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Simple yet thought provoking write ups
Dear editors, 

I have been thinking these days sending you my primary impression on the formatting, exclusive content, 
and obviously the art of presenting it through the ezine ‘Magic of Learning’  brought out by Bichitra 
Paathshala. 

Though I faced difficulty in reading out the content of the articles persistently because of the fleeting 
typed fonts, still I could appreciate in my own way the excellent uniqueness of the ‘Ezine’. It has offered 
an exclusive cerebral feed for the interested readers. Most of the articles have widened the dimension of 
comprehension that makes reading a creative effort. Thanks for all that. 

Language is a multi -layered mode of communication. It is not always verbal in its effort. A pretty large 
area of communication is covered by the ‘non - verbal’ mode of expression and this has been well estab-
lished in several articles. 

The articles are simple yet thought provoking. Reading them has been a very enjoyable and valuable learn-
ing. This opens the eyes for appreciating pictures and paintings among the young learners. 

With best wishes to Magic of Learning,

- Bibekananda Sen, Retd teacher of English language, Kolkata

Asserting a truth we’ve known all along
The Magic of Learning issue, dedicated to the theme of digital divide, has forcefully asserted a truth that 
we have known all along. The articles are a mix of scholarly articles enriched with data and supported 
with statistics and write ups based on personal experience. The two types of articles complement each 
other to make the picture complete. 

Incidentally, I am a doctor living in Delhi and I am facing the issue of digital divide in my medical prac-
tice too. My patients who enjoy broadband connection, are regularly in touch with me and I have lost 
touch with patients who used to come to my clinic from far away places. I have been in touch with my 
peers through umpteen webinars, but when it comes to treating my patients – the reason for our existence, 
the pandemic has taken away the wind from our sail. 

- Dr. Smarajit Chakrabarty, New Delhi
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Grim issue
I really enjoyed reading the earlier issue on art integration. The one on Digital Divide was a little grim in 
comparison. But I enjoyed the poems, sketches and write ups by students. 

 - Mandar Mitra, student of Modern School, New Delhi

Technology and Development 
Very pertinent issues highlighted. I liked it. Also liked Dr. Anupam’s Basu’s logic in his article “Digital 
Divide in the umbra of Covid”. Only on one point I would differ. The advancement/availability of In-
tranet cannot be directly correlated with the development of a country. Honestly speaking the advance-
ment, bandwidth and geographical penetration of internet in India is far better than a lot of developed 
first world nations. Similarly Romania probably world’s most advanced nation in terms of internet tech-
nology penetration and bandwidth but it is still a developing nation. So I don’t know if internet technolo-
gy can be correlated so directly to development.

Devdatta Bhattacharyya 
Head of Talent Development, Continental AG (Germany)

The ‘last mile problem’
The importance of the theme that Magic of Learning has chosen for its current issue [vol 1, no 3] can hard-
ly be over emphasised. I want to say a few words about just one of the articles.
In our country some people, including some decision makers at the highest level, seem to be enchanted by 
technology. They worship it as a solution to all problems including that of social inequality and depriva-
tion.  Dr Anupam Basu [in his article ‘Digital Divide in the Umbra of Covid’] asserts that technology by 
itself may not yield the expected result unless it is supported by appropriate and simultaneous social and 
political action. He explains how a ‘last mile problem’ may defeat the purpose of huge investments in IT/
ICT infrastructure and how the ‘digital have not’s may remain so in spite of large Government expendi-
ture. This particular point, among many others, assumes a special significance because it is coming from 
some one as qualified and as experienced a technologist as Dr Basu. 

 - Partha Bandyopadhyay
(Retired Prof. of Physics, City College)
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PART I: Universities 
of India and their 
critical role in the 
sustenance of higher 
education

1. Preamble In 
the background of 
the presently active 
discussions on the state 
of higher education in 

the country, especially in the context of the 
New Education Policy (NEP), I make a few 
personal observations. These are based on my 
more than 40 years of teaching and research 
experience in various academic institutions 
in India -- research institutes under the 
aegis of the Departments of Atomic Energy 
(DAE) and Science and Technology (DST), 
and Central Universities under the Ministry 
of Human Resource and Development 
(MHRD). While I have gained in my outlook 
on Education by this varied exposure, I have 
no hesitation  in admitting that there is no 
alternative to Universities as places for higher 
learning. All other efforts to create smaller 
and more focused institutes and even Indian 
Institutes of Technology (IIT) and Indian 
Institutes of Science Education & Research 
(IISER) can only be complementary to our 
existing State and Central Universities. If the 
universities perish so will higher education.
It is in universities that ‘diffusion’ across 
disciplines and imaginative transfer of 
knowledge from one generation to the next 
takes place. Indeed, the universities are 
“Where the mind is without fear and the 

head is held high, where knowledge is free.... 
where words come out from the depth of 
truth... where the clear stream of reason has 
not lost its way into the dreary desert sand 
of dead habit....” (Rabindranath Tagore, in 
Gitanjali, Macmillan 1912). After all, J. C. 
Bose, C. V. Raman, S. N. Bose, M. N. Saha, K. 
S. Krishnan, ...., most of whom (apart from 
Raman), have narrowly missed the Nobel 
Prize -- all belonged to universities.
J. C. Bose (1858 – 1937) performed his 
experiments on propagation of microwave 
radiation from laboratories of Presidency 
College, affiliated to Calcutta University, 
in the late nineteenth century. Later, in the 
beginning of the twentieth century, he did 
remarkable studies on stress responses in 
plants, also from Presidency College. C. V. 
Raman (1888 – 1970), our only science Nobel 
Laureate, did his path-breaking contribution 
to what is now called the Raman Effect from 
the premises of the Indian Association for the 
Cultivation of Science (IACS) and the Palit 
Laboratory of Calcutta University, in the late 
1920’s. Satyendra Nath Bose (1894 – 1974) 
was at Dhaka University (now in Bangladesh) 
when, in 1924, he wrote that famous letter 
to Einstein which gave birth to the Bose-
Einstein Statistics. MeghnadSaha (1893 
– 1956) was working on the ionization of 
stellar atmosphere from Calcutta University 
and then Allahabad University. His equation 
called the Saha Ionization Formula (1920) 
is considered to be the harbinger of modern 
Astrophysics. Finally, mention must be made 
of K. S. Krishnan’s (1898 – 1961) pioneering 
work on Crystal Field Theory, Diamagnetism 

Higher Education Scenario 
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and Susceptibility measurements, 
all carried out from IACS and 
Dhaka University.
The following points help bolster 
the assertion made at the end of 
the first paragraph above.

2.  History of Indian universities
 
Long before we were colonised, 
there was a real university in 
India: Nalanda (5th – 12th 
century A.D.) -- one of the 
oldest in the world. It was based 
on truly indigenous values and 
philosophy, derived from Buddhism, and was 
an active meeting place of scholars from far 
and near. Nalanda University was established 
by Shakraditya of Gupta dynasty. Located 
in modern Bihar near Gaya, it was the first 
residential university wherein students and 
teachers -- from India, Korea, Japan, China, 
Tibet, Indonesia, Persia and Turkey -- lived 
in quarters. In its heyday, Nalanda had the 
largest library in the world.
Nalanda, though the most prominent of the 
old universities of the Indian subcontinent, 
is not the oldest. The latter adjective belongs 
to Takshashila (Taxila, as it is called now) 

University, which was built about 2700 
hundred years ago and is located in present-
day Pakistan. It had on its roll more than 
10,000 students from all over the world 
who came to specialize in Vedas, Grammar, 
Philosophy, Ayurveda, Agriculture, Surgery, 
Politics, Archery, Astronomy, Commerce, 
and many other topics. The most prominent 
graduates of this university are Chanakya, 
Panini, Charaka, Vishnu Sharma, Jivaka and 
others.
The third distinguished old university 
is Vikramshila, situated in the present 
Bhagalpur district of Bihar. It was established 

by Dharmapala of Pala dynasty (in 
the late 8th century and flourished 
until the 12th century), who went 
on to create many other centres 
of academic learning in India. A 
famous graduate of Vikramshila 
University is Atish Dipankar, the 
founder of the Sharma tradition of 
Tibetan Buddhism.
One common factor among all 
these ancient Indian Universities 
is the international presence, 
sadly absent in our institutions 
today. Another important point is, 

