EDUCATION TO SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY – RABINDRANATH TAGORE’S UNIQUE EXPERIMENT

This  essay is gratefully dedicated to Professor Dr. Satyabrata Sarkar. A botanist like Tagore’s close friend Jagadish Chandra Bose, even in his retirement he had been inseminating the seed of love for his Bengal mother language and culture and also for Tagore into the students’ hearts at Tübingen University, Germany.

    This study shall consist of two parts.

First: it does present the concept’s roots within the framework of Indian tradition, accompanied by an excursus regarding the structure of Bengal village at the time

Rabindranath Tagore [Thakur, henceforth: Rabindranath or The Poet] had started his project.

Second: It gives an account of Rabindranath’s experiment during its diverse phases of realization supplemented by a short assessment.

I.    The idea of Social Responsibility within the framework of Indian Thought and Practice

    Searching for its roots we have to place the idea within a broader spectrum: the dharma tradition. The meaning of dharma as offered by Monier-Williams (2002: 510) comprises   “that which is established or firm, steadfast decree, statute, ordinance, law; usage, practice, costumary  observance or prescribed conduct, duty … virtue, morality, religion, religious merit, good works.“ As shown by the enumerative sequence of the diverse terms, the gap between a broad and a more specific definition was narrowing constantly. The first  part of the definition represents an expression of the superstructural concept of sanatana (eternal) dharma (Grimes 1996: 112), meaning “that [the] stability [of the world], law, order, and fundamental equilibrium in the cosmos, nature and society … should not be infringed for fear and undesirable results“ (Editors 1982: 890).  Since the beginning of the Vedic age that  stability was thought to be maintained by the holy (animal-) sacrifice. It was only in the waning days of the Vedic era that the justification of this type of sacrifice had been challenged.

    The criticism first uttered in some upanishads would later gain momentum, finally processing in the transformation from Vedism into Jainism, Buddhism and Hinduism, respectively (Krishna 2010: 16:23:25). Neverthelesss, in spite of all these diverse systems of belief, the common ground of its followers was their individual quest for conducting a life that, finally, would lead to spiritual liberation. From the beginning the old (Vedic) Indo-Irianian ideal of satya (truthfulness) represented the basic (ethical) principle on which each new generation had to be educated (Scharfe 2002: 50). On this cornerstone rested the whole fabric of attitudes needed by everyone for leading a life that, hopefully, would end up in ultimate moksha (spiritual liberation) (Grimes 1996: 192). In complying with this process the student gradually had to attain a “functional identity“ (Scharfe 2002: 50). Entering the path leading to such an identity the student was introduced into the sadharana dharma (common dharma for everyone): it included virtues “like self control, kindness [and] truthfulness“, qualities helpful to the student for, during his future life, enabling him to “repay [his] debts to humanity“ (Grimes 1996: 112). In an exemplary way the student had to exercise these attitudes by learning and obediently serving in his teacher’s household (Keay 1918: 34).

At the beginning the student had to take some vows,  the most important of which being  brahmacharya (code of conduct) (Grimes 1996: 95). Literally, this term represents a denotation of a Vedic student in the house of a Brahman teacher (Monier-Williams 2002: 738). Later, its meaning had broadened encompassing the essential precondition for this special educational relationship. In a narrow scope it meant the “controlling [of] one’s (sexual) senses“ (Scharfe 2002: 91). However, in a more general look, it could be seen as a derivation of the attitude of ahimsa (non-violence in body, mind and spirit), the cardinal virtue upon which all others depend (Grimes 1996: 20). Thus, as an act of spiritual internalization to respect each other’s sphere and as a shield against self-distraction, following the principle of of ahimsa seemed to have been a precondition for the correct understanding of brahmacharya.

    Later, during the Indian Middle Ages, the phenomenon of bhakti (loving devotion) [to God and fellow men] (Grimes 1996: 83), had caused a (supplemental) change in the adequate interpretation of dharma. For the mystic believers of the Bhakti way of life the sva dharma (individual duty) (Grimes 1996: 112) was most important, because it represented a step of complementing  the merely functional identity eventually to become a personal one (Scharfe 2002: 50). Within the Bengal Bhakti tradition, founded by Chaitanya Mahaprabhu and later being called Bengal (Gaudiya) Vaisnavism, there was a strong impetus to overcome social exclusions, whether caused by religion: e.g. Islam, or - within Hinduism - by social out-grouping (e.g. shudras)  (Gonda 1963: 160).  The Bhaktis as mystics had a direct spiritual relationship with their God: therefore they were able to practise seva as “selfless service“, as “work performed with an attitude of non-doership, without [fear of] attachment to the fruit of [their] labour“ (Grimes 1996: 293). Deeply impressed by this phenomenon, Rabindranath wrote: “Vaishnavism by its emotional tide overwhelmed the existing social order. It gave unbound joy to common men after a long period of constraint. God was brought down from his royal throne to the playroom of the common men. As a result of this, the low caste people, the beggar and the infidel got the same status in society“ (Dasgupta 1993: 110). Finally, we refer to another branch of the Bhakti movement, later to be transformed into the Sikh religion: here nishkam seva sambhal (selfless service) is the highest duty (About Sikhism). Since his boyhood days Rabindranath was much impressed by the Sikhs, notably because of their belief in the oneness of God, but surely the egalitarian structure of their community also caught his admiration (Kripalani 1980: 50-51).

    In the beginning of the nineteenth century, during the Bengal Renaissance, there had been  a new awakening of social consciousness which was part of a general ethical renewal. To represent this movement, apart from its spiritual mentor, Rammohun Roy, three other protagonists merit to be mentioned in order to exemplify this process: all these men had influenced Rabindranath very much.

    Ishwar Chandra Bandhyopadhyay [Vidyasagar], besides being a reformator of the Bengal language, had been  a reformist educator who practised service for the poor, professionally as well as privately, often at peril of exhausting his own financial means (Dutta and Robinson 1995: 122). It had been his socio-ethical humanity which deeply had impressed Rabindranath (Dasgupta 1993: 31).

