Tagore’s University

Christine Marsh, talk to Anarchist Reading Group, Exeter University, 27/1/2011
[Starting with ‘Tagore in pictures’ exhibition on the wall with one of his songs on CD.]
I offered to do this talk on Tagore to this group because he was an anarchist and we can learn a lot about what that means from his ideas and what he tried to do. He wouldn’t have called himself an anarchist, because the word was associated with violence, and he was against violence of any kind: in society, in industry, between nations or people, by parents or teachers towards children – especially that.

I’ve provided this ‘Tagore in pictures’ with the sound of one of his songs, to give you a flavour of his life and ideas. I’ll say a little more about him, and talk briefly through the seven extracts from his writings sent in advance to introduce Tagore’s University.
After that I’ll introduce three aspects of ‘transition’ one can link to Tagore’s work and his reasons for establishing a university:

1. could Exeter be a ‘Transition University’? – what could we do to make this university more like Tagore’s?;

2. should we study transition politics?, such as the postmodern Marxism of Gibson-Graham et al, and consider if a transition back out of capitalism, which is what Tagore was advocating, is possible, is maybe already happening and

3. should we try to understand ‘Man’, humanity, the way Tagore did, go back to the beginnings and re-examine the earliest transitions?
Tagore predicted that his songs would survive him if everything else did not, and he was right. Millions of Bengali people in India, Bangladesh and around the world know his songs and sing them, sometimes not knowing whose songs they were. It is a cruel irony that two of Tagore’s songs were adopted as national anthems, of India and Bangladesh, because Tagore was fiercely critical of nationalism, regarding that as part of the dehumanising industrial and administrative machinery brought to the world by the West. He was even more fiercely critical of western-style education, which treats children as exam passing machines. The article from The Statesman I referred you to (Parag Biswas, ‘Tagore would weep’, The Statesman, <http://www.thestatesman.net/> [accessed 9/1/11]) shows that Tagore’s vision of education has not been taken into India’s schools, despite some political rhetoric. I would guess that his vision of university education has even been disregarded in his own ‘Eastern University’, founded in 1921, despite the idealistic description by the Vice-Chancellor. I’m told the site, Santiniketan is a beautiful place, imbued with the spirit of Tagore, but Visva Bharati University is a regular university, adopted by the state in 1951.
Tagore came to the world’s attention in 1912, after ten traumatic years in his life in India. His wife, Mrinalini, died in 1902, his second daughter, Renuka, in 1903, his father in 1905 and his second son, Samindranath, aged only eleven, in 1907. In 1905 he had been involved in the political campaign against Governor General Lord Curzon’s Partition of Bengal. Tagore made fiery speeches, composed patriotic songs, led huge processions in protest against the ‘divide and rule’ element of the Partition, symbolically promoting friendship between Hindus and Moslems. As a response to students being expelled for engaging in the protest movement, he set up a Council for a scheme for national education and for that delivered a famous series of lectures on literature. He devised a programme of national regeneration and gave lectures on the principles of non-violent non-cooperation, anticipating Gandhi’s mass movement. Then he abruptly withdrew because he was shocked at the violence the protest descended into, and for that he was severely criticised. Tagore later wrote his best known novel, Ghare Baire or The Home and the World (1916), based on that experience. (The film of the novel by Satyajit Ray has recently become available with English subtitles.)
William Radice, who has translated many of Tagore’s poems and short stories into English, says that Tagore’s reputation in the West was distorted by that period of trauma, especially the bereavements, because it gave rise to the particular selection of poems Tagore rendered into English, which was published as Gitanjali in 1912 – whence his award of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1913 and a knighthood in 1915, and through that he became a celebrity feted throughout the world, and seen by the general public and the media as the Indian mystic.
Viktors Ivbulis, an eminent Tagore scholar from Latvia, accounts for Tagore’s popularity with ordinary readers as follows:

He seems to have brought to the West something missing there: the belief in ideals and high morality, and something like an historic optimism, the lack of which was felt even before World War I. After the carnage was over, people were eager to learn genuine internationalism and cooperation, and Tagore’s spiritual idealism, his religion free from dogmas and priesthood, was also well received. (‘Tagore’s Western Burdens’, in A Timeless Mind (London: Tagore Centre, 2011)
The London literati were spellbound by the Gitanjali prose poems, with their simple spirituality linked to nature and ordinary human life, and Tagore’s popular appeal came from that too. Tagore was much more than the Indian mystic – or you could say that there is more to Eastern spirituality than the West could take in.

