reached by the countrymen together regarding the
fundamental ideology of the National Council of Education. That we have proceeded towards this
work motivated by anger at the British Government is something we cannot think even for a
moment. The psyche of the country felt the lack of something, a desire for something, that is why

we have gathered to fulfil that hunger of the country and this is the truth.

We feel a want- but want for what in particular is not easy to determine. Our redemption
depends upon the discovery of the truth relating to this. If we err, if owing to our lack of action,
we consider that which is nearest to us, to which we are accustomed, as the truth, then the biggest

of names would not be able to save us from failure.

So, while the founders of the National Council of Education are engaged in this attempt, a
discussion should be held from the side of the common people of the country in order to understand

one’s own mind and own lack.

To instigate that discussion is the principal target of this composition of mine. In this
context, it is my duty to present, at the court of the country, the thought that is rising at the forefront
of my mind. I know that it would not be accepted if it clashes with the prevalent culture of the
educated society. If it is not accepted then there would be a convenience open to you all - you can
summarily reject it by deeming all of it as the product of the high-flying imagination of a poet and
[ too would try to reassure myself by imagining a happy ending for my unaccepted proposal in that
consolatory place of the failed poets, posterity, that is, some indeterminate future. But before that,

today I humbly request you to afford me a large amount of patience and forgiveness.

That which we understand by the word “school” is a machine for delivering education. The
teacher is a part of this factory. The factory opens with the ringing of the bell at ten-thirty. The
machine starts working, the teacher’s mouth runs along as well. The factory closes at four, the
teacher-machine too stops his mouth, students return home with two or three pages of machine-

minted learning. Afterwards during examinations, this learning is evaluated and marked.
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One convenience of a machine is that it is possible to obtain the perfect ordered goods with
the perfect measurements - there is not much of a difference between objects produced by one

machine and those produced by another; it becomes easy to mark.

But there is a lot of difference between one person and another. In fact, there can be

differences in the performance of the same person from one day to another.

Still what one can get from a person, one cannot get the same from a machine. A machine
can produce something in front of you but it cannot donate or give anything away - it can give oil

but has no ability to light a lamp.

In Europe, man has grown up in the midst of human society, the school has helped
somewhat in that. The learning that people receive over there is not disconnected from the people
there- it is being practised at that very land and is growing evident every day through education,
dialogue and action. The Human society had simply made arrangements to disperse to the boys

through schools what it has acquired through various events and people, saved and enjoyed.

Thus, the school there is in harmony with the society, it is deriving its sustenance from the

earth of society and is bearing fruits for society.

But where the school is not thus in sync with the society around, that which has been
externally imposed upon society, is dry and lifeless. What we get from it is a product of pain and
we cannot make much headway when we try to apply that learning. That we memorise from ten
in morning to four in the afternoon, bears no resemblance to life, to the people around and to home.
What parents, brothers and friends discuss at home has no connection with the education at school,
rather, at times, is oppositional. In such circumstances, school becomes merely an engine - it

produces objects, it does not create life.

For that reason, I say that if we make an identical superficial copy of the European school,
it is not that we would get the exactly same thing. This imitation can produce the same benches,

tables and working methodology, but that becomes a burden for us.

In the olden times when we received learning from the guru and not from the teacher, when
we sought knowledge from human beings and not from machines, back then topics of our

education were not as diverse and wide, and then there was no opposition between book-learning
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and customs and ideas prevalent in society. If we try to bring back those days in exactitude, that
too would be merely artificial, its external paraphernalia would become burdensome, it would have

no use whatsoever.

So, if we properly understand our present requirement then we have to make such
arrangement that the school can help the home; where the diversity of learning can be at one with
the liveliness of teaching; where the school can shoulder both the responsibilities of delivering
book-learning and moulding the heart and the mind. We have to pay attention so that the difference,
even opposition, that exists between the school and the world around does not distract the mind of
the students and so that the school learning does not become an indigestible, abstract and

unrealistic matter occupying a few hours of a day.

If rooms are built in the school, it takes the shape of a boarding school. The picture that
comes to the mind in context of this boarding school is not a pleasant one- it is classified at par

with barracks, mental asylums, hospitals or prisons.

Thus we have to completely abandon the example of England because the history of
England, the society of England are not ours. We have to properly understand what ideals have
enamoured the hearts of our countrymen for years and what would gladden the heart of our

country.

There are enough obstacles to this understanding. We have studied in English schools,
wherever we look English examples are evident in front of us. It has obscured the history of our
country and the heart of our own people. When we lift the national flag high and prepare ourselves
to work freely, the English shackles belt us firmly and prevent us from deviating from the

examples.

One difficulty of ours is that we do not get to see English learning and school alongside
English society, that is, that learning and school in their proper place. We do not know how to
harmonise them with a living society. That is why we do not know how to harmonise the Indian
version of that school with our lives; however, such knowledge is most essential. It is not a
completely good utilisation of time to debate upon which books are taught in which college of

England and what are their rules.
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A blind notion has entered into our bones about this. The way a Tibetan thinks that piety
can be attained by hiring a man to turn a wheel with mantras written on it, similarly we think that
somehow if an assembly is established and we run it with the help of a committee, then only would
we gain good results. In fact, it seems that that establishment is the gain. Since quite some time
now, we have set up a Science Association, and following that, every year we rue that our
countrymen are indifferent toward the study of science. But it is one thing to set up a Science
Association while to inspire devotion in the hearts of countrymen about the study of science is
something else. It is evidence of the extreme machine dependence of Kaliyug? to think that

countrymen would become scientists simply by setting up a Science Association.

The truth is that it is necessary to reach the hearts of the countrymen; if so done, what few
arrangements can be made, would yield complete fruit. When India gave education, how she
reached into hearts is something we should think about - I would not forbid you to mark the dates
on the academic calendars of foreign universities with the intent of extracting juice from them, but
alongside that, this analysis too is not a negligible matter. It is indeed necessary to think what I

will teach but it is no less important to consider how I will reach the hearts of those I would teach.

Legends of your country have it that once upon a time the gurugriha’® of India was in the
tapovan *or sacred woods. However, it is not that we have a clear picture of a tapovan and the

picture has been much obscured by the fogs of the supernatural.

I would neither enter into debate nor would I be able to do so regarding the exact nature of
these ashrams in the period when they actually existed. But it is certain that the ones who lived in

these ashrams were family men and their disciples would serve them like offspring and receive

2 According to Hindu mythology, the entire expanse of human time is divided into a number of ages or
yugas i.e, Satya, Treta, Dwapar and Kali. Of these the last, our own, is deemed to the darkest, full of evil
and falsehoods.

3 In ancient India, there was a custom of students living in the griha or the house of their guru where they
would learn and serve the guru in every way.

* The ancient legends, epics and scriptures of India state that sages would reside and meditate deep within
forest. These forests were deemed sacred and were known as tapovan.
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education from them. The same thought- process still somewhat guides the tols or schools of

Sanskrit learning in our country.

If we observe these tols, we would be able to perceive that in those schools it is not most
important to study the text; rather, there is an atmosphere of studying and teaching that prevails
over there. The guru too remains immersed in that study; not only that, the lifestyle is really simple;
materialism and luxury cannot prey upon the mind thereby affording time and opportunity for
education to become one with one’s nature. It is not my aim to signify that the same thought does

not prevail in the eminent centres of learning in Europe.

According to the dictums of ancient India, the period of learning should be one of

maintaining brahmacharya® and dwelling in the home of the guru.

It is not as if the maintaining of brahmacharya signifies the observation of severe austerity.
The ones who lead a life of domesticity are unable to walk the path of their natures properly. Many
a time they are made to waver unnecessarily by the various currents that issue from different sides
and from clashes with various people - the instincts that ought to remain as seeds within them at a
certain time, germinate prematurely owing to artificial impact; this only leads to a wastage of

strength rendering the mind weak and making them miss their goal.

However, it is extremely necessary to prevent the nature from being perverted by all kinds
of artificial causalities and keep it natural right from the earliest hours of one’s life. To soften the
impact of the premature germination of instincts and intense excitement of luxury on the sprouting

of humanity, is the aim of maintaining brahmacharya.

Actually it is a pleasurable state for the boys to remain within this regulation of nature.
This helps in their fullest development, in this they can truly enjoy the ecstasy of freedom. Through

this, their newly-blossomed, pure and strong minds generate light within their entire bodies.

Nowadays there is the trend of moral studies instead of maintaining brahmacharya. In
whatsoever manner possible, moral lectures must be delivered to the students - this seems to be

the intention of parents in the country.

® Since the Vedic period, it was prescribed that man’s life would be divided into four stages the first of them
being brahmacharya. this was the stage of learning, when one would go to the gurugriha for education.
Brahmacharya is also characterised by self-control in every way as well as sexual abstinence.
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This too is related to that machine. Akin to feeding a daily dosage of blood-purifying

medicine is a dose of moral lectures - it is a due; it is a fixed measure for improving a child.

The thing called “moral lecture” is oppositional. It can, in no way, be pleasant. He who is
lectured upon is made to stand in the questioning box of a court. The lecture either goes tangentially
over his head or it hurts him. This not only leads to the futility of the attempt, moreover it also
causes harm in many cases. To render goodness dry and fruitless is so harmful to human society
that nothing can match it - but many a good man is involved in such an effort- one grows alarmed

at the sight of this.

It cannot be hoped for that dictates from books learnt from ten to four at school would
correct everything where a thousand different falsehoods and perversions of the artificiality of
daily domestic life are destroying one’s tastes. This leads only to the manufacturing of loads of
pretentiousness and moral high ground which are the worst kind of precociousness — they destroy

the naturalness and tenderness of mind.

Through the maintenance of brahmacharya, one’s good tastes with respect to dharma are
naturalized- it does not lecture but imparts strength. Morality is not imposed superficially like an
ornament; rather, life is moulded in accordance with dharma and thus dharma is not made out as
one standing in opposition but is rendered intimate with life. So at the hour of developing one’s
character and mind, it is not lecture but conducive environment and conducive regulations that are

the most necessary.

Not only the maintenance of this brahmacharya, there must also be harmony with universal
nature. The thing called a city has been created for man’s convenience of work; but it is not our
natural residence. That we would be born in the lap of bricks, cement and mortar and be thus
reared, was not the ruling of the Creator. The flowers & greenery, the Sun & the Moon have no
demands from offices of the city of offices, it snatches us from the lap of living and green universal
nature and digests us in its hot and churning stomach. Those who are accustomed to this and
intoxicated by work, do not feel any sense of lack regarding this - they have strayed from the path

of natural habit and move away everyday from contact with the greater world.

So, before one has to collapse and surrender to the whirlpool of work, it is entirely

essentially to have the aid of nature at the age of learning and developing. Trees, clear shy, open
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air, clean ponds and lakes, open meadows are no less necessary than the association of benches,

boards, books and examinations.

From time immemorial the mind of India has been developed through intimate contact with the
great universal nature. It has become habitual for India to thoroughly immerse oneself within the

consciousness of the world. The Brahmins of the tapovans had chanted this mantra-

Yo débohoagnou yohopsu yo vishwang bhubanmabibésh.