    Bankim Chatterji [Chattopadhyay], himself being deeply influenced by the Vaisnava Bhakti tradition, had envisaged a new meaning of ahimsa, which in modern India is known as Community Ahimsa: he held it for a sort of a common viewpoint (sama darsita) aiming to overcome all sectarian borders in respecting one’s Self as well as that of others’ – thus forming the basis of human harmony (Halbfass 1988: 347). Although himself being not unattached by nationalism, yet he took a broader view in pleading for a genuine combination within an individual’s mind: simultaneously cultivating patriotism and love for mankind (Halbfass 1988: 244).  A pioneer of Neo Hinduism (Halbfass 1988: 221, citing  R. Antoine, who probably had coined this term), Bankim had great influence on Rabindranath and the Hindu Reform Movement in general. 

    But it was not until Swami Vivekananda [Narendranath Datta] had appeared on the scene that seva should become a central theme within Neo-Hinduism (Halbfass 1988: 522). For Vivekananda, seva was one of the pillars within his ethical system of a Practical Vedanta  (Grimes 1996: 341 f.) which even included daridranaryana [deification of the poor]. In spite of his short lifetime - his work still lives on in many projects of the Ramakrishna Mission, founded by him  – the Swami had left many traces, e.g. influencing a whole generation of Indian activists within the independence movement such as E. G. Tilak (Chakrabarti 1993: 4). But at this point we should not forget that some of the ethical positions Vivekananda had taken were influenced by his friendship with the German philosopher and Sanskritist Paul Deussen who, together with his idol, the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, held that the Vedanta already contained the “purest form“ of morals, and the Indians had only “to draw the appropriate ethical conclusions from their metaphysics of unity“ (Halbfass 1988: 241). Later, on the Indian side, this quest for an ethical renewal had been genuinely continued by Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (Halbfass 1988: 251) who for his part had written a book on Rabindranath’s philosophical thought. The latter had a high esteem for Vivekananda (Chakrabarti 1993: 21), although his way to serve was to be a different one. Nevertheless, both had a common ground: equating “humanitarian work with the service to God“ (Dasgupta 1993: 32).

    Before we go into the details of Rabindranath’s own quest for a socio-ethitical renewal

it seems to be helpful to take a look at the general structure of the village in Bengal  at 

the time Rabindranath first had been confronted with it.

I.    Excursus: Brief history of the socio-political structure of the Bengal village

    Since the earliest times the main part of Indian population has lived in the villages. There the ancient tradition of decentralized government had grown. From inscriptions dating from the Cola kingdom (about 1000 A.D.) we know of the existence of village councils. Their main responsiblities were the collection of revenues and the supervision of irrigation (Thopar 1982: 363). The social structure of the Hindu Indian village was coined by the jajmani system where [e]ach caste group within a village [gave] certain [professionally] standardized services to the families of the other castes.“ The economy mostly was based on the exchange of goods and services, thereby reducing the need of money and minimizing competition (Vidyarti 1982: 

129). Due to this basic interdependence life in the villages was built on the principle of cooperation (Pantulu). In general the Bengal village  in various aspects was different from the Indian village. There “the village community was a working institution, whose leading economic feature was production, mainly for the purpose of local consumption.“ In Bengal “the development of commerce led to the break up of the traditional character of the village even then at the time of the Moghul reign“ (Banglapedia 2006: 1). Because of the semi-independence of Bengal’s (provincial) rulers (Anonymous 1982 a: 975) the Moghuls did rarely interfere: their interest was concentrated on getting their share of revenues. For this purpose they created the function of zamindar. In Bengal it denoted a hereditary tax collector who could retain 10 percent of the revenue he collected. In the late 18th century, by the Permanent Settlement Act, the British made the zamindars “landowners, thus creating a landed aristocracy“ (Anonymous 1982 b: 860).

    During the British rule  Bengal villages traditionally dominated by agriculture and rural handicraft did live up to see a decay of craft, such giving way to the introduction of modern industry (Dasgupta 1993: 2). “By the late nineteenth century, most land-ownership in Bengal, including its eastern districts, where the Muslims formed the majority of the population came to be concentrated in the hands of rich upper caste Hindus.“ Thus, we can summarize: 

“The 19th century Eastern Bengal experienced the development of a new urban class …, 

which included rich people belonging almost entirely to the highest Hindu castes … Nearly one half were landlords who supported themselves partly or wholly by rents paid by their tenants, a quarter were professionals like lawyers, medical practitioners and priests; the rem[a]inder were clerks who worked either in government offices or under landlords or traders“ (Banglapedia 2006: 3).

II.     Rabindranath’s experiment of Education to Social Responsibility 

    Before going into further details we have to pause for a brief deliberation on the sequence of our description. Rabindranath’s theoretical concept had grown gradually: his measures were part of his experimental thought, constantly searching for a situative adjustment. To witness this process during its phases of conceptual application a chronological description seems to be the adequate one, although we know of the intersection of some activities: therefore the  aspect of Social Responsiblity shall be integrated in the whole concept of measures on Rural Reconstruction as Rabindranath saw it, to bring again “life in its completeness“ into the villages (Das Gupta 1977: 355). Thus, our description will consist of a single unit. This procedure seems to be appropriate when we consider Rabindranath’s estimation on the evolution of his school(s): “Because … [their] growth … was the growth of my life … [their] ideals changed with [their] maturity like a ripening fruit“ (Das Gupta 2009: 99).

II.1    Prelude

    In 1889 Rabindranath’s father had destinated him to administrate the large Bengal family estates within the district of Nadia. Its western part, after the division of Bengal still named Nadia (now part of the Indian Union State of West Bengal), was primarily inhabited by Hindus with a small local concentration of Santals (Das Gupta 2008: 998). The eastern part (now situated in Bangladesh) comprised the present districts of Kushtia and Naogon with a strong share of Muslim population (Banglapedia 2006: 3). It also included Rabindranath’s headquarter at Shelidah. From there he visited all parts regularly. Thus he became acquainted with reality of Bengal village life. What were Rabindranath’s first impressions on the social situation of his tenants?  Deeply concerned and conscious of his own responsiblility for them he wrote: “I endeavoured all the time I was in the country to get to know it down to the smallest detail. The needs of my work took me on long distances from village to village, from Shelidah to Patisar, by rivers, large and small, and across beels (marshes) and in this way I saw all the sides of village life. I was filled with eagerness to understand the villagers’ daily routine and the varied pageant of their lives. I, the town-bred, had been received into the lap of rural loveliness and I began joyfully to satisfy my curiosity. Gradually the sorrow and poverty of the villagers became clear to me, and I began to grow restless to do something about it. It seemed to me a very shameful thing that I could spend my days as a landlord, concerned only with money-making and engrossed with my own profit and loss“ (Das Gupta 2008: 993). This statement could indeed be taken as a “starting point“ of Rabindranath’s thought on rural reconstruction (Das Gupta 1977: 361).