I provided seven extracts from Tagore’s writings, partly from his essay the ‘Eastern University’, and I’ll talk through these.
Firstly the poem, from the science textbook, Our Universe, which Tagore wrote in 1937. The book’s quite short but it’s sound science, and the poems are part of it. Tagore’s science is consistent with his belief that all truth is human truth, which is also his monistic religion. Religion and science are one for Tagore, in that they are human truth. And the poem shows that beauty is part of that oneness. Note the line, ‘And light broke from East to West’, which is not only the passage of the sun, it was also his belief that Light from the East would illuminate the West: ‘Perhaps the new dawn will come from this horizon, from the East where the sun rises; and then unvanquished Man will retrace his path of conquest, despite all barriers, to win back his lost heritage’. (‘Crisis in Civilization’, in Towards Universal Man, pp. 353-9 (p. 359))
Next the first few pages of the essay ‘An Eastern University’, where again we get the idea that Tagore believed that the East had something the West lacked, and which would bring the world together. We see here an example of a theme which is very common in Tagore’s essays, beginnings: ‘In the beginning of man’s history his first social object was to form a community, to grow into a people.’ Tagore shared with Kropotkin the idea that ‘Man did not create society; society existed before man.’ (‘The State: Its Historic Role’, in Fugitive Writings, 1983, p. 162.) Kropotkin shares with Tagore the idea that the State or Nationalism is ‘the greatest hindrance to the birth of society based on equality and liberty’. (‘The State’, p. 159) Kropotkin’s careful distinction between society and the State and is shared by Tagore, and is the subject of his 1904 essay ‘Society and State’:
In our country the king waged wars, defended his territory and dispensed justice, but society attended to all else, from the supply of water to the supply of knowledge. This was done with such great competence that the repeated floods of new sovereignty through the centuries could neither destroy our spiritual life and reduce us to brutes, nor break up our society and turn us into destitutes.’ (‘Society and State’, 1904, in Towards Universal Man, 1961, pp. 4-66.)

and there are many pieces one can quote from Tagore’s polemical essays on Nationalism from 1917, such as.

This process of dehumanizing has been going on in commerce and politics. And out of the long birth-throes of mechanical energy has been born this fully developed apparatus of magnificent power and surprising appetite which has been christened in the West as the Nation. (‘Nationalism in the West’, in Nationalism, 1917, pp. 3-46 (p. 37).)

Where Kropotkin and Tagore might part company is over the latter stating that the ‘estrangement between the two hemispheres’ threatens mankind with ‘a world-wide spiritual disaster’. Kropotkin saw religion as part of society’s problem:
All religions, and even the arts and all trades have begun with “mysteries,” and modern research demonstrates the important role that secret societies of the initiates play to maintain some traditional practices in primitive clans. Already the germs of authority are present here.’ (‘The State’, p. 164.)

But one needs to remember that spirituality for Tagore is another word for oneness, personalistic monism, ‘human truth’, and as much a science as a religion.

In the next extract, from ‘The Religion of the Forest’, Tagore articulates the idea that the East is monistic and the West dualistic. He offers an environmental reason for that difference, in that, for ‘the Northmen of Europe’ [... t]he sea was the challenge of untamed nature to the indomitable human soul’, whereas ‘in the level tracts of Northern India men found no barrier between their lives and the grand life that permeates the universe’.
Next we come to the last part of ‘An Eastern University’, where Tagore talks of the university being closely linked to the neighbouring villages, to the university being in effect a self-reliant village itself. Note that he’s not talking about ‘going back’ to a rustic form of life:
[The university] must produce all the necessaries, devising the best means, using the best materials, and calling science to its aid. Its very existence should depend upon the success of its industrial activities carried out on the co-operative principle, which will unite the teachers and students and villagers of the neighbourhood in a living and active bond of necessity. This will give us also a practical industrial training, whose motive force is not the greed of profit. (pp. 200-1)

Notice too the religious dimension:
This religion of spiritual harmony is not a theological doctrine to be taught, as a subject in the class, for half an hour each day. It is the spiritual truth and beauty of our attitude towards our surroundings, our conscious relationship with the Infinite, and the lasting power of the Eternal in the passing moments of our life. Such a religious ideal can only be made possible by making provision for students to live in intimate touch with nature, daily to grow in an atmosphere of service offered to all creatures, tending trees, feeding birds and animals, learning to feel the immense mystery of the soil and water and air.