Ya oshadhishu yo banaspatishu tasmai débaya namoé namaha

The God who is in fire, in water, immersed within the universe, who is in plants, in trees, I bow

down to that God.

To learn to see, in completeness, fire, air, water and land, through the soul of the universe,
is true learning. This learning is not properly possible in the schools of a city; there, in the factory

of learning, we can only learn the universe as a machine.

But people nowadays would pooh-pooh it away as mysticism so it is not needed to

disrespect the entire discussion regarding this.

In spite of this, that open sky and open air and trees are truly essential for the proper
development of a human child’s mind and body, is something that perhaps even the most work-
oriented people would not be able to dismiss. When age would increase, office would start its pull,
crowds would push one along and the mind would be engaged in miscellaneous affairs, the direct
connection of the heart with universal nature would be much severed. Before that can happen, let
there be a proper introduction to the eternal water, land, sky and air in whose lap we have been
born and who is our nurse; let us learn her lofty code, then only would we be true human beings.
When the hearts of the boys are young, their curiosity alive and all the senses strong, let them then
play beneath the blue sky and the playground of clouds and sunshine- do not deprive them of the
embrace of the earth. Let each day of theirs be revealed by the enlightened fingers of Sunrise in
the gentle and pure mornings and the sombre sunlit evening silently melt their evening into the
starlit darkness. Let there be in front of them the play in six acts of the six seasons with their
various flavours and music in the leaf-adorned playhouse of nature. Let them stand beneath the
trees and behold - the new monsoon, like a just- anointed crown prince, roaring with joy, is casting

the shadow of coming rains with its clusters of moisture-laden clouds on the eternally waiting
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forest lands. And let them be gratified at the sight of the green fulfilment stretching to the horizon
on the bedewed heart of the earth. O mature guardian, o materialist, however much you have
rendered your imagination dead, your heart stony, for heaven’s sake, do not honourably say that
there is no need of this; do let your boys feel the touch of the colours of the universal mother with
this great wide world - just because you do not feel within yourself how much more effective this
is compared to the investigation of the inspector and the question paper of the examiner, do not

neglect it entirely.

When the mind is at home then it requires huge leisure around it. That leisure reigns in
widespread and varied beauty within universal nature. In no way can the nature of the boys develop
in a healthy manner by somehow gulping down one’s meal by nine-thirty or ten in order to be
present in the prison house of education. What misery has been created in the early hour of human
life by surrounding education with walls, enclosing it with gates, putting it under surveillance with
security guards, littering it with the threat of punishments and urging it on with bells! Is the child
at offence for having been born without learning algebra or memorizing the dates of history? So,
should those wretches be deprived of sky and air, joy and leisure, and education be made to become
their punishment in every way? Are the children not born ignorant so that they can slowly derive
joy from transforming to knowledge from ignorance? If owing to our inability and barbarism, we
are unable to render learning joyous, why do we shape schools of innocent children into prisons
knowingly, intentionally and with utter cruelty? It was the intent of the Creator to reveal learning
to children through the wide-open leisure of the universal nature. The extent to which we are
rendering that intent futile, we are becoming equally futile. Break down the walls of the
prisonhouse - do not subject the children to the sentence of rigorous imprisonment just because

they have not become scholars within the ten months in their mother’s womb, have pity on them.

Therefore I say, we still need forests for education and the gurugriha or the dwelling of the
guru is required as well. Forests are our living residence and the guru is our sympathetic teacher.
In this forest, in this gurugriha, boys have to complete their education by maintaining
brahmacharya today as well. No matter how much our circumstances have changed in accordance
with the passage of time, there is no lessening of the usefulness of this regulation of learning

because this regulation is founded upon the eternal truth of human character.
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Therefore if an ideal school needs to be established, then the arrangement for it needs to be
made away from a locality in the midst of solitary, open sky, wide expanse and greenery. There
the teachers would engage in solitary studying and teaching and the students would grow up at the

heart of that centre of learning.

If possible, it is necessary that there be some land for cultivation alongside the school;
crops from that land would feed the school, students would help in the work of farming. Cows
would be there for milk and butter and students would have to be a part of taking care of the cows.
During breaks from classes, they would themselves do gardening - dig soil, water the plants, build
fences; thus they would establish not only a relation of thoughts with nature but also a relation of

work.

In the conducive season, classes for the students would be arranged underneath large,
shadowy trees. Some parts of their lessons would be completed by wandering among the trees with
their teacher. They would spend their evening leisure in studying the stars, learning music and

listening to the tales of legend and history.

Ifthey err in their ways, they would do penance following our ancient customs. Punishment
comes from the other as the result of offence, penance is the process of self-correction. To accept
penalty is one’s duty and if the same is not done, it does not wash clean one’s sense of guilt - this
education must be inculcated since childhood; it is not befitting of humanity to demean oneself by

rendering one’s own self punishable by another.

If permitted, then I will pluck my courage to say something more on this topic. This school
would have no need of benches, tables and stools. No one should think that I am saying this because
I am prejudiced against English things. My opinion is that the ideal has to be made evident in every
way that this school is diminishing all things unnecessary. It is not easy for everyone to have access
to benches, tables and desks but no one can rob them of the floor. Benches and tables actually rob
one of the floor. This leads to a state where if we are obliged to use the floor, we find no comfort
in it, it becomes inconvenient. This is a great loss. Our country is not one of cold weather, our
attire is not that we cannot sit on the floor but following the habit of a different country, we are
increasing our troubles by creating an excess of furniture. As much as we render the unnecessary
essential, likewise would there be a waste of our strength. However, we do not have the

affordability of rich Europe; that which is easy for her is a burden for us. While arranging any
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event, right at the onset one faints at the number of furniture and rooms required. In this calculation,
it is the unnecessary that prevails over three- fourths of the matter. None of us dares to say that we
would start our work from an earthen room, the meetings would be held on mats spread over the
floor. If we are able to say this, then half of our burden is reduced with no particular difference to
the work concerned. But our honour is not satisfied, our imagination not fulfilled if we do not start
every work in imitation of the ideal of that country which lacks no strength, where wealth is
overflowing. This causes the lion’s share of our small energy to get exhausted leaving us unable
to fuel the actual work. As long as we learnt our lessons on rugs spread on floor, we had no worries
in establishing schools but now there is the prevalence of pencils and slates in the market, yet the
trouble lies in the setting up of the school. This can be seen in every matter. Earlier when the
arrangements were fewer, socialization was much more; now the arrangements are on the increase
and socialization is drying up. There was a time in our country when we deemed furniture as wealth
but not as civility; that is because the keepers of civilization then had no excess of furniture. They
had kept the country healthy and genteel by civilizing poverty. If at least during the days of
education we can emulate this ideal then, if not anything else, we would acquire a few abilities -
to sit on the floor, to eat coarse food, the ability to carry out the maximum possible work with
minimum possible resources - these are not any less abilities and these require endeavour.
Accessibility, simplicity and ease involve actual civility - the complexity of multifarious
arrangements is barbarism; actually, it is the heaped garbage of copiously perspiring inability. It
has to be learnt in school from childhood that the lack of a few inanimate objects should not lead
to the lessening of respect for humanity rather in most places it enhances natural brilliance - it has
to be taught not by futile lecture but by evident examples. Without this education not only would
we grow habituated to demean our hands, feet, floor and the earth but would despise our forefathers

and would never be able to realize the glory of the endeavour practised in ancient India.

Here the point would be raised that if you do not want to value external gloss, then you
have to specially increase the value of that which lies within - can we afford to do so? At the onset,
in order to establish an ashram for learning, a guru is needed. A teacher becomes available as soon

as one advertises in the newspaper but a guru cannot be made to order.

To this I would reply that it is true that we cannot demand more than what we can afford.

Even if it be extremely necessary, it is within nobody’s control to produce the great sage
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Yajnavalkya in place of the teacher at our school. But it has to be considered that at times it does
happen that we do not call upon all the resources that we possess and thus cannot make our entire
capital functional. If we use an entire pitcher of water to stick a stamp on an envelope then most
of the water becomes unnecessary; on the other hand, the entire pitcher does become empty if we
need it to bathe; the utilization of the same pitcher rises and falls depending upon one’s use. The
one we appoint as a teacher in the school is used in such as way that a very little part of his heart
and mind is needed for his work - it is possible to make a school teacher by adding a cane and
some brains to a phonograph machine. But if the same teacher is placed on the seat of a guru then
naturally all the strength of his heart and mind would collectively issue forth toward the student.
Of course he would not be able to deliver more than his ability but to deliver less would be
embarrassing for him. If the specific demand is not raised from one side, complete activation of
the other’s strength does not happen on the other side. If the country prays sincerely from her heart
then a lot more strength and resource of the country would strive toward becoming a guru

compared to what is presently employed as school teachers.

Now the order of the day is that the teacher comes to the student out to necessity but the
order of nature is that the student gains a guru. The teacher is a shop-keeper, to give lessons is his
business. He is in search of customers. People can buy objects from a businessman but no one can
expect that there would be affection, respect and devotion on the list of his commodities. In
accordance with this expectation, the teacher takes his salary and sells the object called learning -
herein ends all relation with the student. Even in such adverse circumstances, many teachers rise
above such relation of give and take- that happens by virtue of their special greatness. If this teacher
comes to know that he is sitting on the seat of the guru - if by his life he has to awaken life within
his student, by his knowledge light the lamp of learning, by his affection do the good of the student,
then only can he acquire glory - then he would move to give such a thing that is not a commodity,
that which is beyond valuation; so, not by the dint of his strictness but by the natural laws of
dharma would he become worthy of respect from the students. Even if he takes a salary for his
livelihood, he glorifies his duty by giving far more than that. Nobody is unaware of how, in the
schools of Bengal being under the influence of a perverse star, numerous senior and junior teachers
have shamelessly exposed before the entire country the disgrace of their greed for a livelihood.
Had they been in the seat of a guru, under the glory of this position and natural impulses of the

heart, they would have been unable to render their business despicable by behaving like constables
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towards their young wards. Should we not save the teachers and students of our country from this

debasement of shop- keeping called education?

But perhaps it is futile to engage in such extended discussions. May be many are in
contention against the fundamental notion. I know that many are of the opinion that it is not

beneficial for students to be sent away from their homes for the sake of education.

Regarding this, my first statement is that for the sake of what we nowadays know to be
education, any school in the lanes closest to home and at the most, a private tutor, is enough. But
I have already stated the inferiority of this kind of education that echoes the proverb “He who
learns would ride in cars” and its wretchedness and stinginess towards the human child is

unsuitable.

Secondly, I can accept that it is not right to send boys away from the homes for education
if the home is worthy. Potters, ironsmiths, weavers and such artisans rear their boys at home only
because the teaching that they want to impart can be done well at home. If the ideal of education
is slightly higher then there is need to send the boys to school; nobody says then that it is best to
be taught by the parents because owing to many reasons, that does not become possible. If the
ideal of education can be raised a little more high, if we do not look toward examination-result-
oriented bookish knowledge, if we determine the establishment of the foundation of holistic
humanity to be the target of education, then it is not at all possible to arrange for it at home or

school.

In society, some are businessmen, some are lawyers, some are wealthy landlords while
some may be in other professions. The environment and ways of each of their homes are separate.

The children in their homes start to get moulded in a certain kind of way since childhood.

