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Reflections on Some Buddhist Thoughts in the Bhagavadgétä*

Gaya Charan Tripathi

After the Vedas, no other text is held in such a high esteem in the
Hinduistic tradition as the Bhagavadgétä — the song divine. The respect
that it commands from all sections of Hindu society, irrespective of
their sectarian differences, is unique in its own way. Indeed, it may
even be claimed that the Gétä is more authentic a version of the divine
knowledge than the Vedas, because whereas the Vedic word has come
down to us through the inspired Åñis, the words of the Bhagavadgétä
are believed to have been uttered directly by God Himself (Çrébhagavän
uväca).

The Bhagavadgétä (BG) is unique in its content and subject matter
too. No other work in Hindu tradition deals with the dilemma of
action and the problem of the duties of an individual towards society
in such an incisive and such a comprehensive manner as the BG does.
A number of questions regarding the problem of action in human life
have been raised and answered here with such a finality that they are
deemed to be permanently settled and no future discussion on them
has since then taken place in Hindu tradition.

But the question here is : What were the reasons, or what were the
socio-religions circumstances which impelled or compelled, the author
of the BG to raise the issue of Karman (i.e., duty / deed) at all – an
issue which has not been of much relevance to the earlier philo-
sophical texts, also not to the rest of the Mahäbhärata, which is more
concerned about defining and explaining the concept of Dharma –and
to deal with the issue of Karman so extensively and so thoroughly
that is appears as if he wants to settle this question once for all ?

* Raja Rajendralala Memorial Lecture 2021 delivered (on line) on 10th March 2023.



To answer this adequately, we must go back to the theory of Karman
as evolved in the earlier Upaniñads and to delineate its significance
for the religious beliefs of the age, intervening between the Upaniñads
and the time of the composition of the Bhagavadgétä.

The theory of Karman is the backbone of all major religions which
originated in India. It is the starting point of the philosophical
speculations leading to the basic structures of our religious thinking.
The theory of Karman, which may have its beginning in the earlier
Vedic hermeneutics which later developed into the Mémäàsä
philosophy with its theory or apürva of adåñöa, owes its origin inter
alia to the necessity of explaining the mixed nature of this world, and
its first clear mention is found in the Båhad. A. Upaniñad. The sages
Yäjïavalkya and Ärtabhäga, in order to find an explanation as to why
some human beings pass their lives happily in this world, and the
other remain forever miserable, come to the conclusion in a
philosophical discussion that it is due to one’s own previous deeds that
one enjoys pleasures in this world or undergoes sufferings:

..... Puëyo vai puëyena karmaëä bhavati,
Päpaù päpena / Br. A. Up. III.2.13

In Chändogya Up. V.10.7 King Pravahaëa in his exposition to
Gautama also expresses the view that it is due to one’s previous
deeds that a person is reborn in a good or bad existance.

This theory which appears to be quite simple and logical in the
first instance, gives rise to grave and far-reaching philosphical
consequences. Since it is not uncommon to find a virtuous man
suffering, and an evil-doer flourishing, the belief in the previous and
future lives becomes inevitable which automatically leads to the belief
in an immortal and indestructible soul that transmigrates after the
decay of an old body into a new one. Now, since every individual
performs good, bad or mixed Karmans in every existence, the chain of
existences, the cycle of births and deaths, is to continue practically
forever. Belief in Saàsära, or the chain of life and death, is basic and
fundamental to all Indian religious sects. Different measures are

2 Journal of the Asiatic Society : Vol. LXV, No. 4, 2023



suggested by various schools for securing release from this chain, for
getting freedom from this perpetual phenomenon of birth and death.

The theory of Karman was fully accepted and highly regarded a
doctrine in the religious and philosophieal circles of India in the
centuries following the composition of the Upaniñads. This gave rise
to an indomitable desire to achieve freedom from ‘bondage’, from this
eternal cycle of life and death. There seemed to be no way to get out
of this world, so long as one went on performing Karmans — good of
bad — which was unavoidable in any existence and which was going
to keep an individual entangled in this chain of Saàsära.

As a logical consequence of this doctrine, so to say, there was an
unprecedented upsurge of a number of sects of ascetics in the 6th-7th
centuries before the beginning of our era in India, who wished to stay
away from the society in a bid not to be compelled to perform any
positive or negative Karmans, so that they earn or collect neither merits
nor demerits, with the consequence that the series of future births
eventually comes to an end.

Great philosophers like Buddha with their sharp logic, concluded
in a convincing manner that if an individual achieves a good existence
after performing good Karmans and a bad existence after performing
bad Karmans; then, with the same logic, should someone desire not to
have any future existence, he must totally refrain from doing any
Karmans, i.e. should avoid doing both positive and negative Karmans.
If he avoids accumulating fresh Karmans in this life, the reactions of
the Karmans of the previous lives would come to an end any way in the
present existence after some time, and once their retribution is over,
the chain of existences shall ultimately be broken because there would
be no fresh Karmans acquired in this life which may give rise to a new
existence. And the best and simplest way not to perform any such
Karman that may lead to a retribution, reaction or re-birth, is to keep
away from the society, i.e., to adopt Saànyäsa, and to lead a secluded
and uneventful life based on an ethical code of conduct.

This idea, as we know, was very well received and a good number
of people took to the life of asceticism, becoming monks (Hindu,
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Buddhist, Jaina or Äjévaka), having left their home, hearth, family
and the society. It seems quite reasonable to imagine that this mass-
exodus from the society must have caused a great number of problems
for thousands of families whose paternal bread-earners or supporting
youths just walked away from their families in the quest of supposedly
ultimate or highest good, called ‘liberation’. It certainly does not require
any exceptional sensitivity to imagine the sad plight of the young
wife of Siddhärtha (Yaçodharä) when on that dark, fateful night he
deserted her and their new-born babe, never to return home.

The tendency of fleeing away from the society, if allowed to grow
beyond a certain limit, may obviously jeopardise the whole social
structure, bringing in its wake, enormous problems. The author of
the Bhagavadgétä realised this problem and came up with a brilliant
philosophical answer to it. The main part of the BG, with which I
mean the first one-third or, to be precise, chapters 2-6, is a sort of
orthodox Brahmanic reply to the problem of this escalating escapism
of those days, the Saànyäsa, the trend of the day to break up the
family-bonds and to give up the social affiliations in the hope of
getting away from the Karmans which one has to perform perforce
living in a family, or in order to accelerate the attainment of liberation
from the Saàsära.

I shall now point out certain set of ideas and theories found in the
BG, which, I think, came into being under the influence of Buddhism
or were developed as a reply to the critique of the Vedic religion by
the Buddhists:

I

The ‘desireless Karman’ of the BG  Vs ‘total renouncement of the
Karmans’ of the Çramaëa school

The BG suggests the alternative of ‘desireless Karman’, i.e. of
performing deeds without mental and emotional attachment to its
fruits. Instead of the renunciation of action itself (Karma-saànyäsa), it
says, one should rather renounce the fruits of an action (Phalatyäga). A
human should act as an instrument in the hands of God thinking that
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he is fulfilling the Will of the Almighty by doing a Karman and should
be completely neutral about its result. If he does his duties or performs
his deeds in the spirit of total detachment, thinking of God as the
Ultimate Doer, he is not bound by the results of his action. Such a person
is not affected by the good or bad results of his deeds just as a lotus
leaf remains unaffected by the drops of water lying on it. He, therefore,
need not be afraid of entering into the next existence, because his
deeds bear no fruits for him and remain without retribution, reaction
or result. According to the BG it is the mental attachment to the fruits
which causes the problem, not the action itself:

brahmaëyädhäya karmäëi saìgaà tyaktvä karoti yaù/
lipyate na sa päpena padmapatramivämbhasä //

(BG V. 10)

The BG thus transposes the act of performing deeds to an ethical
plane and advances the theory that the action is actually done by the
desire of doing it and not by one’s organs. Karman is basically nothing
but a physical expression of an uncontrolled desire (Käma) sitting deep
in the heart to achieve, attain or possess something which then leads
to the mental resolution (Saàkalpa) to perform an act for its attainment.
It is the Saàkalpa which manifests itself in the form of bodily exertions
and the efforts of a human being. One should therefore try to give up
the Saàkalpa, which is the subtle form of Karman, the Karman in
embryonic form. According to the Author of the BG, it is impossible to
become a Yogin without first renouncing the Saàkalpa which is more
important than an outwardly renunciation of the society and the world.

na hy asaànyastasaàkalpo yogé bhavati kaçcana.
(BG VI.2)

Non-attachment to the fruits of an action (Karma-phala) which are,
in fact, totally identical with the inner desire (Käma) to attain some-
thing, as well as, with the resolution (Saàkalpa)- the driving force
setting an action into motion — is the best and the only real form of
Saànyäsa (renouncement).
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The arguments of the author of the BG are logical, coherent and
consistent. He insists that one does not attain the state of Naiñkarmya
(“deedlessness”) [leading to liberation] simply by consciously not un-
dertaking to perform a deed; nor does one become an ‘accomplished
soul’ (Siddha) by becoming a Saànyäsin outwardly (BG III.4). It is
inherent in the very nature of a human being to go on incessantly
performing Karmans, consciously or unconsciously. A person is
compelled to perform actions by the very nature of his existence
(III.5)

In fact to think about a Karman is equivalent to actually performing
a Karman and one who forcefully prevents his organs of action from
doing an act but keeps thinking about the pleasures that he would
derive from the objects of these organs, suffers from ignorance and
illusion and should be termed as a hypocrite (hinting indirectly that
this is probably the case with most of the Saànyäsins who have
outwardly renounced the world but are still attached to its pleasures,
BG III.6). On the other hand, one who has his organs under full
control of his mind, who undertakes to perform an act in a spirit of
detachment without any involvement in its final result, is much better
placed and is to be preferred many times (BG III.7). It is always better
and desirable to perform an action and that too, in a desireless mental
setup than to sit idle by abandoning all actions. If a person entirely
gives up all actions, it would be impossible for him even to exist in
this world (BG III.8).

The author of the BG cites the example of Janaka, the king of
Videha, who attained spiritual perfection (Saàsiddhi) by living in the
society and by constantly performing Karmans (III.20). The only way
of not getting bound to the results of a Karman, or of not getting
effected by it, is to perform it in the spirit of detachment or total non-
involvement in its possible results. By performing action in such a
manner an individual may even attain the Highest and the Supreme
(BG III.19). A thoughtful and responsible person should feel obliged
to perform his duties because very often the welfare of the whole
society depends upon his actions (BG III.20).
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One should further also not try to push the common mass of the
people into total inactiveness by confusing them through glorification
of non-action. A wise man (vidvän), aware of his responsibilities towards
the society, should rather encourage the people to perform actions
involving their duties (BG III.26). The author of the BG, identifying
himself with Kåñëa, then avers that there is no need for Him, for
example, to perform any deed in this world, yet he executes all sorts
or Karmans in order to set an example to the people to discharge their
own duties. According to him the loka or the social order would be
completely destroyed if the people were to become totally inactive:

na me pärthästi kartavyaà triñu lokeñu kiïcana/
nänaväptam aväptavyaà varta eva ca karmaëi//
utsédeyurime lokä na kuryäà karma ced aham/

(BG III. 22, 24).

The author of the BG cryptically remarks that the problem of
Karman is really a complicated one and it is not easy for a simple
person to grasp it fully. There are Karmans which are in reality
Akarmans (‘non-deeds’ e.g. physical activities = Çäréram Karman IV.21;
or the performance of compulsory duties of a house-holder etc.); then
there are certain activities which may look as Akarmans but which are
in reality Karmans (e.g. the mental performance of a Karman, i.e. to
have the volition or desire to do something or to enjoy some sensual
pleasures). ”Wise is he who discerns non-Karman in a Karman and
Karman in a non-Karman. Only the one like this, is a real Karmayogin
and a performer of all Karmans”:

karmaëy akarma yaù paçyed akarmaëi ca karma yaù/
sa buddhimän manuñyeñu sa yuktaù kåtsnakarmakåt//

(BG IV.18)

It is thus obvious that the author of the BG is strongly in favour
of people staying in the society and of performing their duties, other-wise
the social order would break up leading to chaotic conditions.
According to the theory that he proposes, one need not feel afraid of
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the reactions or the retribution of the Karmans, and of the perpetuation
of the cycle of life, because by performing deeds with a strict mental
discipline in the spirit of non-attachment, one does not get involved in
its results and remains unaffected by the merits or demerits that it
generates. For the preacher of the BG the Karma-yoga (indulging into
Karmans) is better than Karma-saànyäsa (renouncement of Karmans)
(BG V.2).

As observed above, it seems quite clear to me that this discourse
is nothing but a reply of the orthodox Brahmanism to the ascetic sects
like Äjévakas, Jainas and especially Buddhists who sought to find
Nirväëa by totally renouncing all Karmans. The whole sermon of the
BG appears unwarranted and is without any base, if the philosophy
of Buddhism (and of other Çramaëa schools) is not accepted as pre-
existent and as the Pürva-pakña for the BG. In order to understand
why this point has been raised in the BG, why the importance of the
performance of action is stressed again and again, one will have to
assume that the BG was written in a period when a sizeable number
of the members of Indian society felt attracted towards some such
movement as Buddhism which denounced the world and denounced
the Karman.

II

Vindication of the Vedic sacrifice by the BG

The author of BG makes up a strong case for performing Vedic
ritual, so severely criticised and rejected by the Buddhists. He justifies
the performance of sacrifices because the sacrifice is the source of all
life, since it generates clouds which shed rain on this earth, which is the
source of all food (III. 14, cf. also III.13, 15, 16). He also maintains that
the action involved in performing a sacrifice does not lead to bondage,
i.e. it does not lead to the extension of the series of human existences:

yajïärthät karmoëo’nyatra
loko’yaà karmabandhanaù// (BG III.9)

One who does not perform Yajïas fails to win peace and prosperity
even in this world, let alone in the other world (IV. 31):
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näyaà loko’sty ajïasya
kuto’nyaù kurusattama/ (BG IV. 31)

All actions performed for the sake of Yajïa are beneficial, they
vanish without causing any negative effect to the sacrificer (IV. 23):

yajïäyäcarataù karma
samagraà praviléyate/ (BG IV.23)

The Gétäkära goes even a step further and asserts that the sacrifice
has been created by Prajäpati (the father of creation) for the welfare
of human society and as such it is incumbant upon every faithful
human being to perform sacrifice as a token of gratitude towards the
gods. All that we have in this world has been bestowed upon us by
the gods and one who enjoys these objects without offering a part of
those articles to gods is akin to a thief (III. 11). If the gods are kept
satisfied with the grateful offerings of the human beings, they shower
their favours and blessings in an enhanced manner upon them. There
would be a perfect harmony in the society, and in the universe, if the
human beings keep gods happy and, in return, they, the human beings:

saha- yajïäù prajäù såñövä purõväca prajäpatiù/
anena prasaviñyadhvam eña vo’stviñöakämadhuk// (BG III. 10)
devän bhävayatänena te devä bhävayantu vaù/
parasparaà bhävayantaù çreyaù parmaväpsyatha// (BG III, 11)
iñöän bhogän hi vo devä däsyante yajïabhävitäù/
tairdattän apradäyaibhyo yo bhuìkte stena eva saù//

(BG III. 12)

Indeed, Yajïa is a part of a universal cycle which starts with Akñara
(the Immutable / Imperishable) and giving rise to Brahman > Karman
> Yajïa > Parjanya > Annam leads finally to the physical bodies of the
creatures (bhütäni). Human beings on behalf of the creatures in this
world must perform Yajïa in order to uphold and support this
universal order otherwise their very existence is not only useless and
endangered, but also sinful (BG III.14-16). A true Saànyäsin and a true
Yogin, according to the BG, is not the person who has abandoned all
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actions (Akriyäù) or the one who has given up the performance of
Yajïas (Niraghiù) but the one who carries out all his worldly duties
(Käryam Karma karoti yaù) conscientiously, remainings however,
unattached (‘mentally independent’) to the results of his actions (BG
VI.1).

The preacher of the BG then broadens the concept of sacrifice and
proceeds to describe several varieties of ‘Yajïas’ of which he especially
extolls the Jïänayajïa, ‘the sacrifice of knowledge’ (BG IV.33):

çreyän dravya-mayäd yajïäj
jïänayajïaù paraàtapa/
sarvaà karmäkhilaà pärtha
jïäne parisamäpyate// (BG IV. 33)

Because the performer of this ‘sacrifice’ sees everything in his own
self and himself in God (BG IV.35):

...yena bhütäny açeñeëa
drakñya syätmany ätho mayi// (BG IV. 35)

This verse holds in itself the quintessense of Advaita Vedänta,
according to which the whole creation is simply a transformed aspect
of Brahman and the individual consciousness is totally identical with
the Supreme consciousness.

III

The Tanhä of Buddhism vs Käma of the BG

According to the BG, the factor, which is finally responsible for
driving a man perpetually into various kinds of action is the insatiable
desire of human beings for worldly gains and pleasures. It originates
from the Rajas quality (Rajoguëa) of a person and adumbrates the
power of thinking and reasoning of even an intelligent person (ävåtam
jïänam etena jïänino nityavairiëä, BG III.39). An oft-quoted verse of
the Mahäbhärata says (Ädiparva Adh. 85, çl.12, Géta Press Ed.) that as
the fire flares up each time by consuming Havis, so also the desire
(Käma) flares up even more, after enjoying worldly pleasures:
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na jätu kämaù kämänämupabhogena çämyati/
haviñä kåñëavartmêva bhüya eväbhivardhate//

According to Lord Kåñëa, the preacher of the BG, this strong craving
or longing (Käma) for worldly pleasures, arises out of the continuous
thinking about them. The desire, if remains unfulfilled, leads to anger,
anger to frustration, frustration to infatuation and infatuation to the
loss of the capacity of proper thinking and reasoning which finally
leads to utter perdition (BG II. 62, 63).

dhyäyato viñayän puàsaù saìgasteñüpajäyate/
saìgät saïjäyate kämaù kämät krodho’bhijäyate//
krodhäd bhavati sammohaù sammohät småtivibhramaù/
småtibhraàçäd buddhinäço buddhinäçät praëaçyati//

Only those who give up the Desire (käma) attain lasting peace (BG
II.70, 71). It is also the primary and the basic condition for progressing
towards achieving the state of Sthitaprajïatä (II.55 etc). Only the one
who abandons all desires, has no ambitions (niùspåha) and has no
attachment to the worldly objects, gets everlasting peace (BG. II.71).
As the ocean receives a number of streams, remaining perpetually
calm and quiet and without getting swollen, likewise the one whose
desires, (Kämäù) coming from outside, get slowly merged into his
heart with-out stirring it up, enjoys peace of mind and not the one
who runs after his desires (BG II.70).

It is impossible here not to be reminded of the Tanhä (Sans. tåñëä
lit, thirst which is only another expression for desire) of the Buddhism
which according to Buddha is the root-cause of Jarä-Maraëa through
Upädäna (involvement, indulgence), Bhava (the subtle results of Karmans
leading to the formation of a new body) and Jäti (birth). The rôle of
Tanhä in the perpetual suffering of a living being is very clearly
explained by Buddha in his very first sermon (Dharmacakra-pravartana-
sütra) delivered at Säranätha which is found in Mahävagga I.6
(=Vinayapiöaka I.10 ff) and Suttanipäta 56.11) in a very clear form (cf.
also Mahävastu III.331 ff.). Of the four ‘noble truths’ (Äryasatyäni)
which were propounded by Buddha there, the second truth relates to
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the ‘Origin of suffering’ and Buddha advances the view that it is in
fact Tanhä, the thirst, for worldly pleasures, the greed to acquire and
possess worldly objects like wealth or gold which is the fundamental
cause of all sufferings by giving rise to further complications.

In the texts composed prior to the BG the Käma does not have the
role of roping a Jéva into the cycle of Saàsära or birth and death. In
the RV it is the first and the primordial source of creation existing
between Sat and Asat, the existent and the non-existent:

kämastadagre samavartatädhi
manaso rétaù prathamaà yadäsét/

sató  bandhum asati niravindan
hådi  pratéñyä kavayo manéñä// (RV. X.129.4)

Käma also appears as a quasi-divine being in two hymns of the AV
IX.2 and XIX. 52, but the use of this word in this philosophical sense
as the starting point of the chain of Saàsära and viewing this faculty
as responsible for the predicament of human beings is, I believe,
reflection of the Zeitgeist of the day dominated by the Buddhist thought.

IV

The Buddhist doctrine of ‘Sarvam Duùkham’ and the BG

The same Zeitgeist seems to find its expression again in the BG
when it speaks of enjoyment of sensual pleasures as the ‘cause of
sorrow and sufferings (duùkhayoni)’ for the human beings besides
being transitory in nature and advises a sensible person to keep away
from them and not to get indulged into them:

ye hi saàsparçajä bhogä duùkhayonaya eva te/
ädyantavantaù kaunteya na teñu ramate budhaù//

(BG V. 22)

To regard this world and its pleasures as cause of suffering is not
compatible with the Weltanschauung (world-view) of the Vedic and
Post-Vedic culture which has mostly a positive and optimistic character.
But it is a very prominent part of Buddhism as the very first dogma
(i.e., the ‘noble truth’ or Äryasatya) of Buddhism, expressed so clearly
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in the first sermon of the Buddha, and thoroughly expounded and
elaborated in a number of passages scattered all through the Buddhist
canonical literature. In his Säränäth sermon Buddha says:

“What is the holy truth of ill (=suffering, duùkham)?
Birth is ill, decay is ill, sickness is ill, death is ill. To be
conjoined with what one dislikes is ill. To be disjoined
from what one likes, means suffering. In short, all grasping
at any of the five skandhas involves suffering” (Translated)
by Edward Conze in ‘A Short History of Buddhism’).

Combined with the doctrine of Sarvam Duùkham is the famous
Buddhist doctrine of Sarvam Kñaëikam i.e., everything is momentary,
temporary or transitory. It is well known that the Buddhists even
contest and refute the permanent nature of the soul and for them it
is simply a continuation of Vijïäna etc. in the way the flame of a lamp
exists, the light emerging out of which is always a new light produced
by a series of oil droplets burnt in successive order. The author of the
BG mentions the duùkhälatyatä and the açäçvatatä of the human life
and declares that those who have attained the highest saàsiddhi
(spiritual perfection) and have surrendered themselves to God do not
enter into a fresh life which is full of suffering (duùkhälaya=abode of
suffering) and is of temporary nature (açäçvata=Non-eternal) :

mäm upetya punarjanma duùkhälayam açäçvatam/
näpnuvanti mahätmänaù saàsiddhià parmäà gatäù//

(BG VIII.15)

In the following chapter again, a similar statement of the author of
the BG appears which repeats once more that the world is Anitya
(transitory) and Asukhaà (full of suffering):

anityam asukhaà lokam imaà präpya bhajasva mäm//
(BG IX.33)

This reminds one immediately of the Buddhist doctrin, available
already in the first sermon of Buddha at Sarnath.

An echo of this sermon can be heard again in the latter half of the
following verse of the BG which says that a person having true
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knowledge, views the earthly existence afflicted with birth (janma),
death (Måtyu), old age (Jarä) and desease (Vyädhi) as an embodiment
of suffering and does not indulge in the pleasures of senses [but
directs his thoughts towards God]:

indriyärtheñu vairägyam anahaàkära eva ca/
janma-måtyu-jarä-vyädhi duùkhadoñänudarçanam//

(BG XIII. 8)

Is it purely accidental that the Buddha chooses exactly these four
states or stages of human life to illustrate that the life is nothing but
misery (Duùkham) when he explains the first ‘noble truth’ to the monks
at Saranath? Further, we know it all too well that Buddha got
disillusioned with life after seeing during his pleasure-drives through
the city three persons on three different occasions in the states of old
age, desease and death. The first half of the verse which follows
immediately upon the verse quoted above in the BG speaking of the
qualities of a noble person makes a mention to the fact that he has no
involvement in the family life and no attachment to his wife, son or the
house etc. (asakti-ranabhiñvaìgaù putradära-gåhädiñu, XIII.9). The author
of the BG may not have any particular person in mind when he wrote
this line, but it does recall to our mind the image of the young Siddhärtha
of noble birth who quietly forsakes his home, dear wife and the newly-
born child in that fateful night and moves out in the search of truth.

V

Indirect references to the personal life of Buddha in the BG

In fact, I have an irresistible feeling that the author of the
Bhagavadgétä was conversant with the person of Buddha and the story
of his life. The Buddhists believe that the Bodhi (enlightenment) is not
the product or outcome of the efforts of a single life only. According
to them Buddha underwent a number of existences before attaining
the Buddhahood in his final existence. In each of these existences his
efforts brought him a bit closer to the Bodhi (the Saàsiddhi of the BG,
cf, IV.38, VI.37, VIII.15). Read now the following verses of the BG (VI.
37-45) which are in the form of an answer to the question of Arjuna
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as to what happens to a Yogin who is full of unshakable faith in his
spiritual endeavours, but who dies before attaining the final Saàsiddhi?
The BG says that the efforts of such a person travelling on the noble
path of spiritual perfection never go waste. He first goes to heaven to
pass there long years in bliss and enjoyment and then is reborn in a
prosperous family surrounded by persons of pure and noble
disposition. There the spiritual attainments of the previous lives come
back to him and he tries again to achieve Saàsiddhi (the final
perfection). Because of the Saàskäras and the habits of the previous
lives he is forcibly (‘avaço’pi’) drifted towards the spiritual pursuits,
tries hard, becomes purified of his sins and having now finally achieved
the Saàsiddhi after many births, attains a state which is the highest
and the supreme.

To this may perhaps be added the statement of the BG in IV.38 that
‘There is nothing purer than knowledge in this world and this
knowledge one attains within ones own self — without any external
help — in course of time when one has become perfect through Yoga
(tat svayaà yogasaàsiddhaù kälenätmani vindati). To me it recalls again
the case of our Siddhärtha/Buddha whose inner self aspired to achive
Saàsiddhi or Bodhi in some previous life long ago, but who had to
undergo a long series of births during which he was still a Bodhi-
sattva and who received it bit by bit finally in his last birth in which
he was born as a prince who gave up all that he had, including his
wife and child and got it ultimately all by his own endeavours.

VI

The doctrine of maitré (friendship) and karuëä (compassion) of
Buddhism and its stress on serving the people of the society

The noblest of all doctrines of Buddhism is certainly its doctrine
of Maitré (kindness) and Karuëä (compassion) which inspires human
beings to treat all creatures of this world with love and kindness and
to help them when they are in distress or need.

Although the word Karuëä is used more or less in this very sense
(compassion, mercy, grace) in the Brahmanical texts and Sanskrit
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literature, the word Maitré (lit. friendship) in the sense of love, kindness,
the desire to help a distressed soul etc. must be regarded as a terminus
technichus of Buddhism which has lent this word a special connotation.
One of the forms of Buddha (rather Bodhisattva) later in the Mahäyäna
Buddhism is Maitreya. In view of above, it immediately catches one’s
attention when one finds the expressions Maitraù and Karuëah used
together in the BG and the statement of Çrébhagavän that the one who
does not despise or hate (i.e., not cruel or harsh towards) any living
being and is full of Maitré and Karuëä towards them is a person most
favourite to me:

adveñöä sarvabhütänäà, maitraù karuëa eva ca/
.... sa me priyaù//

(BG XII.13, 14; cf. also XI.55)

The Buddhist ideal of the welfare of the world as the prime concern
of a truly religious man who ought to be involved in doing good for
all beings, also finds mention in the BG at many places. Kåñëa advises
Arjuna that his actions should be directed towards the welfare of the
society (lokasaàgraha) and should not be performed with any selfish
purpose in view (III.25, cf. also III.20). Brahmanirväëa is attained only
by those Yatis who are self-restrained, devoid of blemishes and who
are constantly involved in perpetrating the welfare of all living beings
of the world (sarvabhüta-hite ratäù, V. 25).