Part of that principle is the ‘common sharing of life with the tillers of the soil and the humble workers in the neighbouring villages; studying their crafts, inviting them to the feasts’ – Tagore was very keen on feasts and general merriment. He also says: ‘Life, in such a centre, should be simple and clean’, which links to an interesting anecdote from Leonard Elmhirst, the Englishman whom Tagore employed to initiate the Centre for Rural Reconstruction in 1922.

Elmhirst relates how he helped resolve problems caused by the barriers of caste. At the start of the project, he took a group of student volunteers to the site of the Centre. They spent the afternoon digging trenches and fixing up latrines with buckets. The boys asked Elmhirst where the sweeper was to empty the latrine buckets. He told them not to worry. In the morning, when the boys got up and went to have their baths at the well, they saw Elmhirst emptying the buckets. Some of the boys went to help, not the Brahmins because of the risk of ‘pollution’ and losing caste and ritual purity, but gradually – over three months – their resistance was broken down. Elmhirst was told later that Tagore himself had been seen digging a trench in his own garden and emptying his bucket of waste matter into it. (Leonard Elmhirst, ‘The Foundation of Sriniketan’, in Rabindranath Tagore, Pioneer in Education, 1961, pp. 18-43 (pp. 22-3.))

In a way that’s a touching story, but then you think ‘hang on a minute’, that means that previously gangs of sweepers, outcaste workers, used to collect Tagore’s and everybody else’s waste and put them in pits out of sight of the teaching and feasting. And this is one of the continuities in society. We may have modern sewage systems but our waste products are cleaned up for us, by a combination of human labour and nature. This reminds me of a quotation from Marx’s Critique of the Gotha Programme:
[The Gotha Programme text says:] “Labour is the source of all wealth and all culture.” [Marx responds:] Labour is not the source of all wealth. Nature is just as much the source of use values (and it is surely of such that material wealth consists!) as labour, which itself is only the manifestation of a force of nature, human labour power.

(Karl Marx, Critique of the Gotha Programme, 1875)

I also gave you in the extracts, part of Tagore’s essay ‘City and Village’, which shows that Tagore’s ideal world would consist of networks of villages, some of which would be cultural centres like the Eastern University. He allows that towns have a role, but not one he trusts not to get out of hand. I then gave you the text of Tagore’s conversation with Einstein in 1930, which links back to the poem from Our Universe.
I come now to the three aspects of ‘transition’ one can link to Tagore’s work and his reasons for establishing a university:

1. could Exeter be a ‘Transition University’? – what could we do to make this university more like Tagore’s;

2. should we study transition politics?, such as the postmodern Marxism of Gibson-Graham et al, and consider if a transition back out of capitalism, which is what Tagore was advocating, is possible, is maybe already happening and