    Before we are approaching to that feature en detail we must take a look at the evolutionary process within the Poet’s mind, eventually leading to the question, what within this  process his role could be: as an artist and idealist. Poetically his (re-)solution had been expressed as its best in the poem Ebar Phirao Morey (Call me back to work), which concludes: “Into the misery of this world, O Poet, bring once more from heaven the light of faith“ (Das Gupta 2009: 70). From now on within his mind he was feeling a permanent inner conflict, “a kind of civil war constantly going on between my personality as a creative artist, who necessarily must be solitary, and that as an idealist who must realise himself through works of complex character needing a large field of collaboration within a large body of men.“ Nevertheless, ultimately he had found his panacea for a productive solution: a “proper rhythm … in which both may be harmonised, and my work in the heart of the crowd may find its grace through the touch of the breath that comes from the solitude of the creative mind“ (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 309). During the late 1890s Rabindranath had found a kind of inner peace in the dedication to his jivan devata  [God of his Life]: “I felt I had found my religion at last, the Religion of Man, in which the infinite became defined in humanity and came close to me so as to need my love and co-operation“ (O’Connell 2002: 109). From now on he regarded his life as a special kind of sacrifice, a genuine blend of creative artist and idealist. Fictionally, this combination found its best expression in many of his short stories. Having reached that personal state of mind, the Poet’s thoughts on rural reconstruction gradually became more concrete.

II.2    Early phases of Rural Reconstruction work

    “The soil in which we are born … is the soil of our village, the mother-earth in whose lap we receive our nourishment from day to day. Our educated élite, abstracted from this primal basis, wander about in the high heaven of ideas like aimless clouds far removed from this our home. If this cloud does not dissolve in a shower of loving service, man’s relation with mother earth will never be truly meaningful“ (Kripalani 1980: 155). For Rabindranath this “loving service“ not only would be a sort of repayment of the moral debts of townsmen to villagers, but also a realizisation of an equal partnership between town und village: “In modern times the town had become a repository of knowledge, wealth and power. It was necessary that the village should benefit from this by means of cooperation with the town“ (Das Gupta 1977: 359). To the argument of some townsmen that the villages had no attraction for them Rabindranath had answered that the village had become “a desert“ because they had “deserted“ it (Das Gupta 2009: 132). The Poet’s dilemma was: how to win the confidence of his villager tenants without loosing contact to the urban middle class? Bearing this in mind, the obvious lack of cohesiveness within some of his first measures might be more understandable.

    Guided by his own statement that “the suffering of the people became intertwined with all my work“ (Salkar 1990: 85), in spite of all the difficulties now confronting him, he “knew the joy of a pioneer who builds a new road“ (Das Gupta 2009: 66). In retrospection Rabindranath summarized his situation at the beginning (Das Gupta 2009: 131): “It is hard to imagine a life as cheerless as in our rural areas. I could see no way out. It is far from easy to do something for people who have cultivated weakness for centuries and do not know what self-help is. Still I had to make a start.“

    The first problem was to win the confidence of the villagers. There is reason to suppose that Rabindranath’s dilemma was of the same kind as later felt by his collaborator Leonard K. Elmhirst. Rabindranath then had given him the advice: to prove that the person before them was neither an oppressor nor a fool (Elmhirst 1961: 24). Thence the Poet had to hide his inner shame in regard to his privileges (Das Gupta 2008: 993), and also his inner conviction that “the right to land ’morally’ belong not to the landlord“ (Das Gupta 1977: 363). Yet he did not  go so far as to plead for the introduction of private property on his tenant’s behalf. Nevertheless, he appealed to the moral sense of his co-zamindars (Das Gupta 1977: 362-363). After having created an atmosphere aimed at gapping social bridges there followed  a period of exploration on the needs of the villages and their dwellers. This coincided with his deliberations on his own appropriate role within the process of serving the people. Its final result was the start of his educational mission at Shantiniketan. Another coincidence was his increasing devotion to the (Bengal) national cause, thus co-initiating the movement for a National Education. Before that, in 1895 Rabindranath  had started a swadeshi store at Calcutta to promote business enterprise in indigenous goods among the youth of Bengal. He also founded a Jute pressing factory at Kushtia (Das Gupta 2009: 442). Both enterprises did not succeed (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 166). Sumit Sarkar (quoted in Dutta and Robinson 1997: 113) sees the cause in Rabindranath’s “inability to integrate the nationalist cause with the economic demands and aspirations of the common people.“ But Rabindranath probably may have learned from these experiences. Now  he knew that nothing permanent could be built on charity alone (Dasgupta 1993: 121). He was also convinced that the measures he would initiate must not be ill-planned (Chakrabarti 1993: 25). Finally, he had the humble but realistic self-knowledge that his way to help was an individual one:  that his efforts could not solve the problems of all Indian villages (Das Gupta 1977: 355). 

    Ever since the 1890s, rural reconstruction work had been under way on the estates, at first managed by Rabindranath himself together with a volunteer group. In 1898 agricultural experiments were started (Das Gupta 2009: 442). Their aim was to bring applied science to the villages (Das Gupta: 2009: 197). Although we do not know of the details in putting into practice agricultural techniques, the progress must have been a swift one. The American Myron H. Phleps visting Shelidah about 1911/12 said that  “he had discovered a genuinely successful American farm“ (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 73).