VII

The echo of the ‘middle path’ of the Buddhism in the BG

In the opening sentences of his very first sermon in Saranath, Lord
Buddha, speaking to those five monks who had previously deserted
him when he gave up the self-mortificatory practices of traditional
asceticism, believing that he had fallen from the right path, underlines
the importance of a ‘middle path’ (Majjhimäpaöipadä in Pali or
Madhyamäpratipada/pratipatti in Sans.) or moderation for attaining
spiritual upliftment. The path consists in avoiding extremes of all kinds.
Neither an abject surrender to the pleasures of the world is of any
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avail for a human being nor a torture of his body through various
excruciating exercises as a part of Tapasyä. The Buddha fasted for a
long time reducing himself to a skeleton but did not achieve his goal.
Realising the futility of self-mortification he started taking small
quantities of food for the maintenance of his body (please refer to the
incident of the village girl Sujätä offering him a bowl of milk-rice
when he was almost on the verge of fainting due to a prolonged
fasting!) and ultimately succeeded in attaining enlightenment.
Convinced of the importance of moderation for human life, therefore,
it is the first thing that he preaches to the monks in his very first
sermon. An echo of the ‘middle path’, or the principle of moderateness,
is found in very clear and unambiguous terms in the following verses
of the BG in which Çrébhagavän tells Arjuna that “Yoga cannot be
practised by the one who eats too much, nor by the one who totally
abstains from food. It cannot be practised by the one who sleeps too
long, nor by the one who always keeps awake. The one who practices
moderateness in his intakes and in his conduct, one who pays attention
to propriety and moderateness in actions and, who maintains a proper
balance between the sleep and the state of awakeness, only for such
a person, the Yoga becomes a means to overcome existential sufferings:

nätyaçnatastu yogo’sti na caikäntamanaçnataù/
na cäti svapnaçélasya jägrato naiva cärjuna//
yuktähäravihärasya yuktaceñöasya karmasu/
yuktasvapnävabodhasya yogo bhavati duùkhahä//

(BG VI. 16.17)

The yuktâhäravihära, yuktaceñöä and yuktasvapnävabodha of the BG
correspond exactly to the ideals of a Buddhist who is supposed to
avoid extremes and to exercise moderation in eating, sleeping and in
performing actions. I am not aware of any other Hinduistic text in
which the philosophy of moderation is preached in such a clear way and
in such a succinct manner.
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VIII

The Buddhist expression ‘Nirväëa’ and its use in the BG

Let us now examine the use of a typically Buddhist term Nirväëa
in the Bhagavadgétä. The word Nirväëa, as far as we know, was used
as a technical term for the first time by the Buddhists in the sense of
deliverance from the cycle of births and deaths. Etymologically and
literally it means “to be blown out”, “to get extinguished” and the
imagery that lies behind it, is that of a lamp which slowly dies out
when the oil is finished or when one blows it out. The oil can be
equated with the accumulated Karmans of an individual which are
gradually used up in one or more lives of a Saànyäsin during which
no fresh Karmans are added to them. Açvaghoña, the celebrated
Buddhist poet of the first century A.D. also uses the metaphor of
lamp in his Saundarananda to explain the process and nature of Nirväëa
(Nirvåti) and calls it the state of utmost Çänti or tranquillity achieved
by the destruction of Kleças or sufferings. According to him the blessed
soul which attains Nirväëa does not move out to anywhere, nor gets
merged into any Being or Substance (like in Absolute Monism) but
simply remains immersed in the ocean of Supreme Tranquility devoid
of all sufferings. It is a state comparable to the state of an oil lamp
when it gets extinguished automatically after the oil is entirely
consumed:

dépo yathä nirvåtimabhyupeto
naivävanià gacchati näntarikñaà/

diçaà na käïcit vidiçaà na käïcit
snehakñayät kevalameti çäntim//

evaà kåté nirvåtim abhyupeto
naivävanià gacchati näntarikñaà/

diçaà na käïcit vidiçaà na käïcit
kleçakñayät kevalam eti çäntim//

— Saundarananda XVI.28, 29

The author of the BG uses the word Nirväëa five times in the text,
four times as the expression Brahma-nirväëa and once compounded
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with Paramä as an adjective to çänti. A Yogin who, according to the
BG, practices Karmayoga, the one who is in full control of his mind
and senses and remains engrossed in Bhagavat (the highest personal
form of God) by feeling His presence all around, achieves supreme
tranquility culminating in Nirväëa by getting merged into Him:

yuïjannevaà sadätmänaà yogé niyatamänasaù/
çäntià nirväëaparamäà matsaàsthäm adhigacchati//

(BG VI.15)

The author of the BG borrows the ‘term’ Nirväëa from the Buddhists
for sure, but not the ‘concept’ of Nirväëa from them. He qualifies the
term with the word Brahman and uses explicitly and intentionally the
term brahma-nirväëa to show that a Yogin does not get lost into Nothing
in the state of Nirväëa, but gets merged rather into the highest Divine
Substance (cf. the view of the Advaita Vedänta?).

The term is used for the first time in the last verse of chapter II
where the Lord advises the aspirant to conquer desires and to retract
his sense-organs from their objects. This state combined with the
feature of Sthitaprajïatä is equivalent to the state of existing in Brahman
itself and one who maintains this state gets ‘extinguished’, i.e.
dissolved, in Brahman at the end of his life which simply means that
he loses his indentity into Brahman by becoming one with Him:

eñä brähmé sthitiù pärtha nainäà präpya vimuhyati/
sthitväsyäm antakäle’pi brahmanirväëam åcchati//

(BG II.72)

Brahmanirväëa, getting merged into Brahman, is mentioned again
in Ch.V.çl.24-26. One who derives contentment from within, one whose
inner-self is enlightened and who is happy living in one’s self, such
a Yogin gets ‘extinguished in Brahman’ [after his death] and becomes
Brahman himself :

yo’ntaùsukho’ntarärämas tathä’ntarjyotir eva yaù/
sa yogé brahmanirväëaà brahmabhüto’dhigacchati//

(BG V.24)
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Brahmanirväëa, according to the author of BG, lies on the left and
right (i.e., in close proximity) of those who have realised their self
(Viditätman), who are in full control of their mind (Yatacetas), and
who have won conquest over their anger and desire:

kämakrodhaviyuktänäà yaténäà yatacetasäm/
abhito brahmanirväëaà vartate viditätmanäm// (BG V.26)

It is further highly interesting to find Kåñëa propounding that the
Åñis who remain indulged in the charitable activities of executing the
welfare of all living beings on this earth, get relieved of their impurities
(sins) and achieve Brahmanirväëa (V. 25) after their death:

labhante brahmanirväëam åñayaù kñéëakalmañäù/
chinnadvaidhä yatätmänaù sarvabhütahite ratäù//

(BG V. 25)

About Buddha also it is said that after the attainment of Bodhi, he
was initially reluctant to share his spiritual knowledge with the
ordinary human beings but having been strongly persuaded by the
gods, he ultimately decided to do so for the welfare of the suffering
humanity and went around preaching and delivering sermons.

IX

‘Svadharma’ vs ‘Paradharma’ in the BG

It is commonly known that the word Dharma (=Dharman, n.) means
laws, rules, qualities or characteristics, in the Vedic language wheres
in the early epic literature (meant is : Mahabharata) and in the classical
Sanskrit language it is mostly used (in M.) in the sense of duties,
obligation, social norms and moral values etc. However, so far as I
know, it is the Buddha who for the first time used the word Dhamma
in the sense of ‘a coherent system of religious and philosophical thought
by following which one can attain a certain spirtual goal’. The Buddhists
when they speak of their religion, just use the word Dhamma and do
not speak or Buddha-dhamma or Tathägata-dhamma. “Dhammaà çaraëaà
gacchämi” in a declaration expresses the firm belief of a Buddhist in
the ‘teachings of Buddha’ in particular, and not in the abstract form
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of Dharma in general. In other words the basic concept of Dhamma in
the Buddhist literature (esp. Pali canon) is very much akin to the
concept of ‘religion’ as we know it today.

I, therefore, genuinely believe that when Çré Kåñëa talks of svadharma
and Para-dharma in the Bhagavadgétä (III.35) he covertly refers to the
Vedic religion on the one hand and the Buddhist religion on the other.

To those who feel enamoured of the newly propounded and quickly
becoming popular religious system, the author of the BG suggests
that even though a certain Dharma may have a well thought-out system
and ones own Dharma may look like devoid of every virtue, it is still
better to stick and adhere to ones own traditional Dharma. One should
rather sacrifice his life practicing ones own Dharma rather than adopt
an alien Dharma (paradharma) because an alien Dharma is dreadful in
its final results [not being the correct path]:

çreyän svadharmo viguëaù
paradharmät svanuñöhität/

svadharme nidhanaà çreyaù
paradharmo bhayävahaù// (BG III. 35)

To me these words sound as the bottom-line of the teachings and
the arguments of the Bhagavadgétä.

X

Concluding remarks

The BG is a text of the Bhägavatas, the followers of Bhagavat-
Väsudeva, who is conceived of as the Supreme Divine Being, the
highest form of personal God. The worshippers of Bhagavat were
worldly people, and not Saànyäsins. They were mostly householders
who lived within an organised human society. To use Sanskrit
expressions they were ‘pravåtti - märgins’ (men of action) and not
‘nivåtti –märgins’ (men of renunciation). It was therefore quite natural
that the Bhägavatas took up the issue of abandoning the world by the
members of the society who were doing it out of fear of getting
bound to the Saàsära by their Acts and contended that ‘it is basically
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the intention and the mental set-up behind a Karman which matters
and not the action itself. Such an apprehension is therefore baseless
and to try to flee away from an active life is useless and fruitless. One
can as well achieve the highest goal of human life living in this world
simply by developing a particular mental set-up and spiritual attitude’.

The Bhägavatas have been referred to as an important religious
group in the Buddhist texts. Their period of ascendence lies between
6th c.B.C. to 2nd c.B.C. when most of its basic texts like Näräyaëéyam
and Viñëusahasranäma were composed and incorporated in the ever-
expanding corpus of the Mahäbharata and when the worship of the
four Våñëivéras as the four Vyühas gained prominence (as in the
Päïcarätra system).

The above-noted interaction between the Buddhists and the
Bhägavatas as reflected in the BG indirectly also sheds some light on
the date of the composition of the BG which seems to have achieved
its final shape around 400 B.C. since the arguments of the BG are
directed against the earliest part of the Buddhism only and the text
shows no familiarity with its later development.

According to most of the eminent scholars and historians, Buddha
was born most likely in 563 B.C. and attained Nirväëa at the age of
80 in 483 B.C. For more than 40 years he went around preaching and
explaining his Dhamma and covered a large part of North India.

This is however not to suggest that everything which is inherent
in the BG is of Post-Buddhistic in origin. The notion of Bhakti seems
to have originated much before the emergence of Buddhism, so also
the philosophy of the Säàkhya as reflected in the BG. The ‘path of
knowledge’ (Jïänamärga) as enunciated in the BG has direct links with
the philosophy of Vedänta as propounded in the principal Upaniñads
of which the BG is said to be the quintessence. Finally, the principle
of selfless Karman is also hinted at in the Verse No.2 of the Éçäväsya
Up. (kurvanneveha karmaëi, jijéviñecchataà samäù), though its consequent
and systematic development seems to have taken place much later in
the BG only due to the reasons explained by us above.
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Metaphysical Implications of the Concept of Nirväëa in
Four Major Buddhist Schools : Some Reflections

K. Bhima Kumar

Abstract

The words ‘extinction’, ‘liberation’, ‘awakening’, ‘realization’,
‘tranquillity’ and ‘non-arising’ ‘nirväëa’ are all used to refer Buddhist
liberation and often used interchangeably.  The great nirväëasutra explains
nirväëa as “the extinction of all defilements is nirväëa”.  The Abhidhamma
commentary says, the meaning of nirväëa is, “the elimination of all
afflictions, the extinction of the three fires (greed, anger and ignorance)
and the extinction of the three aspects of all phenomena, and the leaving
of all realms of existence”. The discourse of the Buddha says nirväëa is
“desire of greed forever ended, anger forever ended, ignorance forever
ended and above all, all afflictions forever ended.”  The Buddhist concept
of four Noble truths provide the framework to understand suffering, its
nature, its causes, its cessation and its ways (märga). Nirväëa is the third
noble truth of the four noble truths, in which greed, anger, ignorance,
wrong view, duality and affliction are all extinguished. It is a state of
tranquillity and purity that transcends others and self.  When the Buddha
became enlightened under the bodhi tree, he awakened to the truth of the
universe and attained perfect enlightenment.  This perfect enlightenment
is nirväëa.  An attempt has been made in this paper to explain and examine
the metaphysical implications of nirväëa found in four major Buddhist
schools namely Vaibhäñika, Sauträntika, Mädhyamika and Yogäcära school
of Buddhism.

Key Words: Nirväëa, Vaibhäñika, Sauträntika, Mädhyamika,
Yogäcära, kleças, çünya, skandhas.

“He who walks in the eightfold noble path with unswerving
determination is sure to reach nirväëa”

– Buddha



Introduction

In Classical Indian Philosophy, the term mokña for Hindu schools in
general and the term nirväëa for Buddhist schools in particular have
been used to explain liberation. In Hindu schools, the present life is
considered to be the result of many lifetimes of past desires, karmas and
the results of those karmas. Almost in a similar way the Buddhists also
believe that the present life is the result of the past karma. According
to the Buddhists nirväëa is considered to be the highest goal, the objective
of human aspiration and the summum bonum of rational life.  In the
Ideal state of nirväëa all suffering and pain are extinguished completely
and irrevocably, was declared by the Master i.e., the Buddha.  The
concept of nirväëa has been discussed in Buddhism under the third
noble truth i.e., the cessation of suffering.  The etymological meaning
of ‘nirväëa’ means ‘blown out’.  It is used as a metaphor which means
blowing out the fire of passions.  This is because for Buddhists it is the
passions which are the root cause of bondage or suffering.  When the
passions are blown out, liberation is attained.  The Great nirväëa sutra
says, ‘the extinction of all defilements is nirväëa’. The commentary on
Abhidharma sütra says the meaning of nirväëa is ‘the elimination of all
afflictions, the extinguishing of the three fires i.e., greed, anger and
ignorance and leaving of all realms of existence’.  Further, regarding
nirväëa, the Buddha says that ignorance (avidyä) is the root cause of
suffering.  It is by removing the avidyä by the sword of wisdom a
person truly attains nirväëa.  Moreover he says: “When you have learned
this, to be freed from the bond of existence you must cut down ignorance
with all your efforts, for it is the root of pain.  Then, being set free from
the bonds of the prison-house of existence, Arhats, nature perfectly
pure possessing, you shall attain nirväëa.1

The nature of Nirväëa

The Buddha himself denied the positive definition of nirväëa, this
is because it is impossible to put it in the words. No senses can feel
or comprehend it. Nirväëa is beyond words, logic and reasoning. It is
easier and safer to speak of what nirväëa is not.  It isn’t nothingness
or annihilation of self, because the dharma teaches there is no self to
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be annihilated. The only way to understand nirväëa is insight meditation.
The discussion regarding the nature of nirväëa can be found in Milinda
Panha that happened between the Buddhist monk named Nägasena
and the Greek King Menander. In this text Nägasena enumerates the
characteristics of nirväëa. Even though some of the qualities, which
explain that there is cessation of all pain and impurities, may be
susceptible of a negative interpretation, there are some again, which
unmistakably prove its positive character. Nirväëa has been explained
to be replete with the innumerable and various fine flowers of purity,
of knowledge and of emancipation. Further, nirväëa is like food which
is the support of life and puts an end to old age and death. The way
food increases the strength of all being, similarly nirväëa increases the
powers of åddhi (i.e., prosperity, wealth etc.) of all beings. As food is the
source of beauty, so nirväëa is the source of the beauty of holiness.
Like space, nirväëa is not born, does neither grow old nor dies, nor
passes away nor has it rebirth. It is unconquerable, it is not liable to be
purloined, and it is not attached to anything. Nirväëa is the sphere
where arhats move, nothing can obstruct it and it is infinite. It is like the
wish-fulfilling tree that, satisfies all desires, and causes delight. As
clarified butter is beautiful in colour, so is nirväëa beautiful in
righteousness. Like clarified butter again, it has the pleasant perfume
of righteousness and has a pleasant taste.2

Further Nägasena explains, nirväëa does not evidently imply an
extinction of all conscious life, rather it points to a much positive
existence i.e., the highest life of purity, perfection and bliss. Even
Viçuddhimagga of Buddhaghoña clarifies us a disquisition on nirväëa
which is far from negativistic. Nirväëa is characterised as the cessation
of lust, hatred and delusion. In fact, Buddhaghoña further makes us
understand that mere cessation cannot be the nature of nirväëa. If
cessation is the nature of nirväëa then arhatship also has to be regarded
as a state of cessation. The reply to this would be that, ‘it is extremely
subtle and the Master was not eager to dilate on this profound mystery.
It is a state which can be envisaged only by the noble intuition of the
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saint. Further, nirväëa is without origination, this is because as it has
no antecedent cause. It is not produced by contemplation, but it is
only attained and realised by it. Thus, it is without origin and because
without origin, it is not subject to decay and death, and because it is
not subject to origin, decay and death, it is eternal (nitya). And it is
devoid of form and colour. This is because its nature is beyond that
of coloured form. Nirväëa cannot be non-existent, as it is realisable by
transcendental intuition, born of unremitting and unflagging
perseverance and as it is attested by the words of the Master. It is
unborn (ajätam), un-become (abhutam), unmade (akalam), un-
compounded (asaìkhatam). Therefore, this unborn, un-become,
unmade, un-compounded is an escape from the born, become, made,
compounded, is discernible.3

After realising nirväëa and Buddhahood, the Buddha explains to
his five disciples in the following words: “It occurred to me, monks,
that this dhamma I have realised is deep, hard to see, hard to
understand, peaceful and sublime, beyond mere reasoning, subtle and
intelligible to the wise… Hard, too, is it to see this calming of all
conditioned things, the giving up of all substance of becoming, the
extinction of craving, dispassion, cessation, nirväëa. And if I were to
teach the dhamma and others were not to understand me, that would
be weariness, a vexation for me”.

Moreover, nirväëa has been explained by the Buddha as the perfect
peace of the state of mind which is free from craving, anger and other
affective states (kleças). The subject is at peace with the world, has
compassion for all and gives up obsessions and fixations. This piece
is achieved when the existing volitional formations (saàskäras) are
pacified and the conditions for the production of new ones are
eradicated. In nirväëa the root cause of craving and aversion has been
extinguished such that one is no longer subject to human suffering
(dukkha) or further states of rebirths in saàsära.  Hence for the Buddha,
nirväëa means ‘a state beyond sorrows’ or ‘a state of freedom from
cyclic existence’.
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Further, nirväëa for the Buddhists is a state of living in which
mind is free from any wrong thoughts as anger, lust or worldly desires.
So, nirväëa is a mode of living in which manas and citta are found in
complete peace and solitude.  Hence, for the Buddhists,  nirväëa has
been described as ‘deathless’ and it is not a state of physical or worldly
happiness rather it is spiritual happiness which is consistent and
immortal.  Despite different views regarding the nature of nirväëa, all
schools of Buddhism have accepted it to be the most cardinal principle
of their religion and philosophy.  Further, nirväëa is explained as
‘nirväëam çäntam’ which means ‘nirväëa is the only calm’, is the corner-
stone on which Buddhist Philosophy and religion stand and
differentiate other religion and philosophical disciplines.  With this
understanding and background of the concept of nirväëa an attempt
has been made in this paper to explain and examine the metaphysical
implications of nirväëa in four major schools of Buddhist philosophy,
namely Vaibhäñika, Sauträntika, Mädhyamika and Yogäcära school of
Buddhism.

1. The Vaibhäñika notion of Nirväëa

The Vaibhäñika4 philosophy is based on the Abhidharma5 tradition
of Buddhism. The Vaibhäñikas are natural dualists who maintain the
independent existence of nature and mind.  The substance of things
has a permanent existence throughout the three divisions of past,
present and future. They admit the reality of an outer world along
with internal mind. Objects are distinguished by them into the external
(bähya) and the internal (abhyantara). Under the former they have
elements (bhüta) and under the latter they have intelligence or citta
and caitta or those belonging to intelligence. Vaibhäñikas are known
as bähyapratyakñavädins.  According to this school Buddha is an
ordinary human being, who after attaining the qualified nirväëa by
his Buddhahood and final nirväëa by his death, lost his being.  The
only divine element in Buddha is his intuitive knowledge of the truth,
which he attained without the aid of others.
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The Vaibhäñika conception of nirväëa is positivistic. It is absolutely
a positive state of existence from which passions and defilements of
empirical and personalised life have been finally and irrevocably
purged out and the chances of recrudescence of the miseries of
mundane life have been removed beyond recall.  For them it is a state
of perfection par excellence.  Despite having different opinions
regarding the status of nirväëa as to whether it is a spiritual living
condition or an unspiritual, lifeless objective existence and there is
absolutely no divergence about its positive character.

Vaibhäñika discussed two kinds of nirodhas (obstruction or barrier)
namely pratisaàkhyänirodha and apratisaàkhyänirodha.
Pratisaàkhyänirodha is the dissociation of the elements from the
impurities caused by enlightenment and the consequent non-
production of their effects.  It is also the disassociation of the mind
from the impurities of affections and passions caused by
enlightenment. It is a positive state of nirväëa which is eternal and
manifested by pure enlightenment. It is considered to be the highest
idea of the sarvästivädins in general and the Vaibhäñikas in particular.
On the other hand, apratisaàkhyänirodha is complete non-emergence
of impurities and miseries by the complete removal of their causes
and conditions especially ignorance (avidyä).

According to Vaibhäñikas pratisaàkhyänirodha is the highest stage,
which is the summum bonum of life and is synonymous with nirväëa.
For Vasubandhu the essential characteristic of it is everlastingness.
Its description is beyond the power of the tongue of man.  It can only
be realised by the self-experience of a perfect man.  For all practical
purposes, it is designated as the highest good and eternally existing
which may be called as viñaàyoga or deliverance.6 Both these nirodhas
are necessarily involved in nirväëa. On the one hand, the
pratisaàkhyänirodha tries to remove the kleças directly unfolds the state
of nirväëa and on the other, the apratisaàkhyänirodha is also necessary
to ensure the non-emergence of these kleças by the perpetual removal
of the causes and conditions of the same, pre-eminently of avidyä.
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Thus, for the Vaibhäsikas, cessation of nescience and kleças does not
connote extinction, but mutual dissociation of the mind and passions
from one another.  The dissociation is called nirodha in as much as it
serves as the unfailing barrier against any possible association in
future.7 Vaibhäñika doctrine is absolutely clear from the fact of their
characterising the three eternal categories as absolute non-entities.8

Thus, for Vaibhäñikas, nirväëa is an everlasting existence, uncaused
and unproductive by itself. It is an absolute and uniform reality, freed
from imperfections and impurities of phenomenal life.9 This conception
of nirväëa is in full accordance with the metaphysical position of the
Vaibhäñikas.

2. The Sauträntika notion of Nirväëa

The Sauträntikas are also one with the Vaibhäñikas in accepting
the reality of the external world and consciousness. We do not have
a direct perception of the external world.  We have mental presentations
through which we infer the existence of external objects.  They must
exist because there cannot be perception without an object of
perception. They further explain that without the supposition of some
external objects, it is not possible to explain even the illusory
appearance of external objects. For Sauträntikas ideas are not objects,
but only copies of them.  Hence one should admit the existence of
different external objects outside consciousness. These objects give
particular forms to the different states of consciousness. From these
forms or representations of the objects in the mind we can infer the
existence of their causes, i.e., the objects outside the mind. This doctrine
is known as nityänumeyabähyärthaväda i.e., the theory which holds
that external objects are only inferable.

According to Sauträntikas, nirväëa is the final aim and objective,
and is the only deliverance from the imperfections and limitations of
phenomenal existence.  In the state of nirväëa the pains and miseries
of worldly life, the passions and defilements (kleças) that taint the
career of un-free souls, are totally and irrevocably extinguished.  This
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state is characterised as the summum bonum and even as bliss being
the negation of suffering.  Guëaratna while explaining the nirväëa of
the Sauträntika says that it consisted in the absolute cessation of the
consciousness-continuum, i.e., the total extinction of the stream of
consciousness induced by an unremitting meditation on the principle
of soullessness.10 Th. Stcherbatsky opines about Sauträntika notion of
nirväëa that it is the absolute end of the manifestations, the end of
passions and life without any positive counterpart.11

Primarily, nirväëa is cessation of the kleças, headed by ignorance
and consequential impurities.  Now the question arises that what is
the modus operandi of this cessation of the formative principles of
phenomenal life or of the cycle of births and deaths?  Çäntarakñita12

assumes that these kleças (passions and ignorance) and veils of truth,
totally vanish as soon as the truth of non-egoity is realised just as
darkness vanishes in the presence of strong light.13

There are two kinds of veils or positive hindrances to moral and
spiritual perfection namely 1) the veil of ignorance and passions
(kleçävaraëa) which impedes the realisation of purity and truth 2) the
veil covering the ontological reality (jïeyävaraëa) which is again of
twofold i.e., one which hinders the thorough going discerning
knowledge of reality as to what is worthy of acceptance and what is
worthy of rejection and secondly, what induces the incapacity for
exposition of the realised truth to others.  The first kind of veil can
be got rid of by a realisation of the illusory character of the ego-
principle (nairätmy-adarçana) and the other can be overcome by an
unremitting and zealous meditation of this non-egoity carried on for
a prolonged period of time. The realisation of non-egoity as we have
seen is the only way to nirväëa. In fact, non-egoity is one of the
fundamental truths, which is the crux of Buddhist philosophy.

The conception of nirväëa as extinction of all existence, conscious
or unconscious, has received the attention of all the schools of
Buddhism. In explaining this phenomenon all the philosophical schools
pivoted upon the law of pratétyasamutpäda exposed the hollowness of
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causality as a metaphysical reality.  However, the theory of nirväëa as
extinction of all elements of conscious existence stands self-condemned
even from the standpoint of Sauträntika himself.  This can be explained
in the following ways.14  Firstly, an entitative continuum can cease to
exist only if there is an antagonist present to operate against it. This
is because there is no interaction possible between momentary
existents.  When two antagonists such as heat and cold are brought
together, an entity deteriorates in its causal efficiency in the presence
of another entity and so with progressive loss of causal energy carried
to the extreme one of the two entitative series becomes totally extinct.
Secondly, why should there be any attempt, even if it is possible at all,
to get rid of this ideal state of impersonal consciousness? To reply,
there is absolutely no cause for worry or uneasiness or any sense of
limitation in impersonal consciousness, which is admitted on all hands
to be an ideal state, free from all suffering and pain and impurity.
Thirdly, the admission of the possibility of total extinction undermines
the very foundation on which the philosophy of nirväëa stands. In
fact, nirväëa is possible of attainment because nescience, ego-
consciousness and passions are eradicable by a course of moral and
spiritual discipline. Fourthly, the doctrine of absolute annihilation of
the continuum runs counter to the entire Sauträntika metaphysics.
From this, it can be said that, in Sauträntika philosophy, absolute
extinction of consciousness-continuum, leaving no legacy behind in
the shape of either a homogeneous or a heterogeneous levels, is an
impossibility. Hence, the theory of nirväëa as an absolute extinction
of existence is not only indefensible but it contradicts the central
conception of Sauträntika metaphysics.  However, if the Sauträntika’s
nirväëa is to be an emergence of pure impersonal, abstract
consciousness and if the cessation of conscious life in nirväëa is
construed to be the abandonment of individualised existence then the
conception of nirväëa  of the Sauträntika will be logically consistent.