3. should we try to understand ‘Man’, humanity, the way Tagore did, go back to the beginnings and re-examine the earliest transitions?
So, supposing you agree with Tagore’s aims, how could a university like Exeter be transformed into a self-reliant village? Students in a body could demand the right to produce food for themselves on site. They could insist on the installation of a reed bed sewage treatment system. They could – a project dear to my heart this – campaign for an end to academics flying to conferences around the world in favour of video conferencing. Maybe students could demand courses in horticulture and craft skills for everyone, regardless of their main discipline. Those are big steps beyond the current focus on recycling, worthy though that is. This is ‘transition’ in the quite radical sense of the ‘Transition Towns Movement’. Incidentally, Tagore’s ‘University’ was officially a College until it was adopted by the State in 1951, but Tagore liked the word ‘university’ and the sense of a world centre in the name Visva-Bharati. But the fact that it was a college makes me think of Schumacher College, founded in 1990 in Dartington, and thus indirectly linked to Tagore’s projects. Schumacher College is, as I understand it, undergoing transition in the Transition Towns sense, although it has taken twenty years to get round to that.
Moving on to ‘transition politics’, Tagore’s progressive alternatives, in theory and practice, can be linked usefully with Marxism and ‘postmodern Marxism’ from Re/Presenting Class: Essays in Postmodern Marxism, 2001. Their theory comes out of Louis Althusser’s understanding of overdetermination in For Marx, 1965, and of transition as understood by Althusser and Étienne Balibar in Reading Capital, 1970;
‘The project of specifying the diverse class relations (and thus also class possibilities) that have existed and continue to exist opens up a world of economic variety where capitalism has been understood to reign. It also places an open-ended range of “revolutionary” political options on the ground of the present, where progressive politics has long encountered theoretical barriers to social and economic transformation. By offering a different approach to class theory, Re/Presenting Class (and other works in this emerging tradition) may potentially contribute to a changed configuration of class politics. Perhaps the politics of postponement, so familiar to those interested in class transformation, can be supplanted by a politics of opportunity and attainment.’

(J.K. Gibson-Graham et al, Re/Presenting Class: Essays in Postmodern Marxism, 2001, p.3.)

The authors of the essays in Re/Presenting Class are interest in ‘combined and uneven development’, partly to challenge the term ‘development’ and the inevitable capitalist trajectory that implies, partly to present examples of the power and resilience of different modes of production resembling those usually associated with the pre-history of capitalism. Instead of seeing them as having been left behind and needing to catch up, this ‘emerging tradition’ – nice phrase – sees them as potentially interesting alternatives. If they are, we could be looking at going ‘back to the future’, as Tagore advocated.
One essay, by Anjan Chakrabarti and Stephen Cullenburg, looks at ‘Development and Class Transition in India’, and begins by comparing Gandhi’s ‘economics of Khadi’ with Nehru’s project of catching up with the West. Khadi means indigenous cloth, and is a symbol for an economic system characterized by labour intensive, village-based production and marketing processes. (p. 201, n.1)

In his biography of Tagore in the ‘Builders of Modern India’ series (1971), Hiranmay Banerjee describes Tagore’s rural reconstruction work, and Elmhirst’s experiments, saying that:

‘[i]n the process he evolved an effective programme for rural development and also developed a method which in many ways anticipated the Community Development Programme introduced in [India] several years after as a part of the First Five Year Plan under the direct supervision of the Planning Commission [which ...] has three broad features:
(1) It is a multipurpose programme providing for simultaneous activities in different sectors of rural life;

(2) It is meant to be purely a self-help programme where the rural people are expected to be encouraged to solve their problems exclusively through their own efforts with the minimum of technical and other assistance from outside;

(3) The special method adopted for rural improvement by persuading the people to adopt improved practices after being satisfied about their effectiveness, better known by its technical name as the Extension Service. (pp. 149-50)
Banerjee says that Elmhirst’s experiments yielded results which anticipated all these features, and that ‘[i]n this manner grew up a programme which provided for improvement in agricultural practices, resuscitation of cottage industries, adult literacy, co-operative banking and medical service [...] as a part of the educational programme of [Tagore’s] university.’
Coming back to the essay in Re/Presenting Class, Chakrabarti and Cullenburg identify twelve ‘class sets’ in their framework of alternative ways of appropriating surplus labour. (p. 187) Looking in particular at Indian agriculture, they suggest that all these ways can coexist within society, as such they are challenging orthodox Marxism:
Unlike orthodox Marxism where the progressive evolutionary order of society must be maintained, in the micro-approach to transition, capitalist class structures can, for example, be transformed into feudal or independent class structures [back to the future!]. From this perspective, such cases of transition would not be understood as historical aberrations, but rather as possible outcomes of society’s multi-faceted and uneven development processes. [...] What is lost in this approach to transition is the eschatological, diachronic, and systematic ordering of societies according to a dominant notion of “progress”. (p. 188)