The speciality that is naturally inculcated within an individual by dint of diverse living is
something inevitable and in this way, by adopting the specific manners of different professions,
people get separated into different categories but for the boys, to unknowingly get moulded like

their parents before entering family life, is not beneficial.

For instance, let us take the son of a wealthy man. The son is born at home of a wealthy

person but does not carry anything special as the son of a wealthy man. The son of a wealthy man
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and the son of a poor man come with no distinction. Man starts to build this distinction himself

from the day after the birth.

In such circumstances, it should have been the role of the parents to initially acclimatise
their son with simplicity and later, as needed, mould him like the son of a wealthy man. But that
does not happen; before he can fully learn to be a human child, he becomes the son of a wealthy
man and through this a huge part of the rare human birth is left off his fortune, many abilities to
enjoy the varied flavours of life dwindle away. At the very onset, the parents cripple their son in
spite of the presence of his limbs like a bird with clipped wings. He has no opportunity to walk, a
car is essential; there is no chance of carrying the smallest of loads, a porter is needed; there is no
chance of doing one’s own jobs, a servant is essential. This happens not only because of the lack
of physical strength; mindful of society, that unfortunate boy becomes paralysed despite having
healthy limbs. That which is easy becomes painful to him, that which is natural becomes
embarrassing. With an eye to the people of this group, he has to be captive under such unnecessary
strictures that he is deprived of many rights of a natural human. In case someone does not regard
him to be wealthy, he cannot bear such a shame and for that he has to bear an enormous burden
and in the world, be limited at every step by that burden. Even if he has to fulfil his duty he has to
do so bearing the weight of that burden, if he has to rest, then too he has to bear the same burden,
while travelling too he has to drag that burden along. That happiness lies within and not in external
pomp - this simple truth is erased from his mind through every effort and he is rendered subject to
a thousand varied lifeless objects. He inflates his meagre necessities to such an extent that it
becomes impossible for him to bear sacrifices, unendurable for him to bear suffering. There is
none so imprisoned, so crippled in the world. Should we still have to say that these parents, who
by positing artificial inability as a matter of pride, have filled the farmlands of the world with
weeds, are the well-wishers of their children? Those who give in to luxury after attaining adulthood
cannot be restrained by anyone - but children, who do not despise soil or dust, who pray for sun,
rain and air, who suffer when made to dress up, whose pleasure lies in examining the world by all
of their senses, who are not ashamed, hesitant, full of ego about their nature, to distort them by
effort and render them eternally incapable of everything, is possible only by the parents - save

these innocents from the hands of such parents.
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We know that in many homes the boys and girls are accustomed to English ways. They are
brought up by ayahs, learn distorted Hindi, forget Bengali and the son of the Bengali who is
nurtured drawing sustenance from varied and multifarious sources of Bengali society since time
immemorial, is severed off those natural ties with one’s own people- but, on the other hand, they
also do not have relation with the English society. They are uprooted from the forest and reared in
foreign tin pots. I have heard with my own ears a boy, seeing some Indianised relatives
approaching from a distance, addressing his mother and saying — “Mamma, Mamma, look, lots of
babus are coming” [sic]. What more misfortune can befall the son of a Bengali? The ones who,
after growing up, adopt English ways through exercising their free tastes and inclinations, can do
so but the parents who by huge misexpense and misendeavour, by dragging their children out of
every society and rendering them unsuitable inside the country and unacceptable abroad, preparing
their children for future distress by binding them to the safety of their own uncertain and time-

bound incomes - would there be cause for worry if the boys are kept away from such parents?

There is a reason why I gave the last-mentioned example. Those who are not accustomed
to the adopted English ways would be hit hard by this example. They certainly would think within
themselves - why do people not understand — why, oblivious to the entire future, do they bring

such ruin upon the boys by the blindness of some of their own distorted habits?

But bear in mind, the ones who are accustomed to follow English ways do so easefully,
they do not even feel that they are causing any harmful habits in their children. From this, it has to
be understood that we are unaware of the specific perversions within ourselves; we are so used to
them that even if they cause harm or inconvenience to others, we are indifferent to it. We think
that even if there be various kinds of anger, jealousy, unfair nepotism, quarrels, oppositions,
disgrace, prevalence of evil habits and superstitions within the family, it is the most dangerous for
the boys to stay away from the family. That there can be harm in someone else being reared in the
atmosphere where I have been reared, is something that does not even occur to us. But if the ideal
of rearing is pure, if I do not think that making the son grow into an average worker like us is
enough, then it would certainly occur to us that during the age for learning, it is necessary to keep
boys in a place where according to natural laws, they would grow up being intimate with universal

nature, maintaining brahmacharya, acquiring learning in living with the guru.
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The foetus had to remain in the womb and the seed within the earth hidden away,
surrounded by its necessary nutrients. Then day and night it has only one activity - to prepare itself
for the sky and the light by absorbing nutrition. Then it does not collect its food, it absorbs it from
all sides. Nature keeps it surrounded in a conducive concealment supplied with food - external

aggressions cannot reach it and its strength is not destroyed by various attractions.

The age for learning is a similar state of mental foetushood for students. It is that natural
law that during this time they would live in a shelter of alive knowledge and mental nutrition
hidden away from the distractions of the external world. At this time, everything around them must
be conducive to them so that the only activity of their mind is to fortify itself, knowingly or

unknowingly, by absorbing food and building strength.

Society and domestic life are the place of work and a field for the play of varied instincts -
there it is very difficult to create a conducive situation for boys, in the age of their education, to
acquire strength and lay the foundation for a complete life in peace. When their education would
be complete they would attain the ability of becoming family men - but it is not possible to acquire
the suitable humanity for leading a domestic life if one has an undisciplined upbringing within the
conflicts of all the instincts of family life - one can become a materialist, one can become a
businessman but it is difficult to become a human being. Once upon a time, because the ideal of
domestic life was very high in our country, the three varnas® of society were instructed and
arranged to prepare themselves before entering family life by maintaining brahmacharya. It has
been ages since that ideal has been lost and we have adopted no great ideal in its place and that is
why we are satisfied now at being clerks, office superintendents, police officers, deputy

magistrates - we do not consider being more than that to be bad but to be an excess.

But being much greater than that too would not be an excess. I am not speaking only from
the side of the Hindus’ - it would not be an excess in any age in any country. This particular

education process has not been followed in other countries but they are waging wars, doing

¢ The Vedic period divided the entire society into four categories known as varnas. Hierarchically from top
to bottom, they were Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Sudra.

" The Vedic education system that Tagore has set as the ideal was a product of Hindu religion. So Tagore,
here, wishes to clarify that he is not advocating for Hindu exclusivity. Rather the positive qualities of the
Vedic education system can be universally applicable. It is mention worthy that Tagore himself was not a
Hindu but a Brahmo by religion.
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business, creating telegraph wires, driving railway engines - we are deluded at the sight of that;
that this delusion would be broken by discussing an essay at a meeting, is something that cannot
be expected. So I fear that now, while creating the National Council of Education, we would look
at examples everywhere but within our own country and own history and thus make another
likeness of a moulded mechanical school. We do not trust nature, we have no reliance upon human
beings, we have no other resort but machines. In our minds we understand that men would grow
into saints simply by setting up machines of moral education and the third eye of knowledge would

open simply by trapping them in bookish knowledge.

Undoubtedly it is more difficult to establish an ashram suited to delivering of knowledge
than setting up a customary school. But to render this difficult task easy would be the work of
India. That is because the ideal of the ashram has not yet left our minds and we are also aware of
the diverse learning of Europe. We have to create co-ordination between the gaining of knowledge
and the process of learning. If we are incapable of this then by concentrating only on the artificial,
we would fail in every way. Whenever we want our rights we stretch out our palms in front of the
other and wherever we wish to create, we sit down to imitate - we do not look at our own strength
and own mind, at the nature and actual need of the country, we do not dare to look. The education
that has led to this condition of ours - that it would bear different fruits if only we set that education
up with a new name - I have no inclination to proceed in the direction of one more failure with
such an expectation. We have to bear this in mind that it is not as if wherever monetary
contributions rain down, education accumulates there in greater degree, humanity cannot be
bought with money; where regulations of committees constantly rain, it is not as if education-
mindedness grows rapidly over there, only regulations, even if they are excellent, do not feed the
human mind; it is not as if the sum total of gain in education increases by just arranging for the
study of many subjects; the one who grows is “na medhayd na bahuna Srutena.”® Where there is
solitary tapasya or endeavour, there only can we learn; where sacrifice is hidden and arduous
practice is in isolation, there only can we gain strength, where giving is complete there only is it
possible to receive completely; where the teachers are themselves engaged in the pursuit of

knowledge, there only can the student see the manifestation of knowledge; where the appearance

8 The complete sentence reads: “nayam datma pravacanena labhyo na medhaya na bahuna Srutena”
signifying that one would not gain anything by being the recipient of mere eloquent presentation that is
devoid of substance.
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of the universal nature outside is unobstructed, the mind within is blossomed fully only there;
where the character is healthy and within one’s own control through the maintaining of
brahmacharya, there the education of dharma is simple and natural; and where there are only
books and teachers, senate and syndicate,” brick houses and wooden furniture, from there we

would emerge tomorrow with as much exponential growth as we can already perceive at present.

? This can be interpreted as an ironic reference to the pre-existing University of Calcutta.
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NATIONAL SCHOOL!

The National School? has already been established in Bengal—now is there any need to establish

its benefits by means of logical argument?

Very few things in the world have been stopped owing to the lack of logic. That a need is
fulfilled simply by explaining that there is a need—there is no proof of this at least in our country.
We do have a good deal of scarcity—there are also plenty of people to explain that there is scarcity

and there is no shortage of people who would accept it as so; still it makes no difference.

Actually, logic cannot create any great thing. It only leads to a broken voice when one tries
to come to terms with something through statistical lists of profit, loss and need; it amounts to
nothing constructive. The audience applauds the research but does not feel it essential to do

something more.

One of the problems of our country is that be it education, health or resources, we had, in
a way, forgotten that the responsibility of the matter lies with us. Thus, our understanding, or the
lack of it, were almost the same regarding these matters. We know that the responsibility of the
country’s welfare lies with the government; so there is no scope for moving towards a venture by
means of understanding what we may or may not lack. Such irresponsible discussion is detrimental

to masculinity.? It further increases the dependence upon others.

That our motherland is our field of work and only we are her chief workers—in fact, if

others oblige us by lightening our burden, by lessening the toughness of our self-endeavour, they

t“Jatiya Vidyalaya”, August 1906.

2 Jatiya Siksha Parishad or the National Council of Education was inaugurated at a historic
meeting held at the Town Hall, Calcutta, on 14 August 1906, and was presided over by Rash Behari
Bose. This essay was read out by Tagore at this meeting. In the essay Tagore refers to the Jatiya
Siksha Parishad as “Jatiya Vidyalaya”, that translates literally as ‘“National School”. This

nomenclature has been maintained throughout the essay.

3 Since Tagore has used a highly gendered term in Bengali, the equivalence is retained in
translation. It is done in order to afford possibilities of critique that such a usage opens up.
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would only render us into cowards by depriving us of our own task—when we realise this beyond

a doubt, then only would it be a conducive time for discussing other issues.