II.3    Shantiniketan – Start of Village Work

    After his first experience as educator in home schooling of his own children at Shelidah in 1901 Rabindranath had founded the Brahma Vidyalay school at Shantiniketan. This type of school originally was devoted to “sacred  learning  [= studying the Vedas]“ (Monier-Williams 2002: 964). For his school the Poet  chose a modified adaption of the ancient Hindu education system resting on the teacher-student relationship associated with the brahmacharya concept. In the Poet’s thought the “prime objective of the Brahma Vidyalay [was] to establish [a] spiritual relationship“, resting on brahmacharya as practical way for learning “by self-control, by devout faith, by purity and [by] dedication“ which would be useful for any stage of life,  mundane or spiritual. Both should be part of the eternal divine principle of Brahman (O’Connell 2002: 66). At first brahmacharya was thought to serve as a shield against distraction during the phase of growing, later it was seen as sort of natural way, when the child “tasted the pleasure of real freedom“ (O’Connell 2002: 134). To fill that freedom with positive meaning Rabindranath at this time had introduced students’ self government (O’Connell 2002: 92). Five years later, the Poet’s interpretion of brahmacharya  was a litte more open-minded: serving “not [merely] as moral instruction“ but – on the teacher’s part – as “friendly guidance“  and creating for the student the atmosphere of a “congenial environment“ for building up character and mind (Das Gupta 2009: 116).

    According to this educational concept, within the ashramic life the students should practise a fourfold service: to themselves, to their co-students and the servants of the ashram, to their teachers, and finally, to the animals and plants on the ashramic site. The students should wash their own clothes and clean their rooms (O’Connell 2002: 68). In case of illness of a co-student or a servant of the ashram the students should take the responsiblities of nursing. At mealtimes the students should serve one another. If  the school should host a foreign student – which had been the case  then: the Japanese Hori Jan [Yoshinori Hori], (O’Connell 2002: 75) - they should constantly look after his needs and caring to make his bed and clean his room (O’Connell 2002: 78). The students should also clean their teachers’ rooms in rotation (O’Connell 2002: 68). Last but not least, especially assigned students should take over some responsiblities for the care of the cows in the cowshed. Moreover they could tame the two deers – held at that time – “by feeding them with their own hands.“ For the future Rabindranath also wanted some small animals, fish and birds to be held within the ashram. In regard to wild birds he said that it would be better to tame them patiently than to keep them in a cage. Furthermore the students should look after the plants in the garden (O’Connell 2002: 77-78).

    Some years later village work under the rural reconstruction scheme was started.

The idea of Rural Reconstruction surely had been rooted in the myth of Bengal Renaissance. Some of its protagonists like Aurobindo Ghose interpreted it in a retrospective way as “preservation by reconstruction“ (Dalton 1982: 8). Rabindranath, although estimating very high traditional life in the ancient Indian villages, knew that a simple copy of the past was impossible. The only way to save the essence of proven old ideas would be to adjust them to modernity (Dasgupta 1993: 121). After his withdrawal from active political involvement the Poet thought that he must not wait for action by (stately) legislation: his call for a radical reform, laid down 1904  in his essay swadeshi samaj (our own state and society) (Das Gupta 2009: 87), was not answered. According to the header of one of his most  famous songs composed as fruit of this disillusioning experience (“If nobody cares to come in answer to thy call, walk alone“, Das Gupta 2009: 87), in an exemplary way, he decided to take the first step of modelling his “India as an idea“ (Das Gupta 2009: XXXii): seeking to implement life into a “few villages“ which in fact then were to become “his India“ (Salkar 1990: 86). In swadeshi samaj Rabindranath developed a program that could be called “constructive swadeshi“ (Das Gupta 2008: 993). He argued that throughout Indian history it was not the state but the society “which took responsibility for their own communal interests“ (O’Connell 2002: 85) . The Poet called for a renewed society which would take responsiblities for its own social and educational problems. He urged that mass education in the vernaculars should be undertaken by a band of workers who should organize “furnishing [the villagers] with new compositions by way of jatras [street dramas, Das Gupta 2009: 475], kirtans [devotional songs, ibid.: 476], recitations, bioscope and lantern shows, gymnastic legerdemain.“ Furthermore he appealed to the (political) leaders to join him in that effort: “If the leaders of the country will abjure empty politics, and make it their business to give new life and objective to these melas [fairs, ibid.] putting their own heart into the work and bringing together the hearts of Hindu and Muslim, and then confer about the real wants of the people – schools, roads, water reservoirs, grazing commons, and the like – then the country will soon awaken“ (Das Gupta 2009: 277). For Rabindranath melas were vital in the process of  the society’s  cohesion: as economic and cultural meeting points, but also in establishing “good friendship among Hindus and Muslims“ (Chakrabarti 1993: 79f.). Thus, Rabindranath had founded the Rakhi-Bhandan festival which “celebrated voluntary kinship, particularly between Hindus and Muslims“ (O’Connell 2002: 91.148).

    In bhyadi o pratikar (Malady and Cure) (1907) the Poet had called “for the acceptance of a radical social programme against the divisive forces of caste, creed, poverty, and alienation between the elite and the masses“ (Das Gupta 2009: 447). It was the principle of cooperation that Rabindranath had been impressed most when loooking back on the ancient Indian village. Nevertheless, he was quite conscious of its historic deficits: cooperation within the jajmani-system had become a static one, lacking “creative phantasy“ (O’Connell 2002: 158) needed for adjusting this institution to the present needs. Therefore he combined the principle of cooperation with that of [atma shakti] (self-reliance) (Dasgupta 1993: 89). 

    Rabindranath’s personal psychological method to hire his volunteers was “to identify bands of educational volunteers, who began as Swadeshi Movement activists, to dedicate themselves to living and working in the villages and enlist the cooperation of the villagers to start the work of constructing roads, schools, water reservoirs, and sanitation, and improving agricultural production – and also to create new folk music. All this was destined to bring a ’New objective’ to their life“ (Das Gupta 2008: 997). Thus, for istance, Kalimohan Ghose formerly having been a terrorist, was won by Rabindranath (Das Gupta 1977: 361). Later, Kalimohan “laid the foundation of all our work within the villages … as chief interpreter and contact maker“ (Elmhirst 1961: 25). Addressing the volunteers directly Rabindranath was illustrating this new perspective to them: “If you cannot do anything else, at least cut off yourself from newspapers and take yourself to any village to give education to them with whom nobody has ever spoken; bring themselves happiness, hope, serve them, and let them know that there is dignity in them as human beings“ (Das Gupta: 1977: 356). 