06



MAGIC OF LEARNING  |  Vol 1 No: 4  |  PAGE

Science was taught alongside Social Studies 
and Arts – there was no partitioning.
After the English established their roots 
in 1757 it took them a century to found 
three universities – in Bombay, Calcutta 
and Madras (1857). Although these were 
real universities the emphasis was on the 
creation of ‘Babu’s who, by virtue of English 
education, would help run the administration 
– an offshoot of Macaulayism: systematic 
obliteration of traditional vocational 
education and sciences.  Macaulayism is 
attributed to the British politician Thomas 
B. Macaulay (1800 –1859), who was 
instrumental in introducing English as the 
medium of instruction in higher education 
in India. He is quoted to have written: ”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 
taste, in opinions, in morals and in intellect. 
To that class we may leave it to refine 
the vernacular dialects of the country, to 
establish those dialects with terms of science 
borrowed from the Western nomenclature, 
and to render them by degrees fit vehicles 
for carrying knowledge to the great mass of 
population.”
The British however must be credited with 
promoting a liberal academic environment 
through Asiatic Society, Indian Museum, 
Surveys, etc. The Asiatic Society was 
established by William Jones (1746 – 
1791), Justice of the Supreme Court 
at Fort William of Calcutta, on 15 
January 1784, to further the cause 
of Oriental research. William Carey 
(1761 – 1834) – a British Missionary 
and Cultural Anthropologist – 
founded Serampore College which 
later became a university. The 
Asiatic Society of Jones spawned 

the Indian Museum of Calcutta (in 1814). 
All these activities in research led to the 
formation of the Indian Science Congress 
Association (ISCA, in 1914) of Calcutta due 
to the initiative of two British Chemists J. 
L. Simonsen and P. S. Macmahon. ISCA, in 
turn, played a leading role in the creation 
of the Indian National Science Academy, in 
Delhi, 1935.
The oldest Survey of the British Government 
in India is the Geological Survey of India 
(in Calcutta, 1851). Close in its heels came 
the Archaeological Survey of India, also in 
Calcutta, 1861. Next, the Botanical Survey 
of India was founded in Calcutta in 1890. 
All these Surveys helped the Colonial 
power to harvest natural, archaeological 
and mining resources, but at the same 
time, they did promote scientific research 
in India. Concomitantly, the academically 
liberal atmosphere in then-British Capital of 
Calcutta triggered the renaissance movement 
through the reformists like Ram Mohan Roy 
(1772—1833), Henry Derozio (1809 – 1831) 
and Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar (1820 – 1891).

3. Modern (but century-old) Indian 
Universities 

Almost six decades after 1857, a truly ‘Indian’ 
university, Banaras Hindu University (BHU), 
was established by Madan Mohan Malaviya, 
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in Varanasi, 1916. As it turns 
out it is the Irish-born, British 
socialist, women’s rights 
activist and educationist Annie 
Besant (1847 – 1933), who 
goaded and helped Malaviya 
(1861 – 1946) to found BHU, 
not to mention the generous 
financial assistance from the 
Maharaja of Darbhanga. The 
indelible impression that 
Besant, and Tagore left on 
Malaviya is discernible in the formation of 
BHU.  Sectarian religion had very little to 
do with the epithet ‘Hindu’ in the naming 
of BHU.BHU had been pan-Indian from 
the outset. That cosmopolitanism led to 
enriched departments of studies. Some Vice-
Chancellors rose to important positions 
-- Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan was our first 
Vice President and second President of the 
Republic. Triguna Sen and K. L. Shrimali 
became Education Ministers. BHU can boast 
of numerous distinguished academicians in 
all fields, from all parts of India.

Five years after BHU was established, 
another ‘Indian’ university, Visva-Bharati 
(VB), grew out of a ‘Brahmacharya Ashram’, 
conceived by Rabindranath Tagore, in 
Santiniketan ~ 160 km away from Calcutta. 
Tagore (1861 – 1941), though well known 
as a poet and philosopher -- more so 
because of the distinctive honour of Asia’s 
first Nobel Prize (1913) for his book of 
poems: ‘Gitanjali – Song Offerings’ -- was 
a creator of institutions. He upgraded an 
Ashram-based school for young children 
to a holistic university wherein research in 
Eastern Studies was combined with ‘Rural 
Reconstruction’, backed by science-based 
studies of Agriculture. Music, Dance and 
Arts constituted an integral component 

of the entire educational method. During 
Tagore’s time a large number of international 
personalities – Leonard Elmhirst, Charles 
F. Andrews, William Pearson, Sylvain Levy, 
Tan-Yun-Shan,... -- just to name a few -- 
came and worked in VB.
A noteworthy difference between BHU 
and VB is that the former consisted of 
departments, in separate buildings spread 
over a vast and beautiful campus, while 
VB was built on ideas and ideals in a rural 
setting with no demarcating boundaries. 
The motto was to experiment with an 
educational model, deeply rooted in Nature, 
with seamless admixture of music, fine arts, 
eastern philosophy and community-bonding.
Visva Bharati relates to ‘Visva’ or the 
universe -- hence, University -- envisaged 
to be a nest in which the West meets the 
East. The word ‘Bharati’ in VB also has 
multiple connotations. Bharati is Saraswati, 
the goddess of learning, yet Bharati refers 
to Bharat – India; hence, Visva-Bharati is 
a centre of Indian knowledge, open to the 
entire world.
Earlier Tagore, with the help of Margaret 
Elizabeth Noble, popularly known as Sister 
Nivedita (1867 – 1911), provided key 
support to J. C. Bose (1858 – 1937) for the 
establishment in Calcutta of the ‘BasuVignan 
Mandir’, now called the Bose Institute (1917). 
Sister Nivedita, an Irish by birth, devoted her 

08



MAGIC OF LEARNING  |  Vol 1 No: 4  |  PAGE

adult life to the cause of Vedanta, and – like 
Annie Besant,worked whole heartedly for 
Women’s education in India.
In 1875, Ahmad Khan established an Anglo-
Oriental College which was later, in 1920, 
upgraded to Aligarh Muslim University. Like 
BHU, it comprises all castes, creeds, religions 
and genders. Khan considered competence 
in English and ‘Western Sciences’ as essential 
skills for preserving the Muslim influence 
in politics. The prominent alumni of AMU 
are India’s Vice-President and subsequently, 
President: Zakir Husain, Vice President 
Hamid Ansari, Pashtun Independence 
Activist Abdul Gaffar Khan and former Chief 

Ministers of Jammu and Kashmir: Sheikh 
Abdullah and Mufti Mohammad Sayeed. 
Hockey greats Dhyan Chand and Zafar Iqbal 
studied there and so did the cricket stalwart 
Lala Amarnath. The renowned French 
Mathematician Andre Weil taught in AMU.
BHU, VB and AMU were founded on Indian 
ethos, derived from Vedantic, Upanishadic, 
Buddhist and Islamic ‘values’ that embed 
education within Nature. There are however 
two important differences between BHU (& 
AMU) and VB. First, the word ‘Hindu’ -- just 
as ‘Muslim’, in the case of AMU, upgraded 
(in 1920) from a college founded by Syed 

Ahmad Khan, “The Prophet of Education”, as 
christened by Mahatma Gandhi -- can lead 
to confusion, though there is apparently no 
religious connotation.
In narrating the history of Indian universities 
above I have listed only three existing 
institutions – BHU, VB and AMU, because 
all three are based on the Indian value-
system, imbibed from Nalanda and Taxilaas 
elaborated upon, earlier. There are of course a 
plethora of universities under the jurisdiction 
of the state and central governments (some 
of which are discussed below), most however 
are modelled in the British system. It is 
pertinent here to recall what Rabindranath 

Tagore wrote (reproduced in 
Creative Unity, Kindle Edition, 
2011):
“Once upon a time we were 
in possession of such a thing 
as our own mind in India. It 
was living. It thought, it felt, it 
expressed itself. The wholesale 
acceptance of modern, western 
education has suppressed 
this mind. It has been treated 
like a wooden library shelf 
to be loaded with volumes of 
second-hand information; in 

consequence, it has lost its own colour and 
character, and has borrowed polish from the 
carpenter’s shop ....... we have bought our 
spectacles at the expense of our eyesight.”

4. Universities in the West (that synergize 
teaching with research)

In all great western universities teaching 
and research are equally emphasized. In 
my experience in the U.S. system all my 
great teachers were also accomplished 
researchers, and vice-versa. The Universities 
of Oxford (1096) and Cambridge (1231), 

09



MAGIC OF LEARNING  |  Vol 1 No: 4  |  PAGE

in the U. K., which we like to emulate, 
have undergraduates in all subjects as well 
as research under the same umbrella. Yet, 
Oxford and Cambridge, like Bologna (1088), 
Sorbonne (1257) and Heidelberg (1386), have 
yielded innumerable Nobel Laureates and 
Fields Medallists.

The University of Bologna in Italy is the 
oldest university in Europe. Interestingly, 
it was established by an organized guild 
of students. Considered to be the highest 
ranked and the most prestigious university 
of Italy, it covers subjects in all areas of 
undergraduate and postgraduate curriculum. 
The oldest French University, located in Paris, 
is Sorbonne. Like Bologna, and its German 
counterpart Heidelberg, Sorbonne combines 
undergraduate teaching with top class 
research activities.

The University of Cambridge in the U. K. 
grew out of an association of disgruntled 
students who left Oxford thus coining 
the phrase ‘Oxbridge’. Both Cambridge 
and Oxford, through their undergraduate 
collegiate system, have maintained an 
excellent academic environment for 
centuries, as can be judged by the fact that 
Cambridge has had 117 Nobel Laureates, 11 
Fields Medallists, 7 Turing Prize winners, 
and interestingly, 14 British Prime Ministers. 
Oxford, the oldest university in the U. K., 
has yielded 69 Nobel Laureates, 3 Fields 
Medallists, 6 Turing Awardees, and to top it 
all, as many as 28 British Prime Ministers!