We hear of an English proverb—“Where there is a will, there is a way.” None says that the
way lies only where logic exists. We had no faith in the properly masculine idea that our will can
create a path for us. We knew that we could make the wish but the fulfillment or lack of it would

depend upon others—our role would be limited to signing upon an appeal.

Thus, for all these days, we have done nothing based upon our judgement and
understanding of what is lacking. Purposeless discussions of protests and movements have caused
our nature to not attain true strength. That is why it was highly essential to feel within ourselves
the evidence of the impact that willpower may have. There was a sincere waiting to realize not the
extent to which the ruling power favours us, but the certainity of the great power that lies within

us.

By fortune’s benediction we have somehow been introduced to that power. Today, we
perceived clearly that will is the wealth of gods; the foundation of all creation lies in will. Neither
logic nor debate, nor the calculation of profit and loss, rather a surge of will somehow flooded the
Bengali mind and in the very next moment, breaking through all the obstacles and doubts, like the
fruit of unbroken virtue, the National School system took its form. The yajna or sacrificial fire of
will was alight within the heart of the Bengali and from its flames emerged the Divine One with
the fruits of the yajna in hand—now would be eradicated the barrenness of our prolonged empty
discussions. That which cannot be achieved by effort, labour or argument—that which would have
been regarded as impossible, inconsistent and untimely by any mature and prudent person going
through the older account books—has today materialized as truth with such ease and in such little

time!

After a long time, the Bengali has truly attained something. It is not as if there is only profit
for the present in this attainment; rather, it is our strength. That we have the capacity to attain, what
the capacity is and wherein it lies—we understood just that. With the beginning of this attainment,
the path to our gain has opened up. It is not as if we gained the School; rather, we gained our own

truth, our own ability.
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I want to sing praises to that very joy in front of you all. Let us not forget how to receive
that which has appeared in Bengal today. It is not as if a few of us, after debates and arguments,
have somehow strung together a convenient toy with leaves and twigs. The embodiment of welfare
has taken birth in the delivery room of our Mother Bengal. Let the conches be sounded to celebrate
the joy that has come to the country’s arena—Iet all of us be prepared with gifts—may nobody be

niggardly on this day.

There would be time later to think about convenience and inconvenience; today we must
feel pride and start celebrations. To the students I say, fill your hearts with pride today and enter
your motherland’s temple of learning—you must feel that the successful embodiment of the
strength of the Bengali race has summoned you to her throne; if you regard her truly, she would
gain in strength and we, in turn, would be able to imbibe that strength in ourselves. All meagre
personal sense of gain and loss is insignificant compared to this strength of the national power. If
you feel a sense of pride in this school, then only would it gain in glory. Its glory does not lie in a
fine size, great fields or huge arrangements but in your respect, devotion and the self-surrender of
the Bengali. The will of the Bengali has created it and the devotion of the Bengali would protect

it—therein lies its glory and in that very glory we will find our glory.

Till the sense of pride did not germinate within ourselves, we would keep comparing our
programme with that of others and feel ashamed and disappointed by it. We would keep feeling
the urge to compare our school with schools of other countries—we would be proud in the

similarities but would feel belittled at the dissimilarities.

But such a comparison can apply only to a non-living object. A living thing cannot be
measured by a yardstick or a set of scales. This National School that has been established today in
our country is, as I say, not a non-living entity—we have poured out our lives into creating a life.
So it does not end with just the setting up—it will grow and move—there is the great potential for
future within it. Who can possibly measure that? Any Bengali who would feel the beating heart of
this school within himself would not evaluate it in terms of the price of its brick and mortar. Rather,
in its initiation, he would feel the completeness of its final outcome and he only would collate its

explicit and implicit being into a true wholeness and surrender himself to it with joy.

So today I implore the students, feel the beating heart of this school—realise within

yourselves how there has occurred a link between the heart of this school and the heart of the entire
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Bengali race—never mistake it merely as a school. This great responsibility rests on your
shoulders. The responsibility of protecting the absolute treasure of the motherland is being
bestowed upon you all and you have to understand it with sincere devotion and modesty. This
would require austere practice. Till date no other school has asked anything so demanding from
you. Do not let this school be demeaned by expecting some easy opportunities from it. With
supreme effort, hold it as high as your heads; maintain its hardworking ideology as the highest.
Let no one shame it. Let no one be able to mock it. Let everyone acknowledge that we have not
resorted to any trick in order to indulge laxity and ennoble inertness by calling it by an exalted
name. That you will have to engage in efforts harder than before and follow abstinence more
strongly than you did previously—adopt it as your vow, as your dharma. That is because this
school will not be able to bind you by some external discipline or temptation. If you disregard any
of its decrees, you would not be deprived of the chance to secure any rank or degree. Bearing in
mind only your motherland, your dharma, the pride of your race and the dignity of your character
regularly, you would have to surrender to all the challenging mechanism of this school voluntarily

and via humble self-devotion.

When you think about this school of ours, consider that rainfall is futile in the country
where there is no body of water. If there is no place to hold the water, the optimum use of the water
gets nullified. It is not as if no erudite, qualified or meritorious person is born to our country; but
there is no arrangement in our country to preserve their erudition, qualities and merits. They work
in offices, in trade, they earn, they go by the orders of the other, and afterwards, when they are
pensioned off, they cannot think of anything to occupy their days with. In this manner so much
ability is draining off or evaporating from the face of the country regularly. We know it for certain
that it is not that our country has been cursed by providence to receive no great talent. But we have
made no arrangement to apply the strength of the country for the sake of the country or to collect
all that strength somewhere. That is why we have no way of seeing or feeling the strength that is
present in our country. If anyone defames us by calling us cowards, we have to search the official

documents of the government for a list of the names of Ray Bahadurs*—we have to try and prove

4 “Ray Bahadur” was an honorary title conferred upon members of the Indian feudal aristocracy
or upper class by the British Government generally in exchange of some favourable service
rendered to the government by that individual.
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our ability on the basis of mere temporary prowess. But neither do we derive true consolation from

it nor does our self-confidence become truly internalized.

In such trying times, this National School has appeared in front of us like a way granted by
providence through which we may amass strength. The greatness of the country would be naturally
attracted to this place and like the eternal provisions of the Bengali, be stored and increased in this
coffer. Have we not received the evidence of this within very little time? The highly influential
and honourable people whom we have gained quickly in this school—would their immense ability
not have been weakly scattered simply for the want of an invitation, for the want of apt application?
This 1s no small fortune of ours. Where the elders of the country are gathering voluntarily and with
full vigour, there itself has the education of the students of the country been arranged—this is not
a matter of ordinary welfare. The ones truly capable of giving are coming ready to give with respect
and the worthy receivers too are standing respectfully with folded hands in order to receive—on
such an auspicious occasion both the giver and the receiver are gratified and its site is also rendered

scared.

We regret the fact that our countrymen cannot make sacrifices for the sake of welfare work.
Why can they not do so? That is because welfare work does not emerge as truth to them. We carry
the responsibility of some worthy tasks and that is very essential for us. Had it not been so then
our meagre daily self-interest would have appeared as too great to us. I admit that till date we have
not been able to make much sacrifice for the sake of the welfare of the country. But if the
embodiment of welfare had appeared in front of us, then could we have been able to not recognize
it and not sacrifice for it? Sacrifice comes naturally to man but that which inspires it cannot be
facile; a bill for collection and an invitation card are completely incapable of exerting a pull over

our hearts and purses.

The race which has been incapable of arranging a true and evident purpose for self-sacrifice
for itself has a small heart and its gains are commonplace. It is compelled to view the papers of the
Company,’ bank deposits and chances of employment as paramount. It does not believe in any

great ideal from the heart because where the ideal simply remains as an ideal and is not actualized

> Shares of the East India Company.
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through work, it is not entirely trustworthy. It cannot lay claims to complete truth. Thus, we express
an attitude of pity towards it and see it as a beggar; sometimes we deign to give it a little bit of
something while at others we ignore it with mistrust. The country where great ideals and immense

duties go from door to door begging for favour can never expect welfare.

Today the National School has appeared in front of us as the embodiment of welfare. In it
has manifested the complete relation between mind, speech and action. We would never be able
to disavow it. We have to arrange for its worship. A race attains greatness only by establishing
such institutions worthy of worship. Therefore, the National School would not only facilitate
welfare by virtue of educating students but the presence of a great worship-worthy event would,

consciously or unconsciously, take us towards greatness.

Bearing this in mind, today we will invoke and salute the National School. Bearing this in
mind, we will protect it and obey it. To protect it is to protect one’s own self, to obey it is to respect

one’s own self.

But if it be indeed true that we are born bearing the bondage of slavery within our very
souls and cannot move ahead without being whipped to do so—then only would we be intolerant
of the discipline of the honourable personages of our motherland, then only would our minds be

greedy for the slightest loophole and our hearts rebel at self-control and difficulty of learning.

But I do not wish to think of these inauspicious thoughts today. The path ahead is long and
difficult as well; today we have to begin our journey with hope as our guide. Like the sun’s rays
rising over Udayachal,® this hope and faith have marked the beginning of any great day for all
fortunate races. We would not allow the lessening of this hope and faith even by the smallest
degree today. Let there be no weakness in this hope, no lack of courage in this faith. May we not
feel ourselves as inferior within our own selves. Let us fully comprehend that within our country,
within each of our countrymen, lies a wonderful wish of providence. That wish would not be
fulfilled by any other race of any other country. Whatever we give to the country would be of our
very own giving; it would not be the leftovers of any other. Our forefathers had made arrangements

for that gift within the fapovan; we too have moulded those different ingredients into oneness, fit

® A mythical mountain over which the sun rises every day.
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for construction, in the furnace of our varied sufferings and unbearable injuries. Their austere

endeavour and our unbearable suffering cannot be futile.

I initiate the prelude of inaugurating this school with the great expectation in the heart that
this National School would prepare us to assume the right that Indians’ have in the world. The
marker of good education is that it does not overwhelm mankind; rather, it sets one free. For all
this time, the education that we had derived from schools and colleges had defeated us. We had
learnt it by heart, recited it and propagated doubtlessly the rote learning as the ultimate truth. The
history that we have learnt in the English books consists of all our historical knowledge; the
political economy that we have memorized became our only political economy. Whatever we have
learnt has occupied our souls like a spirit that makes us utter those memorized words from our
mouths and makes us feel that we ourselves are talking. We are thinking that apart from political
civilization, there can be no other civilization. We have decided that the outcome that is visible in
European history is the only possible positive outcome for any other race. That which fits the code
of another country is something we know as the only possible welfare and are eager to do good for

our country by following the methods of an entirely different land.

If man is buried under the weight of such education, I cannot in any way consider it as
good. The result of education should be the development of the strength that is innate to us and the
realization of the potential that lies within us. It is not a matter of pride that we would be rendered
into walking compendiums and living notebooks of professors. When have we dared to examine
the history of the world with our individual eyes? When have we sought to verify political economy
by our individual research? Who we are, wherein lies our realization, the place to which India has
been assigned by providence—how does one see the Great Truth and in which form from that

place—empowered by education, when have we discovered all of this? What we only do:
We go in fear, we look in fear
We rote out books in fear

Alas, education has entirely defeated us!