3. Mädhyamika notion of Nirväëa

Mädhyamika is one of the important schools of Mahayana
Buddhism. Acärya Nägärjuna is the founder of Mädhyamika school
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of Çünyaväda. According to Mädhyamika çünya does not mean
‘nothing’ or an ‘empty void’ or a ‘negative abyss’. Çünya essentially
means ‘indescribable’ as it is beyond the four categories of intellect
(catuñkoöi-vinirmukta). It is a ‘reality’ which ultimately transcends
existence, non-existence, both and neither.  It is neither affirmation
nor negation nor both nor neither. Empirically it means ‘relativity’
which is phenomena and absolutely it means ‘reality’ which is release
from plurality i.e., nirväëa. The word çünya is used in two senses. It
means the relative as well as the absolute.  It means relativity as well
as reality. It means saàsära and nirväëa. The Universe viewed as a
whole is the absolute, viewed as a process and it is the phenomenal
which Nagarjuna declares as:

“ya  äjavam javé bhäva upädäya pratétya vä/
so‘pratétyänupädäya nirväëam upadiçyate//”15

It has been rendered as ‘having regard to causes conditions to
phenomenal world.  This same world, when causes or conditions are
disregarded is called the Absolute’.

Nägärjuna extols the principle of relativity and destroys through
it every plurality and wants to establish the unique, undefinable
essence of being, the one - without the second.  The unique reality
which is declared to be uncharacterisable has been variously
characterised as the ‘element of the elements’ or as the relativity
(çünyatä) and lastly as the ‘cosmic body of the lord’, as Buddha’s
Dharmakäya. Buddha and nirväëa are different names for the same
thing.  However, Nägärjuna treats it under different headings and his
object being to show that whatever be the verbal designation from
whatever side the problem of the absolute be tackled and the result
is the same. If the phenomenal world is not real, neither can it have
real end.

Further, nirväëa itself is an illusion. Bondage and release are relative
and therefore unreal. Neither the forces nor the ego can be either
bound or liberated.  Neither that which is the skandhas or that which
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is not the skandhas can be either bound or liberated. Neither that
which is bound nor that which is unbound nor that which is both nor
that which is neither, can be either bound or liberated.  The one who
thinks as ‘transcending the five skandhas, I shall obtain liberation’, is
still entangled in the clutches of the skandhas themselves.  There is no
bondage and consequently no liberation.  Both the stages are relative
and hence unreal. Neither saàsära is destroyed nor nirväëa is attained.
Nirväëa cannot be existence.  This is because like other existing things,
it will be subject to birth and death.  It will have a cause and will be
based on the skandhas like all other saàskåta dharmas. Nirväëa cannot
be non-existence too for then it will not be independent as non-
existence necessarily depends upon existence. Nirväëa cannot be both
existence and non-existence together for the very conception is absurd
and self-contradictory.  Existence and non-existence are absolutely
opposed like light and darkness.  If these are opposite things how can
they exist simultaneously in one place is the important question.
Further, nirväëa cannot be neither existence nor non-existence for
then it will not be conceived at all.  Hence if nirväëa is neither existence
nor non-existence nor both nor neither, it is only an appearance and
not reality.16

4. Yogäcära notion of Nirväëa

Asaìga, Vasubandhu Dignäga and Dharmakérti are the famous
thinkers of this school.  This school is known as Yogäcära because
they used to practice yoga by which they came to realise the sole
reality of mind (älaya vijïäna) dispelling all belief in the external
world.17 The Yogäcära view is called vijïänaväda or idealism because
this school admits that there is only one kind of reality which is the
nature of consciousness (vijïäna) and objects which appear to be
material or external to consciousness are really ideas or states of
consciousness. According to this school the mind is considered in its
aspect of being a store-house or home of all impressions called Älaya
vijïäna. According to the Yogäcära, nirväëa is purification of mind,
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and its restoration to its primitive simplicity or radiant transparency.
With the constant reflection we rid ourselves of all prejudgments,
there arises knowledge freed from the illusions which take the form
of objects and this is called Mahodaya, the grand exaltation or
emancipation.18  The Vijïänamäträ Çästra distinguishes four kinds of
nirväëa which are as follows:

1) The first kind of nirväëa is equivalent to the Dharmakäya i.e., the
body of the law and the pure essence of the universe. Every
individual, in his inner existence is one with Dharmakäya. He
possesses nirväëa in his essential nature. Although, all phenomena
are covered by defilements, Dharma nature is always pure and
unchanging without arising and extinguishing has immeasurable
merits and virtues and is equally possessed by all sentient beings.
It is different from all dharmas and it is also not different from all
dharmas. Sentient beings need not seek the attainment of pure
intrinsic nature from outside. Hence this kind of nirväëa is pure
intrinsic in nature possessed by every sentient individual.

2) The second kind of nirväëa is Upädhiçeñanirväëa i.e., nirväëa with
residue of vital basis is enlightenment achieved by an individual,
who still continues to work out his accumulated karmas.  Although
those who attain nirväëa with remainder cut off the defilements
of the three realms and create no new karma, their physical body
that results from past karmas still exists.  However, these karmas
are no longer influenced by hunger, cold, suffering and joy.  Those
who attain nirväëa with remainder always maintain a state of
tranquillity.

3) The third kind of nirväëa is Anupädhiçeña nirväëa i.e., nirväëa
without residue of vital basis is complete liberation of death. Those
who attained nirväëa without remainder not only destruct all
defilements, but their physical body no longer exist. All remnants
of past karmas are gone. It is a complete liberation from all fetters.

4) The last and fourth kind of nirväëa is apratiñöhita nirväëa i.e.,
nirväëa without basis is absolute enlightenment which generates

34 Journal of the Asiatic Society : Vol. LXV, No. 4, 2023



determination to bring enlightenment and supreme bliss to all
creatures.  Those who attain nirväëa without abiding destruct the
hindrance of attachment to the dharma and have realised the truth
that there is no difference between saàsära and nirväëa.  Hence
they have no aversion to saàsära, return to it, and are not attached
to abiding in nirväëa.  It is the highest kind of nirväëa which has
been explained in tune with their metaphysical position.

Conclusion

From the above discussion it is clear from the four major Buddhist
schools that they all aim for nirväëa as an ultimate goal but they
differ in explaining it. The Vaibhäsika and Sauträntika schools
emphasise the cessation of suffering and liberation from saàsära
whereas the Mädhyamika and the Yogäcära describe two stages of
nirväëa.  The first stage is described as the cessation of suffering and
liberation from saàsära and the second stage is referred to the non-
abiding (apratitñöhita) nirväëa or buddhahood which transcends both
saàsära and the limited nirväëa of the first stage.  Apratiñöhita nirväëa,
be the highest nirväëa considered to be more profound than pratiñöhita
nirväëa. Pratiñöhita nirväëa is considered to be the lesser type of nirväëa
followed by Theravädin schools (i.e., Vaibhäñika and Sauträntika) who
work towards their own personal liberation.19 On the other hand,
pratiñöhita nirväëa is the standard of Mahäyäna (i.e., Mädhyamika and
Yogäcära) view of the attainment of Buddha which enables them to
freely return to saàsära in order to help sentient beings, while still
being in a kind of nirväëa.  Thus the Mahäyäna path is said to aim
at a further realisation i.e., active Buddhahood that does not dwell in
a static nirväëa, but out of compassion (karuëä) which engages in
liberate beings. Apratiñöhita nirväëa is said to be reached when
bodhisattvas eradicate both the afflictive obstructions (kleçavaraëa) and
the obstruction to omniscience (jïeyävaraëa).  Hence Apratiñöhita
nirväëa of the Mahäyänists is more accommodating, catholic in spirit
which Buddha himself had for the salvation of all beings different
from the nirväëa of arhats (i.e., Theravädins).
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allegiance to the Sauträntika School is therefore provisional, but it is
unqualified and unhesitating so long as they hold to it.

13 Pratyakñékåtanairätmye na doño labhate sthitim
Tatviruddhatayä dépre pradépe timiraà yathä, Tattvasaàgraha, çloka. 3338.

36 Journal of the Asiatic Society : Vol. LXV, No. 4, 2023



14 Satkari Mookerjee, 1935, The Buddhist Philosophy of Universal Flux, Calcutta:
University of Calcutta, pp.268-271.

15 L. de La Vallée-Poussin (ed.), 1903-1913, Mädhamikavåitti (Madhyamakakärikäs),
St. Petesberg: Bibliotheca Buddhica, 4, The Imperial Academy of Sciences.

16 Mädhyamika Kärikä, XXV, 4-16.
17 Sarvam buddhimayaà jagat.
18 Madhava Acharya, 1882, Sarva-Darçana-Saàgraha, London: Translated by E.

B. Cowell & A. E. Gough, Trubner & Co., Ludgate Hill, p. 26.
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The Unsung History of Biswanath Sirdar : The So-Called
First Martyr of Indigo Revolt in India

Bidyut Hari

Abstract
Biswanath Sirdar, a dacoit1 in nineteenth-century Bengal, was

popularly known as the first martyr of Indigo revolt in India, as well
as the savior of the poor and a Robin Hood2 figure. According to the
official records, he was a cruel man and a notorious thief. The article
focuses on whether he was exalted or degraded, as well as how two
types of arguments overlap in evaluating the reality of his character
and actions. Through my article, the history of crime is brought to
light by highlighting the ideology of dacoity in the colonial paradigm
on the one hand, and the economic pressure involved in such behaviour
on the other. The link between the two movements is tied by a common
element of “loot” (or plunder) in both cases. The study emphasises a
unique historical narrative that there is a significant gap between
capitalistic “loot” and indigenous “loot”. This former is related to
economic exploitation, and the latter is associated with crime within
the superimposed colonial rule.

Key Words: Dacoit, Indigo Revolt, Robin Hood, Criminal, Plunder.

Introduction

In modern times, historical studies have changed. There is a shift
in the pattern of historical approaches that shifts from a history from
the top to a history from below. It has become evident that the study
of social history has become crucial. The steady growth of this
academic field has pushed conventional, political, and diplomatic
history to the periphery. This sub-discipline entails human
relationships as well as the economic relations of different classes and



is more focused on the inhabitants of the land and the people rather
than rulers or kings. This implies that the socio-cultural structures of
different communities are assessed. The primary goal of the new
social history is to include new social classes and marginal groups
that have previously been excluded from historical narratives. The
history of crime and criminality is now regarded as a major theme in
social history, emphasising a society’s aberration and dysfunction.
According to official view, a wide variety of behaviours that actually
affected or had the potential to disturb the normal functioning of law
and order were collectively referred to as crimes.3 The book “Discipline
and Punish” digs deeper into the modern penitentiary system. In his
analysis of punishment, Foucault looks at how it functions in society
and how shifting power dynamics have an impact on it. A bureaucratic
ideology underlying imperial hegemony stressed the importance of
administrative and civil power in maintaining the colonial state, which
was largely established by the army.4  Recently, studies have examined
the concept of law and order associated with colonial rule. Radhika
Singha makes a number of important observations about the different
phases of colonial rule and its evaluation.5 A detailed analysis of the
gradual changes that the British made to the Muslim criminal law
system after gaining control of Bengal is provided by Johann Fish.6

Sandria B. Freitag defined that “central to any social order, but
especially system, must be perceptions of authority: who possesses it
and what areas of life it may be exercised”.7 A key factor in the
Company’s assumption of authority to punish dacoits was its
administrators’ self-confidence in their ability to define, detect, and
capture such individuals, not only physically, but also
epistemologically. Colonial knowledge is historically constituted as
forms of and ambitions for colonialism, and they give meaning to an
empty term called ‘notoriety’.8

The article is named after a historical figure Biswanath Sirdar, a
dacoit in nineteenth-century colonial Bengal. Several debates exist
concerning his character and actions. Officially, the British officials
recorded that he was a notorious dacoit. Some scholars9 believe that
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he was a rebel and fought against the oppression of the indigo planters
in Nadia District. He followed Robin Hood‘s character. The historian
E. J. Hobsbawm in his pioneering book “Bandits” (1969) wrote that
“Social bandits” were normally peasant outlaws whom the government
or the state regarded as criminals, yet who remained within the peasant
society and were celebrated by their people as heroes, avengers,
fighters, and perhaps even liberators, and should therefore be admired,
helped, and supported. In his view, the bandits were a pre-political
phenomenon, and the social brigand appeared before the poor had
achieved political consciousness and learned more effective methods
of social agitation.10 It is important to note, however, that the theory
is not without criticism.11 In his article titled “Behind the blackened
faces; the 19th century Bengali dacoits”, Suranjan Das mentioned that
a dacoit was a specific type of aberration that was typically linked to
violence. On the other hand, the other group of arguments stressed
that the dacoits came to evolve as a matter of idleness. They plundered
some days and enjoyed the whole month. It was the most profitable
business and most of the dacoits were not caught. The magistrate of
Nadia in a letter described:

Those dacoits prior to their execution were wholly  indifferent as
to the fate of death and callous to the last, nor did the horrid
tortures and murders they had inflicted and committed on the
wretched object of their  attack, seem to influence their minds,
they only thought of eating and drinking.12

Fear of Dacoity and its dreadfulness in the first decade of nineteen –
century Bengal

Over the course of the 18th and 19th centuries, dacoity groups
raided villages and towns rampantly. Throughout Bengal, there were
several dacoity gangs spread out over each district.13 In a note written
on June 13, 1808, Mr. Lumsden claimed that the current police system
had failed to achieve its goals and that heinous crimes were still
rampant throughout Bengal (the division of Dacca, perhaps as
excepted), and that these were facts that were beyond dispute due to
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their widespread notoriety.14 Part of the difficulty of the undertaking
could be attributed to the nature of the country, intersected by rivers,
and dotted with woods and wastes, providing robbers with a means
to escape. However, perhaps the most significant factor was the
depravity of certain natives, who did not wait until driven to commit
outrages, but followed robbery as a profession from generation to
generation.15 Mr. Dowdeswell, the Secretary to the Judicial Department,
stated that the different zillahs being divided from each other in many
cases only by an imaginary and frequently, a very ill-defined boundary,
it was evident that great facilities of escape were afforded to the
criminals by retiring from one zillah to another as might suit their
convenience.16 A report to the government by the Magistrate of Dacca
Jellalpore in 1802 stated that dacoits took pride in the dread their
names inspired. Their names and characters were widely recognised,
even among those who had never seen them before. A mere description
of a notorious person without a specific charge was not deemed legally
sufficient to convict them. Professional Goyendas (informers), on the
other hand, used the information they gathered to raise funds by
negotiating with the sirdars in return for silence. The greater their
reputation for robbery and murder, the more difficult it was to get
witnesses to come forward against them.17 In the first decade of the
19th century, a British official recorded that robbery, ravishment, and
even murder itself, were not the worst features of this hideous and
disgusting picture. A common method used by dacoits was to burn
the proprietor with straws or torches until he confessed the property,
or perished in the fire, and when they were implacably motivated by
revenge, even worse might have been committed.18 A biographical book
written by Girish Chandra Bose remarked that at that time dacoities
were prevalent in all districts of Bengal. Although in the early period
of British rule, Raghunath, Baidayanath, and Biswanath used to give
prior notice before attacking any house, now dacoities were more brutal
and terrorising. During the attack, if they were not calm after breaking
and beating or if they were not satisfied with the number of valuable
things that had been offered, the person (who was attacked) could
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have even lost his life at that point. They did not spare the person
whether he was old or a child. They oppressed the family of the
house and stole away the ornaments that the women wore. They
sometimes cut off the nose skin. There were two of those snob-nosed
women attacked by the Dacoits. The wealthy people, as well as the
villagers, fled and hid in the woods when the village was attacked.19

This article is mainly attributed to a dacoit named “Biswanath
Sirdar” of nineteenth-century Bengal. In addition to Nadia his gang
operated in Murshidabad, Jessore and in the north and south 24
paraganas, and even reached as far as Burdwan.20 It is very interesting
to mention that he is popularly regarded as the first martyr of Indigo
revolt in India.21 In opposition to the argument, the British branded
him as a notorious dacoit. As mentioned in a newspaper, a great deal
of robbery was taking place in Krishnanagar district under the
leadership of Biswanath Babu, a dacoit who was known for making
dacoity day and night.22 One can be confused with  another name
called Biswanath in Rishra of Hooghly  who belonged to Dome by
caste and was also known as a savior to the needy and the poor. As
described in the book “Banglar Dakat” by Jogendranath Gupta, when
he heard of a doctor refusing to treat a poor woman’s cholera-infected
child without payment of adequate fees, he forced the doctor to treat
not only the child but the entire village as well. The story of Biswanath
Sirdar being a dacoit appears in many stories, plays, and songs. The
famous writer Dhirendralal Dhar has written a book called “Nilkar
Elo Deshe” after his character. When historical events, ballads, and
literature are mixed with historical storylines, it’s hard to draw a line
between historical events and imagined events. History and literature
are inextricably linked. They interact and reflect one another. The
purpose of this essay is to represent the history of crime by stressing
colonial ideology on the one hand and local perspective on the other.

Early life of Biswanath Sirdar

Biswanath was born in Gadrabhatchala, an obscure village eight
miles to the east  of Chäpdä Thana in the District of Nadiya. He
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belonged to the Tetuli Bagdi caste and was an agriculturalist by birth,
his forefathers having earned their livelihood by tillage only.23 In a
report, Biswanath was Chokedar.24 As described in a letter, Gangaram,
a contemporary sirdar, commented on Bishwanath to the magistrate,
‘You called him a sirdar dacoit. He was a pupil of mine who served
as a collie.’25 Some sources26 described that in his early life he was
attracted to Vaishnavism, the dominant cult of Nadia. He accordingly
joined a secret fraternity of Vaishnavaism where men and women had
devoted themselves to the cultivation of the mystic tenets of their
sect. Most of them belonged to his own and the neighboring villages,
with whom he used to meet secretly. At these clandestine meetings,
Biswanath was brought into contact with a female member of the
fraternity, who was the daughter of Panchkawri Sirddar (Panch Cowri
Sirdar), a well-known clubman of those days, and contracted a liking
for her company, which, over time, ripened into intimacy. When
Panchkwari discovered Biswanath and his daughter in a compromising
situation, he seized the former and locked him in a room before leaving
the house to consult with his sister’s son, Meghai Sirdar, who worked
as a Paik in a nearby indigo factory, about the punishment to be
meted out to the lover. Panchkawri’s daughter set her lover free while
her father was away. Having thus escaped from the clutches of his
enemies, Biswanath became very careful. One day, a rumor spread in
the village that Panchkwari’s daughter had been bitten by a snake in
the house of her cousin Meghai and had died of the bite. On hearing
of this occurrence, Biswanath at once concluded that the story of her
death from snake-bite was an invention, and that there must have
been foul play at the bottom of it. Regarding himself as the true cause
of his unfortunate mistress’s untimely death, he vowed to avenge her
father and cousin for the cold-blooded murder. As the sources
described, this incident influenced Biswanath to become a dacoit.

In those days, gang robbery was another form of rebellion or taking
revenge. Biswanath made himself a robber chief and maintained under
him a gang of dacoits to aid him in the pursuit of his profession. The
most important of his associates, the chief were Naldubo, Krishna
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Sirdar and Sanyasi. Naldubo as his name implied, could remain under-
water for a long time. Biswanath was very expert in the use of the
sword and the lathi and very skillful in the use of stilts, which were
called ranpas in robbers slang.27 On the night of the planned attack,
Biswanath and his accomplices usually painted their faces with soot,
white paint, and vermillion, in order not only to disguise themselves
but also to give themselves a ferocious aspect. They attacked with
shouts. These were known as the “dakater-kulkuli”28. In official
records, Biswanath was regarded as a notorious dacoit. He was once
banished from this district to Dinajpore, from where he escaped by
breaking jail with some of his fellow comrades. Biswanath attacked
the house of an indigo planter named Mr. Faddy.

In a report, it has been described that the attack on Mr. Faddy had
been instigated by the following circumstances: The prisoners —
Biswanath, Buddea, Sham Das and another person named Petumber,
were convicted criminals who had been banished under a sentence of
imprisonment to Dinagpore, from whence they effected their escape
and returned to Nuddea (Nadia) where they assembled a very
numerous and powerful gang and committed the most daring
robberies and acts of cruelty  and created the greatest terror to the
inhabitants.29 Mr. Faddy had been highly active in identifying and
apprehending the gang’s leaders. Finally, Panch Cowri, the head Paik,
had accurate knowledge of Petumber’s retreat and he succeeded in
apprehending the offender with the help of two of his relatives,
Meghye and Hisaboodean. The offender had been severely injured
during this resistance and had passed away shortly after. These appear
to have instigated the robbery and murder charged against the
prisoners.30

Attack on Indigo Planters

It appears that between 3 and 4 a.m. on September 27, 1808, Mr.
Faddy and Mr. Lediard were awakened by the sound of a gunshot
and, on rising, discovered the house surrounded by dacoits, who,
despite all resistance (in the course of which one of the gang was shot
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dead), forced their way into the bungalow from all sides and, four of
them, seized Mr. Faddy after a lengthy struggle in which he was
nearly strangled.31 The gang comprised about 150 to 200 dacoits.32

Two of the prisoners wrested the gun from their hands. Mr. Lediard’s
gun had repeatedly missed fire, and a severe spear wound in his
breast had rendered him incapable of further resistance. Throughout
these transactions, the prisoner Biswanath repeatedly required Mr.
Faddy to deliver Panch Coowri, his head paik, who appeared to be
the immediate object of the vengeance, and to show him where his
own money was.33 The dacoits several times dragged Mr. Faddy and
Lediard to a short distance from the house treating them with great
insult and indignity, some proposing to put them to death, and others
to cut off their ears and nose, the prisoners Buddeah in particular,
having discovered that one of their gang had been shot, held a drawn
sword over Mr. Faddy and was on the point of striking but was
restrained, by the authority of Biswanath.34 At the approach of the
day, the dacoits, retired, carrying off with them all the arms in the
house and about 700 Rupees in cash and other property to a
considerable amount. On their return from Mr. Faddy’s house, they
set fire to the house of Panch Cowrie and murdered his two relations
Meghye and Hisaboodeen, the head of the former being found on the
following day, suspended on a tree near the house.35

As Biswanath and his gang had proved more than a match for the
existing police forces of the district, the Magistrate Mr. Elliot sent a
report to the Government of their inability to cope with the marauders
and applied for further reinforcements. The Company Government
deputed Mr. C. Blacquiere, then one of the Magistrates of Calcutta, to
Nadia as a Joint Magistrate. Mr Blackquiere brought with him a party
of European blue-jackets to assist him in the capture of the dacoits.36

The dacoit group looted several Zamindar houses including Company
houses and Nilkuthi37 in Shantipur, Nakshipara, Diknagar etc.38 But
at last Biswanth got caught as a result of his own mistakes. While his
group was resting in the forest near Kunia in Nadia, they were
surrounded by the ‘Black War’ forces. Realizing that defeat was
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inevitable, Biswanath surrendered to save the rest. Finally, he and
some of his accomplices were hanged. Despite that, it did not stop
there. His body was brought in an iron cage and hung on the branches
of the bat (banyan) tree in Asannagar as fodder for animals and birds.
The aim was to ensure that no one else would dare to commit such
a rebellion. They did not allow the skeleton to be cremated despite his
mother’s pleas.39

Concerning the attack directed against Mr. Faddy, an indigo planter,
there is the question of whether it was a case of ordinary dacoity or
a protest against the oppression of the indigo planters. According to
the official records, it was directed at taking revenge against Mr. Faddy
and his companions who usually reported their depravations to the
British authorities. In the report, the magistrate stated: In Mr. Faddy‘s
information, it is supposed there were about one hundred and fifty
people concerned in the attack, about his companions and when it is
recollected, their object was not to attack Mr. Faddy, but to revenge
the death of Petumber Sirdar (who had broken jail with them and was
particularly connected with them) on Panchcorurie and Meghye. Mr.
Faddy’s Pykes, who pointed out the dacoits to the officers of
government and in their attack on him, were in their defense compelled
to spare him, it may be imagined what was the general strength of
their party.40

The facts did not justify Biswanath’s actions properly. Indigo planters
had always kept lathials and clubmen to maintain their authority and
the dacoits knew that an attack on a native was a formal matter, but an
attack on the British was not the same. In a conversation with the
magistrate, Gangaram, a dacoit of the gang, repented:

a sight to have known better than to have attacked a European. His
folly (Biswanath) has brought us to the gallows. Had it not been
for his attack on Mr. Faddy, you would never have been appointed,
and we might have gone on with impunity. For the attack of a
native is only the thought of a moment, and the storm is soon
blown over. Had you not been here, where would you have got
evidence against us?41
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In exercising control, the darogah had to accept the legitimacy of
the Zamindars and district planters.42 Sometimes the original events
changed in their favour.43 In defining the role of the police in 19th
century  Bengal and Bihar, Peter Robb explained in his article : It long
remained a largely symbolic representation of power and order, playing
its part alongside other such instruments rather than being a force for
the detection and reduction of crime.44 As a result, answering whether
the attacks were committed for ordinary dacoity or to protest the
oppression of indigo planters is difficult.