5. Summary Remarks
In this portion of the two-part article, I dwelt 
on the great traditions of Indian universities 
that were built on Indian ethos and the 
value-system. While indigenous cultural and 
spiritual moorings were the underpinning 

concern, these universities were also open to 
imbibing progressive and liberal education 
models of the West. A common thread 
between these pioneering universities of 
India and their western counterparts was the 
judicious admixture of teaching and research, 
besides the incorporation of interdisciplinary 
curriculum spanning all subjects of liberal 
arts and sciences as well as music, dance 
and other forms of creative arts. Where do 
we stand today – in the background of such 
exemplary models of higher education – 
will be critically examined in Part II of this 
discourse.   
* These observations in both Part I and Part 
II are an expanded and updated version of 
concerns raised in: 
S. Dattagupta, (a) On Interdisciplinarity – a 
Guest Editorial, Current Science, 10 May, 
2020; 
(b) Ageing of Academic Institutions – a Guest 
Editorial, Current Science, 10 August, 2019; 
(c) Science Education and Challenges Ahead, 
in Vision for Science, ed. Satya Prakash, 
Allied Publications, New Delhi, 2014; 
(d) in Seminar, March 2005(www.india-
seminar.com), ed., C.N. R. Rao ; and  (e) 
On the State of Physics in India – Personal 
viewpoint, in Current Science, 81, 1160- 
1161, 2001. 
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The First ‘Native’ Principal in Bengal                                                  
Prof. Krishna Roy

At the end of 1851, 
Babu Rassomoy 
Dutta was then acting 
as the Secretary 
(equivalent to Head 
of Institution), of 
Sanskrit College, 
Kolkata.  But Council 
of Education in 
Bengal was not happy 
with his working 

style, rather they showed more faith on 
the able leadership and enterprise of the 
young assistant secretary of the College, 
Pandit Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar, who had 
submitted a detailed report of the status 
of the college on 16th December 1850 as a 
matter of his duty and had suggested speedy 
remedial measures to be taken for its holistic 
development. Rassomoy Babu anticipated 
his bleak future in the College and tendered 
his resignation from the post of Secretary. 
On 4th January, 1851, Dr. Mouat, the 
Secretary to the Education Council, formally 
accepted his resignation and instructed him 
to hand over the charge to ‘Pundit Ishwur 
Chunder Shurma, pending the sanction of 
Government to the changes proposed by the 
Council’. 

A few days later, the offices of the Secretary 
and the Assistant Secretary in Sanskrit 
College were abolished and the post of 
Principal was created with a monthly salary 
of Rs. 150. Mr. W. Seton-Karr, the then 
Under-Secretary to the Government of 
Bengal, by his letter dated the 22nd January, 
1851, appointed Vidyasagar as Principal 

of the Sanskrit College, the first Indian to 
ornament such a prestigious post

Earlier, Vidyasagar had served in Sanskrit 
College from 1846 to 1849 and left the job. 
He was reappointed in the College in 1850  
as Professor of Literature. One year later, as 
the first Principal of Government Sanskrit 
College, he applied himself wholeheartedly 
to remodel this seat of learning in a scientific 
way.  According to him “Education does not 
only mean learning the three Rs - reading, 
writing and arithmetic, but it should provide 
comprehensive knowledge. He declared, “We 
want teachers who know both Bengali and 
the English language, at the same time free 
from religious prejudices”. In addition to 
Sanskrit, he suggested including both English 
and Bengali as medium of instruction in the 
College. 

Nowadays, in the context of the educational 
development agenda in India, UGC is 
focusing  on quality higher education.  This 
is considered critical for enabling effective 
participation of young citizens in knowledge 
production, 
participation in 
the knowledge 
economy 
and finally   
improving 
national 
competitiveness 
in a globalized 
world.   Sustained 
initiatives are 
now taken for 
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institutionalizing 
“Learning 
Outcome based 
Curriculum 
Framework 
“(LOCF). This 
is expected 
to improve 
the higher 
education system 
and enhance 
employability of 
graduates on a 
global scale.  In 

this context, Vidyasagar was far ahead of 
his time.  He suggested in his report that 
great changes were required in Jyotisha or 
Mathematics classes. Mathematics was to 
be taught in English instead of in Sanskrit. 
All students, especially those studying 
Literature, Alankara or Rhetoric, were to 
study Mathematics. Text books were to be 
rewritten in Bengali also, according to the 
need of the hour, with special emphasis 
on Science, Geography, Environmental 
studies, Ethics and morality. Life sketches of 
eminent personalities were to be included in 
textbooks. Students would be encouraged to 
study English and above all, discipline had to 
be imposed in an academic institution.  

Soon after taking the charge as Principal, the 
thirty one year old young man changed the 
admission rules for students, allowing non- 
Brahmin students to enrol in the prestigious 
institution with effect from July 1851 and 
later in 1854, he allowed Hindu students of 
all castes to take admission.  The Sanskrit 
College, established in 1824, had till this 
point of time, been open only to students 
from the Brahmin and Vaidya castes. 
Vidyasagar made “Deva bhasha” accessible to 
shudras. 

He gradually introduced the concept 
of admission fee and tuition fee in an 
institution that had so far been a free center 
for higher education. Trust, commitment, 
tireless effort and accountability were the 
key strengths of his character. The moral 
conviction behind all his actions stemmed 
from these character traits. His pragmatic 
vision built the foundation of all his far 
reaching reforms.  Through the introduction 
of the admission fee and tuition fee system, 
student enrolment was increased and 
Vidyasagar became successful in making 
the institution financially independent.  
The administrator thus did not have to 
bother about Government grant for trivial 
institutional matters like book binding or 
simple maintenance of institutional assets. 

Vidyasagar was a strict disciplinarian in 
his personal life and he sought to impose 
the same discipline in the institution he 
administered. He sought to make regular and 
punctual attendance more a norm than an 
exception for students and teachers. In the 
nineteenth century, arrangement for CCTV 
for attendance monitoring was indeed a 
dream, But 
Vidyasagar 
himself acted 
as the closed 
circuit human 
camera by 
taking regular 
rounds of 
the classes. 
Imposing this 
discipline 
among 
veteran 
teachers 
with a laid 
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back attitude was not easy, especially when 
Vidyasagar had been taught by many of 
these teachers in his student days in the same 
college. But Vidyasagar persevered with 
patience and tact. He did not give up even 
when he did not taste success. Failure made 
him more determined. He devised a novel 
plan. He used to stand at the front gate of 
the institution just at the commencement 
of college hours at 10.30 am, to monitor 
attendance of his teachers, and thereafter 
went round all the classes, to check their 
attendance again.  He greeted the late comers 
with a welcoming salute and a polite remark, 
‘Do you come now, Sir?’ This, of course, put 
the teachers in an embarrassing position. 
Gradually they reformed their ways and 
fell in line. Thus as a stern and principled 
administrator he sought to make Sanskrit 
College an exemplary institution of higher 
education. 

Vidyasagar was also a man of enormous 
compassion and generosity. It was he who 
first introduced a weekly holiday for all 
students and teachers on every Sunday, 
disregarding the conventional holidays on 
the first day or eighth day of the moon or 
on full moon and new moon days.  He also 
introduced one month of summer and one 
month of winter vacation in Sanskrit College.  
But he was not an autocrat. All these novel 
initiatives taken by him were made effective 
after thorough examination by the Council of 
Education and subsequent reception of due 
permission. 

Vidyasagar’s moral compass made him a 
difficult and mercurial person.  Apart from 
the issue of attendance, he initiated discipline 
in the teaching process too. Vidyasagar 
introduced a daily class routine from 10.30 
am to 4.30 pm with a break of one hour for 

games and entertainment.  As a teacher or as 
an administrator, he never permitted other 
teachers to apply punitive measures on any of 
the students.  In this light, he is comparable 
to any enlightened modern educator. But 
he did not allow any student to heckle or 
humiliate a new teacher in class. At that time, 
generosity of his soul was offset by a prickly 
temperament and did not hesitate to rusticate 
the miscreant students. 

Principal Vidyasagar is memorable for his 
outstanding   sympathy and empathy towards 
others.  He believed that to be a good student 
or an able teacher, one must have good 

health.  During his tenure as Principal in 
Sanskrit College, he always enquired about 
the health status of students and teachers, and 
set up a wrestling center in college premises.  
Though a stern administrator, Vidyasagar 
was a kind hearted person. He believed 
that internal improvement of the college 
could not be achieved without constant and 
dynamic cooperation from students. With 
this conviction,  he treated the students as if 
they were his own children and used to greet 
them with affection and kindness. Sometimes 
he had informal discussions with them on 
topical issues. Often he addressed them in 
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the familiar and intimate expression “Tui 
“. This kind of intimate address from him  
made the students free and happy .  On other 
occasions, he was equally strict if students 
were found guilty of not following the rules 
and regulations of the institute. Teachers too 
were not spared disciplinary actions when 
they were found lacking in their regularity 
and punctuality. However, he did not hold 
his ire to heart. Even after reprimanding 
a student, he did not hesitate to show 
spontaneous kindness.