"1t is interesting to note that Tagore, here, mentions India specifically for the first time in this
essay.
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Today I hope that, breaking through the shackles of education, we would emerge in the
free light of education. Where we were alone for all these days, today the world has come there—
the history of multiple races has opened its pages for us—waves of light are striking upon our
thoughts across ages and across countries—there is no limit to learning and the wealth of ideas
have been heaped up—now is the time when we do not merely, like an overwhelmed boy, wander
lost in this fairat our doors. The time is upon us when with all our hearts, we would boldly accost
all these diverse objects from varied lands and would make them entirely our own. Our mind would
bestow upon then a wonderful wholeness and within our minds they would be divided into their
rightful places. In that arrangement, truth would be newly illumined and newly broadened in order
to be regarded as a new wealth of man’s treasury of knowledge. Maitreyi, learned in Brahmajnan.®
had proclaimed that the nectar of the gods is not to be found in material wealth; be it of learning
or of property—material objects can only ensnare us and cause illusions.” When the mind gains
victory over all material objects, it finally realizes itself and then only does it attain the divine
nectar. India too must now engage in that endeavour; she has to realise herself holistically through
various ideals and learning—she has to tear away the chains of foreign scholarship and be fulfilled
by mature knowledge. From today “bhadram karnebhih Srnuyama devah”'°—O gods, may we
hear well with our ears, let us not hear with books; “bhadram pasyemdksabhir yajatrah™''—O
honourable ones, may we see well through our eyes and not through the words of others. May the
National School free us of the boundaries of timid and rote learning and imbibe our shackled
intellect with open strength and individuality. May we not be ashamed of any words of ours that
do not correspond with the books. In fact, we will not even be shy of being wrong because he who
does not have the right to err has not received the right to discover. It is much better to err via one’s

own efforts than to memorize a hundred errors made by another. That is because the effort that

8 Maitreyi was a female philosopher who lived in ancient India during the later Vedic period. Her
mention can be found in the Vedas. She was called Brahmajnani or the possessor of
Brahmajnan, the ultimate knowledge of the universe.

? Maitreyi famously stated, “yenaham namrta syam kimaham tena kuryam? ”, or "What would I
do with that which would not render me immortal?” signifying that worldly and material
possessions do not lead to attainment of the divine nectar that makes the drinker immortal and thus
they are futile.

19 This is a peace invocation that can be found in the Atharva Veda.
! The source of this line is Rig Veda.
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causes error also leads to us beyond errors. Whatever or however be it, education would fulfil our
own selves—we would not become phonographs of English lectures or a shackled pet parrot of a
foreign professor—with such sincere reassurance in my heart, I bow today before our newly-
established temple of education. May the students derive not only learning from it, but also the
knowledge of how to respect, devote and strengthen themselves—may they learn to be fearless—

may they realise their own selves—may they realize within their very bones:

“sarvam paravasam duhkham sarvamatmavasam sukham '’

May this great mantra ever reverberate within themselves:

“bhitmaiva sukham, nalpe sukhamasti 13

That which 1s bhuma, which is great, is sukh or pleasure; there is no pleasure to be had in less.

In the ancient tapovans of India, the mantra via which the Brahmavidya-learned'* guru had
called upon the students has not rung across this country for ages. Today our school stands in the
place of that guru and is sending its clarion call across the banks of the Brahmaputra and

Bhagirathi:

>

“vathd''pah pravata''yanti yatha masa aharjaram,’

and

“evam mam brahmacarinah dhatarayantu sarvatah svaha’"

The way in which all waters flow downwards—the way in which all months run across the year—

similarly, let the brahmacharis from all directions come to me--swaha.®

“saha viryam karavavahai” '®

May we all unite to express strength.

12 This line is from Manusmriti.

13 Brahma Sutra, 1.3.9.

' One who has gleaned the true knowledge about Brahma through his study of Vedas and
Upanishads.

!5 Taittiriya Upanishad, 1.4.

1% Ibid, 3.1.



“tejasvi navadhitamastu”’

Let our lessons be carried out with strength of spirit.
“ma vidvisavahai”'®
May we not feel envy towards each other.

“bhadram no api vataya manah”"’

O God, let our minds run speedily towards good.
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7 Ibid.
18 Thid.
19 Rig Veda, 10.20.1.
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AFTER THE VACATION!

We have all gathered here again after the vacation. From time to time, we take such breaks from

our work not to disconnect from that work but as a way of refreshing the connection with the work.

We cannot comprehend the actual significance of the work if we do not sometimes distance
ourselves from the field of work. If we remain engrossed relentlessly within work, it results in only
seeing work. The work then ensnares us from all sides like a spider’s web and we are rendered
powerless to understand the real purpose of the work. So, in order to gain the opportunity of freshly
viewing the familiar work, we sometimes remove ourselves away from it. The purpose of this is

not simply to rest the tired faculties.

We should not concentrate only upon the work. Rather, we should also look at the worker.
We cannot spend all our days with soot-blackened face like a porter or worker toiling in this factory
amidst the harsh din of its engines and the immense heat of fire. If we can once, at the end of the
day, bathe, don fresh clothes, and visit the owner of the factory, then only can we connect ourselves
personally to the work and thus evade the absolute authority of machines—then only can there be
joy in our work. Or else, as we keep turning the wheels of the machine, we too become parts of

the machine.

Today, at the end of the vacation, we have again reached our work-arena. Are we not
viewing the work now with fresh eyes? The innate truth of this work had become dull to us under

the friction of habituality; are we not feeling happy to see its brilliance again?

What is this joy for? Is it because of seeing the embodiment of success in front of us? Is it
because of the thought that we have created what we had wanted to create? Is it the joy of feeling

pride in our own achievement?

No, it is not so. If man regards work as the ultimate and remains thoroughly immersed in
it, he feels the pride of the power of the self. But when we perceive the truth underlying work, we

see that which is much greater than work itself. Then, just as our egos are driven away and our

' “Chhutir Par”, (it was delivered as a lecture at the Brahmacharyashram at 1909 and first
published as a part of Rabindra Rachanabali in 1938-39.)
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heads bowed down in reverence, on the other hand, joy too balloons up within our hearts. Then we

can see our joyous Lord and not the gloating of the iron machine.

There is an effort for welfare in this school of ours. Is this merely a machine for welfare?
Simply driven by rules? Is its job merely to teach language, maths—toil and drive the other to toil?
Is there the feeling of having attaining great results from establishing a big school? No, it is not

SO.

It would be insubstantial to regard this effort as something huge or the result as a highly significant
one. There is no doubt that there occur the fruits of welfare from welfare work but those fruits are
merely secondary. The primary fact is that through welfare work, the appearance of divinity
becomes clearer to us. If we fix our sights at the right spot, we can see the welfare of the world
overriding the welfare work. Therein lies the ultimate success of welfare work. Welfare work is
an endeavour to view that Great Worker of the universe. He who is idle cannot view Him. He who
has no enterprise would find His appearance blurry within his mind. That is why there exists work,

otherwise the glory of work cannot lie within the work itself.

If we know it within ourselves that this work is an endeavour to attain the merciful Great
Worker of the universe, then all the obstacles and shortcomings related to work cannot cause
disappointment in us. That is because it is a part of our endeavour to overcome hurdles. If there be
no hurdle, then our endeavour itself would be incomplete. Then we are no longer rendered
distraught with the fear of the work being destroyed at the mere sight of obstacles because we
know that there are greater fruits than the fruits of the work. It would not do to prepare ourselves
to fight the obstacles in order to win; actually, we do not know if we would win. But the struggle
against obstacles eats away at the hurdles within our own selves and through that the strength of
our spirit is liberated from the layers of ash, and burns through bright. And in that brilliance, the
emergence of the One Who is manifest in the world becomes freer in our minds. Take joy in the
fact there are obstacles in the path of working. Take joy from the fact that if you try to work, you
will face obstacles from all sides and what you had imagined would be defeated again and again.
Take joy from the fact that people would misunderstand you and insult you. Take joy from the fact
that the salary you hoped for would be denied to you repeatedly. That is because in it lies the
endeavour. For he who wants to light a fire—would it do to lament at the burning of wood? Forget

about the one who wants to simply hoard dry wood. After the vacation, we are entering with joy
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all the obstacles and all the shortcomings and incompleteness of work. Who are we inspired by?

The one who presides over work.

If we look at Him, we gain more strength to work but arrogance goes away. We do not see
the effort in effort but the evidence of His peaceful appearance. Work goes on but there descends
silence; like during full tide, it rings with silence everywhere. All shouting, calling, announcing
vanish away. There remains no excess in thoughts, speech or actions. Power conceals its own self
and emerges as beauty—just like the beauty of the stars in today’s evening sky. Their immense
strength, extreme speed and dangerous energy have all been translated into what gentle smiles—
what complete peace! We too would soften our arrogant efforts by following the example of the
peaceful and greatly beautiful aspect of that extreme strength enshrined in our work. We would
overwhelm the extreme regret of work with that beauty. Our work— “madhu dyaur, "madhu-
naktam, madhumat parthivam rajah>—would blend with all of this and become full of

sweetness.

2 Rig Veda, 1.90.7. The line can be translated as — “May night and morning be sweet; may the
region of the earth be full of sweetness; may the protecting heaven be sweet to us.”
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WOMEN’S EDUCATION!

We have received a letter from Srimati Leela Mitra regarding women’s education which merits

discussion. The letter says—

A group of people proclaim that there is no need for women’s education
because if women are educated, men would be inconvenienced in many ways.
Educated women do not regard husbands as gods; they do not concentrate upon

serving the husband, rather, their entire attention remains on studies etc.

There is another group that states that women’s education is essential
because, we, the men, are educated and if the ones with whom we would spend our
domestic lives have no understanding of our thoughts, ideals, wishes and hopes,

then the joy of family life would be hampered.

Both the groups are judging women’s education from their own
perspectives. That women, like me, have their own personality—they are not
created for the sake of others—there is a meaning of their own lives—is not
acknowledged by either the supporters or detractors of women’s education. The
lawyers actually advocate on their own behalf. At the end of the case, strangely

enough, no one thinks of the ones whose actual interest it is.

I fail to understand that if education be a path to attaining humanity and if
the right to education be an innate right of human beings, what moral excuse can

be posited to deprive women of that right?

On the other hand, the ones who have decided that women have been
created for their sake, wish to keep such little leftover of education for women that

it does not suffice to adequately nurture the humanity of women.

U “Strishiksha”, August-September 1915.
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The ones who are ready to provide equal help in education to both men and
women do not belong to the category of regular men; they belong to a much higher

position and thus they should be regarded as an exception.

Therefore, the ones whose need it is, must directly involve themselves with
the work. If we do not liberate ourselves by the dint of our own undertaking and
ability, then no one else can set us free. What the others posit as freedom, are only
trappings in another form. The mould that men have created for women’s education

is simply the mould of making dolls fit for men to play with.

But the woman who would engage in this task cannot possibly be a
conventional woman. She would not regard that which society regards as happiness
as her ideal. She would have to bear in mind that her ultimate fulfilment does not
lie in bearing children. She is not an ordinary woman who is sheltered by men and
who clings to men with all her shyness and fear; rather, she would be a true partner
by virtue of becoming a helpmeet during crisis, a part-taker in difficult thinking and

a companion during both sorrow and joy.

