Missive (2) — March

Let me begin with a question: why is Upasana Griha (prayer hall) christened as Mandir even
though there is not an idol or a deity. The answer is available in the Brahmo literature,
especially writing of those who were associated with Maharshi Debendranath Tagore. | leave

the question with the readers and proceed further.

How is prayer is formatted in Mandir? A careful reading of the available literature shows that
the format of Upasana has undergone a sea-change over the years. Beginning with the
recitation from the Vedantic texts, the prayer also provides space for delving in contemporary
socio-economic issues and their probable solutions. Gurudev’s speeches in the Mandir, some
of them are incorporated in the Visva-Bharati publications entitled Shantiniketan (2 volumes)
and Kalantor, besides the Autobiography of Aghornath Chattopadhya and Gyanendranath
Chattapadhyay’s Memoirs published in 1888. A thorough reading of these two
aforementioned texts enable the readers to see how the nature of prayers in the Mandir
appear differently in different phases of Visva-Bharati’s history. This is also known that at one
point of time the paid Acharya and Singer also performed since the practice of the

performance by the students of Visva-Bharati did not emerge then.

The evidence amply reveals that the content of Gurudev’s speeches was not exactly spiritual,
but socio-economic messages directed to transform the prevalent power-relationship
between the haves and havenots. Hence, he suggested that ‘Upasana is not just reiteration
of Upanishadic hymns, but governed by the desire to ensure human well-being; those who
are underprivileged, those who suffer due to others’ selfish motive to grab more remain the
core of our concern’. So, prayers, in Gurudev’s conceptualization acquired dimension which
were unprecedented although it was based on his philosophy of life which he elaborated in
many of his remarkable original texts. It was evident when, by being terribly annoyed with
the Ashramites who remained absent in the regular prayers, he said, as Haricharan
Bandyopadhyay in his Rabindra-Prasanga mentioned, that ‘do you just come [to Visva-
Bharati] for studies and teaching? Don’t you like to assemble in the Mandir on the days of
prayers’. In order to reinforce the view that meeting in the Mandir was not just for prayer,
but being together was also a means to develop camaraderie among the attendees which
build a bridge among the ordinary mortals irrespective of class, caste and differences on other
socio-cultural axes. He also insisted that being in Mandir help crate an internal space within

oneself which automatically generate impulses to go beyond one’s own socio-culturally-



justified and also segregated boundaries. This was a clarion call by Gurudev Tagore to develop
and also strengthen a bridge of bonhomie among people leading to the realization of his

exalted goal of universal humanism.

Mandir is thus not a space for enchanting the spiritual hymns; it creates a template to
conceptually understand what Gurudev had in mind when he insisted that attendance in the
Wednesday prayers was not just a ritual, but a medium of conveying the core ideas of
universal humanism, an idea that the bard upheld in all his creative writings. His novels, short
stories, dance-dramas, plays, creative essays and many speeches are replete of this message
which are belittled now by those seeking to fulfil partisan interests. Hence, these so-called
Rabindriks, Ashramiks and Praktonis tend to ignore the fundamental ideational vision which
Gurudev nurtured despite fierce opposition by his colleagues and compatriots so long as he
devoted to the building of Visva-Bharati which is not just a degree-awarding institution, but

exemplify a noble mission.

Besides regular prayers, Visva-Bharati holds many events with significant socio-cultural aims.
There are a few Baitaliks held in the evening and also early morning just on the eve of a big
events. There are other events to celebrate the arrival of cultivating session, appreciation of
creativity of students of Shilpa Sadan (Shilpa Utsab), Briksho Ropon, Halo Karshan, among
others. Despite repeated requests, attendance of those associated with Visva-Bharati and
also those who earn their livelihood (both employees and pensioners) is awfully thin. The Vice
Chancellor and many of those associated with administration do not miss these events since
they believe that they are integrally connected with Gurudev’s core idea on which Visva-
Bharati rests. | don’t know whether Kumbh Karna will wake up by the regular messages from
the university administration which will make Gurudev happy and joyous provided it happens.
Their absence however did not persuade them to remember that their survival is contingent
on the continuity of Visva-Bharati as a unique centre of academic learning with an equally
significant socio-economic and cultural messages. | am sure that those who are solely guided
by partisan interests will one day realize that what they have been doing is nothing but hara-
kiri for them and also for the institution. A new sun will then rise ushering in a new era in

Visva-Bharati.