Vidyasagar’s picture is lovingly garlanded 
in book shops, offices, schools, colleges, 
universities and he continues to be a subject 
of active enquiry and debate.  But in 1970, 
during the Naxalite Movement in Bengal, 
Vidyasagar’s statue was beheaded by an angry 
mob. Significantly, 1970 was Vidyasagar’s 
150th birth anniversary. The cause of the 
mob’s anger on this exemplary educationist 

and social reformer was his alleged proximity 
to the British. They alleged that during 
the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857, Vidyasagar had 
permitted the use of his college premises as 
a military barrack. But we should not forget 
that Vidyasagar was a Government servant. 
How could he disobey a Government 
dictum?  

It cannot be denied that Vidyasagar was 
successful in carrying out his social reforms 
with the support of British administration. 
How can we forget that in 1852, Principal 
Vidyasagar appealed to British Government 
for direct placement of successful students 
of Sanskrit College in the post of Deputy 
Magistrate. In those days, only the students 
of Hindu College and Madrasa College 
of Kolkata enjoyed this privilege of direct 
placement. His prayer was granted by 
British administration and students were 
appointed to the prestigious post. Nowadays, 
private institutions arrange for placement of 
their students through career fairs or invite 
reputed companies for campus interviews.  
Back in the nineteenth century, Vidyasagar 
was perhaps the first educationist to think of 
placement of his students.   

In his tenure of only eight years as Principal 
of Sanskrit College, Vidyasagar tried to raise 
the position of the academic institution to 
a distinct status. As a secular humanist, he 
was always in favour of modern education, 
founded on scientific and rational thoughts. 
His secular view was expressed when he 
wrote to Dr Mouat on 7th September 1853, 
“That Vedanta and Sankhya are a false 
system of philosophy, is no more a matter 
if dispute----- whilst teaching these in 
Sanskrit College, we should oppose them 
by sound philosophy in the English course 
to counter their influence”.  His views were 
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challenged by Mr. J R Ballantyne, Principal 
of Benaras Sanskrit College. Vidyasagar was 
firm in his logic and expressed his views in 
support of students’ enlightenment.  The 
Education Council considered his plea. All 
the developmental activities carried out by 
him in his eight years tenure in the college 
was indeed highly remarkable.  

The tireless reformer became frustrated with 
all the criticisms aimed at him.  His British 
supervisors commented that he had more 
independence than any other contemporary 
principal. However, Vidyasagar felt that his 
efficiency was not rightfully acknowledged 
by the British rulers. In 1954, New Education 
Policy came into force and the Education 
Directorate was established in place of 
the Council of Education. A new civilian, 
Gordon Young became Director of Public 
Instruction and Vidyasagar was assured 
from higher authority that Mr. G Young 
will consult him for all academic matters.  
But the inexperienced Gordon Young did 
not show due honour and recognition 
to erudite Vidyasagar and often showed 
discourteous behaviour. Vidyasagar also 
sensed discrimination   shown to him as 
a part of Colonial rule.  Even though he 
was more entrepreneurial than any other 
British principal or administrator, he was not 
recommended for the post of Inspector of 
Schools. The coveted post was reserved for a 
European only. 

Dejected and disappointed, Vidyasagar 
resigned from the post of Principal of 
Sanskrit College in November 1858. He 
was only 38 years old when he gave in his 
resignation. 

The retired Principal of Sanskrit College 
spent the rest of his life doing multiple 

acts of social reform.  He founded several 
schools and the first college in colonial India, 
free from Government intervention. He 
wore many more hats. He was an energetic 
journalist, a doctor of homeopathy, the 
author of the most celebrated Bengali primer 
for children, a bookseller and publisher and 
an environmentalist. 

During his lifetime, Vidyasagar embraced 
plenty of criticism for his reforms. Bengali 
traditionalists were vociferous in their 
criticism and labelled Vidyasagar as a 
heretic. Once he denied admission of the 
son of a wealthy goldsmith to Sanskrit 
College, stating, “In the scale of castes, the 
class Subarnabanik (goldsmith) stands very 
low”. This is a surprising statement, coming 
from Vidyasagar, the foremost education 
reformer of modern India. Many Vidyasagar 
scholars conjecture that this uncharacteristic 
and provocative statement lay in the 
Subarnabanik community’s brazen criticism 
of Vidyasagar’s reforms. Incidentally, 
Sanjib Chattopadhyay has mentioned in his 
biography of Vidyasagar that his primary 
education started in a school established by 
Shibcharan Mallick, a rich goldsmith. As the 
Principal of Sanskrit College, Vidyasagar 
might not have forgotten his early academic 
life. Can we consider this event as a deviation 
from his sterling character! 
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Vidyasagar’s 1859 letter to John Peter Grant, 
the Lieutenant Governor of Bengal, would 
also raise eyebrows today. In response to the 
government’s education policy to initiate “the 
spread of vernacular elementary instruction 
among the lower orders”, Vidyasagar wrote:
“An impression appears to have gained 
ground, both here and in England, that 
enough has been done for the education of 
the higher classes and that attention should 
now be directed towards the education of 
the masses... An enquiry into the matter 
will, however, show a very different state of 
things. As the best, if not the only practicable 
means of promoting education in Bengal, the 
Government should, in my humble opinion, 
confine itself to the education of the higher 
classes on a comprehensive scale.”

The above statement gives the first impression 
that Vidyasagar was a casteist. But a look 
at his lifelong crusades would point to the 
contrary. Vidyasagar, a heroic figure of 
modern India, continues to be a subject of 
debate on various issues, not the least of 
which is his academic reforms. 
In spite of some minor blemishes, 
Vidyasagar’s book of life will continue to be 
an inspiration to generations of educationists, 
teachers, principals and social reformers.    
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Vidyasagar and The Oriental Seminary: 
A Saga of Conflict

C.P. Ghosal

1829 was an 
epochal year in 
the sociological 
history of 
Kolkata and 
of Bengal. In 
June that year, 
nine-year-old 
Iswar Chandra’s 
school education 
began in the 
city. In March, 
The Oriental 

Seminary, the first unaided school was 
opened in Calcutta and in December, the 
custom of Sati was abolished. In a twist of 
history, all three incidents got linked with 
one another in due course.  The next year, 
a Hindu Dharma Sabha was organized in 
the Oriental Seminary premises against 
Lord Bentincks’s Act of the abolition of the 
tradition of Sati. The abolition was looked 
upon as the aggression of Christianity on 
Hinduism.  This marked the beginning of a 
long-drawn conflict between the orthodox 
Hindus, led by the gold merchant community 
of north Kolkata and the social reformers.
The Oriental Seminary had been founded for 
imparting western education to the boys of 
the Bengali middle and lower middle class 
families. But the chief aim of the orthodox 
Hindu leaders in patronizing this institution 
was to use it as a fortress of Hinduism in 
order to protect the religion from, what they 
considered, the aggression of Christianity. 
They of course had reasons to panic. The 
Hindu College, set up in 1817, catered to 

the upper class Hindus. It was known for 
converting Hindu boys to Christianity. In an 
article, Kissory Chand Mitra put it thus:
The most successful school of this description 
(anglic education) was decidedly the 
Oriental Seminary. It was founded by Babu 
Gourmohan Auddy, who was a born teacher. 
It numbered among its pupils the sons of the 
opulent Mullicks and other members of the 
Sonar Bunniah caste, who looked upon the 
Hindu College as the terror of Hinduism’. 
(On The Progress of Education in Bengal, 24 
July, 1867).
Leaders of the orthodox Hindu community, 
particularly from the gold merchant 
caste of north Kolkata were the powerful 
patrons of The Oriental Seminary, under 
the stewardship of the father son duo 
Gopimohan and Radhakanta Deb. It took 
them two decades to single out Vidyasagar 
to train their guns on. They accused him 
of aiding conversion. Most of the religious 
meetings of these conservative Hindus used 
to be held either on the Seminary campus or 
at Sovabazar royal palace. In 1850, Vidyasagar 
contributed an article to Sarbasubhakari  
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Patrika on Balyabibaher Dosh (the vice of 
childhood marriage). The article predictably 
infuriated the patrons of the Seminary. They 
convened a mammoth gathering or Dharma 
Sabha on the Seminary campus on 25 May, 
1851 with two items on the agenda. First, 
to launch a scathing attack on Vidyasagar. 
Secondly, to adopt several resolutions to 
protect ‘endangered Hinduism’. Battle-lines 
were already drawn between the fiery social 
reformer and the conservative patrons of the 
Seminary, who were   unrivalled leaders of 
the orthodox Hindus.
The conflict turned worse as Vidyasagar came 
up with another treatise in 1855 upholding 
the necessity of widow remarriage along 
with a signature campaign. He submitted 
an appeal to the British Government with 
900 plus signatures, while the next year, 
Radhakanta Deb and his followers submitted 
a prayer against it with signatures of more 
than 34000 Hindu pundits. Vidyasagar’s 
victory added fuel to the fire. They reportedly 
tried to heckle Vidyasagar physically. The 
great crusader had to arrange police security 
at the venue of the first widow remarriage at 
12, Sukea Street. The conflict deteriorated to 
such an extent that on 21 November, 1855, 
as principal of Sanskrit College, Vidyasagar 
wrote a letter to Gordon Young, the Director 
of Public Instructions, opposing the 

admission of the boys of the Suvarnabanik 
community to the college. It was only in 
1854 that boys of all respectable Hindu 
communities were allowed admission in 
separate orders to the college.
The prolonged conflict between the orthodox 
patrons of the Seminary and Vidyasagar 
had its toll on the school. The parents of the 
students detested the inordinate influence 
of the gold merchant community on the 
school’s management. Neither did they 
approve of the way in which the atmosphere 
of an educational institution was being 
vitiated due to the intervention of religious 
leaders. In 1859, Calcutta Training School 
came into being which was soon renamed 
Metropolitan Institution and Vidyasagar 
took it over. The mention of his mere name 