I accept the main idea of this letter. All that is worthy of knowing is knowledge and both
men and women must know that—not only for the sake of applying that knowledge but simply for

the sake of knowing.

Human beings seek to know; that is one’s dharma. That is why all the necessary and
unnecessary facts of the world have become learning for him. It is needless to say that if we do not
feed that desire for knowledge or delude it by providing bad food, then we render his human nature

weak.

But that we would facilitate man into fully becoming a human is not something entirely
believed by all of us. When there arises the proposal of educating the general populace, a section
of educated people ask if it be so, then where would they get their servants from? Perhaps witty
people would soon write farces where we would see that the gentleman’s valet is busy writing
poetry or making huge calculations in order to understand the working of the stars and, fearful of

disturbing him, the gentleman is not daring to summon him for assistance in his toilet. The same
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principle applies to women; if they get educated, then sweeping, chopping and cooking falls to the

lot of gentlemen.

However, the logic behind their argument is that female nature itself is different. But if it
indeed be so, then what are they afraid of? I consider the world to be flat but it is round—the
masculinity of men is not hampered by this knowledge. Likewise, if the femininity of women is
ruined by the news that the world does not rest upon the head of Vasuki?, then women are not

actually women; we have made them women by shaping them in the mould of ignorance.

One day God created man as man and woman as woman; this is an extraordinary invention
of God—this fact is acknowledged by everyone from poets to biologists. This difference in the
world of nature has been the source of immense power and great joy. I do not accept that the
schoolmaster or the textbook committee can block the source of this power and joy by their burden
of exercise books or readable or unreadable books. All in all, between God and the schoolmaster,
I believe in God more. Thus, it is my belief that even if women study Kant and Hegel, they would

still love children and not entirely dismiss men.

But it would be disregarding God if we do not keep any distinction in the modes of
educating men and women. Education has two aspects. One is of pure knowledge while the other
is of application. There is no difference between men and women in the arena of pure knowledge
but there is indeed a difference when it comes to application. In order for women to become true
human beings, the learning of pure knowledge is needed but where is the harm in accepting the

special need of behavioural knowledge to help women become women?

The nature of women’s body and mind is different from men’s and that is why their
behavioural sphere is separate from that of men. But at present, under the fiery influence of
rebellion, a group of women are disavowing this basic fact. They say that the behavioural sphere

of women is completely the same as that of men.

2 According to Hindu mythology, Vasuki is the king of serpents and supports the weight of the
world on his immense hood.
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But this is entirely stemming from their distress. The cause of the distress is that men have
achieved authority in various spheres of the world but the sphere where women’s actions lie, there
they have been compelled to be compliant of men. They do not consider this compliance as

inevitable.

They say that men have, for all this time, forced this burden on women. If this be true for
all this time everywhere in the world—if the power of men has gone against women’s nature in
order to force them to the lowest level of society, then we have to say that slavery is natural to
women. Slavery here means being compelled to carry the burden of others against one’s own

wishes. Those to whom this 1s not natural would die rather than tolerate such abuse.

If the fact that slavery is natural to women be proved true to human history, then the shame
of that one half of the world would have caused the entire world to cast its face down. But I say

that this defamation about their own sex propagated by women is entirely false.

The truth is that it is female nature to be a mother and to be a wife—not to be a slave. The
female nature has a greater share of love—or else children would not have been reared nor would
domestic life have prospered. The mother takes care of the child because she has affection—not
because of the burden of responsibility; it is because of love that the wife tends to the husband;

there is no burden of responsibility in that.

The burden of responsibility can be seen where the relations of love and affection are not
natural. If all wives had been able to naturally love all the husbands then there would have been
no problem. But that is not possible. However, as long as there is this thing called society, human

beings have to abide by a code in numerous matters and to a considerable extent.

But while creating the code, society follows innate nature. Society has automatically
assumed about women that love comes naturally to them. That is why the code of love applies to
women. Society thus demands of women that they act in such a way as if they love the familial
space. They would tend to father, mother, brother, sister, husband and children. Their duty is the
duty of love and that is their ideal.

Thus even when there is no love, be it for whatever reason, in the domestic life of a woman,

society judges the woman against the ideal of love. The behaviour of the wife who has been unable
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to love her husband is also measured by the yardstick of love. Whether she loves domestic life or

not, there is this one touchstone to evaluate her behaviour—the touchstone of love.

The very dharma of love is self-surrender, therefore is glory lies in that very surrender.
That which is being shunned as compliance is worthy of being shunned only where it is not love
but a burden of responsibility. Women have, by the dint of their own nature, received such a place
in society where they have surrendered themselves to domestic life. If, for some reason, a state in
society occurs where the self-surrender is detached greatly from the ideal of love, then it becomes

a cause of suffering and insult for women.

Women love naturally and sincere self-surrender has been deeply inculcated within them
by the idealization practised by society; many selfish men take advantage of this and ill-treat
women. Where masculinity has deviated away from the ideal of true masculinity, there women
keep suffering and being deprived by their own high ideal—I very much doubt whether any other
country has as many instances of this as our country does. But that cannot dismiss the fact that the
behavioural space that women have occupied is somewhere they themselves have naturally

reached and they have not been compelled by any external force.

We have to bear in mind that in society, the slavery of men occurs no less than that of
women; rather, it occurs more. In spite of endeavouring to be civilized, human society still runs
on slave labour. Very few people in this society enjoy true freedom. Be it in statecraft, in business
or in every aspect of society, groups of slaves are toiling their hardest in order to drag the
juggernaut of the Jagannath® who goes by the name of society. They know not where they are
dragging the chariot nor whose it is. For days through their entire lives they are carrying such a
burden that has no love or beauty. Three-fourths of this burden is on the shoulders of men. Society
has stressed women’s love and thus women’s burden is that of love. It is the strength of men that
society has emphasized; thus men’s burden is that of strength. Circumstances increase the burden
to such an extent where love is tortured and strength is weakened. Then comes the need to reform
society. That reform is now causing pain across the entire human society. But however much the

reforms may be, they cannot reach the roots of civilization, and the poets can finally rejoice that

3 The idol the Hindu god Jagannath (along with those of his brother, Balaram, and sister, Subhadra)
is taken out for a public chariot procession every year during the month of Asadh (during July or
August) as per the Oriya calendar.
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men would be men and women would remain women, thereby continuing to be his “true partner
by virtue of becoming a helpmeet during crisis, a part-taker in difficult thinking and a companion

during both sorrow and joy.”
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EXTRACT FROM THE FORM AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE ASHRAM (III)1

... My financial resources were indeed limited and I had no experience about the workings of a
school. I was making a few arrangements as per my ability and talks were ongoing with various
people in this regard — thus was the foundation being built in obscurity. During those days I met a
young man whom one could well regard as a boy. Perhaps he had just crossed the age of eighteen
and stepped on the threshold of nineteen. His name was Satishchandra Ray; he was a B. A. student.
His friend Ajit Kumar Chakravarty had handed me the notebook of his poems shortly before. As I
read them, I was left with no doubt that the boy not only had the ability to write but had talent as
well. After a few days, Satish came to me accompanied by his friend. Calm, polite, a man of few
words — one was naturally attracted to him. As I evaluated him to be a strong person, I did not
hesitate to clearly point out the areas of slackness in his composition. I discussed, with him,
rhyming in particular in relation to each line of his writing. Ajit was disturbed by my stern
evaluation but Satish was able to accept it easily and respectfully. I was struck with wonder at
what was revealed of Satish’s character in the course of merely a few days. His knowledge and
appreciation of literature was just as deep as it was wide. It was rare the way he had internalized
Browning’s poetry. His command over the writings of Shakespeare equalled his joy at
experiencing them. I firmly believed that a bold and dramatic tone would characterize his poetry
and by dint of that, he would set up a new direction in Bengali literature. I had observed a rare
feature in his character that even though he was young, he had no blind attachment to his own

writings. He could evaluate them from a distance and found it quite easy to discard them

! This essay was first delivered as a lecture titled “Asram Bidyalayer Siicana” at Santiniketan. It
was published in the Bengali literary magazine Prabasi edited by Ramananda Chatterjee in
September 1933. It became part of a book publication for the first time in 1989 when it was
included in volume 14 of Rabindra Rachanabali (Calcutta: Visva-Bharati) as the third essay of
“Ashramer Rup O Bikash.”
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mercilessly. So I had found no trace of the writings of that day even shortly afterwards. It is evident
from this that his poetic character was marked by the quality of objectivity. He had enough ability
to analyze and to conceptualize but the aspect of his character that strongly drew me to him was
the sensitive awareness of his mind. He had no indifference to the world he was born in. He came
to the world bearing the ability to extend his right everywhere by dint of simultaneously enjoying
it and giving it up. I remember saying to him one day, “You are Kavi Bhartrihari;? in this world

you are both a king as well as an ascetic.”

At that time, my mind was constantly occupied with planning for Santiniketan. Discussions
about it flew between my new-found young friend and I. With the meditative vision that was
natural to him, he could clearly visualize all of it. He had tried to capture it in the story of Utanka

that he had wrote.

Ultimately he could not control the enthusiasm born from joy. He said, “Include me in your
work.” I was delighted but I did not agree in any way at that time. I knew that economically they
were badly off. No doubt his guardians wished for him to take care of the family by acquiring a B.

A. degree and sitting for the bar examination later on. I stalled him temporarily at that time.

It was then that my familiarity grew with BrahmabandhabUpadhyaya. My poems of
Naibedya had been published shortly before. Those poems were a firm favourite of his. The
appreciation for those poems that he expressed in his self-edited journal Twentieth Century was
the kind of generous appreciation that I had received nowhere else during that period. Actually,
the kind of respect that I got from the English translations of some of these poems along with some
poems of similar nature from Kheya and Gitanjali, was something that he had already bestowed
on me back then. It was in relation to this that he got acquainted with me and got to know that I
had received my father’s permission to establish a school at Santiniketan. He said to me, “There
is no need to delay the realization of this resolution.” He started working for the ashram along with
a few devoted followers and students of his. At that time, from my side, Rathindranath and his

younger brother Shamindranath were students of the ashram.® He added a few more to them. Had

2 Bhartrihari was a Sanskrit writer of India in the 5™ century. He is particularly famous for having
composed two texts — one about Sanskrit grammar and linguistics while the other is a book of
poems.

3 The sons of Rabindranath Tagore.
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the number not been limited, the completeness of the school would have been impossible. The
reason is that, according to the ancient ideal, my opinion was that, regarding the matter of
education, the relation between the guru and the student should be spiritual. The significance was
that imparting education was the principal part of the guru’s sadhana or endeavour. He who has
received the wealth of knowledge is responsible for selflessly distributing that wealth. This great
responsibility has been acknowledged by our society up to modern times. It is now disappearing

gradually

The few students with whom the school started were not needed to pay any fee or cost of
meals; | accepted almost all responsibility of their living with my limited means only. Had the
maximum share of teaching not been accepted by Upadhyaya and Sri Rewa Chand — his present
title is Animananda — it would have been entirely impossible for the school to function. The title
of “Gurudev” that Upadhyaya had given me then, is something that I am having to carry till date
in my relation with the ashramites. The way that the financial burden of the ashram has been
difficult for me to shoulder from the moment of its inception for a long time to come — similarly
has been the weight of the title. Financial troubles and this title — neither is easy for me to carry
but both burdens have been placed on my shoulders by fate and as the gift of fate, [ have no hope

of escaping this sorrow and suffering.