Now, regarding the issues that have been raised by the Vice Chancellor in Wednesday prayers
as contrary to the practice or to use the detractors lexicon, Tradition. First of all, the trend of

reading from the written texts by Gurudev Tagore is discontinued; instead, a new spirit is



injected by ascertaining the contemporary relevance of what he wrote before 1941. As a
result, Gurudev’s texts reveal new dimensions since they are not just contextual but
transcendental in character and nature. Secondly, the songs are chosen accordingly.
Gurudev’s songs are not merely rhythmic but also contain a philosophy which is directional
to those battling against injustice, unfairness and torture by a section of human beings against
another. By introducing recently the practice of songs being sung by the students of two
schools, Patha Bhawan and Siksha Satra, a practice is sought to be evolved to pass on the
baton to the entrants for them to begin understanding the philosophy and also their

responsibility to carry it forward.

Last but not the least, this missive is also an explanation or a clamour for those who are
determined to enjoy their rights forgetting that rights and duties are dialectically entwined.
The Vice Chancellor has begun a tradition to initiate the prayer with introductory remarks on
certain prevalent and widely-talked about expressions: Ashramik, Rabindrik, Praktoni. During
my more than four-year stint as Vice Chancellor, none of them was seen as an epitome of the
ideas on which Visva-Bharati was founded by the great son of Mother India, Gurudev
Rabindranath Tagore. The so-called Ashramiks, Rabindriks and Praktonis stay away when
there is a call for helping Visva-Bharati to rebuild Mandir and other heritage building; but they
happily assert their rights of utilizing rooms which are meant to be used by the students of a
kindergarten school in the campus. They don’t mind utilizing Visva-Bharati’s resources to fulfil
the partisan interests of the chosen few; once they are asked to financially support their
programme, they conveniently raise bogey of being bypassed by the administration. The
charter of demands given by the Praktonis contain a checklist of what they should get from
Visva-Bharati by virtue of being former students without referring to what they would like to
give to their alma mater in exchange. Once they were told that the realization of their rights
also entails fulfilment of their duties to this institution, they disappeared for good. Many

examples can be cited to justify the point, made by me.

So, the above terms (Ashramiks, Rabindriks and Praktonis) need to be explained in today’s
context. As mentioned above, there is no point in washing dirty linens in public because this
will, under no circumstances, add to Visva-Bharati’s glory and also the Praktoni’s esteems of
being associated with this great institution. So, the statements made by the Vice Chancellor
are a continuity of the traditions which Gurudev started and represent how these labels are
used and practices of misusing them are resorted to just for attaining narrow individual gains.

Here, one must also refer to the distinction between “uneducated” and “half-educated”:



while the latter is harmful since half-baked knowledge is injurious mentally and emotionally,
the former is an empty slate to write on whatever one prefers which means that the former
can be trained and guided in accordance with the socially-meaningful values and mores. This
is simply not possible with the latter. Unfortunately, the individuals with half-baked or
inadequate inputs misguide the learners for obvious reasons. There are many who prefer to
remain so since de-learning and re-learning are clearly undesirable because they will be
exposed and their tricks will become futile. Hence, the half-educated is always despised while
the uneducated does not appear to be so given the fact that there is always a scope for

shaping him/her according to the socio-culturally preferred values and norms.

What is most disappointing is the false claim of the deviants of having distorted the spirit in
which Gurudev saw human life so long as he remained one of the top public intellectuals in
pre-independent India. A careful reading of his texts reveals that he was an ardent student of
history. Many raised eye brows on my comment on Durga Puja as ahistorical. | did refer to
the texts written by Gurudev, besides those written by Pyarichand Mitra (Alaler Gharer Dulal),
Kaliprasanna Singh’s Hutum Penchar Naksha, and also Sunil Gangopadhyay’s Sei Samay to
substantiate the claim that before Durga Puja became Bengalis’ major socio-cultural and
religious festivals, it began also as a device to invite the British guests and to please them by
offering what satisfied them most because, for British invitees, Durga Puja was for
entertainment and not, at all, a religious festival. Now, Durga Puja is declared as part of Global
intangible heritage by the UNESCO also because it creates a space for people from various

strata to come together simultaneously with the worship of a divine force.