18



MAGIC OF LEARNING  |  Vol 1 No: 4  |  PAGE

worked wonders. The school soon began to 
flourish. With the prosperity of Vidyasagar’s 
school, the Oriental Seminary witnessed 
its worst ever crisis in the decade of 1860s. 
Things came to such a pass that the helpless 
management of the Seminary decided to 
dispose it off. A student of that crucial period, 
theatre personality Rasaraj Amritalal Bose, 
in his memoirs, records the plight of the 
school in detail. On one hand, Vidyasagar’s 
Metropolitan Institution continued to thrive 
and grow steadily. On the other hand, The 
Oriental Seminary slipped from its earlier 
position of a prime educational institution 
of the Bengali, by a Bengali for the Bengali. 
Clearly, the school had to pay dearly for 
its religio-political activism and the bitter 
conflict with Vidyasagar. That the school 
began to regain its lost glory later in the 
seventies was simply because of the herculean 
efforts of a group of its former students, 
led by W.C.Bonnerjee et al. Meanwhile, 
Radhakanta Deb passed away in 1867 and 

with his death came to an end the historic 
conflict that had cost the Seminary its status. 
Today, It appears strange that Vidyasagar, the 
most active educational stalwart of the 19th 
century, never set his foot on the campus of 
the Oriental Seminary. He did come to the 
school, but only once. It was in 1885 that 
he visited the Seminary as part of a four-
member school inspection team. Whatever 
the nature of the battle of giants, the students 
of the Seminary had always looked upon 
Vidyasagar with awe. After his death in 1891, 
they mourned the loss by circulating a poem 
composed by one of the pupils, that opens 
with the line: Bangabhumi magno aji bishad 
soliley (The sea of grief today engulfs the land 
of Bengal).          

The author is a retired English teacher of 
The Oriental Seminary. With almost single 
handed efforts, he set up the school archive 
in 2015. He is an author, translator and has 
edited several books. 
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Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar – Duality 
with Rabindranath Tagore

Dr. Sushanta Dattagupta

1. Preamble
When the editorial 
team of Magic of 
Learning asked me 
to write a chapter 
on Ishwar Chandra 
Vidyasagar, I was 
taken aback. The 
reason is, I had 
never delved deeply 
into this great 
man’s multifaceted 

‘karma yagna’. Apart from studying in 
Hindu School -- in the proximity of Sanskrit 
College -- which had organic bonding with 
Vidyasagar, and studying Physics (Honours) 
at Vidyasagar College, my knowledge of 
this educationist and social reformer par 
excellence was limited to my childhood 
lessons with my mother -- when I learnt 
with awe how he imbibed numerals  from 
the milestones on  foot-journeys to Calcutta 
from his village Birsingha -- or that he would 
study under the lamppost because parents 
could not afford kerosene lamps -- or when 
I was introduced to his magnum opus: 
Varnaparichay – introduction to Bengali 
alphabets.   
 
While I was cogitating this exhortation of 
the editorial team with some trepidation, my 
mind turned to a television serial ‘Prathama 
Kadambini’ that I had watched during 
these laid-back Corona-afflicted days. It 
is the historical perspective that attracted 
my attention. Of course, one may wonder 

about the connection with Vidyasagar. Well 
– Kadambini (1862 – 1923) -- born in a 
progressive Brahmo family -- had studied 
in Bethune College, named Calcutta Female 
School, when it was co-founded in 1849 by 
J. E. Drinkwater Bethune and Vidyasagar. 
She transitioned to Dr. Kadambini Ganguly 
and became, along with Anandibai Joshi, the 
first woman physician (1886) in South Asia, 
with a degree in western medicine. Three 
years earlier, in 1883, she and Chandramukhi 
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Basu had earned the distinction of being 
the first woman graduates in the entire 
British Empire.  She, along with her 
husband, Dwarkanath Ganguly and son-
in-law -- the famous Bengali writer and 
painter Upendrakishore Raychaudhury 
-- fought tirelessly for Women’s education 
and emancipation and prevention of child 
marriage, against relentless opposition of the 
dogmatic Hindu Society – another common 
crusade that she shared with Vidyasagar, 
nearly forty years older than her. 

Thus, I felt I could write about the golden 
period of cultural, social and intellectual 
enlightenment of Bengal that was spawned 
by the four decades between Vidyasagar 
and Kadambini – right in the middle of the 
Bengal Renaissance from the 19th century 
to the early 20th century – a progressive 
movement that challenged the archaic and 
orthodox Hindu beliefs. And who else 
should symbolize the two goalposts of these 
four decades? The answer to me was clearly 
none other than the two principal architects 

of Bengal Renaissance – Vidyasagar (1820 
– 1891) and Rabindranath Tagore (1861 
– 1941) -- who complemented each other 
in taking forward the work of the great 
harbinger: Rammohan Roy (1772 – 1833). 
Tagore - a contemporary of Kadambini - was 
like her, a believer in Brahmo philosophy. 
Vidyasagar though, was born as Ishwar 
Chandra Bandyopadhyay – a devout Hindu 
Brahmin. Hence, I was inspired to bring out 
what I consider the three common themes 
of the path-breaking contributions of the 
two stalwarts: (i) development of Bengali 
language and literature, (ii) promotion of 
women’s cause and (iii) institution building.

2. Vidyasagar, in the eyes of Tagore
Given this background, let me first mention 
what Tagore thought of Vidyasagar, nearly 
forty years older than him: ‘’One wonders 
how God, in the process of producing 
forty million Bengalis, produced a man.’’  
In Charitro-Puja *, Tagore had opined: 
“My task will remain utterly unfulfilled 
if I fail in my duty to extol – with utmost 
reverence and adulation – the incomparable 
contributions of Vidyasagar. For, here is a 
man whose greatest virtue was his life-long, 
single-minded pursuit towards the cause 
of mankind. And this he practised with a 
resolute and determined devotion, against 
all odds and resistance from the provincially 
mean, laid-back Bengalis. Vidyasagar’s 
mission was not towards Hindutva and 
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communalism, but for the propagation 
of an open-hearted and kind approach to 
humanity… I say all this, because when we 
discuss Vidyasagar’s legacy, one point which 
repeatedly comes to mind is that he was not 
a Bengali 
Bhadralok, 
not even a 
ritualistic 
Hindu – he 
was much 
bigger, a true 
human being. 
The highest 
attribute 
that we may 
affix to Vidyasagar’s life-long struggle is this 
abundance of unparalleled compassion for 
the society. … Vidyasagar is a rare instance 
of a towering Bengali; of the one or two such 
Bengalis within a span of a century that 
come to mind, the only comparable person is 
undoubtedly Rammohun Roy”.  
 
3.  Vidyasagar and Tagore – two kindred 
spirits
      Naturally, evolution of the four decades 
between the two champion humanists: 
Vidyasagar and Tagore would have had 
differences in methods – though not of 
substance – in their zealous approaches to 
the three missionary goals they shared -- as 
enumerated in the first section -- and are 
elaborated below.

3 (i) Development of Bengali language and 
literature
      I mentioned at the outset Vidyasagar’s 
Varnaparichay – a compulsory reading for a 
Bengali kid. Given his mastery over Sanskrit, 

Vidyasagar’s 
objective was to 
familiarize the 
children with 
the transition 
from Sanskrit to 
Bengali, especially 
the nuances of 
grammar. On 
the other hand, 
Rabindranath’s 

Sahaj Path (Easy Reader), that all of us grew 
up with – published some eight decades after 
Varnaparichay -- was a conscious attempt 
to simplify the language from the shackles 
of puritanic rigmarole. While Vidyasagar’s 
emphasis was on rigour and discipline Tagore 
made learning fun and wholesome -- like a 
mobile canvas -- embellished by enchanting 
sketches of Nandalal Bose.