One of the most significant industries in Nadia district throughout
the first half of the nineteenth century was indigo manufacturing. It
began as small native factories brought up by the Europeans, but
gradually became dotted with Indigo concerns owned by English
capitalists or by proprietors, backed by money advanced by Calcutta
agents. This gave Indigo cultivation and manufacturing a great
impetus. Large factories started popping up quickly.45 A British writer46

explained that in 1783, Bengal exported to England 1200 mds of Indigo,
while other countries exported about ten times that amount. In 1790,
Bengal contributed 7388 mds, while other countries attributed 17,723
mds. By 1794, Bengal had almost caught up with its rivals, exporting
18,000 mds compared to 18,500 from other countries. The tables were
turned in 1800. Bengal sent home (England) 39,000 mds, while all
other countries contributed only 14,000, and the disparity grew more
pronounced each year after that. Bengal produced 128,000 mds. of
indigo in 1815-1816, which is significantly more than it produces now,
and from that time forward, Bengal supplied all of the indigo required
for global consumption. Prior to 1815, when Indigo cultivation in
Lower Bengal reached its peak, almost all of the factories were in the
hands of the company’s servants, particularly those employed as
commercial residents, and without these circumstances it is likely
that it would never have been established at all. The residents, on the
other hand, had full and absolute power to force their advances for
silk or other produce on anyone they pleased, just as they do now in
the case of opium, and absolute power to force anyone to reel or work
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for them as they might direct.47 It is important to note that in the year
1810, four planters who were granted permission to live in the interior
of the country had their licenses withdrawn upon proof of abuses
and oppression of the natives.48 One complaint was lodged against
the magistrate in 1810 after he sentenced a factory worker to one
month in prison for taking a man to the factory and brutally beating
him because he refused to plough for the planters.49. The Indigo
planters forced the peasants to cultivate Indigo. If the peasants were
not agreed with the terms, they sometimes burnt villages to villages
and they could detain the poor peasants.50 As stated in 1831 by Mr.
Walters, Commissioner of Revenue and Circuit, one of the greatest
evils of the Ryots is the nearly utter inability to free themselves if they
are ever misfortunate to receive indigo advances, either by their own
freewill or by force.51 The British writer Delta also wrote, “Whenever
indigo planting is mentioned, there is a sort of indefinite feeling that
there is something very dreadful connected with it – something which
it is not easy to define but which must be very horrible. Missionaries
have preached terrible sermons about the abduction of women and
cattle, the burning of bazaars and the imprisonment of unoffending
ryots and so forth.”52 Therefore, in a circular dated July 22, 1810, the
Magistrates were instructed to report all proven instances of planters
who were found guilty of forcing the Ryots living close to their
respective factories to receive advances and of using other unethical
and illegal means to compel them to cultivate indigo.53

Srish Chandra Mazumdar, a Bengali novelist has made the Bengali
outlaw’s life famous by his novel titled ‘Biswanath’. Sir W. W. Hunter‘s
brief account about Biswanath Sirdar in the Statistical Account of
Nadia District, is indebted  by the former for much of the materials
of the sketch. The author Sarat Chandra Mitra called Biswanath a
Bengali Rabin Hood. According to the historian Suprakash Roy, in the
early years of British rule, when the country was in chaos, a few
people stood with the poor peasants against the oppression of land
owners and indigo planters. Biswanath was among the few of them
who were known in official records as dacoits.54 The author Sri Mohit
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Roy wrote in his article that Biswanath was famous for his generosity.
He attacked the rich misers and enjoyed very little of what he robbed
and distributed the rest to the poor.55 He trained many muscled men
in his gang. He strictly ordered them not to attack the children, women,
or cattle.56 As Sri Bimelendra Koyal wrote in his article, Biswanath
was far from an ordinary dacoit. He was also respectful to women
and kind to children. Because of his generosity towards the poor, he
became known as the saviour of the poor. In the villages, his fame
spread in various forms of ballads and songs. Every year, Biswanath
observed Durga Puja and donated food and clothes to the old, the
children, and the poor.57 In addition to his sympathy for the poor and
oppressed, Biswanath was known for his magnanimity and his
chivalrous respect for women. Biswanath like some other dacoits was
known as Babu.58 His reputation was tarnished when the magistrate
of Nadia in a letter wrote:

In the incident of the attack on the house of Baney Kant, a Brahmin,
it was universally known that his nicee Omannay Debah had been
married to in her infancy to Radanath was carried off by Bissennath
and Buddeah’s gang. She is said to have been a beautiful woman
and was deliberately carried into the woods ravished by the heads
of the gang for a one day and one night and got home little better
than alive. I had the uncle before me but unfortunately, he was not
one of the best characters and in seeking redress he blended his
acts of enmity, how far just  it is impossible  to discover the end
of the justice were thus defeated.59

The above official record does not support the idea that Biswanath
was a Robin Hood. As the magistrate recorded, he went to the residence
of this woman with the utmost respect for her status in life, but the
uncle announced that she had passed away. It was futile to attempt
to conceal the circumstances surrounding the cruelty this unfortunate
woman experienced since she was observed walking home while
exposed to the gaze of a large crowd, which revealed the deed and
made it widely known. As soon as the uncle conceded that she was
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alive, the wild Buddeah instantly claimed that the news of her death
was false and that he could prove her existence. The magistrate then
went to great lengths to persuade the Brahmin to gather her evidence.
He sent dacoits under a strong guard to the place of her residence
and had them placed so as they could be discerned by her without
exposing her to view. She identified Buddeah, Sham Das, Gullock
sirdar, Nuldoobahah, Debahnund and Hurri Narrain.60 He wrote,
‘Though it was known Bishennnath was there, he was so much altered
by his wounds and the saving of his bread that even Mr. Lidiard
could hardly  identify him, much less  this woman….’.61 As described
by the magistrate, unfortunately during the trial, Baney Kant’s
animosity toward Ranjoy Biswas, a prisoner in this case, was evident,
so even though the poor woman was brought into the town in the
hopes that her testimony would be taken in the same manner as the
Magistrate had adopted. But due to the uncle’s behaviour, the judge
of the Circuit ordered that she must be brought to the court in a
Dooly to prevent, most likely, the possibility of any improper acts of
influence on the party of the uncle. The woman vanished immediately,
and though every assurance was given that she would be deposed in
the manner the magistrate had adopted, it was in vain to get her back
or to discover where she was hidden, and the consequence was that
only one man (Nuldoobah) was executed in this cause and that on his
own confession, the case of this poor woman is most deplorable. Her
husband hasn’t been seen or heard from since he left for Patna, and
the popular belief is that he and a brother-in-law, Shibcharan
Chuckrabarty, were murdered, but no one knows how.62 It was also
mentioned by the letter in a different paragraph that the dacoits had
gathered in a large force in the Goalgatchrr jungle near Dinagpore,
about a quarter mile away, with the intention of robbing in various
locations in that area, but when Jssore Sircar, the Buxey of the Nazir,
was privately informed, he immediately reported it to Mr Parry. This
was done to demonstrate the spirit of vengeance toward those who
assisted in measures against them in any way. Jsorre Sircar, a Dinagpore
resident, led the sepoys on the attacks and casually wrote to Banny
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Kannt on June 27, 1808, to send carts to carry in the dead bodies and
to prepare provisions for the sepoys. This he did solely for the sake
of intimacy. As a result, they planned an attack on Banny Kannt’s
house, seized the mother and wounded her in three places to force
her to reveal where Banny Kannt was at the time, and murdered
Joynarrain Chukerabatty, a child about twelve years old and nephew
to Banny Kannt, as well as his servant Murrary Narrain Paul, when
they also carried off the niece as previously stated. Such blood thirsty
revenge of the dacoits that from having discovered friendship prevailed
between Issore  Sirdar and Doolaul Moyrah, the gang made a second
attack in this village burnt Doolaul Moyrah, robbed him of all his
property and made him solemnly swear that he would for in future
avoid any further connection with Jssore Sircar. The dacoits on this
occasion seized his child of three or four years and were about to
murder it when the mother prostrated herself at the feet of Petumber,
one of the sirdars who she had formerly seen at their place of residence,
who took the child in his arms and thus saved it.63

The above information as it was documented refuted Biswanath’s
reputation as a Robin Hood robber and his virtue. However, the enmity
of the suffering woman’s uncle was not clearly mentioned in the
preceding facts. When questioned for the first time by the magistrate,
it was highly unlikely that the uncle mixed the fact with enmity.
According to the magistrate, the uncle wished to keep it a secret. It
was unclear if the woman was coerced into testifying against the
dacoits or if she was afraid to report the incident to the police. There
is also the question of why he attacked a girl whose family belonged
to a Brahmin household. Biswanath, as a dacoit, was usually respectful
to the Brahmins. The magistrate‘s letter reported, ‘It is generally
supposed, he shared his plunder with some of the worthless Brahmins
of this district who are supposed to have co united at his depredations,
he could command from three to four hundred men.’64 It is believed
that he paid for several poor girls’ whole wedding expenditures.65 He
invested the sacred thread in numerous underprivileged Brahman
boys at his own expense.66

52 Journal of the Asiatic Society : Vol. LXV, No. 4, 2023



In an event, Biswanath and his gang once killed four people in a
village, among them an old woman who was the mother of a sirdar
dacoit. Thakur Das, a sirdar dacoit who had formerly been a member
of the Biswanath Gang, lived in that village. His dispute with Thakur
Das over the distribution of looted property led to the execution of
this attack.67 Another interesting event mentioned by the British official
in the same letter by saying :

A village was surrounded in which Biswanath was known casually
to have been, they (the women) gave shouts to warn him of his
danger and covered him with straw into artful manner in a cow
house that he on that occasion escaped oppression.68

The British official clearly described that the Dacoits had an
extensive connection in various villages. He claimed that women who
from their liberality had in most extraordinary degree been the means
of affording them protection on an occasion of search. It would be no
wonder that the Dacoits had such means of eluding the vigilance and
search of police officers in a village. The latter events are contradictory
to the former one and very confusing to inquire about the true
character of Biswanath. Furthermore, a number of historical sources69

demonstrate that Biswanath’s character was defined by his sympathy
for the poor and oppressed, his magnanimity, and, above all, his
chivalrous respect for women. Biswanath once attacked the house of
the Chakravarties of Dinagpore. During the attack, he discovered his
follower, Baidyanath, attacking one of the family’s ladies and inflicting
sword wounds on her. By the light of blazing torches, he recognised
in the lady his childhood playmate, with whom he had spent many
hours of his childhood in idle play and prattle. Rushing forward, he
shoved Baidyanath aside and rated him harshly for his cruelty. He
then ordered the looting to halt immediately before approaching the
lady and asking her forgiveness for what had been done while he was
away and against his orders. After saying this, he departed the
residence without removing any of the stolen goods.70 Biswanath
treated women with dignity. Biswanath was a devout follower of the
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goddess Kali. He committed robberies in the way of all robberies. He
and his companions would worship the goddess and sacrifice a goat
before embarking on a raid. Dakats (dacoits) were quite superstitious,
thus they would then watch for signs that would indicate whether or
not their mission would be successful. If the omens were good, they
immediately began their journey. If not, they postponed their planned
strike.71 In a confession72, a dacoit named Manik Ghosh explained
their ideology and beliefs in which it clearly mentioned, they believed
a woman as an incarnation of the goddess Kali. It was asked how it
happened if a woman was beaten or wounded or burnt by their attack,
he replied, ‘those who do such things are not good dacoits. They are
sure to be found out before long to die or to be imprisoned. They are
looked on as sinner against by Kali and are punished by Kali.’ They
were respectful to a woman. Biswanath wouldn’t suddenly attack an
unaware or unprepared householder. On the other hand, before
committing dakati at someone’s home, he would send an anonymous
letter to the homeowner stating that he would be his guest on a
particular night. If the homeowner was intelligent enough to grant
him a cordial welcome and accede to his demand, he would calmly
depart with the blackmail he had imposed, touching not a single hair
on the victim’s head.73 Before he joined the robbery, the oppressive
and torturous nature of the various gangs’ crime was very apparent.
He altered the dacoit’s behaviour and lessened its brutality.74 Facts are
contradictory to each other. It is very difficult to support one point of
arguments.

There is shortage of data and resources and whatever official letters
or official records  are accessible that hardly mentions that he was a
noble robber or a Robin Hood. If we judge the professional background
of the gang‘s members, they are followed below as mentioned in a
magistrate’s letter75 (on 17 November 1809) :

Budeah Sirdar – This man also escaped from Dinagpore jail and
plotted the murder of those who prosecuted him and caused his
apprehension whom he wounded and then hung up their heads in
terror some to others and was the most savaging to the gang whose
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delight was to shear his Dexter with sword and it is said whenever he
was of the party blood always followed with the scenes of horror to
the women he could command like murdering men.

Dacorwrie  Sirdar – this man is said to have been present at the
murder of Buddeah’s prosecutor, was equally as bad as Buddeah and
of a most sanguinary disposition, and whenever he went his first
object was to secure the women, and his delight in robbing was more
from gratifying his passions than from the hope of plunder and it is
said from being a Gooallah  by cast, he could even upon an emergency
raise more men than Buddeah.

Shyam Dass — Of these men, Shyam Dass likewise broke jail from
Dinajpore and being of Buddeah and Cossnath gangs were equally
concerned in the murder of the persons concerned in their
apprehensions. Shamdas is of respectable parents. They both could
command from fifty to sixty men each and are said often to have
dacoited alone.

Sannasee Bagdy – This man was not contented with carrying one
spear but was known always to have one in each hand beside his
sabre on his shoulder, and every one that came within his reach in an
attack was sure to suffer. He was well known in Burdwan and this
district and the particular friend of Biswanath, it is not well known
what number of men he could command but supposed between fifty
to sixty.

Tuttulyah Sirdar — he was the adopted son of Buddeah and acted
under him, he was a terror to every father of a family, he and
Dacowurie were much alike.

Gopaul Bearer –This man had formerly been a servant to Mr. Faddy,
and it  is supposed that he led the party to the attack at his house in
conjunction with Thakoor Shaw from being related to Biswanath, he
became connected with the gang.

Gangaram Sirdar — In his confession, he admitted that he had
murdered 33 people with his own hands. The magistrate described
him as a complete savage.

Hari : The Unsung History of Biswanath Sirdar 55



In another report76 their professions are mentioned: Bhishennath
Sirdar alas Biswanath Sirdar (chokeder), Buddeah alas Budderuddien
(chokeder), Shamdass (beggar), Goluck Sirdar (lime-seller), Dokowrie
(cultivator), Sannueasse (bearer), Teetoleah (cultivator), Gopaldoole
(cultivator). It was clear that most of the people in the gang belonged
to the cultivators’ families and lower castes. In his article, ‘Crime and
Dacoity among the Bagdi Community in Colonial Bengal’, Milan Roy
viewed that the Bagdi of Bengal suffered terrible exploitation,
oppression, and extreme poverty during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Many Bagdi men were hired as guards in Bengal’s old
Zamindars due to their physical prowess. Not all Bagdis were thieves,
but some well-known dacoits originated from this caste. Biswanath
was one of the famous outlaws in that community.

Furthermore, many British officers described in the first decade of
the nineteenth century that Zemindars were guilty of great and heavy
oppressions in their general transactions with the ryots, and that the
power they possessed to distrain the property of their tenants for
alleged balances was one of the main sources of these oppressions.
Cabooleats (agreements) were frequently extorted from the ryots by
the Zamindars, under the power he possessed of compelling their
attendance, by preventing them from cultivating the ground or cutting
their crops at the proper period by unfair measurements, by threats
of criminal prosecutions, and many other methods.77 The poor people
were subject to the oppression and exploitation of the indigo planters
and the Zamindars. As described by one British writer, “however it
will be to look the matter in the face, on one denies that fights of
clubmen or lathials have been instigated by planters in former days
and men have been killed in these affrays.”78 According to the official
records, dacoits in Bengal were robbers by profession and even by
birth; they were organised into regular communities, and their families
were supported by the spoils they brought home.79 They were unable
to differentiate between the ordinary dacoits and the cultivators.
Criminals were generally believed to come from lower social classes.80

As far as foreign laws and governance were concerned, they had little
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awareness or belief.81 It was possible to guess at the social composition
of Nadia criminals using some available data about dacoits. It described
a list of thirty-three members of three different gangs in this district.
Among the thirty-three dacoits, eleven were cultivators; seven were
chowkidars; four were peadas (peons); three were labourers; two were
beggars; two were betel sellers; two were thatchers; one was a lime
seller; and one was a bearer.82 Dacoits in Bengal did not belong to a
recognised ethnic group. They were heterogeneous.83 In a letter from
the magistrate of Nadia in 1809, it was evident that the poor harvest
clearly forced many cultivators to join dacoity groups. The British
official said:

In my interactions with various people, I am told that a few years
ago, the majority of the ryots were prosperous, and there was
scarcely a person without his Golah and who was self-sufficient,
and now there is a great regret. I am forced to report that the
opposite is now true. The rich have been plundered, and many
have fled the country, while those in moderate circumstances have
been ruined, and ryots in general are now forced to rely on the
merchant to obtain seeds for his harvest. A measure of the most
grievous moment in its consequence in the country which in general
attributed to the effect of dacoits and unwarrantable exactions of
the Kutkandars.84

Conclusion

Official records and local ideology are contradictory to each other.
So it is very difficult to reach any conclusion. Peter Robb argued that
“The function of the British police establishment in the first half of
the nineteenth century were designed more to maintain order and to
impress population than to investigate crime.”85 The peasants and the
poor natives had their own perception of law and ideology that
countered the imposed colonial rule and its administration.86 The
British Government was unaware of the situation and was unable to
distinguish between criminals and peasents. As Bernard Cohn
explained, there were some groups and types of people whose
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behaviours endangered the established sociological order. Sadhus,
sannyasis, fakirs, dacoits, gonads, thags, herders, pastoralists, and
entertainers were among those who seemed by nature to stray outside
the bounds of established civil society. The British built specialised
tools to regulate those seem to be outside of civil bounds and
conducted specialised investigations to establish the standards by
which entire groups would be labeled as criminal.87 It is very vital to
mention a conversation between the magistrate and Gangaram (the
companion of Biswanath) written in a letter. The magistrate naturally
asked him if he had any intention of returning to the district. Gangaram
quickly replied, “would I not, I am a dacoit, it is my profession and
my fate”. In this intercourse with him, the magistrate casually asked
him if he was not afraid of sepoys and his answer was, “I can shoot
where they are blind.”88 In this context, the answer indicated that they
(the dacoits) took pride in their profession. Since they attacked the
rich people who oppressed the villagers for years, the attack somehow
satisfied the anticipation of the villagers, and they imagined them as
protectors. So, whether Biswanath was a Robin Hood or a notorious
dacoit, it does not matter, but the attack on the indigo planters inspired
many and generated a spirit of resistance in the future indigo revolt
of the Indian historical scenario that had spread in the form of songs,
ballads, and literature.
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Negotiating the Issue of Unjust Law and Justified
Sexuality in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure

Pushpen Saha

Abstract
In William Shakespeare’s problem play, Measure for Measure (1604), the

playwright artfully exposes the profound challenge faced by both the
citizens of Vienna and their ruling authorities in maintaining an enduring
commitment to the virtue of temperance, predicated on the principle of
moderation. The intricate tapestry of characters, encompassing nuns, friars,
prostitutes, bawds, sexual transgressors, and corrupt magistrates, serves
as a vehicle through which the play dissects the complexities of legal
mechanisms employed to address moral turpitude and to regulate matters
of sexuality within the realms of private and public life. The play’s thematic
core revolves around the intricate interplay of marriage laws with premarital
and extramarital liaisons, commercial sex, acts of adultery, and attempted
sexual assault, thus illuminating the contrasting paradigms of secular or
common law and ecclesiastical canon law in their respective endeavours to
oversee and govern human sexuality. Of central importance is the profound
role of female sexuality, which becomes a focal point for the tensions between
authority and anarchy, justice and equity, life and death, as well as the
dynamics of women’s marginalisation and empowerment. This paper aims
to scrutinise how William Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure illustrates
the complex relationship between the law and human sexuality, highlighting
the dual capacity of the law to both incite and suppress sexual desire.

Key Words : Law, Female, Women, Marriage, Sexuality

Introduction

Both law and sexuality are variably rigid and dynamic. Law’s
statutes and decrees must be fixed and impartial, quite independent
of and indifferent to any concrete situation. However, the application



of the law is vulnerable to human judgment, which is often inflected
with partiality and impulses. On the other hand, sexuality is rigid
insofar as it is defined by the conventional paradigm of maid/wife/
widow or model of virgin/wife/whore. However, as Judith Butler
points out, women’s identity and sexuality are determined by the
fluid and constitutive “process of signification” as a discursive process
(Gender Trouble 141-45). But in spite of the differences due to law’s and
sexuality’s fixed and unfixed qualities, law and excessive erotic desires
share a similar quality of impersonality — the abstract ability to treat
different persons in the same way. In my paper, I will try to examine
how William Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure demonstrates that
law breeds sexual desire, as well as suppresses it.

Through its comprehensive cast of nuns, friars, prostitutes, bawds,
sexual offenders, and corrupt magistrates, William Shakespeare’s
problem comedy Measure for Measure (1604) exposes the law’s
predicaments as it attempts to redress moral depravity and regulate
sexuality in both private and public spheres. The complex co-mingling
of marriage law with premarital and extramarital intercourse,
commercial sex, adultery, and intended rape informs this play, and
Shakespeare shows the discrepancy between common law and canon
law (made by ecclesiastical authority) regarding the supervision of
sexuality. The centrality of female sexuality produces tensions between
authority and anarchy, justice and equity, death and reprieve, women’s
marginalisation and empowerment.1

Now let me discuss a bit the plot-line of Measure for Measure in
order to problematise and highlight the central issues of my paper.
Unwilling to accept the ineffectual “scarecrow of the law” for his
fourteen-year lenient reign, the Duke appoints Angelo to rule Vienna
in his place (2.1.1).2 Angelo, the deputy of the Duke in absentia, sets
about enforcing the law with intolerant stringency, “plucking down”
the brothels (1.2.74), arresting procurers, and sentencing a young
gentleman Claudio to death for fornication with his pregnant fiancée,
Juliet. Ironically, when Claudio’s sister Isabella, a novice nun, pleads
with Angelo for his mercy, Angelo promises to absolve Claudio only
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if Isabella “lay[s] down the treasures of [her] body” (2.4.100). Thus,
Angelo manoeuvres a body-for-body exchange: Isabella’s maidenhead
for Claudio’s life. The problem of this play derives from “not merely
how strictly the authorities ought to regulate sexual behaviours, but
how that behaviour is to be defined and interpreted,” because “the
material terms […] construing sexuality may be entirely inadequate to
an accurate understanding and evaluation of erotic desires and
behaviours” (Maus 169). Female sexuality in Measure for Measure is
contentiously and ceaselessly calibrated through tangible bodily
characteristics, especially through women’s procreative bodies.
Angelo’s and Isabella’s arguments centre on the classification of a
woman merely through “external warrants” (2.1.144), which is “as
their complexions are, / And credulous to false prints” (2.4.135-36).
In this paper I will try to elaborate on law and sexuality in Measure
for Measure, exploring in particular how the dialectic of stable and
unstable elements in both law and sexuality produces the play’s
problems, foregrounding the titular question of “measuring” in terms
of the law’s capacity to calibrate sexuality.

The dynamic and relational side of both law and the sexuality it
seeks to regulate in Measure for Measure compromises law’s ability to
regulate sexuality: “the strict enforcement of rules is intolerable. […]
Law is the art of governance by rules, not just by an automated
machinery of enforcement” (Posner 109). So viewed, Isabella’s refusal
of Angelo’s body (her virginity) - for body (her brother’s life) exchange,
and acceptance of the bed-trick manipulated by the Duke to entice
Angelo into bed with Mariana highlight the need to not only temper
the rigidity of law with “lawful mercy (2.4.117),” but also balance
justice, “understood as the strict application of codified legal
principles” and equity, “as the effort of judges informed by human
wisdom, experience, and learning to settle disputes according to
principles of conscience, fairness, and justness” (Evett 140). I have
already mentioned that my primary aim is to discuss how
Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure explicates that law breeds sexual
desire and also suppresses it. Isabella’s sexual power lies in her body
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(tangible), virtue and speech (intangible and imaginative). The law
Angelo re-enacts pays no heed to sexual desire, completely rigid in
the mismatching between theory and practice. This rigidity ironically
makes the deputy Angelo captivated by Isabella’s sexual enticements
of body, virtue, and speech. Law and sexual desire also share an
irresistible impersonality: Angelo’s craving for Isabella’s body is as
callously indifferent as the levelling categories of law, and in a sense,
both bodies are put into measured judgment. As Eagleton points out:
“The law is not simply repressive, a negative prohibition placed upon
the will; what is desired is precisely what is most strictly tabooed,
and the taboo perversely intensifies the yearning” (Eagleton 49).

As its title implies, the chief concern in Measure for Measure revolves
around the matter of exchange values, epitomised in the incessant
interchanges of bodies: Angelo’s for the Duke’s, Isabella’s for Claudio’s
(either Claudio’s head or Isabella’s maidenhead for Juliet’s
maidenhead), Barnadine’s for Claudio’s, Ragozine’s for Claudio’s, and
Mariana’s for Isabella’s.3 Bodies display sexuality, which can either
falsify (as in the bed-trick with Mariana and in the pregnant wife,
Mistress Elbow) or facilitate an equitable resolution (as in the enforced
marriage of Claudio and Juliet). Measure for Measure’s comic closure
attempts to distribute bodies to their proper positions through
establishing legal marriages and households. Nonetheless, as Harriet
Hawkins points out, the Duke’s ultimate solutions “seem hopelessly
inadequate in the face of the psychological, sexual, and moral conflicts
they are supposed to have resolved” (Hawkins 72).4 Neither Angelo
nor the Duke effects unblemished justice in their jurisdiction, since
the elusiveness of sexuality makes purely equitable exchange
impossible.5

The plot of Measure for Measure hinges on tensions between sexual
abstinence (nuns and friars), sexual indulgence (prostitution,
premarital intercourse, adultery, and bastardy), and the enforcement
of law, reflecting the resilience of illicit sexual desires under the
surveillance of Vienna’s law. As Ian Ward asserts, “perhaps the most
subversive portrayal of sexuality can be found in Measure for Measure,
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a play within which Shakespeare aligns the related questions of
sexuality, the public and private sphere of government, and the inherent
and defining questions of law and morality” (83). Except for one legal
couple, the Elbows, there are no households but brothels and prisons
at the beginning of this play. Under such circumstances, sexual desires
and behaviours are illicit since they occur not within but without
legal unions. In particular, two trial scenes in relation to sexual slander
dramatise the problem of measuring female sexuality within the
patriarchal paradigms of maid/wife/widow or virgin/wife/whore.

In the last trial scene, Mariana, who has premarital intercourse
with Angelo in place of Isabella, refuses to lift her veil, insisting
“Pardon, my lord, I will not show my face/ Until my husband bid
me” (5.1.188-89). The Duke queries:

DUKE: What, are you married?
MARIANA: No, my lord.
DUKE: Are you a maid?
MARIANA: No, my lord.
DUKE: A widow, then?
MARIANA: Neither, my lord.
DUKE: Why, you are nothing then: neither maid, widow, nor

wife?
LUCIO: My lord, she may be a punk, for many of them are

neither maid, widow, nor wife. (5.1.190-97)

The Duke’s line of inquiry echoes an established Renaissance
marital paradigm that defines womanhood — maid/wife/widow.6

Such categorisation defines women solely on grounds of their marital
status. As Carol Thomas Neely points out, “women are defined and
contained through their place in the marriage paradigm. […] These
roles are in turn defined by the mode of sexuality appropriate to
them: virginity for maidens, marital chastity for wives, and abstinence
for widows” (Neely 213).7 However, this model does not acknowledge
other sexual scenarios - “a cuckolding wife was a bad wife, but still
a wife; a promiscuous widow a bad widow, but still a widow. [...] But
a maid who lost her virginity became nothing” (Woodbridge 84).
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According to this paradigm, Mariana is not a maid because of carnality;
nonetheless, she is not a wife because her matrimonial contract has
not even been solemnised. Although the Duke affirms that Angelo is
Mariana’s husband “on a pre-contract” (4.1.75), Angelo denies this,
because their contract “was broke off, / Partly for that [Mariana’s]
promised proportions/ Came short of composition, but in chief/ For
that her reputation was disvalued/ In levity” (5.1.237-41). Angelo’s
comment implies that he and Mariana are neither in a nuptial relation
nor in a courtship, because he “never spake with her, saw her, nor
heard from her” for the past five years (5.1.242). In this regard,
Mariana’s non-wife status complicates her non-maid identity due to
the bed-trick, dislodging her from the maid/wife/widow paradigm.

In the trial scene quoted above, Mariana dramatises her appearance
by veiling herself.

The veil not only serves as a theatrical device to obfuscate her
identity, but also conveys dual messages. On the one hand, she is a
bride-Angelo should lift her veil to acknowledge their conjugal union.
On the other hand, she is also a “widow” because her husband reneges
on their marital contract five years ago (5.1.236). In this sense, the veil
epitomises a widow’s veil that mourns her broken relationship with
Angelo, “seal[ing] of love, but seal[ing] in vain” (4.1.6). As they have
consummated their union, Angelo should unveil Mariana and
acknowledge her as his wife. Otherwise, she does not belong to any
position in the maid/wife/widow paradigm.