    Mental reservations against Rabindranath’s plans seemeed to come mostly from Hindus, the Muslim and Santal villages were more open-minded. In the western part of the estates village work was started at Bhubandanga by the teachers and students of Shantiniketan (O’Connell 2002: 91). “At the Santiniketan school, as early as 1910 it was compulsory for the teachers and boys, as an integral part of their education programme, to go out to the neighbouring village of Bhubandanga as well as regularly visit the Santal villages on the western side of the school in order to probe and understand the problems of the villagers“ (Das Gupta 1977: 357). “The Santiniketan boys set up a day and night school for the Santals. They also nursed the sick and helped to built houses for the Santals“ (O’Connell 2002: 91). Rabindranath had encouraged William W. Pearson – then a teacher at Shantiniketan - to start a school for the Santals. After Pearson’s premature death  in 1923 the project was handed over to Santosh Majumdar. “The first handful of boys were orphans or in charge of local guardians, and when they came they were boarded at Majumdar’s own house. They shared in all the tasks of home and garden.“ This experience later inaugurated the idea of the Siksha-Satra boarding school (Elmhirst 1961: 34-35). Illustrating the boys’ enthusiasm Basanta Kumar (cited by Mukherjee 1962: 315) was stating: “The [Shantiniketan] boys … are so unselfishly devoted that they do not hesitate to work as a common coolie, without remuneration to build a cottage for a Santal in need.“

    In the eastern part at this time Rabindranath’s activities were manifold: “He put a small centre-cum-library for a village inhabited by some of his Hindu tenants, but it went unused. He engaged a teacher, but the pupils stayed away on various pretexts until, finally, the Muslims from the next village came and asked for a school, and it was established there. Efforts to develop cooperative farming, common water supplies and road-building also met with failure because of fears that someone would get a greater advantage“ (O’Connell 2012: 1). “In his allegorical play Achalayatan (Citadel of Immobility) (1911) Rabindranath depicted how rigid and irrational orthodoxy was able to hamper society’s progress“ (Das Gupta 2009: 450). “These and other experiences led him to formulate the approach that emphasized community responsibility and transformation of individual consciousness at all levels through education and grass-roots involvement“ (O’Connell 2012: 1). “[I]n Kaligram Pargana [the latter: a Mughal denotation for an administrative unit] which included P[a]tisar with its mixture of Hindus and Muslims and the proximity of several provincial towns like [Kushtia]“, the Poet was successful in strengthening the structure of a comprehensive communal process of self-rule. “For efficient management, [he] divided [the] estate into three zones (Vibhagas) each with a self governing organization, but federated to a central administrative body called the Hitaishi Sabha [italics mine].“ To meliorate the rural infrastructure an “agricultural bank was set up at P[a]tisar with borrowed money to the bank. [The Hitaishi Sabha provided] educational facilities for children including Pathsalas [village schools] and a high school at Potisar. Other activities include the implementation of crop diversification and the establishment of a weaving school“ (O’Connell 2012: 2). The work in East Bengal “was organized round a welfare fund and a welfare society, which took care of providing medical treatment, initiating public works such as digging wells, making and repairing roads and clearing jungles, protecting the cultivators from the ruinous effects of indebtedness, and settling all the quarrels by arbitration“ (Das Gupta 2008: 997). 

    In 1906 Rabindranath had sent his son Rathindranath and Santosh Majumdar to the USA for the study of agriculture. “His plan was to educate them scientifically for rural education and engage them in it on their return from the USA“ (Das Gupta 2009: 447). In 1912 the Poet bought Surul Kuthi [literally: a house at Surul (together with the adjacent land)], later to become the seat of Sriniketan (Das Gupta 2009: 451). Since 1914 the first steps to fit up Surul Kuthi “as a laboratory for scientific research on rural reconstruction schemes were taken“ (Das Gupta: 2009: 452-453). Rabindranath had intensively studied the model of the cooperative movement in Ireland (Das Gupta 2009: 134). About 1911 he hoped that for Patisar a paddy husking machine could be purchased, “that the farmers here could together take five-or ten-rupee-shares in such a machine; it would give them a real opening in cooperation … With a loan from our bank a paddy husking business could easily be going there.“ Furthermore he proposed buying a pottery wheel and the hiring of a teacher for umbrella making to bring about new possiblilities for local artisanery (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 87).

    One further event must be mentioned: the visit of Mahatma Gandhi and his Phoenix boys.

Gandhi had founded an Ashram together with a school at Phoenix (South Africa). In compliance with an agreement with the South African Government they had to return to India. Since October 1914 about 20 Phoenix boys (students and teachers) were living within the Shantiniketan ashram (Dutta and Robinson: 1997: 158). Rabindranath noted his first impression on them: “They have discipline where they should have ideals. They are trained to obey which is bad for a human being, for obedience is good, not because it is good in itself but because it is a sacrifice“ (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 156). Later he added: “I had been somewhat unfair to the Phoenix boys … Since then I have been able to come closer to them and I think they are very lovable, though I cannot get rid of my misgivings about their system of training“ (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 157). In February 1915 Gandhi arrived at Shantiniketan, Rabindranath being absent. According to William W. Pearson “Gandhi turned everything upside down … He made an inspection, critized the cooking arrangements and encouraged the students to adopt the methods of the Phoenix school (O’Connell 2002: 95-96). Gandhi wanted the students even “to do the work of the cook and the sweeper“ (Mukherjee 1962: 68). The following episode may illustrate the different understanding of sacrifice between Gandhi and Rabindranath: The students decided to cut out sugar and butter from their daily menu. The money saved was contributed to a relief fund to alleviate the distress of Jute cultivators of East Bengal. Disapproving this attitude, the Poet stated: “The best form of self-sacrifice which they could undertake was doing some hard work to earn money“ (Mukhopadhyaya and Roy 1961: 471). After his return Rabindranth met Gandhi. The former, putting aside his reservations, yielded, and: “with the approval and consent of [him] and the inmates of the [ashram] [a fresh action of self help was started on March, 10], and under the spell created by the forceful and persuasive personality of [Gandhi], the plan worked successfully for some time to come after the guests had left the place. Although the rigidities were relaxed later on, 10th March is still observed in Santiniketan as the [Punyaha] Gandhi Day [italics mine], when the entire work of the [ashram] is taken over by the inmates at least for a day“ (Mukherjee 1962: 68). Obviously, Gandhi’s visit had been a catalyst for a comprehensive re-examination of Shantiniketan’s educational concept. His presence seemed to have highlighted some of the shortcomings and incongruities at Shantiniketan. Rabindranath’s disillusionment about his Shantiniketan school project had already begun shortly after its start, because [t]here was a constant tension … between [his] educational ideals and the needs of the students and parents for paper qualifications“ (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 256). Shortly before this episode Rabindranath had addressed the inauguration session of the Bangiya Hitasadhan Mandali, later to become known as the Bengal Social Service League. Inspired by the aims of this association he called to the youth to take up social service in a spirit of sacrifice (Mukhopadhyaya and Roy 1961: 471). For a considerable time longing for a more coordinated comprehensive concept of rural reconstruction, the Poet’s plans got momentum when he had met Leonard K. Elmhirst, an agronomist with the record of former  practical experience in India (Das Gupta 2008: 998).