I have elaborated the fundamental facts of the starting of the Santiniketan school.
Alongside them, I acknowledge my unreturnable gratitude towards Upadhyaya.* Following that,
let me also finish the tale of the poet-youth Satish.

The B. A. examination was forthcoming. Professors were expecting great things from him.
Precisely then, he did not sit for the examination. He was afraid of passing it. If he passed, the
responsibility of the family would fall squarely on his shoulders and fearing that it would be
impossible for him to free himself from its torment and temptation, he backed away at the final
hour. Where the family is concerned, he laid the foundation of a great tragedy. Whenever I had

tried to ease their financial crisis in some measure, I could never make him agree to it. Sometimes

* Some people have written that Upadhyay and Rewa Chand were Christians and my father
objected to it. This is not true. I know it myself that some relative of ours complained to him about
this issue. His only reply was, “Do not be worried. There is no such fear about Santiniketan. [ have
established ‘Santam sivamadvaitama’ over there.” (Footnote by Tagore)
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I had sent some money to his house in secrecy. But the amount was nominal. During that time,
almost all my saleable possessions had been exhausted — they included resources both from the
inner and outer quarters of my family. I had given the royalties of a few of my popular books to
some people for a limited time. The complex and unfathomable nature of calculations had rendered
the limited time into a very long time. Tempted by the prospect of living by the seaside, I had built
a house at Puri. Before it could be enjoyed for even a single day, it had to be sold to slake the thirst
of the ashram. What was left afterwards was the credit of borrowing at a high interest. Even after
knowing everything, Satish plunged himself happily into the limitless poverty of the ashram. But
there was no limit to his joy — the joy of the proximity with nature over here, the joy of literature,

the joy of self-surrender at every hour.

He inspired this limitless joy in his pupils. | remember so many times that I walked up and
down Salbithi’® discussing varied theories with him — it grew late into the night — the whole of the

ashram felt silent in its deep slumber. ...

. My seventy years of experience testify to how such unadulterated reverence,
unwavering and sincere affection, such cordiality that is ready to shoulder every burden and give
up everything, is hard to come by. That is why I have not been able to forget the pain of the
untimely death of my young friend.

In this writing I have merely touched upon the first resolution — taken long back — about
the ashram school, its sorrows, joys, its poverty and fullness, its favourite company, its separation
from them, cruel opposition and help that was unasked for. Moreover, it is not only our wish but
the very nature of time that is working on it. It has brought so many changes, so many new hopes
and failures, the unimaginable self-surrender of so many friends, the unreasonable antagonism of
so many opponents, so many lies, criticism and appreciation, so much of arduous troubles — both
material and spiritual. Whether I receive remuneration for it or not, I have caused self-harm to my
absolute capacity — finally the day when, with a weary body and broken health, I have to take my
leave is here — I make my final bow to the one who has guided me through the long, hard and
difficult path. The failures of the long years of sadhana are evident on the surface; the full evidence

of its success remains hidden in the invisible letters of unwritten history.

> “avenue of sal” trees, a central path in the ashram
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THE EDUCATION OF THE ASHRAM'!

It is not easy today to historically conceptualize the actual form of the fapovan of ancient India.
The reflection of tapovan that has become eternalized in the heart and literature of India is an
imaginary vision of benevolence—an embodiment of lively joy devoid of luxury and mortal

attachments.

I have been born in modern times. But this image has lingered in my mind as well. Once
there arose an eagerness within me to actualize within the school of the present that ideal of the

tapovan.

Within my mind, I have envisioned the Guru or the Teacher at the heart of the tapovan. He
is not a machine, rather, he is human—not passively but actively; that is because he is engaged in
attaining the goal of humanity. It is a part of his own endeavour to infuse the flowing stream of
this enterprise within the mind of his disciple. The life of the disciple draws inspiration from his
immediate accompaniment. The most valuable ingredient of the education system of the ashram is
this accompaniment of the ever-awakened human mind. That value lies not in the subjects taught,
nor in the amenities and the processes. The mind of the Guru finds itself at every moment and thus

in turn gives itself. The joy of receiving proves its truth by the joy of giving.

Once I had lived in the home of a Japanese gentleman. His special interest lay in gardening.
He was a Buddhist, a worshipper of peace. He used to say, “I love trees. The power of that love
enters the leaves and the response to that love blooms in their flowers and fruits.” Needless to say,
this statement is completely true for the gardener of the human mind. When the mind truly mingles
with other minds, joy is born automatically. That joy is creative in nature. The imparting of
education practised in the ashram is the imparting of this joy. Those who have the sense of duty
but not of joy have a different path. I have regarded the natural relation of mutuality within the

Guru and the disciple as the main medium of imparting education.

I bore one more thought—the Guru, the child within whom had entirely withered away, is unfit to

take the responsibility of the boys. There needs to be not only immediacy between the two but also

U “Ashramer Shiksha”, June 1936.
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mutual compatibility and similarity or else there exists no human connection in that interaction. If
I am to compare the ideal teacher with a river, then I would say that the river is rendered complete
not simply by the addition of age-old tributaries; its primordial torrent of fountain water has not
lost itself amidst the huge boulders. He who is a natural teacher responds to the call of the boys
and the boy within him spontaneously comes out. Through his heavy voice is revealed the spring
of lively young laughter. If the boys are unable to recognize him from any side as one of them, if
they think “the man seems like a gigantic prehistoric creature,” then they would never be able to
reach out to him. Generally, our teachers are always eager to establish their maturity, meaning
their distance from youthfulness; mostly it is because of the temptation of ruling the roost. They
remain alert as they fear losing respect if they venture out among the boys without an usher. With
them there echoes, “Silence! Silence!”, thereby obstructing the natural connection between aged
and young branches to give birth to flowers and fruits—thereby silencing the liveliness within the

hearts of the boys.

There is one more thing to be said. Boys are very close to nature. They do not seek to
lounge on couches; whenever opportunity presents itself, they seek to take their holiday on the
branches of trees. The primordial stream of life courses through the veins of great and wide nature.
That flow induces vitality within the life-force of the boys. As long as they are not overcome by
the habits imposed upon them by the disciplining of elders, they strive to free themselves of the
trap of artificiality. The forest-dwelling sages had that eternal child within their soul. That is why,
without having reference to any scientific proof, they had stated, all of this has issued forth from
life and is strumming with life. Is this the statement of Bergon?? It is the statement of the great
child. Let the beating heart of the universe touch the mind and body of the boys—away from the
dumb and dead walls of the city.

Then comes the matter of the daily life of the ashram. A description from Kadamvari®

comes to mind—evening comes on the fapovan like the red-hued holy cow returning to the shed.

It makes one feel that cow-grazing, milking of cows, gathering of firewood and grass,* tending to

2 French philosopher Henri-Louis Bergson.
3 A romantic novel in Sanskrit composed by Banabhatta in the first half of the 7™ century CE.

4 Firewood and grass were used in performing the holy rites of yajna or sacrificial fire.
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guests, creating the altar for sacrificial fire—were all parts of the daily duties of the girls and boys
of the ashram. Through these series of actions, the flow of their daily lives mingled ceaselessly
with the tapovan. Through the spreading of cooperation and friendship, the ashram became, at
every moment, a creation of the ashram-dwellers themselves. I wish for this ever-enterprising spirit

of working cooperation in our ashram.

Wherever there is stiffness in human nature, daily life becomes ugly and stained. The
barbarism of one’s nature there gets an unimpeded chance of revealing itself. In privileged society,
in spite of the shortcoming of inner strength, this lack is concealed by the artifice of the excess of
superficial items. This natural darkness is perceivable in our country almost everywhere when one

looks at the difference between the outer and inner quarters of rich houses.

It is necessary to naturalize the practice of awareness and responsibility of cohabitation by
making one’s surroundings beautiful, organized and hygienic through one’s own efforts. The
negligence of one can be the cause of the other’s inconvenience, ill health and harm—this
realization forms the foundation of civil society. Generally the lack of this awareness is always

perceivable in the households of our country.

The principal opportunity of ashram education is the regular creation of the awareness of
the civil code of cooperation. In order to actualize the opportunity, it is necessary to reduce the
burden of material objects in the first stage of education. The crudeness of the mind is exposed
easily in an entirely materialistic nature. Beauty and organization are matters of the mind. Thus, it
is necessary to set the mind free. Not only from idleness and inexpertise, but also from the greed
of material objects. The joy of creative power becomes as pronouncedly true as it can be free from
the shackles of materialistic excess. The self-enabling education that regulates the use of material
objects right from childhood is highly neglected in our country. It is my desire that students learn
to feel joy through the use of a small number of material objects—those that can be easily
procured—and be constant in their endeavour to discover the joy of creation through those limited
objects, alongside being responsible towards the duty of facilitating the health and convenience of

people in general.

We consider it an inconvenient audacity when boys exercise self-authority on their
environment and always repress it. This causes them to no longer feel ashamed of being dependent

on others and increases their demands from others to the point that they feel strongly against the
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beggar; they feel self-complacent in debating about the shortcomings in others. This shameful lack

can be perceived everywhere. It is a must to be free from this.

I remember when I had a regular connection with the daily duties of the boys, a group of
older boys complained to me that while serving meals, they needed to drag the heavy, food-laden
vessels across the floor, which causes their bottoms to get eroded and also dirties the room. I said,
“The grief is yours but you are looking at me for its redressal. The simple solution of attaching a
bide’ at the bottom of the vessel in order to stop the friction does not occur to you. The only reason
why you cannot think is because you have made up your mind that it is your lot to be passive

receivers and the right of authority belongs to another. This cannot be conducive to self-esteem.”

It is good that there should be a shortage of material objects and dearth of means during
the period of education. One must get used to having little. It spoils the boys when their minds are
indulged by providing them easily with everything they want. It is not as if they naturally want all
of it. It is we elders who impose our wants on them, thereby inducting them into the addiction for
material objects. A holistic cultivation of the strength of mind and body is possible only where
there is little help from external sources. There the urge of human creativity is easily awakened. In
those whom it does not awaken, natures sweeps them away like garbage. The first sign of self-
authority is creative authority. The only truly self-illumined person is one who creates one’s own
kingdom. The excessively pampered boys of our country are deprived of that cultivation of self-
endeavour from the very beginning. Thus, we are as ready as wet earth to be moulded into

categorical shapes in the firm hands of others.

There is one more thing to be stated in this regard. Owing to the body being slack by being
in a hot tropical climate or due to some other reason, there is a serious lack of curiosity in our
intellectual nature. I had once procured a windmill for pumping water from America. I had hoped
that the boys would be interested in the mechanism of the immense turbine. But I observed that
only a few boys really looked at it. They casually regarded it as something or other—not worthy

of questioning.