The tripartite categorisation (maid/wife/widow) of women’s
identity produces a logical fallacy in that it stipulates sexuality as
suitable only in marital roles whereas failing to recognise the
intersection of wife and widow, as shown in the case of Mariana.
Mario DiGangi argues that female characters in Measure for Measure
entertain “the resistance posed in the overlapping and contested spaces
between virgin and wife, between wife and whore” (DiGange 592).
Denouncing the conventional formulation of maid/wife/widow as
male-constructed, DiGangi advocates his modified paradigm that
calibrates female sexuality in accordance with “the number and kind of
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a woman’s sexual partners: the virgin (none), the wife (one/legal), and
the whore (more than one/illicit)” (DiGangi 591). As DiGangi argues

“[T]he relentless definition and manipulation of female sexuality
in Measure for Measure is the graphic symptom of male anxiety
about female agency: to unravel male-constructed meanings for
erotic pleasure, pregnancy, and abortion is to discover a fear of the
dangers thought to ensure from a woman’s control over her own
body.” (590)

In DiGangi’s paradigm, before Mariana’s marriage, she “threatens
order not only because she disrupts the maid/wife/widow paradigm,
but because she simultaneously and equivocally occupies the sexual
position of ‘wife’ in the virgin/wife/whore paradigm” (591). Similarly,
Juliet and Mistress Kate keep down, before they legally become wives,
inhabit the sexually suspected space between “wife” and “whore”
because of their “deflowered” status and begetting of bastards out of
wedlock (4.4.16). Mariana’s acquiescence to the bed-trick, in this sense,
drives her to re-enact her pre-contract with Angelo at the expense of
her virginity. She discloses her illicit pursuit of premarital intercourse,
which in turn paradoxically legitimises it. Mariana is neither a maid/
virgin physically nor a wife legally, but becomes a whore conceptually
by the bed-trick insofar as her unmarried and non-virgin status.
Mariana’s veil visualises her vulgar sexual behaviours crossing the
border between virgin, wife, and whore. Through whoredom, Mariana
becomes Angelo’s wife. After their carnal knowledge, Angelo should
“[p]ay with falsehood false exacting/ And perform an old contracting”
between he and the “old betrothed but despised”, Mariana (3.1.459-
462). Mariana’s problematic position in the paradigm of maid/wife/
widow because of her unsettled marital status reveals the inability of
male-constructed formulations to measure female sexuality. As the
Duke declares, she is “nothing,” if she is “neither maid, widow, nor
wife” (5.1.196).

Drawing on the paradigm of maid/wife/widow and DiGangi’s
notion of virgin/wife/whore, Valerie Traub synthesises a paradigm
of maid/wife/widow/whore, arguing that these “specifically erotic
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positions, locating women, via an erotic sphere of activity and
signification, within the economy of patriarchal heterosexuality”.8 Within
these positions, woman in Shakespearean drama “becomes synonymous
with the presence or absence of chastity” (Traub 25). Katheleen
McLuskie in her incisive essay “The Patriarchal Bard” rebukes Measure
as impenetrable to feminist criticism in that “the dilemmas of the
narrative and the sexuality under discussion are constructed in
completely male terms” (McLuskie 97). Partly agreeing with McLuskie’s
argument, I contend that neither maid/wife/widow, nor DiGangi’s
virgin/wife/whore, nor Traub’s maid/wife/widow/whore formulations
precisely define female sexuality because they all categorise women
sexual morally in relation to the presence or absence of (legitimate)
husbands. Instead, I employ Amy M. Froide’s terminology,
“singlewomen,” to define a more elusive historical category of unmarried
adult women. “Singlewomen” defines women’s unmarried status and
unfixed female sexuality: a singlewoman could be a virgin, a widow
(abstinent or sexually active), or a sexually available and active woman.

I will argue that Measure for Measure defines female sexuality
through an interplay of tangible and intangible qualities, each
articulated on three axes:

Figure 1: A diagram of defining the position of female sexuality in
Measure for Measure.
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In this model, women’s identities are not merely defined by their
bodily characteristics. Rather, the positions of virgin, wife, and whore
are interchangeable, contingent not only on their tangible bodily
characteristics and number of sex partners but also on other intangible
qualities such as morality and language. Furthermore, the category
“singlewoman,” independent from the above-mentioned positions,
signifies the singularity of this group and the singlewoman’s lack of
social space. Through the example of Mariana, the audience sees that
patriarchal ideology constructs two positions for active female
sexuality: either its confinement within a formal marriage, or its
whorish decadence, which threatens marital values.9

Beyond Mariana, other female characters also exceed conventional
paradigms. The only legal wife in this play, Mistress Elbow, is accused
of both fornication and adultery due to her frequent presence at the
bawdy house run by Mistress Overdone; Isabella plays the role of a
temptress in her compromise with Angelo, and her persuasion of
Mariana to sleep with Angelo makes her morality questionable; Juliet,
Mariana, and Mistress Kate Keepdown seize their wifehood not by
solemnising marriage but by premarital sex. Kate is even suspected of
bearing a bastard because Mistress Overdone takes care of her child:
“I have kept it myself” (3.1.398). Kate may not in fact be a prostitute.
Only Lucio names her a “rotten medlar” (4.3.155), a “whore,” and
deems marrying her as becoming a “cuckold” himself (5.1.538-40). As
Mistress Overdone declares, Lucio’s promise of marriage leads Kate
to committing premarital intercourse with him, implying that she is
not actually a prostitute. Lucio himself also admits that he habitually
seduces virgins by his promise, “’t is my familiar sin/ With maids to
seem the lapwing and to jest,/ Tongue far from heart, play with all
virgins so” (1.5.33-35). Kate is probably a virgin before her relationship
with Lucio. Victoria Hayne argues that the name Keepdown suggests
sexual innuendo (“Keepdown” may indicate sexual appetite and the
actual action, “lying down”) and a judgment, “not that she is a
prostitute but merely a young woman ‘no better than she should be,’
eager to engage in sex as soon as a promise of marriage is exchanged”
(Hayne 173). Kate, like Juliet and Mariana who commit premarital
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sex, regards their betrothal as a strong token of marriage (Hayne 173).
Lucio’s disparagement of Kate as a whore reflects his anxiety about
cuckoldry based on her active sexual pursuit (Hayne 173). In this
sense, it is more precise to describe Juliet, Mariana, and Kate as
“singlewomen” than wives or whores.

The word “measure” also refers to “temperance” and “modesty”
regarding sexual behaviours. Measure for Measure exposes the challenge
for both Viennese citizen and the rulers to perpetually obey
temperance, acting on the principle of moderation. Female sexuality
in Measure for Measure is denounced as “almost entirely negative, as
a source of disease and illegitimacy, carried on in brothels and slums
that are to be torn down as a danger to the public, a temptation that
corrupts public officials and oppresses innocence” (Magedanz 321).
Punishing illicit sex is for authorities an essential imperative in law
enforcement, promotion of morality, and restoration of public order.
As Angelo has a reputation for total sexual abstinence, he opposes
sexual license and thus engages in tearing down brothels and arresting
sexual sinners. Now I will try to discuss how the law in the wide
sense as a dynamic part of the social order, investigating how their
operations interact and intersect in the regulation of sexuality in
Measure for Measure.10

The juridical materials and ideas of sexuality are manifested in
Shakespearian drama in three modes: as a “mirrorland,” which “more
or less realistically represents actual and well-known practices of
English law”; as a “fableland,” where “folkloric, biblical, or
stereotypical images hold sway”; or as “fanatical mooting,” where
“impossibly complex contrived legal situations are premised” (Sokol
and Sokol 8). Measure reveals the overlapping and slippage of these
modes in their failure to reconcile the issues of sexuality. The ambiguity
of distinguishing licit sexualities (marital intercourse) from illicit ones
(premarital sex, extramarital sex, prostitution, etc.) has posed confusion
over who should punish sexual sin and how.

When the Duke decides to “unloose this tied-up justice” (1.4.34),
he confesses to the Friar Thomas his concern for the gravity of the
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incontinent sinners when set against the triviality to which they
committed and the lenity with which they are punished:

“We have strict statutes and most biting laws,
The needful bits and curbs to headstrong weeds,
Which for this fourteen years we have let slip;
Even like an o’ergrown lion in a cave
That goes not out to prey. Now, as fond fathers,
Having bound up the threatening twigs of birch,
Only to stick it in their children’s sight
For terror, not to use, in time the rod
Becomes more mock’d than fear’d: so our decrees,
Dead to infliction, to themselves are dead.
And liberty plucks justice by the nose,” (1.4. 20-30)

Sexual license looms as an affront to morality and matrimony.
Measure shows the inconsistency of lenient and rigid approaches to
judicial surveillance of sexuality, thereby engaging contemporary
debates over the justice of exerting capital punishment against adultery
and fornication.11 Of the contentious discussions, Debora Kuller Shuger
questions the nature of political and ecclesiastical stances in Measure
for Measure:

“Why does Shakespeare associate Puritanism with sexual
regulation? Jonson’s Puritans are obsessed with roast pig and
encroaching popery but not with punishing (nor, for that matter,
obtaining) illicit sex. Why would a play specifically about secular
government focus on this? Or, granted that the Duke’s friar robes are
a plot device allowing him to prowl through Vienna undetected, why
does he take on the role of confessor, spending a good deal of on-
stage time attempting to prepare his subjects for death? He does not
perform any other sacerdotal office. He does not offer to marry Claudio
and Juliet or celebrate Mass for the prisoners. Why is the state, figured
by its ruler, associated with the sacrament of penance? (1-2)

As Shuger points out, Measure for Measure was first performed as
a celebration of “the first fullscale Christmas revels of the new king”,
James I’s reign in 1604, which is “a sustained meditation on its own
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political moment - the political moment of James’s accession, but
also, and more significantly, of the Reformation’s aftermath” (Shuger
1). However, Shuger neglects a critical aspect that Measure for Measure
takes place in a Catholic state, and Isabella is on the threshold of
joining the “votarists of Saint Clare” (1.5.5), a Catholic church that
worships poverty and silence. Measure for Measure not only conflates
the conflicts of common law and canon law, but also divergent ideas
of fornication and sexual regulation between the Catholic (Isabella
and the Duke) and the Puritan (Angelo).

The play’s title, “Measure for Measure,” denotes a principle of
assessment, an evaluation against a fixed standard. Almost all of the
characters — the Duke, Angelo, Claudio, Lucio, Juliet, Isabella, Mistress
Kate Keepdown, and Mariana — measure their sexuality or are
subjected to measurement by a set of fixed statutes. The problem of
Measure for Measure, according to Eagleton, derives from the law’s
tendency to homogenise the diversity of material experience:

“For law to be law its decrees must be general and impartial, quite
independent of and indifferent to any concrete situation. […] Yet the
law, like language, ‘lives’ only in specific human contexts, all of which
are unique. The gap between the general character of law and these
unique individual contexts is bridged by the law’s ‘application’. […]
Such application involves the creative interpretation of those tenets, and
may well result in modifying or transforming them.” (Eagleton 36)

Measure for Measure dramatises Angelo’s futile attempts to regulate
sexuality by relentlessly enforcing the law. The word “precise” is more
than once used to describe the Puritan Angelo, “a term applied to no
other character in Shakespeare” (Bate and Rasmussen 155). However,
the extreme rigidness allowing no flexibility that both Angelo and the
law he incarnates predestines the failure of law’s enforcement in
Measure. In the opening scene, in the hope of reenacting “strict statutes
and most biting laws, /The needful bits and curbs to headstrong
weeds” (1.4.20-21), the Duke delegates authority to Angelo, “a man of
stricture and firm abstinence” (1.4.13), who is also “precise; / Stands
at a guard with envy; scarce confesses/ That his blood flows, or that
his appetite/ Is more to bread than stone” (1.4.53-56). The Duke has
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allowed “corruption boil and bubble/ Till it o’er-run the stew: laws
for all faults” (5.1.334-35), so he resolves to redress his faults and
restore social order to Vienna. The Duke fears his long tolerance for
moral laxity may make the law “more mocked than feared” (1.4.28).
For this reason, the Duke decides to appoint Angelo as his substitute
who “may in the ambush of [his] name strike home, / And yet [his]
nature never in the fight/ To do in slander” (1.4.44-46). The word
“measure” also refers to “temperance” and “modesty” regarding sexual
behaviours. Measure exposes the challenge for both Viennese citizen
and the rulers to perpetually obey temperance, acting on the principle
of moderation. Female sexuality in Measure for Measure is denounced
as “almost entirely negative, as a source of disease and illegitimacy,
carried on in brothels and slums that are to be torn down as a danger
to the public, a temptation that corrupts public officials and oppresses
innocence” (Magedanz 321). Punishing illicit sex is for authorities an
essential imperative in law enforcement, promotion of morality, and
restoration of public order.

Measure for Measure profoundly exposes the madness and inability
of both common law and canon law to regulate sexuality in both
public and private spheres. “Mortality and mercy in Vienna/ Live in
[the rulers]’ tongue and heart” (1.1.46-47). Nonetheless, it is because
the rulers, like Lucio, whose “tongue far from heart” (1.5.35), that
render the law ruthless on the one hand yet ineffective on the other
hand. The “mad fantastical” (3.1.318) deputy, Angelo, rigidly enforces
the law to control excessive sexual behaviours, only to find that his
unbridled sexual desires ruin the law’s authority. The Duke’s enforced
marriage arrangements also cannot cease the measurement of female
sexuality. Isabella’s silence, Angelo’s reluctance, and Lucio’s resentment
all suggest that marriage as a social institution allows women’s sexual
transgressions to be tolerable by legitimising their indefinite subject
positions, but cannot completely relieve the tension between social
coercion of chastity and the resilience of prostitution. The law’s
capacity to treat equitable exchange provides Shakespeare with a
vehicle to explore the individual’s excessive sexual desires, since the
law, though a site of correctness, allows slippage.
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Since its “problem” closure of Measure, the audience is left with
numerous questions that Measure for Measure unfolds the ever
conflicting yet unsolved predicaments of establishing intimate and
stable relations between brothers and sisters, lovers, husbands and
wives, rulers and the ruled (paternal figures and children). Insofar as
Mariana is only a suffocating body for another woman, can Angelo
really love and respect her after their marriage? Can Isabella have her
own agency to choose between a cloistered life and a marriage? Should
Claudio forgive Isabella for her preference of virginity over his life?
Should Isabella forgive Claudio? What will happen to Mistress Kate
Keepdown and Lucio? Will Vienna continue to move away from sexual
license and lenient law that has marked its past? Insofar as two law
systems, does Shakespeare attempt to convey his idea that there is a
hope of combining canon law and common law (the merits of the
Duke’s enforced marriage arrangement for Claudio and Juliet), or,
one type of law should take precedence over the other? Ultimately,
for the Viennese rulers, to what laws will the rulers “enforce” or
“qualify” (1.1.70)? What standard constitutes the “lawful mercy”
(2.4.117)? How to awake the once “drowsy and neglected act” while
without acting like a “tyranny” (1.3. 47, 54)?

Notes
1 Joel Levin points out that since “rules can hardly account for the diversity of

social situations which are governed by them or for the need for creativity,
mercy, individuality, and perceived justice which constitute the mix often
labelled ‘equity’” (193). See Levin, Joel. “The Measure of Law and Equity:
Tolerance in Shakespeare’s Vienna”, Law and Literature Perspectives (Ed. Bruce
L. Rockwood. New York: P. Lang, 1996). 193-207.

2 All references to Measure for Measure are to Jonathan Bate and Eric Rasmussen
(Ed.), The Royal Shakespeare Company Shakespeare (New York, The Modern
Library, 2007).

3 As for the exchange, David Evett also argues that “for Angelo, to marry
Mariana was to marry her dowry, when the money sank with her brother’s
ship, so did she. Isabella’s going into the convent balances Claudio’s going
into prison; Angelo’s disguise of his libidinous desires behind the disguise of
the icy rationalist matches the Duke’s as friar” (141). See Evett, David. “‘What
Is Yours Is Mine’: Sexual and Social Complementary in the Trial Scenes of
Measure for Measure.” Justice, Women, and Power in English Renaissance Drama
(Ed. Andrew J. Majeske and Emily Detmer-Goebel. Madison: Fairleigh
Dickinson UP, 2009). 140-52.
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4 For the review of twentieth-century criticism on Measure for Measure’s closure,
especially the Duke’s enforced marriage arrangements and Isabella’s silence,
see Richard P. Wheeler’s introduction to Critical Essays on Shakespeare’s Measure
for Measure (Wheeler, Richard P., ed. New York: G.K. Hall, 1999). 1-16.

5 David Evett points out that the word “justice” appears in Measure for Measure
25 times, “more often than in any other, […] the final scene alone contains
at least one hundred judicial terms” (140). See Evett, David. “ ‘What Is Yours
Is Mine’: Sexual and Social Complementarity in the Trial Scenes of Measure
for Measure.” Justice, Women, and Power in English Renaissance Drama (Ed.
Andrew J. Majeske and Emily Detmer-Goebel. Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson
UP, 2009). 140-52.

6 For a thorough discussion of this paradigm in the sixteenth century
Renaissance English literature (1485-1603), see Linda Woodbridge, Women and
the English Renaissance: Literature and the Nature of Womankind, 1540-1620
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1984), especially page 84 and chapter 9,
“The Gossips’ Meeting.” 224-243.

7 Sara Mendelson and Patricia Crawford observe that “virginity was prized in
young women, but after a woman passed the usual age of marriage, she was
an object of suspicion. The term ‘old maid’ came into wider use in a pejorative
sense after the Restoration” (67). They argue that unmarried adult women
were dismissed as a social threat due to an assumption of their propensity to
sexual intemperance. See Mendelson, Sara Heller, and Patricia Crawford.
“Stereotypes” in Women in Early Modern England, 1550-1720 (Oxford: Clarendon,
1998). 65-70.

8 In her statistical study of Shakespeare’s uses of “whore,” Kay Stanton points
out that “the singular noun whore appears forty-five times in the Shakespeare
canon, plural whores eight times, singular possessive whore’s twice, adjective
‘whorish’ once, gerund ‘whoring’ once, verb forms ‘whored’ once, and
‘bewhored’ once, for a total of fifty-nine” (84). Stanton argues that “the high
concentration of appearances of the word whore in the tragedies demonstrates
that Shakespeare considered men’s failure to accommodate themselves to the
idea of female sexual choice and integrity to be particularly instrumental in
war, violence, and, ultimately, societal suicide” (98). See Stanton, Kay. “‘Made
to Write ‘Whore’ Upon?’: Male and Female Use of the Word ‘Whore’ in
Shakespeare’s Canon.” A Feminist Companion to Shakespeare, Ed. Dympna
Callaghan. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2000. 80-103.

9 As the editors Judith M. Bennett and Amy M. Froide point out, “marriage
was so much the destiny of most adults in traditional Europe that in some
language — English among them — the words for ‘wife’ and ‘husband’ could
be synonyms for ‘adult female’ and ‘adult male’” (1). For instance, in German
Frau and Mann were used to indicate the words “woman” and “man” as well
as “wife’ and “husband”; in French femme denoted both “woman” and “wife”;
in Spanish mujer meant both “woman” and wife”. See “A Singular Past” in
Bennett, Judith M., and Amy M. Froide, eds. Singlewomen in the European Past:
1250-1800. Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania, 1999. 1-37.
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10 As the Sokols note, the law in the wide sense “includes legal institutions,
practice and procedures, law-texts (statutes, treatises, and commentaries), and
texts concerned with law (literary, polemical, or political) - can contribute to
an understanding of the structure of social order” (187-88). As for the
interdisciplinary study that combines legal, historical, and literary approaches
to the practice and theory of marriage in Shakespeare’s plays, see Sokol, B.
J., and Mary Sokol. Shakespeare, Law, and Marriage (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
UP, 2003).

11 D. J. McGinn, “The Precise Angelo”, in Joseph Quincy Adams Memorial
Studies, ed. J. G. McManaway, G.E. Dawson, and E.E. Willoughby (Washington:
Folger Shakespeare Library, 1948), pp. 129-139; R.G. Hunter, Shakespeare and
the Comedy of Forgiveness (New York: Columbia University Press, 1965), pp.
210-213.
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Pramatha Nath Bose and the Development of Technical
Education and Industrialisation in Bengal

Arup Mitra

Abstract
Second half of the nineteenth century saw a great stride of socio-

economic awakening in Bengal as well as in India. It was at this time
that the first signs of economic nationalism became apparent in this
country. Different groups of intellectuals, political as well as scientific
and literary personalities, raise their voices for removing the woes of
India under a colonial setting. The present paper tries to peep into
the past by focusing the lens on a great geologist turned activist,
Pramatha Nath Bose. His achievements in geological discoveries and
his role in the establishment of India’s largest iron and steel factory
at Jamshedpur have hitherto attracted a large amount of scholarly
attention. However, to only recognise him in that way would be a
grave injustice. From the mid-19th century, the western-educated
Indians came to discover the vital link between technological, scientific
education and as well as economic development, and started pressing
for a broader scope of technical training. For them the introduction
and spread of technical education was the only means of removing
the economic hardship of the country, which would turn open the
gates for industrialisation. Pramatha Nath Bose was among the first
to advocate that unless and until we had an advanced technical
education system, modern industries were not going to deliver the
expected economic prosperity. He was not only a man of words but
an institution builder with great intellect. He pioneered the movement
for technical education in Bengal by publishing a pioneering pamphlet
on the topic and also drives into the world of business by setting up
soap manufactories. It was him who played the instrumental role in
organising the first Bengal Industrial Conference, which in due course



influenced the Indian National Congress to hold industrial exhibition
in its yearly conference.
Generally, we tend to see scientists separated from the socio-cultural

atmosphere of any society. As R. K. Kochhar had argued, J. C. Bose, S.
S. Bhatnagar, and mostly other men of science treated their work as a
pure intellectual exercise, rather than as a means towards the production
of wealth. For them, science was a part of cultural activity, an extension
of the ongoing nationalist movement. For him, the only exception was
P. S. Ray who advocated the coupling of scientific research and industrial
production and himself set up a number of production units.1 The
present paper takes up the life of a similar exceptional person, Pramatha
Nath Bose, a geologist turned activist for economic development, and
locate his role in the proper historical setting.

Methodologically, it tries to address two major questions related to
the study of the scientific and technical development of modern India.
The first and foremost question is how the colonised people envisioned
the advent of modern science and reacted towards it? Secondly, in what
ways did they try to recapitulate this phenomenon for their material
progress? This paper will try to peep into the minds of Bengali
intellectuals through the life and works of Acharya Pramatha Nath
Bose. For a better understanding, this paper has been divided into four
sections. Section-I provides a sketchy outline of the early life of Pramatha
Nath Bose and his achievements as a geologist within the backdrop of
nineteenth-century Bengal. This part of his life has hitherto attracted a
large amount of scholarly attention and thus makes it unnecessary to
go into details with that.2 The following two sections Section-II and
Section-III — form the core of this paper, which dealt with his ideas on
the necessity of scientific and technical education and industrialisation
for the economic regeneration of the country. Section-IV concludes
with some observations.

I

From the very beginning, the awakened Bengali minds showed
their interest in modern science and technology brought by the
Europeans. The introduction of steam vessels, steam railways, electric
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telegraphs, printing technologies, and a host of other inventions began
to attract the attention of the indigenous population. No doubt, there
was a cultural shock which profoundly influenced the cognitive and
material world of the colonised. However, after absorbing the initial
shock, it gradually internalised and mastered modern science and
technology.3 Realising the vital link between techno-scientific education
and economic development, they started pressing for the dissemination
of western knowledge more than ever. It was not that there were no
educational institutions at the time providing instruction in science in
Bengal. Whereas the colonisers introduced selected scientific knowledge
on a limited scale in order to run their administration smoothly, a
section of the Indian intelligentsia, in contrast, tried to democratise
scientific knowledge through building scientific institutions in the
nineteenth century.4 But do we have any formula to analyse the spread
of western scientific knowledge and the development of indigenous
responses?

In this connection, the model proposed by George Basalla in 1967
has long dominated historical studies. Criticising the famous three stage
model of Basalla, which romanticises science and trivialises the
compulsions of colonialism, R. K. Kochhar had provided an alternative.
The first stage, called “the colonial tool stage” encompasses the entire
period of European presence in India and consists of the introduction
and use of science as an imperialist tool, particularly by the British,
with incidental benefits to science. The second stage, “the peripheral-
native stage”, came into being when the British were well entrenched
in India. In it, the Indians were assigned the peripheral role of providing
cheap labour to the colonial science machinery. The third stage, called
“the Indian-response stage”, arose in response to the second stage and
is distinguished by scientific activity conducted by Indians on their
own initiative.5 Here the life and works of  Pramatha Nath Bose fits as
a perfect example of the transition from the “peripheral stage” to the
“response stage”.6

It all started with the Charter Act of 1813, which provided a lakh
of rupees annually for educational purposes and Rammohan’s appeal
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to use the sum in “useful sciences”. There were Hindu college  teaching
some elementary science, the Asiatic Society mainly engaged in
exploration of Natural Sciences, Serampore Missionaries and some
other private institutions laid the groundwork for scientific and
technical education. Bengali journals from the first half of the
nineteenth century were devoted to the cause of spreading western
scientific and technical knowledge. Bengali luminaries like Vidyasagar,
Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay, and others like Kesub Chandra Sen
were all aware of the importance of scientific education and expressed
their views in favour of the vernacularisation of instruction. In the
second half, the movement gained more strength with the
establishment of Calcutta University. In 1876, Mahendralal Sircar
founded the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science for
teaching and carrying out scientific research exclusively under the
Indian control. These were the circumstances when Pramatha Nath
Bose was in England studying Natural Sciences with a Gilchrist
Scholarship.

Pramatha Nath Bose was born on May 12, 1855 in a remote village
called Gaipur in the district of Nadia. The second child of Taraprasanna
and Sashimukhi Bose, Pramatha Nath, showed a remarkable academic
career from his childhood. After completing his schooling at Khantura,
he was admitted to Krishnagar College, one of the best educational
institutions at that time. He developed his passion for science here
and decided to go to England for further study. To pursue his desire,
he had to join St. Xavier’s College in the third year and stood first in
the Gilchrist Scholarship Examination of 1874. After completing his
B.Sc. in Natural Sciences from London University, Pramatha Nath
Bose joined the Royal School of Mines for further studies. After
completing his studies, he kept himself busy with research on geology
and Hindu civilisation. It was at the same time that he started working
as the Secretary of the India Society. But, before he could make it any
longer, he was sent back to India in a graded post by the Geological
Survey (then Department) in 1880. He was the first Indian to serve the
post.7
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Just after returning he was entrusted with another duty which
required sound knowledge in various branches of science. In 1884, the
Asiatic Society of Calcutta on its centenary published a review of its
work and P. N. Bose was asked to pen down an account of progress
in Natural Science. No doubt this was a humongous task for young
Pramatha Nath Bose to present a survey of scientific articles published
in the journals of the Asiatic Society over the hundred years of its
existence. However Part III of the Centenary Volumes turns out to be
up to the mark as prestigious scientific journal Nature had praised his
work in the following manner,

His method is to take the various branches of science in succession,
such as mathematical and physical science, geology, zoology, botany,
geography, ethnology, and chemistry, and to describe under sub-
heads the papers on these subjects contributed to the Transactions
of the Society, together with a brief biographical sketch of the
more celebrated or prolific authors. At the end we get a classified
index of all the scientific papers, an alphabetical list according to
the author’s names being given at the conclusion of the first part.8

While sketching the developments of hundred years he did not
forget to draw attention of his readers to the neglected aspects. For
him chemical research was one of them. He explains, chemistry can
only be studied in the laboratory, and in the late nineteenth century
India had but few laboratories, and few competent men with leisure
to devote to the subject.9 It was during this phase that Pramatha Nath
Bose got acquainted with the woes of colonial education system in
India and developed a general idea for future economic development.

In the field of geology Pramatha Nath Bose contributed thirteen
papers and one memoir to the publication of GSI.10 He played a
prominent role in various geological discoveries all over India. Although
a regular Geological Department was created early in 1851, it was still
in its adolescence at the time of his joining. During his long 23-year
service career, he held various graded posts. Bose’s explorations in
coal, copper, iron, manganese, and petroleum areas in India and Burma
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proved important and opened avenues for fresh exploration.
Unfortunately, despite his enormous field experience and contribution
to the geological discoveries, he was superseded by his junior British
official, T. J. Holland, as Superintendent. As a protest against this,
Pramatha Nath Bose resigned from his service in 1903. Immediately
after, he was invited to join as a geologist in Mayurbhanj state, where
he discovered large deposits of iron ore at Gurumahisani. This
discovery eventually led to the establishment of India’s largest iron
and steel factory at modern day Jamshedpur. In his reminiscences,
Pramatha Nath Bose informs us:

Mr. J. N. Tata with highly commendable enterprise was at the time
investigating the iron ores of India with a view to work them on
a large scale on modern methods, and I lost no time in
recommending the Mayurbhanj ores in a letter which I, wrote to
him on the 20th February, 1904.11

II

Pramatha Nath Bose was not only a man of action but an institution
builder with great intellect. He had served modern-day Presidency
University as Lecturer in Geology from 1901 to 1903, and to him the
present Geological Institute owes its foundation.12 His association with
the India Society in London has already been mentioned, where we
first had a glimpse of his staunch nationalist approach. He took part
in political meetings and often criticised the government. His stay in
England made him realise the secret of their rapid success, and on
returning to India, he tried his best to educate his countrymen on the
real needs of their country. He came to the conclusion that unless and
until we had an advanced technical education system, modern
industries were not going to deliver the expected economic prosperity.