II.4    Sriniketan – Extension of Village Work and Start of Comprehensive Education

    Elmhirst had accepted Rabindranath’s invitation to start the Rural Reconstruction Programme and “with about a dozen [teachers and] students [of Shantiniketan]“ in 1922 did help to inaugurate the Institute of Rural Reconstruction , later to be named Sriniketan [Abode of the integral flowering of life] (O’Connell 2002: 194). For the purpose of clarification we hereby are deviating from the commonly used  term Abode of Prosperity. <Prosperity> in its original sense for Rabindranath had not to be narrowed to its modern meaning, which is synonymous to economic prosperity: but rather it should have been a symbol of bringing about complete new life ( Elmhirst 1961: 42-43).

    The institution’s global aims could be identified by the headers: health, education, economic improvement and social work (Das Gupta 2008: 999). For the workers the aims and objects were stated as: 

First:  “To win the friendship and affection of villagers and cultivators by taking a real interest in all that concerns their lives and welfare, and by making a lively effort to assist them in solving their most pressing problems.“

Second: “To take the problems of the village and the field to the class room for study and discussion   and to the experimental farm for solution.“

Third: “To carry the knowledge and experience gained in the class room and the experimental farm  to the villagers, in the endeavour to improve their sanitation and health, to develop their    resources and credit; to help them to sell their produce and buy their requirements to the    best advantage; to teach them better methods of growing crops and vegetables and of   keeping live-stock; to encourage them to learn and practice the arts and crafts; to bring  home to them the benefits of associated life, mutual aid and common endeavour“ (O’Connell 2002: 195).

    For Rabindranath these aims were part of his general aspiration to bring again new life into the villages: Since the early days the Poet had urged the workers to draw upon all resources “in music, song, drama and dance, drawing and design at Santiniketan in order to enrich our lives, to liven aspirations, to inspire our leisure and to increase our delights in every kind of artistic expression“ (Elmhirst 1961: 42-43). The motto was to bring back life in its completeness, but not as an act of pure charity, but rather as a living prove of partnership. Addressing the villagers Rabindranath said: “Come all of you …, not as beggars but as co-workers. Be our partners in this effort; that alone will bring success“ (Das Gupta 1977: 360). “When the Sriniketan work was being conceived …, Rabindranath was very keen on the cooperative principle. The villagers had to be educated and assisted to found their own 

schools, workshops and granaries, their own cooperative stores and banks which they must be taught to maintain“. Thus, the Poet wanted “to organize the deprived in the villages to be completely self sufficient, to be able to supply all their needs on a cooperative basis“ (Das Gupta 1977: 360). In his opinion this was the real way to swaraj [self-rule]. “In the beginning Elmhirst had thought that the reform of village life would come through 

[scientifically and technically based] agriculture … But he soon realized that Rabindranath’s approach [the human factor] was perhaps the only correct one: what was needed was to look at the villager and his problems as a whole and to be ready to attack any situation or emergency“ (Das Gupta 1977: 365-366).

    Out of Sriniketan’s many departments we are now  concentrating on the activities within two fields: Village Welfare and Education.

    The first important challenge to be confronted with was that of rural health. The American nurse Gretchen Green opened the first dispensary. She wrote that “there was a shortage of personnel and medical facilities for treating vast numbers of patients“. With the base of this dispensary “Kalimohan Ghose began to organize co-operative health societies in which the villagers took out membership entitling them to a limited amount of free treatment. By 1933 three health co-operatives had been established in the villages of Ballabpur, Bandgora and Goalpara. In 1930 Dr.  Harry Timbres took over the anti-malaria program, resulting in the reduction of more than quarter of the death cases within twenty years (O’Connell 2002: 202-203). “Considerable gains were also made in the area of preventive medicine as drains were opened up, tanks disinfected, trenches dug, quinine distributed and smallpox vaccinations administered“ (Mukherjee 1962: 213). Timbres was an American  doctor and Quaker with former experience in medical and relief work in Russia during World War I (O’Connell 2002: 203). After his work at Shantiniketan, together with his wife Rebecca, a social worker, he returned to the then USSR dying there in 1936. “Many of the health initiatives of the welfare section were carried out by the Brati-Balakas [italics mine] …, a group modelled after the Baden-Powell Scout Associaton, but adapted to the concern of an Indian village“ (O’Connell 2002: 203). “There was no money to pay teachers; so it was decided to introduce Baden Powell’s … system and principles. Two students were sent from Santiniketan to the Central Provinces for a special course for scout-masters … The Brati-Balaka method aimed at stimulating in the minds of young boys, and later girls, too, the idea of service“ (Das Gupta 1977: 369). After their return  “a youth group was organized in the village of Mahidapur. The parents objected at first, but once the children began various constructive activities in the village, the parents began helping. “Elmhirst’s experience … was that mobilizing the children was the most effective way to draw in the elders. When the parents saw their children cleaning the village they came forward to do it for themselves“ (Das Gupta 1977: 368). Gradually, the organization gained popularity, and, by 1928, there were eight hundred members organized in thirty centres. The Brati-Balakas … were effective in alleviating village health conditions through quinine distribution [and] first aid … Their activities sought to break down caste and religious differences through group games, music and plays, water purification, sanitation, fire brigades, and so forth. They also helped supervise the melas, repair buildings, and assist famine relief in the district through the distribution of food and clothing“ (O’Connell 2002: 203-204).