> Bide is a commonly-made resting receptacle for any heavy utensil like an earthen pitcher. It is
woven out of coconut fibre.
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The lack of curiosity is inner deadness. All the races that now influence the world have an
unmitigated curiosity towards everything on earth. There is no such country, time or subject to
which their minds are not directed. This lively mental force of theirs has emerged victorious

everywhere.

I have already alluded to the fact that the education of the ashram is the education of living
completely. It is perfectly possible to stand first in an examination with a dead mind and we see
the testimony to that every day in our country. It is seen that excellent students of colleges win
degrees but not the world. It was my resolution right from the beginning that the boys ofthe ashram
would be always curious about their surroundings; they would search, experiment and collect.
Such teachers would gather over here whose eyes are fixed beyond the limit of books; those who
can truly see, those who search, those who are curious of the world and those who derive joy from

direct knowledge.

Finally, I would speak of that which I regard as most important and that which is most rare.
Only they are worthy of being teachers who have patience. Those who naturally have affection
towards the boys are the ones to whom this patience is natural. The greatest danger about the
teachers’ own character is that the ones with whom they deal are not their equal in power. It is
easily possible to be intolerant of them for slight or imaginary reasons, to mock them, insult them
or punish them. Like the ones whose job it is to chastise the weaker other and who are prone to
commit wrong even when they are themselves not aware of it—this is no different. Those who
have no real worthiness to exercise power have not only no compunction in being unjust towards
the powerless, rather, they take pleasure from it. Boys come to their mother’s lap with all their
powerlessness and thus their chief safeguard is their mother’s limitless affection. Despite that,
intolerance and exalted sense of power supersedes affection and leads to unjust chastisement of
the boys—the proof of it can be found in every other household. (refer to Chhuti) Wherever we
see instances of boys being given hard or extreme punishment, often in those cases, it is the
teachers who are responsible. It is because they are weak at heart that they try to make their duty

easier by means of being harsh.
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Whether it be in statecraft of in the craft of education, harsh ruling is the testimony of the
ruler’s unworthiness. Saktasya bhushanam kshama.® Where forgiveness is weak, there power itself

1s weak.

6 Sanskrit: literally, “Forgiveness is the jewel of power.”
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THE IDEAL OF EDUCATION!

I have roamed over various countries. But even from afar, I have pondered over and tried to
understand in this programme, the foundation of that which I have established. Today it is

necessary to speak about it in front of everyone.

There was the urge of a temporary requirement behind the system of education prevalent
in our country. Owing to the contact with foreigners, arrangements were made for the learning of
their language and training for the supply of workers. The foundation or the purpose of it was

neither so great nor so high that it could establish the entire country and race upon a lofty ideal.

The main target of all the arrangements of learning in our country is to seek and enable a
placement in the factory of the government; and we strive for this very education. This education
has rendered our minds narrow and weak. Whereas knowledge frees the mind, this knowledgeless
education has enforced our selfish inclinations. The only attempt of this education is to make the

student pass, to make him a clerk and not to develop humanity.

At present, many countries have risen to great heights in various ways and are contributing
a lot to the world. Even newly awakened Japan is obliging the world by contributing a tribute of
scientific learning. But all we are supplying are clerks and deputies and police officers. That is

because there is no foundation of proper education in the programmes of our learning.

In other countries there is a huge role played by education. There exists a connection
between the entire country and learning. In our country, there has been an obstruction to that right
from the onset. Selfishness and materialistic tendencies have demeaned our endeavour of learning
and rendered it narrow—it has been put in chains. The learning acquired by a student is based on
his sense of selfishness. They have not learnt to follow any great ideal. The learning they acquire

has value only in the market but has no sense of humanity underpinning it.

V“Shikshar Adarsha”, published in magazine Muktadhara Vol. 1, nos. 3 & 4, Baisakh & Jaishtha
1338 (April-May 1931). It is not included within Rabindra Rachanabali as published by Visva-
Bharati.



299

In ancient times, there was a great endeavour for knowledge. Its ideal was to provide shape
to the entire life. Gar'hasthya, vanaprastha and brahmacarya’ were all parts of this endeavour and
learning was also included within it. Within this endeavour, we can perceive the revelation of the
soul and the foundation of it is the power of invention within humanity. But at present, students
are passing their examinations of M.A., B.A., and alongside are learning to neglect the innermost
goal of education of our country. It is my desire that there should be present, within the root of
educational endeavour over here, the appeal of the innermost soul. Dharma is the main role of
human life. But the entire country has inflicted an attack on its deepest dharma by dint of aimless
education. In the western continents, there has prevailed aneffort to separate the burden of idiocy
from dharma, and only we are trying to embrace it to our hearts. The ideal of this ashram is the
ideal of tapovan. 1 had spread the seat at the site of this great expanse with the goal that the students
could fulfil their duty towards life with pure hearts, maintaining ties of love and respect with each
other, and could awaken a sense of innate respect for all that is good and true. I had the desire in
my heart that the boys would make self-control the main part of their lives and be respectful. In
my opinion, the learning of science, geography or history comes secondary. But perhaps we have
lost sight of that fundamental ideal of the school; many obstacles have arisen from various sides
with regard to this. It is natural that there would occur conflicts between the endeavour prevalent
over here and the minds of those who have entered here from the atmosphere of various movements
going on in the world at large. Consequently, there arises the threat that this ashram would slowly
transform into just a regular school; it becomes highly difficult to maintain its foundation. I fear
that those who are unable to properly comprehend the purpose of this programme would distort

this sole and dearest ashram of mine and the fear of it pains me.

2 During the Vedic period, the social custom of diving man’s life into four stages was initiated.
They were 1) brahmacarya, 11) gar’hasthya, iii) vanaprastha and iv) samnydsa. Brahmacarya was
the first stage of Vedic life where a boy was expected to devote himself to education and the service
of the guru. He also had to maintain the strict practice of abstinence. Gar hasthya was the stage of
family life. Vanaprastha signified retired life, literally “going to the forest”. Samnydsa was the
stage of the renunciation of the world.
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According to the scriptures—knowledge is higher than habit. The actions we commit
blindly are enlightened by knowledge. It leads to the purification of the soul and bends the devotion
of the mind towards truth. Furthermore, meditation is greater than knowledge. It is possible to
imbibe all knowledge within oneself through the endeavour of meditation. This school is supposed
to establish the connection between knowledge and meditation. If the meditation is successful,

then all our efforts and actions would succeed as well.

According to the scriptures, greater than meditation is the effort to work without hoping to
gain any fruits. If we can dedicate all our actions to the actions of the One who is the Great Worker
of the world, with the knowledge that we are joining in His work, then only would our work be
sanctified. Let our work not be obscured by the darkness of ego and narrowness of mind—Iet our
habits develop so that we can devote ourselves to all actions of the Great One—Ilet the Great Truth

rescue us from the deviation into falsehood that our ashram has dwindled into.
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CONCLUSION

The chief aim that this dissertation has attempted to fulfill is an in-depth, analytical and holistic
study of Rabindranath Tagore’s philosophy of school education with reference to Tagore’s essays
on school education, fictional prose, poetry, drama alongside a memorial reconstruction of life at
Tagore’s school Brahmacharyashram or Brahmavidyalya in order to establish how the latter
reflected the Tagorean philosophy. Simultaneously, the translation of selected Tagore’s essay
specifically on the topic of school education is intended to another layer of interpretation and

significance to this process.

While Tagore, in his writing, repeatedly mentions that his philosophy of school education
is influenced by the Vedic model, nowhere does he write specifically about the sources that he has
been inspired by. Thus, this dissertation has attempted a close reading of the pertinent sections of
Atharva Veda which is the oldest Vedic text detailing the education system of the time. By
analyzing and contextualizing specific slokas alongside critical commentaries by scholars, the
thesis has provided a concrete idea of what exactly the Vedic model - that formed the basis of
Tagore’s educational enterprise — comprised of. By studying the Vedic system and the Tagorean
philosophy, as well as its implementation at his school, side by side, the dissertation has clearly
delineated the extent to which Tagore followed the Vedic model and where he branched off to

experiment with his own ideas.

The thesis has established that Tagore’s educational enterprise was by no means a complete
or thorough imitation of the Vedic system of education. Tagore’s creative thinking, his deep
understanding of the psychology of children and adolescents—as evident through both his essays
as well as short stories—and his originality, together gave birth to an education system unique in
its curriculum, approach to teaching, as well as the kind of spiritual orientation it gave to its
students. The study of memorial accounts, anecdotes, letters clearly reveal that Brahmavidyalaya,
which was an embodiment of Tagore’s philosophy of school education, had multiple innovative
practices like the self-government of its students, the incorporation of performing arts like theatre,
dance and music as essential and non-optional components of school education. All of these were

original additions by Tagore to the Vedic model that he had initially started his school on.
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The employment of the memorial accounts, anecdotes, letters etc. as primary sources in
historicizing the Brahmavidyalaya period has, by dint of its multivocality, allowed a nuanced
understanding of the character of both Tagore’s philosophy as well as his school at Santiniketan.
These subjective accounts comprise of a rich source of history that allows the reader to both
interpret and analyze what Tagore held as his ideal of school education. These alternate histories
provide the reader with information that would otherwise not be attainable and thus deprive one
of the opportunity of fully appreciating what Tagore has envisioned and how he had implemented

that vision in the running of his school.

Tagore’s education system was an alternate model posited directly against the colonial
education system thereby claiming for itself a socio-political significance in the context of
colonized India. It was a philosophy as well as a system that was directly aimed at evoking self-
awareness and creating a knowledge about one’s individual as well as social being. In doing so,
Tagore moved the purpose of education away from the attainment of degrees and memorization of
facts and figures. In the context of the present world with its emphatic eco-critical awareness, it is
relevant that Tagore focused on the need of education to be closely interconnected with nature
thereby attuning the learners with nature in such a way that they would develop a spontaneous
respect and love for nature that would not depend on a course on Environmental Studies (as is the

frequent case in the present education system of India).

Finally, the thesis has also analyzed Tagore’s relationship with female education with
particular reference to his essay “Stri Shiksha” (Female Education) and the rather scant history of
the female section of the Brahmavidyalaya that is available to us. This relationship is a truly
problematic one. Tagore, in spite of contributing greatly to the cause of female education, has
revealed an attitude that is fraught with patriarchal overtones and an inability to see the female
student as no different from a male one. While it is true that Tagore shocked the nation with his
revolutionary plunge into co-educational system where male and female students studied together
without any segregation, he also maintained that girls and boys are essentially so different that
girls should be given additional learning that made them into girls. In summary, it can be said that
Tagore gendered education whereby girls had to learn to fit into the societal role of being a female.
Tagore position is, by no means, a completely patriarchal one as he proved the opposite in his life

by bringing girls to the stage to perform in public as actors, dancers and musician. He celebrated
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the voice of his female student in numerous such ways as has been discussed in this thesis. The
thesis thus argues that Tagore’s position was ambivalent when it came to female education and
certainly problematic enough to attract the attention of the modern critic. To this, another factor
that adds complexity, is the fact that Tagore always refers to the student in the Bengali essays as
male. In the translations of those essays, this factor has been maintained; the translations also refer
to the student as male and does not attempt to produce any gender-neutrality as that would erase

this problematic aspect present quite prominently in Tagore’s writing.
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