In 1886, when the government for the first time took some definite
initiatives to introduce technical education into the country, Pramatha
Nath Bose published his historic pamphlet on the burning topic. The
daily Dacca Prakash precisely captured the prevailing sentiment at
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the time regarding the need for technical education. On 7th March,
1886 it reported that:

The people of India can, if they like, become the first nation in the
world in arts and manufactures, and yet in a degraded condition.
This is to be attributed to the want of technical education. The
spread of technical education is sure to remove much of the misery
of India. It is a hopeful sign that the attention of educated natives
has been directed to this matter. The entire population of India
should try to encourage technical education. If model colleges for
instruction in arts and manufactures be established in the place of
some of the colleges for general education, people are likely to
derive greater advantage from them.13

In his historic pamphlet Technical and Scientific Education in Bengal
Pramatha Nath Bose came up with a plan for a complete remodelling
of the prevailing syllabus and examination structure. He was of the
opinion that an unnecessary burden of subjects need not be imposed
upon the students. Instead, we should try to include or offer the
subjects and practical training for their future vocation. As an example,
he said, “For students desirous of making Physics or Chemistry their
speciality it would be of very little use to make a critical study of the
plays of Shakespeare, the poems of Milton or Wordsworth, or of any
of the works of Burke, Pattison or De Quincey.”14 In this connection,
he had made two important demands. One was the introduction of
scholarships for undergoing special training in industry, and the second
was the establishment of a “Science and Technological Institute”. This
Institute will impart the following:

1. Preliminary instruction in Science to Medical, Engineering, and
Science Students.

2. Advanced instruction in Natural Science to candidates either for
the Science degrees of the University corresponding to B. A. and
M. A., or for some Science diploma to be given by the proposed
Institute.

3. Technical instruction in Industries dependent on Science.
4. Agricultural instruction.15
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He also advocated for the inclusion of elementary science in the
entrance examination. As the object of the Entrance Examination was
to lay the foundation for general culture, he did not find it advisable
to introduce specialism at so early a stage. Instead, he asked the
University to make sufficient arrangements for the students who
wanted to study science in the First Arts Course. He had divided the
science category into the following heads:

1. Students for general science and its application to the Industries.
2. Students for Engineering.
3. Students for Medicine.16

In this way, the plan was truly historic. No Indian had previously
presented such a comprehensive scientific and technical education
scheme. As Pramatha Nath had already achieved scientific recognition,
his views carried considerable weight on both public and private levels.
Being practical, he neither expected the colonial government to
voluntarily come forward to build up modern industries nor hoped
that all trained youths would find jobs waiting for them. In his opinion:

The work of Government will practically cease with training up
the men. The further work of starting factories, or of working
mines should be undertaken by us. With a large variety of raw
materials in abundance, and scientific men to properly utilise them,
and with cheap labour, there are good many industries which with
judicious management are bound to yield an adequate return. It
will be the duty of the practical technologists to point out the
openings for profitable investments, and capital even in such a
poor country will be forthcoming. One or two successful enterprises
will lead to others.17

In an article contributed to The Calcutta Review, he further clarifies
his position about the meaning of technical education and what returns
are expected from this. In his words:

What we want now, and what we are able to accomplish, is such
a reform of the present educational system, that it may produce
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scientific specialists who may contribute to the rise of new
manufactures, or the revival of old ones; and who, if they failed to
do so, will at any rate, have disseminated a knowledge of Science,
and thus laid the foundation of industrial progress. They would
not be cast adrift on the world, but would be able to earn their
livelihood as lecturers, and in other ways now open, if they failed
to secure proper industrial employment.18

Publication of the said pamphlet in a way started the movement
for technical education. In the next year, 1887, the Indian National
Congress in its third session at Madras took up the subject. The
Congress passed a resolution “that having regard to the poverty of
the people, it is desirable that the government be moved to elaborate
a system of technical education”. This resolution was repeated in
different words year after year. Native periodicals and newspapers
have also started criticising the government for not making enough
provision for technical education.19 It took almost twenty years to
materialise his dream when Bengal Technical Institute was formed
under the auspicious National Council of Education. Pramatha Nath
Bose became its first honorary Principal and later remained as the
Rector of this Institute up to 1920. In 1932, he was made an Honorary
Member of the Council for his lifelong association with the
institution.20

III

It has been already seen, the driving force behind Pramatha Nath
Bose strong advocacy in favour of Techno-scientific education came
from the then prevailing economic condition. Most of the nineteenth
century Indian thinkers were aware of growing poverty, the destruction
of indigenous industries, and diminishing job opportunities—which
form the basis of “Economic Nationalism”. A term closely associated
with Dadabhai Naoroji and Romesh Chundure Dutt, the former with
Pramatha Nath Bose having worked together at India Society, London,
and the latter being his father-in-law. Undoubtedly, associations of
this kind made him concerned about the exploitation of Indian
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resources solely by western capital and enterprises. So he advocated
some sort of higher technical education to enable the Indians to come
up with industrial ideas. This was the central idea of the Swadeshi
spirit.21 While the idea of Swadeshi as a political movement was
formulated much later, but we can trace the origin of the Swadeshi
ideas back to the second half of the nineteenth century—particularly
from the 1870’s.22

In his historic pamphlet of 1886, Pramatha Nath Bose suggested
that a Society for the Development of Indian Industries should be
formed to “help in the starting and development of Indian industries,
to point out to the government where and in what way its patronage
or legislation may be advantageous, and to watch the cause of Technical
Education generally”.23 Five years later, he played an instrumental
role in organising the Bengal Industrial Conference at the same time
when Ranade was organising the first Industrial Conference at Poona
in 1891. Unfortunately, while we had minute details on the Poona
Conference, in the case of Bengal we have none. For all that, we have
some scattered information here and there, and the only surviving
document is the presidential address given by Pramatha Nath Bose
himself. At that conference, he stressed the fact that industrialisation
is the only remedy for the growing distress of the country.24

The most important outcome of this Conference was the
establishment of the Indian Industrial Association with T. N. Mukharji
as its honorary secretary. The Association had three main objects: (a) to
adopt measures for the spread of technical education; (b) to collect
information about India’s products and manufacture; and (c) to point
out new openings for industrial enterprises and to facilitate their
establishment.25 The Association published pamphlets dealing with the
prospects of profitable industries, from where the raw materials could
be procured and with every detail on how to turn them into finished
products.26 It also started publishing a purely scientific monthly journal
in Bengali called Bijnan.27 Thus, the Association, in the words of Babu
Dinanath Ganguly, a member and social reformer, “did much towards
the removal of the decaying industries of India and the introduction of
new ones”. Europeans like Sir Edward Buck and Sir George Worth also
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extended their support for the movement.28 The Lieutenant-Governor
of Bengal, Sir Alexander Mackenzie, became its patron in 1897.

Within a short period of time, the Association successfully created
a wide social base and worked for years to create an industrial bias
amongst its countrymen. Apart from conducting lectures on industrial
subjects, it started to organise industrial exhibitions from 1893.29 It
may be said that the Calcutta International Exhibition of 1883–84
inspired the members of the Association to hold their own. The
importance of the work done by the Indian Industrial Association of
Pramatha Nath Bose and the Industrial Association of Western India
of Ranade was recognised by the Indian National Congress. Influenced
by the recent developments, the Congress Reception Committee of
Calcutta held an Exhibition of Indian Industries on a small scale as an
adjunct of the Congress in December of 1901.30 At this point, the
organising members of the Indian Industrial Association thought that
it was not desirable to organise a rival exhibition. This item was
dropped altogether from the programme of the Association.31 Pramatha
Nath played an important part in organising the second Industrial
Conference in Calcutta in December, 1906, along with the session of
the Indian National Congress.

It was a turbulent phase when Curzon’s plan of partitioning Bengal
in 1905 met with two reactionary movements called Swadeshi and
Boycott. The impetus which these two had given in the industrial
regeneration of Bengal was long in waiting. Speaking in a July 1906
lecture at Calcutta, Pramatha Nath Bose noted that the field of larger
industries is mostly occupied by Europeans; and the new-born Indian
enterprise will have to face the keenest competition with them. The
Europeans had some highly important advantages on their side, from
control of the resources to technical knowhow and capital outlay. On
the other hand, a lack of capital, inadequacy of technical training, a
lack of the amount of cooperation required for large undertakings, and
aversion of the higher castes to trades and industries had stifled
indigenous enterprise. To come out of this mess, he suggested :
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...the Indians must take their proper share in the development of
the resources of their country (and on that point there does not
appear to be any difference of opinion now), they must adapt
themselves to their environment, and cast themselves into the whirl
of Western industrialism.32

IV

To summarise our discussion, Pramatha Nath Bose played a
significant role in the development of technical education and
industrialisation in Bengal during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Being a geologist by training, he had contributed
heavily to the exploration of the mineral wealth of India and published
widely in different journals.33 Present paper has knowingly skipped
the section of his literary works, which is equally important as the
others. It tries to emphasise the efforts made by him in connection
with the regeneration of the country. He pioneered the movement for
technical education in Bengal, and through it he tried to build an
industrial bias in the people. From his past experience, he knew that
every venture would not be successful. In 1894, he started a soap
manufacturing factory on an experimental basis, but it proved to be
unsuccessful. But it did not make him stop foreseeing great
potentialities for industrial expansion in India. At a time when most
reformers had put the cart of social and political reforms against the
horse of economic regeneration, he refused to do so. The reason behind
this could be perfectly explained in his words:

I do not wish to detract from the value of social or political reform;
but industrial reform has to me a value far higher than either.
What will social or political reform avail a starving nation? And
starvation does stare us in the face in the near future. A nation of
half-starved clerks and coolies and cultivators will never make any
sound progress.34
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Räja-Yoga—Swami Vivekananda’s Unique Contribution in
the Modern Age

Subarna Paul and Paromita Roy

Abstract
This article tries to focus on the contributions and the efforts made

by Swami Vivekananda for the rejuvenation of Yoga for the welfare of
people in the modern age wherein our energies are scattered and our
thoughts therefore are unregulated. Räja-Yoga teaches us the way to
manifest our inner divinity, what Swami Vivekananda calls ‘potential
divinity’ of all beings, through concentration and meditation. Further,
in this modern age of reason and science, it is imperative that the
rational basis of the truths of the spiritual science discovered by our
ancient spiritual Masters, the Rishis and Munis, be shown clearly and
perspicuously. It is to the eternal credit of Swami Vivekananda that
the abstruse Pataïjali’s Yoga aphorisms have been explained by him
in the modern idiom with simplicity and lucidity. Räja-Yoga is therefore
Swami Vivekananda’s remarkable gift in the modern age wherein he
amalgamates the ideas of Säàkhya and Tantra—Cosmic Präëa,
Kuëòaliné, etc.—with the tenets of Yoga due to Pataïjali to recreate,
as it were, a unique integral system of Yoga, simple and practical,
which he called Räja-Yoga.

Key Words: Vivekananda, Pataïjali, Räja-Yoga, divinity, citta

Introduction

Räja-Yoga is one of the four classical schools of Yoga which shows
the way to awaken the eternal knowledge and power that reside in
every person by means of concentration of mind and inward
contemplation leading to a state of complete absorption in one’s
Svarüpa (Real Nature) in Samädhi. Human mind is restless, unsteady



and fickle by nature. It cannot stay concentrated even for a single
moment on anything higher. To bring the restless mind under control
by destroying this fickleness of mind, to bring it under complete
control, to consolidate its scattered energies and concentrate them in
the highest goal is the subject of Räja-Yoga. As Swami Vivekananda
(henceforth referred to as Vivekananda) puts it succinctly in his
exposition of Räja-Yoga:

Each soul is potentially divine. The goal is to manifest this Divinity
within, by controlling nature, external and internal. Do this either
by work, or worship, or psychic control, or philosophy—by one or
more or all of these—and be free. This is the whole of religion.
(2018, 1:253)

Räja-Yoga is the way to manifest this Divinity within through
meditation and concentration which Vivekananda (2018, 1:253) calls
the “psychic control”. From the saying: “Hiraëyagarbho yogasya vettä
nänyaù purätanaù” (Mahäbhärata, 12.349.65) “The primeval
Hiraëyagarbha and none else is the promulgator of the Yoga system”
(Dutt 2008, 8:621), it is clear that originator and original proponent of
this science of Yoga is none other than God Himself called here as
Hiraëyagarbha. Sage Pataïjali systematised this science of Yoga by
organising its teachings scientifically into four Sections (päda-s) in
the form of aphorisms or sütras. Thus it is clear that Pataïjali
reconstructed this science of Yoga and is not its original proponent.
Pataïjali’s masterly exposition which is systematic and scientific has
been further elaborated by the commentators like Vyäsa, Vijïänabhikñu
etc., who explicated Pataïjali’s exposition through elaborate
commentaries. This has been the age old tradition of Indian spiritual
and philosophical literature, the tradition of Bhäñya (commentaries)
and öékä (gloss) on the original text. But as time went on, Yoga became
more and more esoteric and abstruse, and not easily accessible or
understandable by the ordinary people.

 It was to Vivekananda’s eternal credit that he revived and
rejuvenated this science of Yoga in the modern age. He breathed into
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it a new life as it were. In this paper we will discuss Vivekananda’s
contribution to Räja-Yoga in this remarkable revival.

I
Vivekananda’s views on the uniqueness of Räja-Yoga

“Räja” means “King” or “royal”.1 Räja-Yoga is the royal path of
Yoga. It helps Yogis to become strong physically, mentally and
spiritually. While explaining the Pataïjali’s Yoga Aphorism (4.1):

sàbtiMÂ"bàºt;v& mbtÂ"st& Âmõg&> (janmauñadhimantratapaù samädhijäù
siddhayaù|) Vivekananda (2018, 1:283) expresses:

Concentration is Samädhi, and that is Yoga proper; … Samädhi is
the means through which we can gain anything and everything,
mental, moral, or spiritual.

From his personal experience Vivekananda accepted that this is
the true path of Yoga. He states his conviction as follows:

I have been studying [Yoga] all my life and have made very little
progress yet. But I have got enough [result] to believe that this is
the only2 true way. (2018, 1:501)

Being the true way is one of the uniquenesses of Räja-Yoga. The
above utterance of Vivekananda clearly points out how Räja-Yoga
being the true way is very difficult to attain. No matter how much a
man perseveres, he makes very little progress in the path of Räja-
Yoga. This is the reason why Räja-Yoga is considered the king of
Yogas as it is the most difficult as well as challenging of all spiritual
paths.3 The path of Räja-Yoga is unique from another point of view.
This path appeals to “universal experience of humanity” explicit in
Vivekananda’s (2018, 1:123) words as:

The scientist does not tell you to believe in anything, but he has
certain results which come from his own experiences, and reasoning
on them when he asks us to believe in his conclusions, he appeals
to some universal experience of humanity. In every exact science
there is a basis which is common to all humanity, so that we can
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at once see the truth or the fallacy of the conclusions drawn
therefrom.

A thing is universally accepted when it stands the test of reason.
We all know that man being rational cannot remain content for a long
time in the state of mere belief. His rational mind wants to check
everything by reasoning. Räja-Yoga meets this need. Räja-Yoga is
science as it describes all facts analytically. This is the reason why it
has a universal appeal. Vivekananda (2018, 1:126) highlighting this
practical and scientific feature of Räja-Yoga asserts:

The science of Räja-Yoga proposes to put before humanity a
practical and scientifically worked out method of reaching this
truth.

Another unique aspect of Räja-Yoga is its compatibility with all
the other Yogas. This feature of Räja-Yoga has been expressed by
Vivekananda (2018, 8:146) in Four Paths of Yoga where he clearly states:

This [Räja-Yoga] Yoga fits in with every one of these Yogas.

The reason for Räja-Yoga being compatible with all other Yogas is
because it includes all inquirers of different classes with or without
any belief (Vivekananda 2018, 8:146). We know that it is difficult for
anyone to believe something until one finds sufficient proof about it.
This is the special appeal of Räja-Yoga in the modern times clear in
Vivekananda’s (2018, 1:129) words:

So far, then, we see that in the study of this Räja-Yoga no faith or
belief is necessary. Believe nothing until you find it out for yourself;
that is what it teaches us.

Further, Räja-Yoga provides enough space to a Yogi to check
whether he is spiritually progressing or not. This is also one of the
unique aspects of Räja-Yoga. On the commentary of 35th aphorism of
the first chapter of Pataïjali’s Yoga Aphorisms which goes as: ÂJMgJ;e
Jt ŒJ]Âúth¥Àvªtt blm& Âô:Â;ÂlcÂà"le> (viñayavaté vä pravåttirutpannä
manasaù sthitinibandhiné). Vyäsa asserts that if a Yogi concentrates
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his mind on “the fore-part of the nose” he gets “the power to cognize
super physical (divya) smell”, if on the “fore-part of the tongue”, he
gets “the power to cognize taste” etc (Prasäda 1910, 61).

Vivekananda (2018, 1:223) explains the significance of the above
aphorism in the following way:

If a man whose mind is disturbed wants to take up some of these
practices of Yoga, yet doubts the truth of them, he will have his
doubts set at rest when, after a little practice, these things come to
him, and he will persevere.

This proves that in a short time a yogi will be convinced about the
truth of the assertions in this path of Yoga and will pursue it with
determination. Thus, Räja-Yoga encourages a Yogi to persevere in
this path of Yoga based on the direct verification of its truths.

Vivekananda (2018, 1:187) describes the efficacy of Räja-Yoga by
taking instance from the Kürma Puräëa:

The fire of Yoga burns the cage of sin that is around a man.
Knowledge becomes purified and Nirväna is directly obtained.

This is akin to the idea in the Mahäbhärata (12.331.52) where we
find Çukadeva praising this Yoga saying:

l ;w gtudb];u N¢gt ŒtË;wk mt vhbt dÂ;&>
na tu yogamåte çakyä präptuà sä paramä gatiù|
It is, however, certain that that supreme goal cannot be acquired
without the help of Yoga. (Dutt 2008, 8:519)

The uniqueness in Vivekananda’s explanation of Räja-Yoga is that
he infused the elements of Tantra into it. The Kuëòaliné in the Tantra
is known as Cit-Çakti and Vivekananda calls it the Psychic Präëa. In
case of ordinary thinking only a little amount of the Kuëòaliné is used
but in case of spiritual revelation, the whole of the Kuëòaliné is to be
awakened and has to make its way through the psychic canal known
as the Suñumnä. We discuss it in detail in the next section on
Präëäyäma. This in one of the unique explanations of the Räja-Yoga
given by Vivekananda.
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II

Simplicity of Vivekananda’s elucidation on Pataïjali’s Yoga
Aphorisms

We have already mentioned before that Vivekananda did not
discover a new Räja-Yoga nor did he preach any new theory of Räja-
Yoga. He accepted and respected the teachings of Räja-Yoga as taught
by the ancient Äcäryas of Yoga. He summed up the teachings of the
ancient Masters and Äcäryas of Yoga and put them in a new yet
simple form that is understandable to the modern minds and the
ordinary people who are genuine seekers so that they may grasp
these teachings easily. Vivekananda’s intention is clear in his words:

… to put the Hindu ideas into English and then make out of dry
philosophy and intricate mythology and queer startling psychology,
a religion which shall be easy, simple, popular, and at the same
time meet the requirements of the highest minds — is a task only
those can understand who have attempted it. The dry, abstract
Advaita must become living—poetic—in everyday life; out of
hopelessly intricate mythology must come concrete moral forms;
and out of bewildering Yogi-ism must come the most scientific
and practical psychology—and all this must be put in a form so
that a child may grasp it. That is my life’s work. (Vivekananda
2018, 5:100)

We here illustrate the simplicity of Vivekananda’s explanation with
a few examples that are easily understandable by the modern minds.
While commenting on the second aphorism of the first chapter of
Pataïjali’s Yoga Aphorisms which is Yogaçcittavåttinirodhaù, Vyäsa
says:

Âaútk Ân ŒÏgtŒJ]ÂútÂô:Â;NejÀJtÂÀºtdwKbT>
cittaà hi prakhyäpravåttisthitiçélatvättriguëam|
The mind is possessed of the ‘three qualities’, showing as it does
the nature of illumination, activity and inertia. (Prasäda 1910, 5)

Vijïänabhikñu who is the writer of Yogavärttika asserts:
Âaútbà;&fUhKmtbtàgbT>
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cittamantaùkaraëasämänyam|
The intellect is the internal organ in general. (Rukmani 2007, 1:33)
Väcaspati Miçra also has his own expression on citta:

ÂaútNç=ultà;&fUhKk cw=TÂ"bwvjGgÂ;>
cittaçabdenäntaùkaraëaà buddhimupalakñayati|
By the word ‘mind’ (citta) the internal organ, the will-to-know is
hinted at. (Prasäda 1910, 3)

Herein we come across the simplicity of Vivekananda’s explanation
which even a lay man can grasp:

The bottom of a lake we cannot see, because its surface is covered
with ripples. It is only possible for us to catch a glimpse of the
bottom, when the ripples have subsided, and the water is calm. If
the water is muddy or is agitated all the time, the bottom will not
be seen. If it is clear, and there are no waves, we shall see the
bottom. The bottom of the lake is our own true Self; the lake is the
Chitta and the waves the Vrittis. (Vivekananda 2018, 1:200)

The above illustration makes it possible for ordinary minds like
ours to clearly picture the citta and understand how Våttis are the
obstacles for Citta to be established in its true form.

Much in the same way Vivekananda explains in simple language
the implication of the next aphorism (1.3):

;=t Š³w& ôJÁvu~Jô:tlbT>
tadä drañöuù svarüpe’vasthänam|
At that time (the time of concentration) the seer (Purusha) rests in
his own (unmodified) state (Vivekananda 2018, 1:201).

The simplicity in Vivekananda’s explanation is clear even from his
another assertion:

As soon as the waves have stopped, and the lake has become quiet,
we see its bottom. So with the mind; when it is calm, we see what
our own nature is; we do not mix ourselves but remain our own
selves. (Vivekananda 2018, 1:201)
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This shows that Vivekananda’s explanations are not only simple
but they are scientific too. The simplicity and accuracy of his
explanation is evident even in the next aphorism. Though we all are
aware of the term “renunciation” yet many of us do not understand
its significance. It is not only in the Räja-Yoga but it is in all other
yogas that renunciation is the watchword. Vivekananda in explaining
the 15th aphorism of the first chapter of Pataïjali’s Yoga Aphorisms
shows how renunciation is the power to drive away the forces of the
mind. He (2018, 1:206) says:

The two motive powers of our actions are: (1) what we see ourselves,
(2) the experience of others. These two forces throw the mind, the
lake, into various waves. Renunciation is the power of battling
against these forces and holding the mind in check. Their
renunciation is what we want.

Explaining the significance of renunciation Vivekananda (2018,
1:207) asserts:

... to control the twofold motive powers arising from my own
experience and from the experience of others, and thus prevent
the Chitta from being governed by them, is Vairägya. These should
be controlled by me, and not I by them. This sort of mental strength
is called renunciation. Vairägya is the only way to freedom.

This lucid yet accurate explanation of the intricacies of Yoga is the
genius of Vivekananda.

III

Vivekananda’s vivid explanation of Añöäìga-Yoga
or Eight-limbed Yoga

Not only simplicity but vividness is another notable point in
Vivekananda’s explanation of Räja-Yoga. Vivekananda not only shaped
Räja-Yoga in a simple form but he also brought the luminosity of his
own experience to bear on his explanations. This vividness is expressed
beautifully in his explanations of the basic, the practical part of Räja-
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Yoga which is called añöäìga-yoga or eight-limbed yoga. Vivekananda
(2018, 1:488) says:

… there is a long way between intellectual understanding and the
practical realisation of it. Between the plan of the building and the
building itself there is quite a long distance. Therefore there must
be various methods [to reach the goal of religion].

Vivekananda’s insistence was on practice leading ultimately to the
Realisation of the Supreme Truth and not mere intellectual
understanding and swallowing theories without verification through
practice as is clear in his words: “Our business is to verify, not to
swallow” (Vivekananda 2018, 6:143). To verify various methods are
necessary. Räja-Yoga talks of the methods which are the well-known
eight steps such as Yama, Niyama, Äsana, Präëäyäma, Pratyähära,
Dhäraëä, Dhyäna and Samädhi. Räja-Yoga teaches us concentration
through these eight processes (Vivekananda 2018, 6:133-134).
Vivekananda (2018, 1:128) mentions that the world is ready to give up
its secrets but we have to know how to knock. And the power to
knock is gained through concentration. This is the essence of all
knowledge. The eight steps through which the våttis of the citta can
be controlled are as follows:

Yama: “… controlling the mind by avoiding externals”
(Vivekananda 2018, 6:134). Yama has five parts namely, “non-killing”
(ahiàsä), “truthfulness” (satya), “non-stealing” (asteya), “continence”
(brahmacarya), and “non-receiving” (aparigraha) (Vivekananda 2018,
1:135). Yama purifies the mind-stuff (citta). While contending that
ahiàsä is the highest virtue, Vivekananda throws new light on the
concept of ahiàsä by interpreting it from a broader and higher
perspective than the ridiculous explanations that are sometimes given
of this noble concept of ahiàsä:

As with some, it does not simply mean the non-injuring of human
beings and mercilessness towards the lower animals; nor, as with
some others, does it mean the protecting of cats and dogs and
feeding of ants with sugar—with liberty to injure brother-man in
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every horrible way! It is remarkable that almost every good idea in
this world can be carried to a disgusting extreme. A good practice
carried to an extreme and worked in accordance with the letter of
the law becomes a positive evil. The stinking monks of certain
religious sects, who do not bathe lest the vermin on their bodies
should be killed, never think of the discomfort and disease they
bring to their fellow human beings. (Vivekananda 2018, 3:74)

The idea of ahiàsä receives a greater illumination in the broader
explanation of Vivekananda.

Niyama: This is also divided into five parts, namely, “cleanliness”
(çauca), “contentment” (santoña), “austerity” (tapaù), “study”
(svädhyäya) and “self-surrender to God” (éçvarapraëidhäna)
(Vivekananda 2018, 1:135). According to Vivekananda if there be a
choice between the internal and the external in the matters of purity
and cleanliness then one must emphasise the internal more than the
mere external. Vivekananda (2018, 3:74-75) illustrates this fact with a
vivid explanation:

So long as this jealousy exists in a heart, it is far away from the
perfection of Ahiàsä. The cow does not eat meat, nor does the sheep.
Are they great Yogis, great non-injurers (Ahiàsakas)? Any fool may
abstain from eating this or that; surely that gives him no more
distinction than to herbivorous animals. The man who will mercilessly
cheat widows and orphans and do the vilest deed for money is worse
than any brute even if he lives entirely on grass. The man whose heart
never cherishes even the thought of injury to any one, who rejoices
at the prosperity of even his greatest enemy, that man is the Bhakta,
he is the Yogi, he is the Guru of all, even though he lives every day
of his life on the flesh of swine. Therefore we must always remember
that external practices have value only as helps to develop internal
purity. It is better to have internal purity alone when minute attention
to external observances is not practicable.