    The education of the Brati-Balakas later was to be integrated into the school syllabus of the future Siksha-Satra (see above).  There “training camps of one month’s duration were organized where lantern lectures were arranged. In 1924 Kalimohan Ghose had organized three such camps to which thirty-four trainees from twenty-two villages came. There were camp talks on the causes and prevention of malaria, small-pox, cholera and other common village epidemics. There were extensive discussions on possible ways of economic improvement. It was expected that such gatherings would build workers for village reconstruction work. One direct result was the spread of the scout movement. Brati-Balaka troops were set up in the village schools of most of the twenty-two villages which joined the camps“ (Das Gupta 1977: 370). The boys also became leaders in the Brati-Balaka movement. Majumdar wrote: “They have begun to feel their own little way that the individual’s effort is not purely individual, but invariably has social reactions. They are realizing the value of mental aid and have acquired social habits of kindliness and brotherliness“ (O’Connell 2002: 210). Elmhirst (1961: 74) summarizes: “By a little practical training and experience, seventy-five percent of the ill-health of the rural Indians could be eliminated within a few months through the activity of children … children become the natural and immidiate agents in the education for the adults.“ Nevertheless, “[a]fter 1940 … only 267 children in twelve groups were reported“ (Mukherjee 1962: 215). The cause for this is closely related to the restructuring of Sriniketan during the 1930s. Another aspect of village welfare was the building up of cooperatives, though again, the team had to overcome considerable opposition, based on suspicion and lack of confidence in cooperation. Thus, it was very farsighted to send a village worker from the then Shantiniketan centre “to live in [the village] and to work with the villagers, rather than dispensing guidance from the centre“ (Das Gupta 2008: 1000). Altogether over “two hundred cooperatives were established for grain storage, irrigiation, banks … Some were more successful than others“ (O’Connell 2002: 204).

    “Educational initiatives were implemented at all levels. By 1929 there were night classes for children and adults unable to attend day schools in twelve villages and one day schools for girls. [The] girls came from all castes, and no discrimination was made, and …. the school was located in the house of one of the teachers. The curriculum was of the holistic type and included basic literacy, gardening, cooking and so forth, but there were cases, where  the girls of the poorest people have not been able to take advantage of this opportunity“ (O’Connell 2002: 205). Furthermore, the activities in adult education had spreadened: “Pioneering work in adult education was carried on through various activities. There was a rural circulating library. An early form of distance education was initiated through the Lok-Siksha-Samsad, a society which organized home study and examinations for persons who could not attend school. There were also special women’s educational projects which were handled by the Mahila Samitis (women’s groups) such as nutrition, maternity and child care, literacy“ (O’Connell 2002: 206) Besides, in the late 1930s the Siksha-Charcha Bhavana for the education of village school teachers was founded. There was also a diploma course in rural reconstruction for College boys at Sriniketan (Das Gupta 1977: 370).

    But the most prominent example of the “educational projects of Sriniketan was the Siksha-Satra [(charitable) institution for education]. The project began in July 1924 [then still at Shantiniketan], after six destitute boys were placed under the care of the Institute.“ Rabindranath would have liked to have included girls from the beginning of the project, but village parents were unwilling to let them participate. The syllabus was created by Rabindranath, Elmhirst and Santosh Majumdar. It reflected a more practical adaption to village life of the Shantiniketan ideals, “such as natural environment, child autonomy, perceptual training, learning through creative activities, and development of social responsibility. Some of the basic assumptions underlying the Siksha-Satra experiment were that the program should give maximum scope to the child’s imagination and that the child should learn by doing and by experiment.“ (O’Connell 2002: 207). At the Siksha-Satra there were no set classes and the teacher was viewed as faciliator and collaborator. Santosh Majumdar reported that after a year the childs made progress in all areas.  “One of the Brahmin boys had been very caste conscious in the beginning and had refused to garden or weave, but after several months, he became the school’s most avid gardener, insisting on that he handle all aspects of the work. Another boy belonged to the wine-maker’s caste and showed a sense of inferiority when he came to Sriniketan, but after six months he became a leader of the group, resolving disputes and winning various prizes“ (O’Connell 2002: 210). After Santosh Majumdar’s death in 1926 the school was moved to Sriniketan, and by 1929 the students had increased to twenty. But as the number of students continued to increase “the experimental nature of the projects became less“ and even before Rabindranath’s death a more standard approach had been adopted. Part of the difficulty may have been that no “constitution“ for the school had been drafted (O’Connell 2002: 210).

II.5    Rabindranath’s deepening social commitment (tragically) conflicting with the (economy based) restructuring of Sriniketan

    During his trip to the Soviet Union in 1930 Rabindranath was deeply impressed by the new socio-educational structure established there after the October Revolution of 1917. Although in private letters he condemned the suppression of individual freedom (O’Connell 2002: 212), the positive impression predominated and was to last till his very late years (Das Gupta 2009: 336). Shortly after the trip he wrote to Dorothy Elmhirst: “My mind is humming with a swarm of suggestions for my own work – but my time is short, my resources are meagre“ (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 387). Dorothy had been the main benefactor of the Sriniketan project from 1922 till 1947. After her marriage with Elmhirst both initiated a (social) educational project in their new home in Dartington Hall, Devon, UK (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 318). 