Along with Varnaparichay, Vidyasagar 
had scripted Bodhoday, Kathamala, 
Rijupath, etc. His pioneering effort to 
standardize the language and simplify 
it from the complexity of Sanskrit can 
be glimpsed from his numerous literary 
works such as Betalpanchabingshati, Sitar 
Vanobas, Raghubansha, Darshan Sangrah, 
Kumarsambhav, Meghdoot, Ramchorit, 
Abhigyan Shakuntalam, just to name a 
few. … In order to promote publication of 
literature Vidyasagar had even founded a 
Bengali printing press.
Considering that Rabindranath has in his 
astounding repertoire of nearly 3000 poems, 
100 short stories and 13 novels in Bengali 
– not to mention the innumerable songs, 

22



MAGIC OF LEARNING  |  Vol 1 No: 4  |  PAGE

dance-dramas and musicals that he penned 
– it is perhaps redundant to amplify here 
his monumental contribution to Bengali 
language and literature. But it is significant 
to recount what Tagore himself thought of 
Vidyasagar’s role in this context. To quote 
again from Charitro-Puja: Vidyasagar’s 
principal contribution is the development of 
Bengali language. This epic effort will find 
true recognition if it can enrich the treasure 
of literature – if this language can be counted 
as the everlasting mother language within 
the community of languages – if it can bring 
solace to the grief-stricken world, can elevate 
the society from its self-seeking meanness 
to a greater platform – if it can help create a 
harmonious and peaceful garden of beauty 
amidst the drudgery of daily existence. … 
It is important to clearly enunciate how 
Vidyasagar’s influence has permeated into the 
unfolding of Bengali language, of which he 
was the foremost, true artist.   

3 (ii) Promotion of women’s cause
      In addition to the founding of Bethune 
school and college, Vidyasagar was 
instrumental -- as the special inspector 
of schools -- in establishing more than 30 
schools, exclusively for girls. But perhaps his 
most revolutionary work was the legislation 
of Hindu Widows’ Marriage, an Act passed 
in July 1856. In Tagore’s words*: When 
Vidyasagar, deeply aggrieved by the plight 
of child widows, tried to help introduce this 
Act, he was inundated by abuses, in mixed 
Sanskrit and Bengali. Amidst this torrential 
barrage of insinuations by the Sanskrit 
Pundits, this Brahmin warrior succeeded 
in proving that remarriage of widows was 
indeed in accordance with the Shastras. 
Rabindranath, on his part -- some six decades 
later – introduced in Santiniketan Judo 
lessons and dance performances for girls – 

unheard of, those days -- of Sangit Bhavana 
and Patha Bhavana (established in 1919 
and 1925 respectively). He took the cause 
of women to a higher plateau – of profound 
empathy for women’s loneliness and pathos– 
by cutting through all societal conservatism 
in writing about the plight of young widows 
and triangular man-woman relationship, 
when he authored Chokher Bali (1903), 
Ghare Baire (1916) and the most emphatic 
Jogajog (1929), to cite a few examples.
      Incidentally, Vidyasagar got his son 
Narayanchandra married to a widow 
Bhavasundari and Rabindranath’s son 
Rathindranath was married off to a widow 
Pratimadevi.  
 
3 (iii) Creation of institutions
Institution building is not a Bengali trait 
– Vidyasagar and Tagore were exceptional 
pioneers in this regard too. The case of the 
Calcutta Female School has already been 
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mentioned. I quote again from Charitra 
Puja*: During his time only Brahmin 
students could enrol in Sanskrit College. 
Vidyasagar overcame all obstacles and 
made sure that students from lower caste 
could also have equal rights to education. 
Following his departure from Sanskrit 
College Vidyasagar’s main creation was 
the Metropolitan Institution. This was the 
first instance of the introduction of English 
education through the sole effort of a native 
Bengali. … As a shining example of social 
commitment, Vidyasagar did not flinch 
for a moment to go and treat a cholera-
stricken sweeper woman in Karmatar. The 
reference is to the last 18 years of his life 
that Vidyasagar spent in the Adivasi hamlet 
of Karmatar, about 20 km from Jamtara, in 
the present state of Jharkhand. He had also 
opened a free homeopathy clinic there for the 
underprivileged tribal society.

Tagore’s own efforts in institution building 
are of course well known – through the 
creation of Visva-Bharati (1921) in the true 
tradition of Upanishadic values, a school 
for vocational studies for village children: 
Shikshasatra (1924) and the mammoth 
village reconstruction project in Sriniketan 
in the 1920’s. Rabindranath worked tirelessly 
for the bonding between Visva-Bharati and 
the surrounding community exemplified 
by the institutionalized festivities such 
as Basantotsav, Poushutstav, and for the 
upliftment of surrounding villages, including 
eradication of malaria. His deep concern 
for the sustenance of trees and forests that 
he imbibed from the Vedic practices and 
shared with the local Adivasis, is reflected 
in functions such as Briksharopan and 
Halakarshan. Like Vidyasagar, Tagore left 
an indelible mark in reforming the Santhal 
hamlets like the present Pearson Palli and 

Balipara, in 
the vicinity of 
Visva-Bharati.

In conclusion, I 
return to where 
I began: with 
Kadambini, 
and her close 
bonding with 
Vidyasagar. 
As a mark 
of profound 
affection and 
appreciation 
for her 
compassionate 
medical services for hapless girls and 
pregnant women, Vidyasagar walked into the 
graduation ceremony at the Calcutta Medical 
College and personally honoured Kadambini 
by bestowing on her the Queen’s medallion.  
      
* The word ‘Charitro’ is derived from 
‘Choritro’ that translates into the English 
word: character. But the latter can have a 
derogatory connotation too, and that is why 
I surmise that Tagore employed the phrase 
Charitro Puja. This essay on Vidyasagar 
appears in Rabindra Rachanabali, Vol. 4, 
Viswa-Bharati publications. The English 
translations -- not literally though -- in 
italics, are mine.

The author is a senior scientist of the Indian 
National Science Academy. He is also the 
Vice President of Tagore Centre for Natural 
Sciences and Philosophy and affiliated to 
Bose Institute.
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In Vidyasagar’s Footsteps
Papia Nag
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SEEKER OF PERFECTION
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Vidyasagar: A Friend of Mankind and 
Mother Nature

Papia Nag 

On the 26th 
of September, 
2019, the Govt of 
Jharkhand named 
Jamtara district’s 
Karmatand block 
as Ishwar Chandra 
Vidyasagar Block, in 
grateful recognition 
of the invaluable 
services rendered by 
the social reformer. 

Chief Minister Raghubar Das’s official 
statement said:
 “Jamtara’s Karmatand prakhand (block) 
was the ‘karma bhumi’ (workplace) of social 
reformer and strong supporter of women’s 
education Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar. Now 
the block will be known as Ishwar Chandra 
Vidyasagar prakhand”

Karmatand is a sleepy hamlet about 20 km 
from the district headquarters of Jamtara. 
Vidyasagar came to stay here in 1873 and 
spent more than 18 years of his life here. He 
had set up a girls’ school and a night school 

for adults on the premises of his house, 
which he called Nandan Kanan. Medium 
of instruction in these schools was the local 
Santhali language. He also opened a free 
homeopathy clinic to provide basic medical 
care to the unprivileged tribal people.

We all know Vidyasagar as a colossus of the 
Bengal Renaissance - an educationist and 
social reformer, who had made education 
accessible to all castes and had tirelessly 
fought for the cause of women’s education. 
We also know that he was never an armchair 
reformer. He worked tirelessly among the 
grassroots people. His personal sacrifices to 
improve the living conditions of these people 
have taken legendary proportions. When an 
acute famine struck Orissa, he, along with 
his mother and brother Shambhu Chandra, 
opened a centre to distribute food grains to 
the famine victims. Through these acts of 
charity, Vidyasagar came to be known among 
the common people as the “sea of sympathy”. 

But the work he did among the adivasis 
during the last 18 years of his life, do not 
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usually 
come 
up for 
discussion. 
From his 
friend 
Abdul 
Jabbar, 
who was 
the deputy 
collector 
of santhal 

Parghanas, he had heard about the 
oppression of the Santhals by the British. He 
decided to settle down among the Santhals 
and work for their upliftment. Here he 
initiated education of the local children in 
their mother tongue. As a result, the Santhali 
language acquired a formal structure. In this 
Santhal land, Vidyasagar also left his mark 
in the fields of environment, agriculture and 
public health. 

The forests of Chhotanagpur had suffered 
severe depletion due to mining, laying of 
railway tracks and building of warships for 
the Franco - British War. The deforestation 
had led to the loss of ecological balance 
in this area. Fruit trees that provided food 
to the forest people, had been felled. The 
river streams became thinner and the forest 
dwellers lost their food security. They were 
not adept at growing their own food. The 
person who introduced them to agriculture 
was none other than Ishwar Chandra 
Vidyasagar.   

In Vidyasagar’s library, several books on 
agriculture have been found. He acquired 
knowledge of agriculture for the upliftment 
of the adivasis. Vidyasagar bought good 
quality seeds and distributed these among 

the adivasis. He taught them how to improve 
the fertility of the soil by using organic 
manure. The soil here could support only the 
cultivation of maize. Vidyasagar arranged 
to get fertile soil from the river bed, create 
a top layer over the rocky soil of the region 
and thus started paddy cultivation in these 
parts. He paid the workers daily wage at a 
rate higher than the rate prevalent here. He 
did not deduct their wage even if the workers 
could not report to work due to some natural 
calamity. Thus encouraged, many local people 
joined the workforce and started cultivating 
the land with enthusiasm. 

Gradually the land began to flourish with 
vegetable plants. Gourd, pumpkin, brinjal, 
okra, bitter gourd and papaya plants started 
bearing fruits. Nutritional requirements 
of the local people were adequately met. 
More importantly, they learned the skill of 
agriculture, which they passed on to the 
next generation. Life of the inhabitants of 
Karmatand changed forever. 