Yama and Niyama are the basis of all yogas. A Yogi has to practice
these in thought, word and deed. But it is true that success in these
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steps does not come in a day. So Vivekananda (2018, 1:191) encourages
Yogis to strive relentlessly and exhorts them not to lose their will-
power but to persevere tenaciously:

Chastity, non-injury, forgiving even the greatest enemy, truth, faith
in the Lord, these are all different Vrittis. Be not afraid, if you are
not perfect in all of these; work, they will come.

Vivekananda (2018, 6:134) brilliantly asserts that if one will be able
to practise ahiàsä strictly and faithfully for twelve years continuously
then even tigers and lions “will go down before” him quite akin to
what Maharñi Pataïjali asserts in the aphorism (2.35):

yÂnkmtŒÂ;²tgtk ;ÀmÂªt"ti JihÀgtd&>
ahiàsäpratiñöhäyäà tatsannidhau vairatyägaù|
Non-killing being established, in his presence all enmities cease (in
others). (Vivekananda 2018, 1:258)

Äsana: Vivekananda’s (2018, 1:189) view on this step is as follows:

The only thing to understand about it [Äsana (posture)] is leaving
the body free, holding the chest, shoulders, and head straight.

Äsana though having some similarity with Hatha-Yoga is not the
same as Hatha-Yoga. Vivekananda makes a clear distinction between
the two. To achieve a healthy and strong physical body is the goal of
Hatha-Yoga but Räja-Yoga aims at attaining eternal freedom:

We have nothing to do with it [Hatha-Yoga] here, because its
practices are very difficult, … after all, do not lead to much spiritual
growth.(Vivekananda 2018, 1:136)

Vivekananda’s discernment of Hatha-Yoga and Räja-Yoga provides
new insights to the path of meditation and concentration.

Präëäyäma: Vivekananda (2018, 1:145) clarifies that Präëäyäma
means controlling of Präëa and “not, as many think, something about
breath”. The difference between Präëäyäma and breathing is
mentioned by Vivekananda (2018, 1:145) as: “Breathing is only one of
the many exercises through which we get to the real Präëäyäma”. As
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regard Präëa, Vivekananda’s explanation is quite prepossessing. He
asserts that according to the Indian philosophers the whole universe
is composed of two components— one is called Äkäça and another is
Präëa. Vivekananda (2018, 1:145) says:

Everything that has form, everything that is the result of
combination, is evolved out of this Äkäça. … By what power is this
Äkäça manufactured into this universe? By the power of Präëa.

For Vivekananda (2018, 1:146):

It is the Präëa that is manifesting as motion; it is the Präëa that is
manifesting as gravitation, as magnetism. It is the Präëa that is
manifesting as the actions of the body, as the nerve currents, as
thought force. From thought down to the lowest force, everything
is but the manifestation of Präëa

Regarding the aim of Präëäyäma Vivekananda (2018, 1:160) says,
“The aim of Präëäyäma here is to rouse the coiled-up power in the
Mülädhära, called the Kuëòaliné.” The concept of Kuëòaliné should
be understood well in this context because it has a great significance
in Vivekananda’s Räja-Yoga. Vivekananda says that for the Yogis there
is the spinal cord in our vertebral column. This cord originates from
our brain and ends in the lumbar vertebrae as fine nerve fibres. The
spinal cord has two nerve currents on its two sides named Iòä and
Piìgalä. They are the afferent and efferent nerves respectively. There
is a hollow canal between these two nerves called Suñumnä which is
closed at the bottom. Yogis imagine seven lotuses from top to bottom
of Suñumnä. The lower lotus is called Mülädhära. According to the
Yogis, it is called “Lotus of the Kuëòaliné” and the upper is called
Sahasrära. Kuëòaliné means “coiled-up”. To overcome the bondage of
the body, the Yogi tries to awaken Kuëòaliné. When it awakes then
without any nerve fibre it tries to send the mental currents through
the hollow canal. As the current rises up step by step “the layer after
layer of the mind becomes open” and different types of miraculous
powers are obtained. When this current reaches the brain, “the Yogi
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is perfectly detached from the body and mind; the soul finds itself
free” (2018, 1:158-159). Sandra Anderson defines the Präëa Çakti and
Kuëòaliné Çakti as follows: The creative energy being manifest in the
Tantra is called the Präëa Çakti and the unmanifest “fundamental
force of intelligence” is called the Kuëòaliné Çakti.4 The Präëa Çakti and
the Kuëòaliné Çakti together are the ultimate creative force of being
known as the Divine Mother.5 While Vivekananda denounced the
“corrupted form of Vämäcära of the Tantras”, he upheld the Mother
Worship of the Tantra (2018, 7:206). In his own words: “The purport
of the Tantras is to worship women in a spirit of Divinity” (2018,
7:206). Infusing the idea of awakening of the Kuëòaliné as the sine qua
non of spiritual attainment, Vivekananda’s statement is: “the rousing
of the Kuëòaliné is the one and only way to attaining Divine Wisdom”
(2018,1:163). Vivekananda seems to have introduced the Kuëòaliné
concept of the Tantra into the framework of Räja-Yoga thus providing
a unique and integral framework. Further, in the Säàkhya philosophy
all things are considered to evolve out of the Spirit principle and the
Nature principle. The word Prakåti is a Sanskrit word composed of
the sematic prefix, pra and kåti meaning action.6 This refers to Präëa
which is the active principle of the manifested energy.7 Vivekananda
has also infused the elements of Säàkhya in his exposition of Räja-
Yoga.

Vivekananda (2018, 1:168) even explains how the human energy
controlled and checked is converted to Ojas:

The Yogis say that that part of the human energy which is expressed
as sex energy, in sexual thought, when checked and controlled, easily
becomes changed into Ojas, and as the Mülädhära guides these, the
Yogi pays particular attention to that centre. ... It is only the chaste
man or woman who can make the Ojas rise and store it in the brain;
that is why chastity has always been considered the highest virtue.

This is the idea of “Ojas”. Swami Tapasyananda (1979, 83) in his
Four Yogas of Swami Vivekananda clearly expresses the whole process
of Präëäyäma through which the Kuëòaliné is awakened:
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The object of präëäyäma is to control the functioning of the vital
energy in the body, through the control established over the breath,
and utilise the power so generated to rouse the kuëòaliné.

Präëa is subtle. So to reach it we have to start from the grosser one
i.e., breath which is “the most obvious manifestation” (Vivekananda
2018, 1:142) of Präëa. Vivekananda (2018, 1:140) considers breath as
“flywheel of this machine, the body” which supplies and regulates
“the motive power to everything” in the body. By controlling of the
breath, Präëa can be controlled. Vivekananda (2018, 1:141) explains
the process as to how by controlling breath one can control Präëa:

In this body of ours the breath motion is the “silken thread”; by
laying hold of and learning to control it we grasp the pack thread
of the nerve currents, and from these the stout twine of our
thoughts, and lastly the rope of Präëa, controlling which we reach
freedom.

Vivekananda advises us to practice some exercises by which one
can control Präëa. He teaches us three types of breathing. The first
method is “just to breathe in a measured way, in and out”
(Vivekananda 2018, 1:165). Vivekananda (2018, 1:165) also advises the
aspirants to repeat the word “‘Om,’ or some other sacred word”
mentally with Präëäyäma after practicing this for a few days.
Vivekananda also advises aspirants to take up the second method
which is higher than the first one. The second method is to:

... stop the right nostril with the thumb, and then slowly draw in
the breath through the left; then close both nostrils with thumb
and forefinger, and imagine that you are sending that current down,
and striking the base of the Suñumnä; then take the thumb off, and
let the breath out through the right nostril. Next inhale slowly
through that nostril, keeping the other closed by the forefinger,
then close both, as before. ... Here it is well to begin with four
seconds, and slowly increase. Draw in four seconds, hold in sixteen
seconds, then throw out in eight seconds. This makes one
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Präëäyäma. At the same time think of the basic lotus, triangular
in form; concentrate the mind on that centre. The imagination can
help you a great deal. (Vivekananda 2018, 1:165-166)

The third one is “slowly drawing the breath in, and then
immediately throwing it out slowly, and then stopping the breath out,
using the same numbers” (Vivekananda 2018, 1:166). One such example
that Vivekananda gives is that one must not practice the breathing in
a way that breath is held in the lungs too much or irregularly because
it may injure one (2018, 1:166). Vivekananda (2018, 1:168) also says
that without perfect chastity or continence the practice of Räja-Yoga
is dangerous for it may lead to madness.

To control mind, breathing is the first step. Before practising
breathing, Äsana should first be considered. Here again Vivekananda
(2018, 6:39) strikes a note of caution that one should not try “by
contrivances to control the mind; simple breathing is all that is
necessary in that line”. He specifically mentions that all austerities to
attain concentration of the mind are a “mistake”. “By regular
systematic breathing”, the gross body will be governed and then the
fine body and thus the mind can be brought under control
(Vivekananda 2018, 6:40). This is how Vivekananda illumines us on
the idea of Präëäyäma.

Pratyähära: The next step is Pratyähära. Vivekananda (2018, 1:172)
explains it as “‘gathering towards’, checking the outgoing powers of
the mind, freeing it from the thraldom of the senses”.

Pratyähära thus means controlling of the mind. But one cannot
control the mind until one knows what the mind is doing.
Vivekananda’s (2018, 1:172) lucid pen-picture comparing the mind to
a restless monkey is so picturesque as it is tellingly instructive:

How hard it is to control the mind! Well has it been compared to
the maddened monkey. There was a monkey, restless by his own
nature, as all monkeys are. As if that were not enough someone
made him drink freely of wine, so that he became still more restless.
Then a scorpion stung him. When a man is stung by a scorpion,
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he jumps about for a whole day; so the poor monkey found his
condition worse than ever. To complete his misery a demon entered
into him. What language can describe the uncontrollable restlessness
of that monkey? The human mind is like that monkey, incessantly
active by its own nature; then it becomes drunk with the wine of
desire, thus increasing its turbulence. After desire takes possession
comes the sting of the scorpion of jealousy at the success of others,
and last of all the demon of pride enters the mind, making it think
itself of all importance. How hard to control such a mind!

Therefore the way to control the mind according Vivekananda (2018,
1:173):

… is a tremendous work, not to be done in a day. Only after a
patient, continuous struggle for years can we succeed.

Dhäraëä: Dhäraëä is “holding the mind to certain points”
(Vivekananda 2018, 1:173). Vivekananda advises the Yogi not to speak
or work too much because it distracts mind. To make the practice of
Dhäraëä easy he also advises the Yogi to imagine a lotus in the heart
and concentrate on it. Excitement, momentary titillation of the nerves,
sensationalism, etc., should all be strictly avoided:

Take up an idea, devote yourself to it, struggle on in patience, and
the sun will rise for you. (Vivekananda 2018, 6:145)

Vivekananda (2018, 1:175-176) also asserts that:

If you are brave enough, in six months you will be a perfect Yogi.
... To succeed, you must have tremendous perseverance, tremendous
will. “I will drink the ocean”, says the persevering soul, “at my
will mountains will crumble up”. Have that sort of energy, that
sort of will, work hard, and you will reach the goal.

Dhyäna and Samädhi: The next steps are Dhyäna or meditation
and Samädhi or concentration. Vivekananda (2018, 1:184) defines
Dhyäna as a state of “unbroken current” of mind towards a certain
internal or external location. And Samädhi according to Vivekananda
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(2018, 1:184) is that state of mind which intensified by Dhyäna is able
to meditate on the internal part of perception, on the meaning, by
rejecting the external part. The process as taught by Vivekananda
(2018, 1:185) is as follows:

This meditation must begin with gross objects and slowly rise to
finer and finer, until it becomes objectless.

When a Yogi will be totally able to control his mind then different
powers will come to him. Vivekananda was aware of the probable
setbacks in the path of Yoga that these powers bring with them and
asserts that these powers are the obstacles in the path of Yoga and so
a Yogi must reject them:

... if he is strong enough to reject even these miraculous powers,
he will attain to the goal of Yoga, ... (2018, 1:186)

Vivekananda (2018, 6:38) emphasises one of the most important
points in the development of Yogic concentration which is the power
of detachment which must be simultaneously cultivated by a Yogi
along with concentration:

Almost all our suffering is caused by our not having the power of
detachment. So along with the development of concentration we
must develop the power of detachment. We must learn not only to
attach the mind to one thing exclusively, but also to detach it at a
moment’s notice and place it upon something else.

A startling idea that Vivekananda throws at the very end of his
masterly treatise Räja-Yoga in the Chapter on Dhyäna and Samädhi is
that Samädhi is not the monopoly of anyone individual, it is the
property of every man, every being, even an animal! Samädhi is the
birth-right of all beings, from the lowest to highest. We may quote his
inspiring last words in the Räja-Yoga treatise:

Samädhi is the property of every human being — nay, every animal.
From the lowest animal to the highest angel, some time or other,
each one will have to come to that state, and then, and then alone,
will real religion begin for him. (Vivekananda 2018, 1:186)
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This liberal approach of Vivekananda makes Samädhi open to all
but one has to strictly follow the path leading to it. Vivekananda
(2018, 1:183) makes clear that our mind has three states— “instinct,
reason and super-consciousness” and he says:

All the different steps in Yoga are intended to bring us scientifically
to the super-conscious state or Samädhi. …The very fact that one
man ever reached that state, proves that it is possible for every
man to do so. Not only is it possible but every man must, eventually,
get to that state, and that is religion. (Vivekananda 2018, 1:183)

Räja-Yoga is the path to arrive at this “super-conscious state”
(Vivekananda (2018, 5:298). And Vivekananda has explained the
process of acquiring this super-conscious state of Samädhi vividly in
a direct and simple language by bringing his own spiritual realisation
to bear upon his exposition “so that a child may grasp it” as he
himself stated. Just as The Sermon on the Mount— Gospel according to
St. Mathew (7:28-29) says of Jesus Christ:

And it came to pass, when Jesus had ended these sayings, the
people were astonished at his doctrine: For he taught them as
[one] having authority, and not as the scribes. (James 2001, 4)

In a similar way, Vivekananda spoke with authority based upon
his own direct super-conscious realisation (säkñät, aparokñät as the
Båhadäraëyaka Upaniñad says 3/4/1) of the Supreme Truth.

IV
Vivekananda’s six easily accessible lessons on Räja-Yoga

In this modern digital world where anxiety, tension and restless
activity is consuming human beings, the ancient spiritual texts retold,
restated and reiterated lucidly and simply, charged with their own
spiritual realisation by the prophets of the modern age like
Vivekananda are a great boon, a healing balm bringing succour and
peace. Vivekananda summed up the whole fact of Räja-Yoga in six
lessons easy and accessible by ordinary men. In the first lesson he
talks about the importance of chastity, patience and perseverance in
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an aspirant’s life which are the sine qua non of Yoga. This is a lesson
“seeking to bring out the individuality” (Vivekananda 2018, 8:36). In
the second lesson he discusses eight principal parts of Yoga
emphasising the Präëäyäma in greater detail. In third lesson, he
discusses the Kuëòaliné and how one can awaken it through Yoga.
Vivekananda considers that “no force can be created; it can only be
directed” (Vivekananda 2018, 8:44). Hence, it is necessary that we
learn about the grand powers that will make our lives spiritual instead
of merely animal (Vivekananda 2018, 8:44). The fourth lesson is devoted
to controlling the mind. Vivekananda stresses that inspiration has to
come from within and “we have to inspire ourselves by our own
higher faculties” (Vivekananda 2018, 8:46). In the fifth lesson he
delineates Pratyähära and Dhäraëä. In the sixth and the last lesson he
discusses the Suñumnä and six different lotuses. (Vivekananda 2018,
8:34-49)

These six lessons are the miniature version of his treatise on Räja-
Yoga. By a study of these six lessons one can obtain a quick idea of
Räja-Yoga in simple terms. Vivekananda’s insistence and emphasis
however is always on practice rather than on mere theory and he
boldly asserts that anyone can become a perfect Yogi if he devotedly
applies himself to the steady practice of the Yoga techniques with
“purity, patience and perseverance” (Vivekananda 2018, 6:351).

Conclusion

Vivekananda says that Yoga was perfectly delineated, formulated
and preached in India more than four thousand years ago. But by
falling into the hands of some self-seeking persons who wanted to
monopolise this sacred knowledge, it became secret knowledge
(rahasyavidyä), esoteric and beyond the reach of the common people.
Thus it did not see “the full blaze of daylight and reason fall upon it”
(Vivekananda 2018, 1:132). Vivekananda was the restorer and
rejuvenator of Yoga who made it easy of access to all irrespective of
caste, creed, colour, nationality, time, place, gender and religion. He
wanted that the sleeping divinity potentially present in every human
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being should awake. But he also felt that men and women of the modern
age cannot grasp the Truth unless it is explicated in the modern scientific
idiom based on reason, rooted however in the traditional exposition of
the ancient Masters, Yoga Äcäryas. He knew that if he gave them things
“in the abstract and infinite, they get lost” (Vivekananda 2018, 1:495).
Therefore he squeezed out the essence of Truth from the polemical
maze and verbosity of argumentation that characterize several
philosophical and spiritual texts written in traditional Sanskrit. As
Äcärya Çaìkara says in his Vivekacüòämaëi (60):

Nç=stjk bnthãgk ÂaútC{bKfUthKbT>
çabdajälaà mahäraëyaà cittabhramaëakäraëam|

“The network of words is a big forest; it is the cause of a curious
wandering of the mind.” (Vivekananda 2018, 3:52)

So Vivekananda adopted simplicity in his teachings. This is
hallmark of all his works, simplicity of exposition, perspicuity of
explanation, authority of spiritual realisation. Vivekananda (2018, 2 :
360) said himself that “When the man comes who speaks my language
and gives truth in my language, I at once understand it and receive
it for ever. This is a great fact.” Like his own Divine Master, Sri
Ramakrishna, about whom Vivekananda (2018, 8 : 257) himself said,
“Ramakrishna Paramahamsa was the only man who ever had the
courage to say that we must speak to all men in their own language!”
Vivekananda too addressed each one of his listeners and readers at
his time and of the future generations in a language that touched
their hearts and liberated their minds. As quoted at the very beginning,
he wanted his teachings and explications to be “...easy, simple, popular,
and at the same time meet the requirements of the highest
minds”…”out of bewildering Yogi-ism must come the most scientific
and practical psychology—and all this must be put in a form so that
a child may grasp it. That is my life’s work.”

Vivekananda himself was aware that this work was not so easy.
But he came to the world with a divine command to teach people to
awaken their inner divinity as his divine Master, Sri Ramakrishna,
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wrote a one liner command of authority authorising Naren to teach.
In Bengali he said: “Naren shikkhe dibe” (&l 1986-1987, 1138)—
translated into English it means: “Naren [Vivekananda] will teach
people” (Gupta 1958, 2:985). Vivekananda (2018, 5:70) himself asserted:
“I have a message, and I will give it after my own fashion.”

Finally, Vivekananda repeatedly emphasised practice— relentless
and tenacious practice and not mere theory which is the sine qua non
of success in Yoga as it is in any other worldly endeavour:

I could preach you thousands of sermons, but they would not
make you religious, until you practised the method. (Vivekananda
2018, 1:126)

We must therefore reverentially study and contemplate, practise
and assimilate these teachings, to realise, “to verify and not to swallow”
in Vivekananda’s own words. Vivekananda (2018, 3:240) exhorted in
a different context: “Has it gone into your blood, coursing through
your veins, becoming consonant with your heartbeats?” And that
should be our life’s work: “...life-building, man-making, character-
making assimilation of ideas.” (Vivekananda 2018, 3:316)

Notes
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First Record of Microhyla Taraiensis Khatiwada
et al., 2017 in India

Suman Pratihar and Kaushik Deuti

Abstract
Microhyla taraiensis was never recorded from India. Our study

confirms the first record of Microhyla taraiensis from West Bengal,
India. Previously it was reported only from type locality in Nepal.

Key Words: Microhyla taraiensis, India

Introduction: The genus Microhyla includes some of the world’s
tiniest frogs and currently comprises 50 recognized species (Poyarkov
et al., 2019, Biju et al., 2019). Twenty-seven species have been described
within the last 15 years (Frost, 2020). Microhyla remains one of the
most taxonomically exciting groups of Asian frogs. There are 16
Microhyla species in South Asia. Out of these, 13 are endemic to the
region (M. chakrapanii, M. darreli, M. karunaratnei, M. kodial, M. laterite,
M. mihintalei, M. mymensinghensis, M. nilphamariensis, M. ornata, M.
rubra, M. sholigari, M. taraiensis, and M. zeylanica) and three are also
found in Southeast Asia (M. berdmorei, M. cf. heymonsi, and M.
mukhlesuri) (Garg et al., 2019). In a phylogenetic study, Microhyla
‘ornata’-like species were grouped with four previously known
species—M. mukhlesuri, M. mymensinghensis,  M. nilphamariensis, and
M. ornata. Analysis also confirmed two well-supported species groups–
(1) M. mukhlesuri and M. mymensinghensis, along with M. fissipes from
Southeast and East Asia, and (2) M. nilphamariensis and M. ornata,
along with M. taraiensis from Nepal (Garg et al., 2018). M. taraiensis
has not previously been reported from India. Our present study
confirms the first record of this species in India. Two specimens (one
adult male and one juvenile) were collected from Nayagram, Jhargram



District, West Bengal on the night of July 12, 2020. These two specimens
have been catalogued into the Zoological Survey of India, Kolkata
(ZSI A 14741(fig: 2) & A 14472)

Methods: We collected the specimens in early morning and late
evening in the months of June-July from Nayagram in the Jhargram
District of the state of West Bengal, India.  Morphometric and meristic
studies on the preserved specimens were done at the laboratory of the
Herpetology Division, Zoological Survey of India, Kolkata. We used
LEICA EZ-4 stereo binocular microscope and a Heerburg
magnanoscope. Measurements were taken with a Mtutoyo Digital
caliper to the nearest 0.1 mm.

Result and Discussion: Microhyla may be diagnosed by: absence of
vomerine teeth, hidden tympanum, elliptical tongue, short snout, small
eyes not protuberant and invisible from the ventral side, indistinct
canthus rostralis, and fingers free of webbing. For detailed analysis
we recorded 12 morphological characters to elucidate species
identification (Garg et al., 2019, Hasan et al., 2014, Khatiwada et al.,

Fig. 1 : Photo of Microhyla taraiensis taken in Nayagram, Jhargram
District, West Bengal on the night of July 12, 2020
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2017). Among two collected specimens we have measured a medium
sized male (SVL = 18.87 mm). Tibio tarsal articulation reached near
the nostril. Inter-orbital distance (2.46 mm) is 1.6 times greater than
the inter narial distance (1.53 mm).  Head is relatively broad Nostril
closer to the tip of the snout than to the eye; tympanum is hidden;
supra tympanic fold is indistinct; inter-orbital distance (13% of SVL)
is greater than the inter-narial distance (8.1% of SVL); maxillary and
vomerine teeth are also absent. Bean shaped elongated inner metatarsal
(0.67mm) is measured half the length of the first toe. Outer metatarsal
tubercle (0.49 mm) is rounded. Skin is brown in colour with small red
spots present all over the dorsal surface of the body. Two thick black
stripes are extended from the orbital region to the groin. All the
characters are consistent with M. taraiensis.

Fig. 2 : Specimen catalogued into the Zoological Survey of India, Kolkata
as ZSI A 14741
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M. taraiensis has largest SVL among ornata group members. This
character easily separates M. mukhlesuri and M. mymensinghensis from
the remaining two. In Microhyla ornata the inner metatarsal tubercle
is large and ovoid (vs small and oval in Microhyla nilphamariensis vs
large elongated bean shaped in M. taraiensis). The outer metatarsal
tubercle is smaller than the inner and rounded in shape (vs small in
M. mukhlesuri and ovoid, minute and indistinct in Microhyla
nilphamariensis vs rounded in M. taraiensis) (Garg et al., 2019, Hasan
et al., 2014). M. taraiensis were collected from a single habitat in
Nayagram (22°03’ 22N, 87°09’ 07E) in Jhargram District West Bengal.
This is first record and description of M. taraiensis (fig: 1) in India.
Previously it was reported only from its type locality in Nepal
(Khatiwada et.al 2017).
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Temples in the Purulia District of West Bengal

Arabinda Singha Roy

Abstract
In this article an attempt has been made to analyse the temple

styles of the district of Purulia. More or less all the surviving temples
are documented and classified according to their distinct styles. It is
seen that stone and brick temples are standing side by side within a
complex. It is also noted that deul is built with brick and on the other
hand chala is built by stones. Temples, are decorated in a simple way
with terracotta plaques for brick temples and block of carving stones
for the stone temples. Beside these temples a good number of
iconographical figurines are also found in the temple premises and
sometimes in the sanctum of the temple. A light is also thrown on the
continuation of the building of temples since 9-10th century up to 18-
19th century.
Key Words: Temple, Terracotta, Chala, Deul, Ratna, Purulia.

1. Introduction

One of the twenty three districts of West Bengal with a population
density of 470 per square km. Purulia lies between 22o60´N to 23o50/

N latitude and 85o75´E to 86o65´E longitudinal extension. The
geographical area of the district is 6259 km. It is bordered on the east
by Bankura and Paschim Medinipur district, on the north by
Bardhaman district of West Bengal and Dhanbad district of Jharkhand,
on the west by Bokaro and Ranchi district of Jharkhand, and on the
south by West and East Singhbhum district of Jharkhand.  Purulia is
the west most district of West Bengal with a tropical savana climate
and receive most of the rainfall during the rainy season. Several rivers
flow across Purulia district among these Kangsabati, Kumari, Silabati,



Dwarakeshwar, Suvarnarekha, and Damador are the important ones.
However, throughout the medieval period various temples had been
emerged in different parts of this land. Temples are made out mostly
by block of stones or bricks decorated by stone carving or terracotta
plaques. Most of the temples are found around the northern border
of the district far from present district headquarter. Frequency of the
temples are very less to the southern and eastern bordering area. On
the other hand a few individual temples have been found in the middle
and western part of the district. Northern part of the district has
given a cluster of larger and important temples, i.e., group of temples
at Garh Panchakot, group of temples at Telkupi, a group of temples
at Para, and a group of temples at Deulghata (Dasgupta 2006). A
complete list of the temples with their provinces are given below
(Figure 1A):

Figure 1A: List of the Temples of Purulia District, West Bengal

Sl no Name of the Temple Location of the Temple
1 Pancharatna Shiva Temple Chakultore
2 Jorbangla Temple Chakultore
3 Abandoned Stone Temple Belkuri
4 Hari Temple & Durga Temple Dimdiha
5 Ekratna Temple Dimdiha
6 Pancharatna Temple Dimdiha
7 Jorbangla Temple Dimdiha
8 Jain Temple Chharra
9 Atchala Stone Temple Gangpur

10 Dilapidated Stone Temple Kroshjuri
11 Flat Roofed Brick Temple Hutmurra
12 Ratna Temple Hutmurra
13 Stone Temple (3) Pakbirra
14 Stone Temple (2) Pakbirra
15 Stone Temple (1) Pakbirra
16 Stone Temple Budhpur
17 Stone Temple Tuissama
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18 Stone Temple Para
19 Brick Temple Para
20 Stone Temple with Brick Top Para
21 Remains of Stone Temple Deulbhita
22 Atchala Temple Cheliyama
23 Deul Temple (6) Telkupi
24 Deul Temple (6) Telkupi
25 Deul Temple (5) Telkupi
26 Deul Temple (4) Telkupi
27 Small Deul (2) Telkupi
28 Deul Temple (3) Telkupi
29 Small Deul (1) Telkupi
30 Deul Temple (2) Telkupi
31 Dilapidaed Deul Temple (4) Telkupi
32 Dilapidaed Deul Temple (3) Telkupi
33 Dilapidaed Deul Temple (2) Telkupi
34 Dilapidaed Deul Temple (1) Telkupi
35 Deul Temple (1) Telkupi
36 Submerged Stone Temple Telkupi
37 Dilapidated Atchala Temple Anchkoda
38 Temple Complex Anchkoda
39 Temple Complex Godibera
40 Dilapidated Rama Temple Garh Panchakot
41 Dilapidated Stone Temple 1 Garh Panchakot
42 Pancharatna Temple Garh Panchakot
43 Jorbangla Temple 1 Garh Panchakot
44 Dilapidated Stone Temple 2 Garh Panchakot
45 Dilapidated Temple Structure Garh Panchakot
46 Jorbangla Temple 2 Garh Panchakot
47 Ruins of Temple Garh Panchakot
48 Jorbangla Temple 3 Garh Panchakot
49 Dilapidated Temple Garh Panchakot
50 Dilapidated Stone Temple (2) Deulghata
51 Dilapidated Stone Temple (1) Deulghata

Singha Roy : Temples in the Purulia District of West Bengal 121



52 Brick Temple (3) Deulghata
53 Brick Temple (2) Deulghata
54 Brick Temple (1) Deulghata
55 Dilapidated Stone Temple (3) Deulghata
56 Dilapidated Stone Temple Kholamara
57 Dalan Temple Jaypur
58 Yedabeshwar Temple Jaypur
59 Panchayatan Temple Deoli
60 Dilapidated Temple Dhadkitar
61 Dilapidated Temple Pawanpur
62 Brick Temple Balarampur
63 Brick Temple Bagmundi
64 Stone Temple Banda
65 Dilapidaed stone Temple Bhayanipur
66 Dilapidated Temple complex Lathondongri
67 Dilapidated Temple Sonara

The History behind the establishment of stone temples and a few
brick temples in the early medieval period are mostly unknown today.
In the case of the brick temples of the late medieval period written
history and a few legends are known to us. But it can be said that
temples are not built without any strong financial support. And that
support came from local Zamindar, rich families or royal patronage.
As said earlier history of most of the temples are unknown, but
establishment and history of local patronage are found mostly in the
late medieval temples of this district, like temples at Dimdiha were
built by Ichhamoni Ojha of the local Zamindar family (Goswami 2008).
Baidyanath Sekhar, the brother of the then ruler of Garh Panchakot
established a settlement in Gangpur and founded the Raghunath
temple in early 18th century. Para was once the capital of the Panchkot
Raj family of the Manbhum region. Later the royal family shifted
their base to Panchkot around 962 CE. Though, Para continued to
remain an important centre of the Panchkot kingdom. Even before
the rise of the Panchkot royal family, Para was the base of the Manrajas.