    The experience in the Soviet Union was a catalyst for Rabindranath’s last intensive phase in his socio-ethical commitment. From what he had observed there his conclusion was this could be interpreted as justification of the Siksha-Satra model. Addressing the Soviet youth he said that “Siksha-Satra would be remembered as the real school, the ideal school, and the other one [Shantiniketan] will be neglected“ (O’Connell 2002: 212). O’Connell (2012: 213, citing P.K. Mukhopadhyay) is mentioning that Rabindranath had dreamed of introduducing cooperatives and collective life at Shantiniketan, but that “he had received little or no response from his people and the dream … soon faded.“ Once again his inner unrest over his own status had been revealed. To Pratima Devi, his daughter-in-law, he wrote of his deep distaste for the life style of the rich: “May we never again have to burden our poor tenants on the land for maintaining us in food or comfort … Now … we have to give up the garb of the rich: otherwise our shame will not be removed“ (O’Connell 2002: 213). He suggested to his son Rathindranath selling even the family residence at Jorasanko: “It is time to change our lives radically, and I hope I can do so with a contented heart“; however, the son “did not share his father’s ascetic attitude“, and the Poet, on his side, did not want to deprive the son of his heritage (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 392-393). Nevertheless, in accordance with his newly revealed conviction, Rabindranath moved into a plain “hut“ (Kripalani 1980: 409). This anewed deepening of social consciousness brought him closer to Gandhi, after their <estrangement> during the non-cooperation campaign in the 1920s. Gandhi’s epic fast in protest against the discrimination of the Untouchables had strengenthed their new relationship. Although it is evident that Rabindranath’s idea to initiate the Birbhum Apriya Sevak Samiti, a relief project for training the Untouchables in shoemaking, had been motivated by Gandhi’s fast, we may suppose that this project also was a logical consequence of the Poet’s anewed concern for the poor. Bearing this in mind it seems  a bit tragic that Rabindranath’s did not succeed in prevailing his son to revise the changes, then already being in the stadium of planning.

    At the beginning of Rabindranath’s rural reconstruction efforts “the objectives had been concerned with rejuvenation of the cultural and economic life in a few villages. By 1930, however, there were over two dozen rural village workers which were too many for a single village, but the annual income of about fifty thousand rupees was not enough for more extensive work. During the 1930s, under the leadership of Rathindranath … a new emphasis was put upon Sriniketan’s economic self-sufficiency, thus causing a shift in policy away from the village self-help program“ (O’Connell 2002: 213). At the end of this process Sriniketan had become a “business“, mainly caused by its famous handicraft household products, which were sold all over India. This development could possibly be seen as pioneering economic success, but it “served to deemphasize the older ideas“ (Das Gupta 1977: 374-376.), as the villagers now were employees of the Silpa Bhavana  [Department of Crafts and Design]. There is reason to suppose that Rathindranath’s measures had found the encouragement of the Elmhirsts, at least Dorothy’s. Her relationship with Rabindranath had always been “an ambivalent one and vice versa … He could never feel comfortable with her unique idealism and financial wealth … She, for her part, could never feel at ease with his … disconnection from worldly affairs, and felt an indifference bordering on distaste for Indian life.“ Needless to say, that both also were rivals in getting Leonard’s favour (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 318-320). Furthermore Rabindranath’s new ideas may have had a further negative impact on the climate of their relationship (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 387). Throughout the Sriniketan period there remained “a fundamental tension“ between Elmhirst and the Poet on “the role of science in development.“ Among the research projects financed by Dorothy there was one which, finally, had made proposals to improve the (financial) efficiency of Sriniketan. Reacting to that, in a letter to Elmhirst Rabindranath  reiterated his original concept in a way that his remarks could serve as his legacy. He stated that “forces are working for a complete deviation from the path which we pursued when we first began our work … [but, t]he villages are waiting for the living touch of creative faith and not for the cold aloofness of science … which [deals] with fragments of dissected life.“ Rabindranath tried to define the role of experts, as he saw it, namely giving their advice to “guides and lovers of men, who possessing the gift of imaginative understanding can vitalise knowledge and make it acceptable to others.“ On many occasions he had warned Elmhirst against importing to Sriniketan methods which had worked well at Dartington. For in the former “the principal element is there and similarly the valuable gift of sympathy in some of our humble workers has worked miracles which must not be contemptously mentioned because (they have) not been measured (or) accurately recorded“ (Dutta and Robinson 1997: 412-414). At another place he  had described  <sympathy> as being “our spiritual organ of sight“ (Das Gupta 2009: 214).

II.6    Assessment

    “Forsight has the power of calculation: insight is the power of vision … But forsight is impatient all of all deficiencies. It constantly dwells upon the possibilties of mistakes, only because it does not have the vision of the whole“ (Das Gupta 2009: 80). This statement clearly is marking the point of difference. It was the human factor which for Rabindranath was the decisive one; to measure it exactly for us seems to be difficult, if not impossible. In respect of  the standards “the attainment of all our deepest ideals is difficult to measure by outward standards“ (Das Gupta 2009: 100). As his experiment was a unique one it can only be measured by its own aims. The Poet in citing the power of insight  was advocating for a gradual longterm process of extension of sympathy and service such realizing the freedom of mind: “From the commencement of our work  we have encouraged our children to be of service to our neighbours from which has grown up a village reconstruction work unique in the whole of India. Round our educational work the villages have grouped themselves in which the sympathy for nature and service for man have become one. In such extension of sympathy and service our mind realizes its true freedom“ (Das Gupta 2009: 128).

    Yet, out of this even some empirical measurable result did evolve: “The general amicable relationship that exists today in the Sriniketan radius can bee seen as part of the Sriniketan legacy as well as the continuity of cultural events as the Sriniketan mela and seasonal festivals“ (O’Connell 2002: 216). In regard to the comprehensive level of society O’Connell (2002: 215) is referring to a survey of Suguta Dasgupta on the villages affected by the Sriniketan program: he found that these villages have a proportionaly higher number of democratic organizations than other villages. In the communalist conflict over Ayodyah in the 1990s “there was no disturbance around Santiniketan, and the students and staff organized a peace rally which was supported by neighbouring Hindu and Muslim villages“ (O’Connell 2002: 216).

    Thus, we may conclude that continuously existing effects still are remaining due to serve as an incentive for similar projects which possibly can be initiated to complement the Poet’s vision: “If we can give a start to a few villages, they would perhaps be an inspiration to some others – and my life would have been done“ (Elmhirst 1961: 66).
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