There is also an issue that whether the Vice Chancellor despite not being a Trustee member
can attend Mandir. Now, let me clear the confusion: nowhere in the Trust, it is mentioned
that the Visva-Bharati’s Vice Chancellor shall be a trustee. It is idiotic to think that way
because Trust was signed long before Visva-Bharati came into being in 1921. Furthermore, |
decided not to be a Trustee because one of the Trustee members, a former acting Vice
Chancellor, was dismissed by the Executive Council which | presided over for being involved
in “forgery of Executive Council Minutes”; it was proved by a thorough investigation by an
Enquiry Committee chaired by a former Chief Justice of Calcutta High Court. Three of Visva-
Bharati staff were terminated. | don’t want to expand this point since the matter is pending

before the court.



The claim that Upasana Griha is the property of the Trust is justified. May | ask therefore
whether for the maintenance of the Ashram area, including the Upashana Griha and other
heritage buildings, the Chhatim Tala, Patha Bhawan, does the Trust have any role. Even for
regular prayer and other activities, how many times the present trustee and the secretary, a
pensioner, attended. | leave it with those who shed crocodile tears at the loss of their jagir in
Visva-Bharati. The trust is supposed to hold Poush Mela and other Utsabs in the Ashram. May
| ask what was their role? Aren’t they completely incapable without the help of Visva-Bharati.
Recently they went back to their words and Visva-Bharati undertook steps to avoid defaming
the Trustees because they dishonoured their written commitment. They joined groups to

organize Poush Mela and whether it is morally appropriate is a one million rupees question.

Now, Visva-Bharti is a centrally-funded institution of national importance. We survive with
financial grant from the Union Government of India. The Vice Chancellor is appointed not by
the Trustees, nor by the Ashramiks, nor by the Rabindriks nor by the Praktonis, but the
Hon’ble President of India who is also the Visitor of the University as per the 1951 Visva-
Bharati Act. Accordingly, Visva-Bharti is governed by the rules, regulations, Statutes and
Ordinances, stipulated by the Act. The Trustees and also the secretary of the Trust are
pensioners and are bound by these rules and regulations since they survive on the grant given
by the Government of India. Being committed to be respectful to the Government of India
rules and regulations (where the Act is silent), the Vice Chancellor is there to uphold them
even if that causes consternation to those nurturing vested interests so far. Visva-Bharti shall
not be allowed to be a nursery of corruption. To illustrate this, let me briefly refer to the land
controversy. As Visva-Bharati’s Vice Chancellor, | am bound by the 2017 OM of the
Government of India and also the annual audit instructions regarding the reclaiming of
encroached land. Nobody regardless of his/her reputation shall be spared. We have taken
legal recourses and Visva-Bharati’s aim is to reclaim the rest of land from the
landgrabbers/land sharks as soon as possible. This institution is a heritage institution; it is also
one run by the government of India and those enjoying extra land since they are globally
reputed or are endowed with muscle power need to return the land; if they do it gracefully,
we appreciate, and if they don’t the laws of the land are strong enough to show them the

door.

For the last few months, the evil forces around Visva-Bharati raised their ugly head with the
belief that the trend that started in Visva-Bharati is ephemeral; if those having vested

interests to nurture believe so, they are living in fool’s paradise. Many of the well-wishers are



there to protect the institutions that Gurudev and his equally committed son, Rathindranath
Tagore left for the posterity. Also, the role of Mahatma Gandhi cannot be forgotten. The then
colleagues or Ashramiks, Rabindriks or Praktonis did not appear to have given the confidence
which Gurudev wanted from them to ensure that Visva-Bharati survived. It is evident when
he wrote, with a heavy heart, to the Mahatma that ‘I make my fervent appeal to you, accept
this institution under your protection giving it an assurance of permanence if you consider it
to be a national asset. Visva-Bharati is like a vessel which is carrying the cargo of my life’s best
treasure and | hope it may claim special care from countrymen for its preservation (2
February, 1940)’. In response, the Mahatma wrote, ‘Visva-Bharati is a national institution. It
is undoubtedly also international. You may depend upon my doing all | can in the common
endeavour to assure its permanence (19 February, 1940)’. Let us reignite the spirit in which
the Mahatma expressed his heart-felt desire to completely avoid mudslinging to contribute
to Visva-Bharati’s well-being and to protect, with all our energy, the institution which came
into being with the hard work and sacrifice of every possible material possession by a great

man, Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore.

9th March 2023

Bidyut Chakrabarty
Vice Chancellor
Visva-Bharati
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(written by Prof. Manab Mukhopadhyay, Deaprtment of
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