Vidyasagar turned his attention to 
horticulture too. His home in Karmatand 
was called Nandan Kanan. To do justice to 
this name, he grew a beautiful garden lined 
with flowering trees and fruit trees. Thus, in 
the twilight of his life, he found peace in the 
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lap of nature. 
Proximity with 
nature aroused 
his sense of 
beauty. The 
mango tree 
planted by 
Vidyasagar still 
bears fruits. On 
the occasion of 
the bicentennial 
celebrations of 
the great man, 
the students 
of Sakhawat 
Memorial 
School in 

Kolkata have planted graftings of this 
Himsagar mango tree in their school garden. 
They have named this plant “Roquiah Smriti 
Taru” (The tree in memory of Roquiah). 

Although he did not have a medical degree, 
he had trained himself fairly thoroughly 
in this discipline. He had bought a human 
skeleton to study human anatomy and took 
anatomy lessons from Dr. Chandramohan 
Ghosh. He got books on homeopathy from 
abroad and studied this discipline under Dr. 

Bereni.  Vidyasagar influenced his friend 
Dr. Mahendralal Sarkar to switch over his 
practice of medicine from allopathy to 
homeopathy. Eventually, Dr. Sarkar became 
one of the most sought after homeopaths  of 
his day. When Dr. Sarkar founded Indian 
Association for the Cultivation of Science, 
Vidyasagar donated a thousand rupees and 
motivated other luminaries to support the 
cause. 

Vidyasagar spread the practice of 
homeopathy in his family too. His brother 
Ishan Chandra Bandyopadhyay practised 
homeopathy in Mihijam, a small town near 
Karmatand. Ishan Chandra’s son Parimal 
Bandyopadhyay opened a homeopathy 
college in Mihijam. Parimal Banerjee’s 
successors have carried on the family legacy.  
In Calcutta they are popularly known 
as the Mihijam doctors of homeopathy. 
Vidyasagar’s notes on homeopathy are still 
consulted by his successors for preparing 
medicines.  Ishan Chandra’s daughter’s son 
Bijoykanta Roychowdhury wrote a book 
“Chikitsa Sopan.” and dedicated the book 
to Rabindranath Tagore. This book not only 
has Vidyasagar’s notes on homeopathy but 
also his notes on Ayurveda, Yunani and other 
traditional practices of medicine.     

Vidyasagar’s training in homeopathy school 
of medicine came to great use in Karmatand. 
Ashwini Hembrom, a local inhabitant, was 60 
years old when he was inflicted with cholera. 
Ashwini used to live all alone. His wife had 
died four years ago and his only son had been 
killed in an encounter with the British forces. 
When Ashwini fell ill, Vidyasagar served 
Ashwini for three sleepless nights and did 
all that a trained doctor would have done. 
Ashwini recovered under Vidyasagar’s care. 

35



MAGIC OF LEARNING  |  Vol 1 No: 4  |  PAGE

Vidyasagar had turned the drawing room 
of his Nandan Kanan home into a clinic. 
Patients streamed in to get medicines and 
food for the sick free of cost. He visited the 
patient’s home even at midnight if somebody 
fell ill suddenly. He tried to dispel many 
health related misconceptions among the 
people. 

In 1869- 70, the district of Bardhaman in 
Bengal was gripped by Bardhaman fever, 
which was another name for malaria. 
Vidyasagar set up a dispensary to treat the 
patients. He distributed free medicines 
and simple dry food that would restore 
the patients’ strength. Patients of all castes 
and creeds, from far and near, came to 
Vidyasagar’s dispensary for food and 
medicines. Once Vidyasagar’s friend Dr. 
Ganganarayan Mitra suggested to him that 
since quinine is expensive, 
he could distribute Sincona 
leaves to the poor patients. 
Vidyasagar replied that how 
could a poor substitute cure a 
poor man? The disease does 
not distinguish between a 
poor man and a rich man. 
So how can the treatment be 
different? 

Prescriptions written in 
Vidyasagar’s own handwriting 
are preserved in the Rabindra 
Bharati Museum. 
  
In 1852, Council of Education 
opened a three years’ Bengali 
course in medicine at the 
Medical College. Vidyasagar, along with Dr. 
Madhusudan Gupta, had been appointed as 
an examiner for admissions in this course. 

He personally 
encouraged 
many students 
to take up 
this course in 
medicine and 
sometimes 
even gave them 
financial help 
for completing 
the course. He 
realized that 
doctors were 
needed to arrest 
the spread of epidemics and to set up a public 
health system in the city. To raise public 
awareness about the need for vaccination 
in arresting an epidemic, Vidyasagar got 
the book on smallpox vaccination by Dr. 
Frances translated into simple Bengali by 

Ramnarayan Tarkalankar.. 

Vidyasagar tried to create 
similar health awareness 
in remote Karmatand too. 
The free homeopathic 
clinic set up by Vidyasagar 
is still serving the local 
population. His Nandan 
Kanan house has been 
bought back by the Bengal 
Association of Bihar in 
1974 and stands as a mute 
testimony to this great 
man’s selfless service to the 
grassroots of the country. 
Vidyasagar was touched by 
the simplicity and honesty 
of the people of Karmatand. 

They were satisfied with very little and they 
had an innate sense of beauty. Vidyasagar was 
happy to spend his last years among these 
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people. He wrote the last volume of Varna 
Parichay here. 
The many trees 
he planted here 
still bear fruits.  

 Two hundred 
years after the 
birth of this 
great man, India 
and the world 
is in the grips 
of a pandemic. 
We need to turn 
to Vidyasagar 

once again to 
draw inspiration 
for rendering 
medical and 
humanitarian 

services. Vidyasagar continues to be relevant 
even after two hundred years. 

The author is a renowned educationist 
and the Principal of Sakhawat Memorial 
Govt. Girls’ High School, Kolkata. In 2012 
she was awarded the Shiksha Ratna Award 
by Govt. of West Bengal and in 2015, she 
was the recipient of the National Award 
conferred by the President of India. In 
spite of her busy schedule as an education 
administrator, she finds time to do research 
on the history of education, especially the 
contributions of Begum Sakhawat Rokeya 
Hossain. She regularly writes columns for 
newspapers and participates in radio and 
television programmes on education. 

Translated from original Bengali by Subha 
Das Mollick
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Vidyasagar: The Confluence of Cultures
Rajarshi Adhikary

If the 19th 
century is to 
be defined 
in relation 
to a single, 
remarkable 
historical 
personage, the 
name Ishwar 
Chandra 
Vidyasagar 
instantly comes 
to mind. It 
might be wrong 

to read an entire era in the light of one life 
but it is not impossible to chart some of the 
most important developments, figures and 

movements of this period in relation to his 
life because his public career traverses not 
only the robust early colonial modern but 
also the stagnant decades of late colonial 
Bengal. Due to his own enormous presence 
in this phase and his long enduring legacy in 
Bengali history, language and imagination- 
there are ample reasons to call this period the 
era of Vidyasagar. 

The early colonial period between 1750 and 
1850 ushered in new opportunities, new 
kinds of relationships with non-Indians 
and new modes of public life. The reformist 
impulse had its root in the belief that British 
rule had opened up new avenues for pursuing 
meaningful social change. Throughout the 
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1820s and 
30s, Calcutta 
witnessed 
robust debates 
around the 
issues of 
free press, 
institution 
of jury trials, 
social evils and 
pedagogy. The 
educational 
reforms of 
Vidyasagar 

were the last flourishes of this optimistic age 
of reform. 

Vidyasagar combined modernistic ideas 
and reform initiatives with a rejection of all 
external signs of Westernism and evident 
rootedness by education and way of life in 
traditional Brahman literati culture.  The 
changes Vidyasagar had sought 
to make in Sanskrit college 
first as Assistant Secretary 
(1846-7) and later as Principal 
had a distinctive educational 
cum social philosophy. 
Shivanath Sastri recalls the 
new Vidyasagar regime - “ 
First he had thrown open the 
doors of the college to those 
other than the Brahmins 
and Vaidyas. Secondly, he 
had altered the old mode of 
teaching, namely commencing 
with MUGDHABODHA, the 
well-known Sanskrit grammar, 
and had introduced in its place 
the practice of commencing 
the education of beginners 
with his own Bengali Primers 
called BODHODAYA and 

KATHAMALA and his introductory Sanskrit 
grammar called UPAKRAMANIKA; a system 
disliked by the old Pandits still attached to 
the college and sometimes openly criticized 
by them, thus giving us, the newcomers, an 
opportunity for discussion. Thirdly, he had 
introduced the system of payment instead of 
free education. Fourthly, he had commenced 
the practice of teaching English as a second 
language in the higher classes.”