The authors go on to use their framework to interpret the transition resulting from the liberalization policies introduced by the Indian government in 1991. As one might expect the result has been to bring about a crisis in the agricultural sector, increasing concentration of capital in that sector, alongside growing rural unemployment and rural and urban poverty. (p. 194) In their conclusion they suggest it is time ‘to revisit Gandhi’s championing of Khadi against the universalist claims of the prophets of industrialization in post-independence India, and [...] look for ways to promote economic development paths that differ from both the orthodoxies of the past and the empty promises of liberalization.’ (p. 199) They deny that they are abandoning “progress” and “development”, and say they are redefining those to include changes towards non-exploitative forms of class structure and a more “fair” distribution of wealth. (p. 200)
Incidentally, the ‘Community Development Programme’ launched after Independence, and implemented in the 50s and 60s, which Banerjee said resembled Tagore’s and Elmhirst’s rural reconstruction programme, was replaced in 1980 by the Integrated Rural Development Programme (IRDP), which seems to be a piecemeal poverty alleviation initiative – not at all what Tagore or Gandhi had in mind.
My third aspect of ‘transition’ is to try to understand ‘Man’, humanity, the way Tagore did, by going back to the beginnings and re-examining the earliest transitions. In contrast to Gibson-Graham et al, and their ‘overdetermination’, this could be seen as being about a singular cause, about unity, monism, which is advaita (non-dualism) in Sanskrit, monism being the opposite of dualism. This brings us to something fundamental for anarchism, the hierarchy which is present in monotheistic religion, the God on High and the worshippers below, which sanctifies all other hierarchies. There is some evidence that our brains are wired up to be dualistic. Antonio Damasio, the neuroscientist is good on this, in his books: Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason and the Human Brain (London: Vintage, 2006 [1994]) and Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow and the Feeling Brain (London: Heinemann, 2003). I’d also recommend Merlin Donald, Origins of the Human Mind: Three Stages in the Evolution of Culture and Cognition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991). Language, of course, is strongly dualistic, full of opposites.
In his essays Tagore frequently begins with beginnings, with non-literary ‘Once upon a times’. In the first essay ‘Man’s Universe’ in The Religion of Man, Tagore begins with creation. With advaita there can be no transcendent Creator God – Tagore used the word ‘God’ to mean ‘the God in man’, his humanistic or personalistic monism. All societies have creation myths, and in this essay Tagore begins with science’s creation myth, perhaps because of the singularity, in a mathematical sense, of that ‘story’.

LIGHT, as the radiant energy of creation, started the ring-dance of atoms in a diminutive sky, and also the dance of the stars in the vast, lonely theatre of time and space. The planets came out of their bath of fire and basked in the sun for ages. They were the thrones of the gigantic Inert, dumb and desolate, which knew not the meaning of its own blind destiny and majestically frowned upon a future when its monarchy would be menaced. (p. 13)

This is the poet-scientist speaking. By ‘the ring-dance of atoms in a diminutive sky’, Tagore was, I believe, alluding to an idea then under discussion in scientific circles, arising from the work of Georges Lemaître on the expanding universe, hence the suggestion that there must have been an initial ‘creation-like’ event, which Lemaître was to call ‘The Primeval Atom’, which we now call the big bang. (Farrell, The Day Without Yesterday)
The big bang was a long time ago, 14 or 15 billion years ago. People get used to talk about billions in finance, government expenditure, economic policy etc. But billions of years? We can’t even think centuries, or lifetimes. Look at Tagore and his daily output of poems – 25,000 days is a lifetime. If we’re to make a better future we need to think historically, and Fredric Jameson tells us that’s what ‘postmodern’ means:
It is safest to grasp the concept of the postmodern as an attempt to think the present historically in an age that has forgotten how to think historically in the first place.

(Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 1991, p.ix.)

It is 70 years since Tagore died, roughly my lifetime. A lot has changed in that time, and I’ve scanned in a extract from James Robertson’s novel And the Land Lay Still (pp. 199-201) which conveys that rather well. If we go back 80 years to Tagore’s birth we come to 1861, a couple of years after the First Indian War of Independence, or Sepoy Mutiny (1857-9), two years after the publication of The Origin of Species (1859), a few years before Capital Volume One (1867). Go back another lifetime and we’re back to the start of the industrial revolution. Watt’s steam-engine was invented in 1764, and used for motive power for spinning since 1785 (Engels, The Condition of Working Class in England, pp. 44-5). In India that’s close to the Permanent Settlement Act of 1793 in Bengal which destroyed the village systems. A lot happened in those three lifetimes, those two centuries (for one thing, the world population increased nearly seven times, from 1 billion in 1800 to 6.9 billion in 2010)  – but these are a tiny fraction of human life on Earth, with modern man bursting out of Africa around 130,000 years ago, the date derived from research into the rate of mutation of mitochondrial DNA. (Tim Flannery, The Future Eaters: An Ecological History of the Australasian Land and People (Sydney: Reed New Holland, 1997))
The modern humans of that date had evolved in Africa from earlier humans which survived by scavenging the remains of carnivores’ kill and gathering edible plants, much like chimpanzees do now. The new humans developed spears, with fine stone tips, and became carnivores, big time killers, top of the food chain themselves – and were responsible for the extinction of many large mammals. By 100,000 BCE these humans had spread around Africa and also out of Africa and reached Australia. Flannery writes of these Palaeolithic ‘Sons of Prometheus’ for their use of fire, and their ‘firestick farming’, a practice observed by Captain Cook, who called Australia ‘This continent of smoke’, and which Darwin saw in 1836. (Flannery, pp. 217-36.) This was ‘farming’ in that it altered the ecology for the ‘regeneration of plant food for both humans and kangaroos’ – and ultimately decimated the rainforests, hence Australia’s alternating floods and drought: no trees to recycle the rain.

This kind of destruction, of the megafauna, and entire prey species, happened everywhere modern humans reached – earlier writers about our origins weren’t wrong to call us ‘savages’, rather than ‘hunter-gatherers’, as we do now. And farming was not an advance. In a chapter on ‘Hunters and Farmers’ in The Birth of Europe (1991), Michael Andrews writes of Tell Abu Hureyra, a well known archaeological site in the Middle East, populated in two periods. There is evidence of the rich diet of the hunter-gatherers, of how they over-exploited the herds of migrating gazelles 8,500 years ago, such that the people had to resort to eating domesticated plants and animals.
The nutritional value of cereals, which are grasses, does not compare favourably with that of meat, nuts, roots and fruits. So large quantities, which have to be ground to meal, are necessary to keep a family alive. The labour of milling grain on stone saddle-querns was so great that the arm bones of the farmers at Tell Abu Hureyra became deformed, backbones became arthritic, toes were bent to an angle of 90 degrees by so much kneeling, and teeth became worn down by the stone dust included in the meal. (p. 46)

The next phase was urban settlements, and the larger scale agriculture needed to supply them, which was very destructive. I first heard of this around 1980 from a book called Topsoil and Civilization, (Vernon Gill Carter and Tom Dale: University of Oklahoma Press, 1974 [1955]) and for 20 years I carried out independent research and teaching on land degradation. Tagore lectured and wrote about that subject, with titles like ‘The Robbery of the Soil’. It was that aspect of his work which first attracted me to him, when I was told about him in 1991 by Marjorie Sykes, the Quaker Gandhian, who had worked with Tagore and was one of his translators.
I’ve been working my way towards the transition which was the model for Tagore’s university, and the source of the literature called the Upanisads, with its monistic teaching, which Tagore referred to a great deal. Those writings date from around 500 BC, which is around 33 lifetimes end to end, or 66 generations if you prefer.

According to Wendy Doniger in her book, The Hindus: An Alternative History (2010), by 500 BCE urban societies had emerged in the Indus Valley, with well established commerce, a moneyed economy, bureaucracy and state institutions. The sages who came to write the Upanisads evidently retreated to the forests to escape that life, that materialistic transition, to live as teachers in the ‘the ancient tapovanas or forest schools, which were our natural universities’ (extract 4 from Tagore’s writings), the precursor of Tagore’s Eastern University.
Discussion on:
1. could Exeter be a ‘Transition University’? – what could we do to make this university more like Tagore’s;

2. should we study transition politics?, such as the postmodern Marxism of Gibson-Graham et al, and consider if a transition back out of capitalism, which is what Tagore was advocating, is possible, is maybe already happening and

3. should we try to understand ‘Man’, humanity, the way Tagore did, go back to the beginnings and re-examine the earliest transitions?
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