Vidyasagar also brought various structural 
changes in the curriculum. Smriti teachings 
of Raghunandan (whose texts formed the 
principal barriers to reforms like widow 
remarriage or a higher age of consent 
throughout the 19th century), Navya-
Nyaya of Raghunath Shiromani (whose 
logic Vidyasagar had perceived to be 
imbecile) and other Vedanta shastras were 
dropped. Vidyasagar rejected the high 
Hindu metaphysics and instead introduced 

Sarvadarshanasangraha 
(primary source of 
information about 
Carvaka), through which he 
argued that students would 
see how different systems 
confronted each other 
pointing out each other’s 
flaws. It is very important 
to note that Vidyasagar had 
prioritized the suppressed 
ancient Indian materialist 
tradition of Lokayata, 
associated with Carvaka 
over idealist traditions 
of thought.  He would 
also introduce courses on 
European philosophy. In 
other words, he would try 
to intermingle Sanskrit 
education with English and 
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Bengali.
His educational reforms 
also served as the basis 
for the social reforms. 
Vidyasagar epitomized 
the process of engaging 
meaningfully with the 
enlightened modernity 
of the West. Cherished 
concepts in Western Philosophy like 
reason had to be translated into localized 
understandings such as Tarka. Vidyasagar’s 
earlier tracts against 
child marriage resorted 
to sociological reasoning 
where he framed 
arguments based on 
empirical evidences of 
emotional and physical 
costs borne by young 
spouses. However, 
his later tracts had 
more mentions of the 
dharmashastras to make 
his arguments more 
socially acceptable to the Brahmanical elites.
Vidyasagar oversaw the construction of 20 
schools for both boys and 
girls across the four districts 
of Hooghly, Burdwan, Nadia 
and Midnapore.  The schools 
had an apparent absence of 
Brahminical control. The 
Pathshala curriculums were 
modified to incorporate 
lessons on history, 
geography, ethics and 
natural philosophy besides 
traditional learnings. Adam’s 
first report had categorically 
stated that ‘there were no 
indigenous girls’ schools.’ 
Radhakanta Deb, the 

conservative 
crusader for ‘sati’, 
however stated 
that girls of poor 
parents could be 
sent to school 
whereas the girls 
from prestigious 
households were to 

be taught within the home. 
Vidyasagar’s introductory texts in the form 
of Varnaparichay and Bodhoday focused 

on improvement only 
possible through strict 
discipline, rigorous self-
control and obedience 
to teachers and parents.  
Both texts were 
structured throughout by 
a binary contrast between 
disciplined diligence 
and errant disobedience. 
Varnaparichay is the 
story of opposition of 
Gopal, who will succeed 

in life, to Rakhal who will not learn to read. 
Bodhoday affirms a kind of labour theory 

of property; ‘Things that we 
see around us must belong 
to some person. An object 
belongs to its producer or 
inheritor…No respectable 
person should be a beggar, 
while having property is 
conducive to continuous 
efforts.’ Ranajit Guha had 
described his schoolbook 
morality as ‘hard-baked, 
bourgeois individualism’.  His 
reaffirmation of the need of 
ruthless realism, perhaps 
signifies, his recognition 
of necessity rather than 
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imagination. 
The reformist zeal which allowed Vidyasagar 
to use the British administration to allow 
widow remarriage was gone after 1857. 
He had failed to gain British support for 
the outlawing of Kulinism and polygamy. 
The last great reform bill passed by the 
British was the Age of Consent Bill in 1891. 
The reforms were pressed by Brahmos 
and other progressive liberals. Vidyasagar 
was expected to support the reforms. 
Interestingly, a dejected Vidyasagar of the 
late colonial Bengal did not. His stance was 
based on the careful reading of the shastras 
in which he had found injunctions about 
the risks incurred by fathers who allowed 
their daughters to remain unmarried after 
the onset of menstruation. Vidyasagar had 
not however abandoned his compassionate 
stance towards Hindu women; in delivering 
his final opinion opposing passage of the Bill, 
he expressed his desire to protect child-wives 
from harm.  However, his respect for shastras 
proved to be stronger.
So, we learn that Vidyasagar embodied a 
confluence of Western and Eastern thoughts. 
His educational reforms stressing on 
disciplines such as punctuality and regularity 
might seem trivial to the modern reader 
but were revolutionary in its own time. His 
proactive leanings towards utilitarianism or 
rationalism can be criticized using modern 
epistemological norms but those were the 
need of the hour. His rejection of idealism 

was criticized not only by the brahmin 
society but also by the Christian missionaries. 
His achievement lies in the fact that he 
managed to be a part of the Brahmanical 
society while pushing through his agenda of 
reforms. Besides drawing from the Western 
learning process, his pedagogical values 
were deeply rooted in the Indian traditions 
of Nitishastra, embodied in the texts like 
Chanakya Slokas and Hitopodesha. His 
educational reforms found its way into his 
social reforms where he called for reading 
ancient scriptures in the lights of rationality. 
He might receive flaks from his modern 
21st century readers for never rejecting his 
Brahminical roots but in his time, it was 
the only effective way to legitimately push 
through the reforms. His Brahmanical roots 
and usage of shastras made his arguments 
socially acceptable. The apparent tension 
between his humanism and his deference 
to the shastras magnifies the contradictions 
of his age. He was the second true inclusive 
figure of the 19th century after Ram Mohan 
Roy to address the various contours of lost 
Indian tradition in the lights of Western 
rationality.
It remains the case that in his complexity, 
Vidyasagar is and will be associated with the 
range of values that have endured the love 
for Indian tradition as well as the embrace of 
reason, humanity and justice. He would pass 
on the mantle of reforms to young reformers 
like Vivekananda and Tagore who would 
go on to confront colonial racism, seek a 
more just and favourable colonial economy 
and to rouse the Indian identity in the task 
of forging an inclusive independent Indian 
nation.
The author is a former student of St. James 
School and currently studying in Class 
XII in DPS New Town. He is particularly 
interested in history and literature
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Vidyasagar Imagined by Students
Students of Sakhawat Memorial Govt. Girls’ High School imagine in their unique 

styles, episodes of Vidyasagar’s life that they have been inspired by.
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From Bichitra Pathshala’s Barn

Budding Artistes Bigger Canvas

On the eve of Noboborsho, Bichitra 
Pathshala had organised an adda session 
titled ‘Budding artistes bigger canvas’ with 
the crew of the documentary film ‘The River 
in my Village’. Not always does a director 
win international fame with his debut film. 
So when recognition and appreciation kept 
trickling in, Bichitra Pathshala decided to 
have a celebratory session on Zoom platform. 
All the crew members of the film are young 
turks in the Bichitra Pathshala team. So we 
had reason to be happy. For the members of 
Bichitra Pathshala and for all film enthusiasts, 
it was an occasion to have a virtual tour of 
Dubhal village in Bihar 
Dubhal is the birthplace of Shyam 
Vishwakarma, the debutant director of River 
in my Village. In the winter of 2019, during 
a science filmmaking workshop, Shyam 
had pitched the idea of a film on his village 
river Morhar. Abhishek Bhadrraa was an 
audience in the pitching session. He was 
impressed with Shyam’s pitch and he took a 
spot decision to produce the film. Sharmistha 
Bhattacharya introduced hydrologist Dr. 
Pradip Sengupta to the team. And since then, 
they never looked back. 
Cinematographer Aaditya Dalmia and editor 
Sayantan Mukherjee along with the other 
two boys took a train to Gaya and then 
by road travelled to Dubhal. Shyam  was 
excited about capturing his native place on 
camera. Over a period of three days, the boys 
captured many moods of Morhar river from 
the crack of dawn to the ‘blue hour’, when the 
sky looks inky blue just after sunset. But three 

days are not enough to capture long story of 
an ancient river. So Shyam wants to continue 
with the film and shoot the river in different 
seasons of the year. Abhishek, on the other 
hand, wants to dig out the science – fiction 
angle of the film and this found support from 
Dr. Sengupta as well. 
It is said that if you follow a river, you never 
lose your way. Aaditya fondly remembered 
that every time the boys lost their way while 
shooting, there was inevitably some villager 
around who would take them back to Shyam’s 
house. Sayantan said that the enthusiasm of 
capturing Morhar in frames was not limited 
to Shyam or his family members.  Every 
villager was excited that their river’s story 
entwined with their daily lives will reach 
many households now. 
At the celebratory programme, Shyam and 
his friends were able to ignite the minds of 
several school and college students during the 
online interaction and successfully spread the 
virus of film-making among the greenhorns. 

Action Research Project
Teachers participating in the action research 
project submitted their research questions to 
their mentors and subsequently attended the 
workshops on research methodology. On the 
first day of the workshop, Dr. Madhumala 
Sengupta gave an insightful presentation on 
the possible tools for action research. On 
the second day, Dr. Mrinal Mukherjee spoke 
about designing a good questionnaire and 
Ms. Kuheli Mukherjee, ideator and leader 
of the action research project, spoke about 
ethical practices to be followed in action 
research. Presently participants are working 
on the research tools and chalking out a 
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tentative timeline for their research. 

Tracing Roots: An exciting summer activity 
for students

Bichitra Pathshala has announced a fun 
filled summer activity to keep the students 
creatively and meaningfully engaged. In this 
activity the students will learn about their 
ancestral homes by interviewing their parents 
and grandparents. They will also trace 

the migration routes of their parents and 
grandparents. 
Tracing Roots is phase 1 of a bigger project to 
understand why people migrate and to study 
how a big city like Kolkata assimilates the 
strains of diverse cultures brought in by the 
migrants. 

- Compiled by Sourina Bose and Subha Das 
Mollick
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