122 Journal of the Asiatic Society : Vol. LXV, No. 4, 2023



Later they moved on to the present Manbajar after suffering defeat at
the hands of the Panchkot Raj. The well-known brick temple of Para,
situated just beside the stone-temple, is one of the last remaining
specimen of Para’s glory days. Though, the exact history of the temple
is lost to memory (McCutchion 1961). Cheliyama was an important
village situated on the trade route from Orissa to North India, near
the ancient capital of the Panchkot kingdom, i.e.,Telkupi (Goswami
2009). Cheliyama also was an important post on the famous road that
Rani Ahalyabai of Holker dynasty constructed, connecting North-
India to the pilgrimage site of Puri. The well-known Radhamadhav
temple known for its terracotta decorations situated in Babupara was
constructed by the Goswami family in 1619 Saka era, i.e., in 1697 C.E.
Telkupi was once the capital of the Tailakampa kingdom, it was also
an important port on the ancient trade route from Northern India to
the East. We find mention of King Rudrasekhar of Tailakampa in
Sandhyakar Nandi’s(1084-1155CE) “Ramcharit”, indicating about
Telkupi’s antiquity (Goswami 2010).  Beglar during his tour in 1872-
73 carried on the most detailed study of Telkupi (Beglar 1878), where
he found “finest and largest number of temples within a small space
in the Chotanagpur circle”. Beglar documented thirteen temples in
Telkupi, constructed over a large span of time, from 10th Century CE
to 17th Century CE. During Beglar’s time most of the temples were
already in ruins and abandoned (Beglar 1878), with the construction
of the Panchet Dam, most of the temples have been submerged. Only
two-three temples have survived and among them only one temple is
still standing on the ground, in a dilapidated and abandoned condition.
According to one speculation, the temples were built by the rulers of
Sikhara dynasty of Tailakampa, while according to another, this
complex was built over a long span of time by various merchants
who passed through this region (Goswami 2008). The temple complex
at Godibero was constructed around early 18th Century C.E. by the
Kulaguru family of the Panchkot Raj (Goswami 2010). There are three
temples in the complex, the bigger at-chala temple was dedicated to
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Keshabchand, the smaller at-chala was dedicated to Lord Rama and
the Jor Bangla temple which is in complete ruins was the oldest and
was dedicated to Raghunath (McCutchion 1972). However, only the
Keshabchand Temple is in use at present, the other two have been
abandoned and the idols from those temples are worshipped along
with Keshabchand, in the Keshabchand Temple. The royal dynasty of
Garh Panchkot or the Panchkot Raj occupies an indelible mark in the
history of the Manbhum. According to legends, while Raja Jagat Deo,
was going for pilgrimage in Puri, from his kingdom of Dhar in modern
Madhya Pradesh, his wife gave birth to a son, while they were camping
in Jhalda (Goswami 2008). But the king mistakenly thought the queen
had given birth to a dead child, left the child there and left the region.
Later the child was discovered by the seven local tribal chiefs and was
named Damodar Sekhar. It was Damodar Sekhar who established the
Panchkot Royal dynasty in 80 C.E. The capital was shifted to Garh
Panchkot much later in 940 C.E. Garh Panchkot was abandoned in
the 1750s, because of Bargi attacks and internecine struggles. Purulia
witnessed a surge in Vaishnavism, 17th Century C.E., onwards. The
Panchkot rulers themselves became followers of the Vaishnavism. As
a result, a number of temples dedicated to Vaishnavism sprang up in
a number of areas within the kingdom. One of the finest specimens
of such temple lies in the village of Achkoda, dedicated to Raghunath
(Dasgupta 2006). The temple complex constructed by the local landlord
also comprise of two other structures, which are said to be mortuary
temples of two Vaishanava Sadhakas,Yadavananda Swami, and
Madhavananda Swami.

Thus, for a long period by the effect of different religious sects and
patronage many temples have been built. Their character, features,
and art and architectural importance are given with suitable illustration
and examples.

2. Nature of Temple

On the basis of the construction materials, temples of this district
can be divided into two classes:
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I. Stone Temples
II. Brick Temples

2. I. Stone Temples

Among the recorded sixty seven temples forty are built of stone.
Block of stones of different sizes and shapes were used to make these
temples, sometimes only plinth were constructed with the stone and
superstructures were with brick. Morphologically these forty temples
are not similar and not every temple is stylistically distinct with one
another. These forty temples can be further divided on the ground of
different styles into five classes;

a. At-chala
b. Rekha-deul
c. Pirah-deul
d. Square shaped flat roof temple
e. Ruined temples
f. Mixed variety

2. I. a. At-chala (Figure 2. I. a)

A temple in this variety is found from Gangpur at Saturi block in
Purulia district. This Raghunath Temple stands on a high plinth with
three arched doorways. Outer and inner surfaces of the temple is devoid
of any decoration. Superstructure, i.e., at-chala, is also made of block of
stones. A few mouldings are found in between the bada and sikhara.

Figure 2. I. a: Raghunath Temple, Gangpur.
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2. I. b. Rekha-deul (Figure 2. I. b):
Twenty nine temples of this variety have been recorded from this

district. All the temples are architecturally similar. They made of block
of stones with triratha, pancharatha or saptaratha projections. Most of
the temples stand on a plinth, rest of the part like bada, gandi, and
sikhara are prominently seen.  Sikhara is mostly curvilinear with an
amlaka on the top adorned by a dhwaja. Among these twenty nine
rekha-deul variety, the temple at Banda is outstanding.

Figure 2. I. b: Deul at Tuissama, Purulia.

2. I. c. Pirah-deul (Figure 2. I. c):
No such example of outstanding illustration of pirah-Deul is in this

district. A small temple is found at Belkuli which somehow is similar
with the style of pirah-deul. The temple stands on a low platform with
a triratha projection. Two mouldings are carved out in between the
gandi and sikhara. The sikhara is also built with block of stones with
an amlaka at the top of a cylindrical beki.
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Figure 2. I. c: Small stone temple, Belkuri.

2. I. d. Square shaped flat roof temple (Figure 2. I. d):
Presently Buddheswar Shiva temple of Budhpur village is in this

shape. Though the temple is bearing evidences of several stages of
renovations. The complex once comprised of a number of temples,
Beglar identified ruins of five temples besides the large temple of
Buddheswar Shiva at centre. At present ruins of four temples can be
ascertained besides the main temple which was later reconstructed.
Beglar believes that the region was clearly under Jaina influence, as
evident from the nearby sites of Pakbirra and Tuissama, came under
the influence of the Brahmanical during 12-13th Century CE. It was
during this period, he believes, the complex was constructed, which
was later renovated by Man Singh during his campaign in Bengal, in
16th Century CE. The main temple dedicated to Buddheswar Shiva
was again renovated and reconstructed in parts by a saint named
Sambhugiri during 1333 Bengali Era or 1926 CE, as evident from the
inscription above the temple entrance. Now it is in pancharatha shape
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with a square roof. A number of iconographical figurines and
sculptural parts are scatters in the temple premise.

Figure 2. I. d: Buddheswar Shiva temple, Budhpur.

2. I. e. Ruined temples (Figure 2. I. e):

Besides these classified and well conserved stone temples, a number
of temples have been found which are being ruined day by day through
ages. Three of such stone temples have been identified from this
district, i.e., Siva temple at Kroshjuri, Dilapidated stone temple at
Gadh Panchakot, and fort temple at the peak of hill at Panchakot.
Original structure of the Kroshjuri Siva temple has completely
vanished except the plinth. Though number of iconographical figurines
and sculptural parts are still scatters in the temple complex.

2. I. f. Mixed variety (Figure 2. I. f)

One temple of this variety is found, i.e., Radharaman Temple at
Para, which was constructed by Puroshattam Das of Vrindavan, who
accompanied Man Singh in his campaign to Bengal. According to
legend, when the founder after providing for the maintenance of the
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temple, wished to return back and told the idol the same, it replied,
“Since you have brought me here, this is your native country; now
therefore I will remain here”. The founder pleaded he had no sons
and could get none unless he returns home, to perform his funeral
obsequies, the statue at once offered to do it himself. Puroshattam
Das thus remained and died in Para. His Samadhi is located just
opposite the temple, but now nothing has survived.

The stone temple at Para is not built only with block of stones but
also with brick. The temple is sapta-ratha variety with a curvilinear
sikhara. Upper and lower parts of this temple is separated with a
group of mouldings. The lower part up to the gandi is made with
block of stones but the sikhara is built with bricks covered by mortar
plaster. In front of the deul a mandapa is attached which is dilapidated
presently.

2. II. Brick Temples:
Out of the total temples recorded in this district twenty seven are

made of bricks. More or less, besides the stones temples, brick built

Figure 2. I. e: Ruined Siva temple, Kroshjuri.
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temples are also found from this district. Morphologically these brick
built temples are classified among the followings classes:

a. eka-ratna
b. Pancha-ratna
c. Nava-ratna
d. Ekavimsa –ratna
e. Char-chala
f. At-chala
g. Jorbangla
h. Deul
i. Octagonal temple
j. Ruined temple.

2. II. a. eka-ratna (Figure 2. II. a)

Two temples are identified from this district which can be placed
in this variety. One of which is found from Dimdiha and another one
is a very small temple from Garh Panchakot. Eka-ratna temple at
Dimdiha stands on a small brick platform with three arched doorways.
The garbhagriha of the temple is after a small porch. On the top of the

Figure 2. I. f: Radharaman Temple, Para.
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temple a railing is seen around the eka-ratna. On the other hand the
small temple which is situated beside a pond on the road to Garh
Panchakot also stands on a high platform. It is now in dilapidated
condition.

Figure 2. II. a: Eka-ratna temple at Dimdiha.

2. II. b. Pancha-ratna (Figure 2. II. b)
Five temples have been identified with one middle and four

subsidiary towers on four corners. Out of these fives temples mention
may be made of two temples of Garh Panchakot. One of which is
broken completely except the middle tower standing alone. The second
one is also dilapidated in condition standing on a low brick made
plinth. Sanctum is enclosed by extended wall of four sides consisting
of three arched doorways in each side. The temple is not worshiped
presently and the walls are devoid of any decorations. The pancha-
ratna temple at Dimdiha is more interesting where the middle ratna is
comparatively large than the subsidiary ratnas. Whereas pancha-ratna
temples of Chakulia and Hutmura are stylistically same. There the
ratnas are made with the influence of chala style. All the ratnas are
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more or less same in size and standing on a char-chala structure over
the gandi.

Figure 2. II. b: Pancha-ratna temple, Garh Panchakot.

2. II. c. Nava-ratna (Figure 2. II.c):

This type of architectural style common in the south Bengal, but
in Purulia a single example is coming from Ojhapara at Hutmura can
be observed. This square base Siva temple has a middle dome like
tower surrounded by nine small towers. No such enlargement, or
elongated porch, or decoration is found on the temple wall. Towers
are standing on a decorated arched type roof which is separated from
gandi by a group of mouldings.

2. II. d. Ekavimsa –ratna (Figure 2. II. d):
A rare temple style in south Bengal. A single variety is found from

the village Hutmura. It is a Siva temple built by the local Zamindar
of this area. The temple is a good example of combination of different
architectural styles. It is standing on a brick built high plinth with a
porch attached in front of the temple. Arched style niches are engraved
on the outer wall of the temple. The sikhara is a result of combination
of different styles. At first on the gandi a roof of eka-bangla is made
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which further enlarged and formed a flat roof surface with 24
decorated pillars. The upper part on the flat roof is separated by a
moulding which is basically a char-chala structure decorated by eight

Figure 2. II.c: Nava-ratna temple, Ojhapara, Hutmura.

Figure 2. II. d: . Ekavimsa –ratna, Hutmura.
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arch niches. And finally these Ekavimsa –ratna are placed on that char-
chala structure. No doubt this architectural style make this temple
unique variety in the arena of temple style in south Bengal.

2. II. e.Char-chala (Figure 2. II. e):

Only two temples are found of this variety in a complex at Achkoda.
The Panchkot rulers themselves became followers of the Vaishnavite
sect. As a result, a number of temples dedicated to Vaishnavism sprang
up in a number of areas within the kingdom. These later temples, in
accordance with the prevailing fashion were brick built, adorned with
terracotta sculptures. One of the finest specimens of such temple lies
in the village of Achkoda, dedicated to Raghunath. The temple complex
constructed by the local landlord also comprises of two other same
structures, which are said to be mortuary temples of two Vaishanava
Sadhaks, Yadavananda Swami, and Madhavananda Swami.

Figure 2. II. e: Raghunath temple, Achkoda.
2. II. f. At-chala (Figure 2. II. f):

Very common temple style in the south Bengal, but only four such
temples have been noted from Purulia district. The first one is Radha
Benod Temple at Cheliama. It is a brick built east facing temple of at-
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chala variety. The temple is standing on a high plinth. There are three
multi cusped arched entrances on the front. The temple is ornate with
exquisite terracotta depictions. Another one is Raghunath temple at
Achkoda which is a brick built north facing temple of at-chala variety.
Though the doorways have collapsed, it could be traced from the
remaining pillars that the temple had triple arched multi-cusped
entrances in front decorated by terracotta floral and vegetal motifs.
The last two are found from Godibera temple complex. These were
constructed around early 18th Century C.E. by the Kulaguru family
of the Panchkot Raj. There are three temples in the complex, out of
which two are at-chala variety, the bigger at-chala temple was dedicated
to Keshabchand, and the smaller at-chala was dedicated to Lord Rama.
The at-chala temples have triple arched multi-cusped entrances and

Figure 2. II. f: At-chala temple, Godibera.
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have some terracotta floral and vegetal decorations. Also in the first
of these at-achala temples the main panel above the central entrance
depicts the war between Rama and Ravana in terracotta. A natamandapa
is attached in front of both the temples. It is evident that the ceiling
of natamandapa was once painted with bright floral patterns.

2. II. g. Jor-bangla (Figure 2. II. g):

Jor- bangla is generally formed by joining two ek-bangla architectural
style. It is a common feature in the South Bengal specially in the
Bangladesh province. In Purulia six such architectural styles have been
noted, though many of them are dilapidated in condition. Among the
six pieces four are found from Garhpanchakot, one from Godibera, one
from Chakultore, and the last one from Dimdiha. All of the temples at
Garh Panchakot are dilapidated in condition and due to that their
architectural features can not be revealed clearly. The jor-bangla temple
at Godibera is also dilapidated and overgrown. The Shyamchand temple
is at Chakultore made by the affluent Mishra family of the village and
dedicated to Shyamchand. This temple is renovated several times and
now cement plaster are found here and there over the surface. Brick
built jor-bangla temple at Dimdiha is east facing temple. In front of the
sanctum there is a porch with triple arched multi cusped door. Terracotta
flower motifs have been found on the frontal wall of the temple. The
temple is dedicated to lord Vishnu.

Figure2. II. g. B: Jor-bangla
temple, Dimdiha.

Figure 2. II. g. A: Jor-bangla
temple, Garh Panchakot.
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2. II. h. Deul (Figure 2. II. h):

Deul is a common architectural feature among the stone temples in
south Bengal, but brick built deul temple, a rare variety, is found from
western part of west Bengal, especially from Purulia and Bankura
districts. Three such architectural varieties have been noted, two of
which from Deulghtata and one from Para. Deulghata, situated beside
the Kangsabati river, comprises of a large ancient temple complex.
Though only two brick-built temple now survives. Ruins of the stone
temples and figurines of different gods and goddesses of different
pantheons are found in the area. Both the surviving temples are
dedicated to Lord Shiva. Both the temples have curvilinear sikharas
with ratha structure (one is saptaratha and another is triratha). The
sanctum is enclosed by the main wall of the temple, no such porches
or projections have been found. No such decoration have been found
but the outer wall of a temple is decorated with angasikharas. Another
one found from Para, which was once the capital of the Panchkot Raj
family of the Manbhum region. Later the royal family shifted their

Figure 2. II. h: Two Deuls, Deulghata.
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base to Panchkot around 962 CE. The well-known brick temple of
Para, situated just beside the stone-temple, is one of the last remaining
specimen of Para’s glory days. It was constructed around 9-10th Century
C.E. but it is also found that the temple underwent renovation during
Man Singh’s campaign in Bengal around 16th Century C.E.

2. II. i. Octagonal temples (Figure 2. II. i):

Plan of the temple is octagonal, only one such temple is found
from this district from Dimdiha. It is made with the influence of
Vaishnavism. The structure is standing in the middle surrounded by
an open structure consisting with arches. A dalan is seen attached to
the open structure of the temple. The upper part of the temple is flat.
It was made by the Ojha family of the village.

2. II. j. Dalan temples (Figure 2. II. j):

Dalan is common temple feature in the south Bengal. But in Purulia
only two such architectural features have been noted. One of which
is at Godibera and another one at Dimdiha. Condition of the dalan
temple at Dimdiha is not well, but dalan at Godibera is more or less
in well condition.

Figure 2.II.i: Hari temple, Dimdiha.
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Figure 2. II. j : Dalan at Godibera.
2. II. k. Ruined temples (Figure 2. II. k):

Apart from these well-built brick architecture, a number of ruined
architectural features are found. Their morphology have not been
revealed completely. Among these ruined temples mention may be made
of ruined temples at Deulghata. A brick temple is found in ruined
condition among the group of temples at Garh Panchakot. The last one
is from Dimdiha where only the plinth of the temple has survived.

3. Temple Decoration:

Two types, i.e., stone and brick, of temples are simultaneously
found in this district. Temple wall decorations are also done with the
materials of which the temple was built. Besides these wall decoration,
individual figurines are found sometimes in the sanctum of the temple
or found scatter on the temple premise. Based on the materials and
nature, decoration of temples in the Pururlia district are classified
into the following classes:

I. Temple wall decoration by terracotta plaques.
II. Temple wall decoration by stone plaques.
III. Moveable figurine in the sanctum or on the temple premise.
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Figure 2. II. k: Ruined temple, Dimdiha.

3. I.  Temple wall decoration by terracotta plaques:

Among these twenty seven brick built temples only seven are
decorated by different types of terracotta plaques like plaques of Hindu
God and Goddess or floral decorations or social activities, or animal
figurines. Among these seven temples, mentioned may be made of
well decorated brick temple at Cheliama and Achkoda. Four outer
walls of these temples are decorated by terracotta figurines. In both
the temples back walls are fully decorated by different kind of social
activities like animal grazing on the field, men and women dancing
together, various kind of musical instruments playing together, men
refreshing himself by smoking hookah, and eternal love of men and
women (Figure 3.I. A).
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Figure 3.I. A: Back wall of the brick temple, Achkoda.

Story taken from different kind of Hindu mythologies are the main
theme for the decoration of the temples not only in Purulia but also
in the South Bengal. It is seen that the main frontal panel of the
temple is always decorated with the theme taken from the story of

Figure 3.1. B: Rama and Ravana war, brick temple, Cheliama.
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Ramayana particularly war between Rama and Ravana. In the case of
the temples in Purulia most of the main panels are decorated with
floral decoration, except temple at Cheliama and Achkoda where main
panels are decorated by the war scenes of Rama and Ravana (Figure
3.1. B). In Cheliema besides the central panels, side panels are also
decorated with religious scenes but taken from different mythological
stories. The left panel is decorated with the bhayalamurti of Goddess
Kali (Figure 3.I. C), where the right side panel shows God Krishna
with his Gopini(Figure 3.I. D). Individual figurines of God and Goddess

Figure 3.I. C: Depiction of
Goddess Kali, Cheliama

Figure 3.I. D: Krishna
with Gopini, Cheliama.

Figure 3.I. E:Dasavatara panel,
Cheliama.

Figure 3.I. F: Ganesh, Chakulia.
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are the most useful decorative elements for decoration of the temples.
Individual god and goddess are found as a side panels decorative
elements in all of the bricks temples in this district. The images of
dasavatara are most common among of them. This theme is found in
the temple of Cheliama, Godibera, Achkoda, and Chakulia

Figure 3.I. G: Rashmandala, Cheliama.

Besides the dasavatara images individual images of Ganesh (Figure
3.I. F), Vishnu, Siva, Saraswati, Kali, Durga and other deities are also
found. Among the religious elements used for temple decoration
rasmandal is very common. But in Purulia this decorative element is
found only in one temple, i.e., brick temple at Cheliama (Figure 3.I.
G). Beside these religious and social themes, other elements are also
used for temple decoration. Floral decoration are most common among
of them. Floral decorations are seen sometimes on the entire panels
of temples sometimes beside the social or religious images. Lastly, the
most interesting thing used for decoration of the temple in this district
is false doors which can be seen on the side walls of the main temple.
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3. II. Temple wall decoration by stone plaques:

In Purulia district, stone temples are very common rather than the
brick temples. Most of the stone temples are presently destroyed. A
few which have survived today are devoid of much decorations on
the outer walls. Only four temples are found, i.e., Stone temple at
Kroshjuri, Telkupi, Para, and Budhpur, which have a little bit of
decoration on the outer surfaces. In the dilapidated temple at Kroshjuri
only a few panels are found depicting figurines (Figure 3.II. A). An
image of a standing Siva and a few other figurines are found on the
surface of the temple at Telkupi. At the Rukminidevi temple of Para
a few decorated panels are found on the surface of the temple, though
many of them are blurred. The square base temple at Budhpur is
devoid of any decoration on the outer surface, except an image of
Ganesh on the panel of the arched gateway.

Figure 3.I. H: False door decoration, Achkoda.
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3. III. Moveable figurines in the sanctum or on the temple premises:

In most of the stone temple premises and a few brick temple
premises individual or moveable figurines are found which were
probably used as a main deity of the temple or as a decorative piece
on the surface of the temple. In Purulia figurines of such characteristic
are not related to one particular religion. Images related to Buddhist,
Hindu, and Jain religion are also found. Details of the figurines with
their particular religion and provenance are given below:

3. III. A. Kroshjuri (Figure 3.III. A):

In a ruined temple premise different architectural fragments are
found along with a few deities of which mention may be made of an
image of Avalokiteshvara, Kali, and Nataraja.

Figure 3. II. A: Broken panels, Kroshjuri.
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3. III.B. Raghunath Temple, Para (Figure 3. III. B):

Details of the temple and architectural feature are already given. In
the temple premise fragment of a few architectural features are found
along with a few images, i.e., two images of Parvati, two images of
Uma-maheshwara, an image of Vishnu, and an image of a Jina.

3. III. C. Stone Temple, Budhpur (Figure 3. III. C):

In the ground, in front of the present temple, fragments of
architectural features, base of ruined temples, and five broken figurines
are found. Out of the five images three are of Ganesh and two are of
Vishnu. Among the two Ganeshs, one is seated in a lotus pedestal,
while another one is standing. Out of the two Vishnu images one is
completely broken and another one partially. Besides these images,
many hero stones are scattered on the ground.

Figure 3. III. A. Avalokiteshvara, Kroshjuri.
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3. III. D. Stone temple, Chharra (Figure 3. III. D):

Within a few meters of the present stone temple fragments of
architectural parts along with images are found, some of which are
scattered on the ground and some of which are fixed on the wall of
the temple. Most of the images of this premise are related to the Jain
pantheon. Besides the images Jain chaumukhas are also found on a
small stone platform.

3. III. E. Temple Complex, Godibera (Figure 3. III. E):

In the brick temple complex at Godibera a hero stone is found.
Though the temple complex is surrounded by a small hill but no such
stone structures or stone images have been noted from the premise of
this temple complex.

Figure 3. III. B: Image of Parvati, Raghunath Temple, Para.
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3. III. F.Temple Complex, Deulghata and Siva temple, Hutmura
(Figure 3. III. F):

Beside the two deul temples at Deulghata a small building is found
where a few images are kept. Among the images three are of Parvati,
one is of Durga, two broken images of Buddha, and one is of
Avalokitesvara. All of the images are in good condition and worshipped
by the villagers. Beside the Siva temple at Hutmura a big image of
Parvati is also found which is also worshipped by the villagers.

3. III. G. Temple Complex, Pakbira(Figure 3. III. G):
A main centre of Jainism in Purulia district. Three stone temples

and remains of temples are found all over the area. In a small room
behind the stone temple images of Jain Tirthankara and parent of Jinas
are kept.

Figure 3. III. C: Hero stone, Budhpur
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Figure 3. III. D. Jain Chaumukha, Chharra.

Figure 3. III. E. Hero stone, Godibera.
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Figure 3. III. F: Durga, Deulghata.

Figure 3. III. G: Jina, Temple Complex, Pakbira.
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4. General Observation:

After going through the sixty seven temples, their style, architectural
significant, general classifications, and sculptural art of the district of
Purulia, the following observation can be made:

I. Purulia district is the western most part in West Bengal drained
by a few rivers and covered by laterite to conglomerate soil. Small
tillas of granite and gneiss are seen everywhere. Alluvium soil is seen
only on the river site.  Most part of the district, mainly northern and
western border areas, are covered with thick jungles. From small hills
and undulating land rocks are available which people used for
construction of the stone temples. Most of the rocks used to build
these temples were locally quarried. Besides the rocks, mud for the
bricks temples probably were collected from the river side or by the
side of the natural lakes or tanks. Availability of the raw materials
would have been responsible to build stone and brick temples
simultaneously and sometimes both the temples within a premise.

2. Number of stone temples in this district are more or less double
than the brick temples. Stone temples are classified into different
groups on the ground of their distinct styles. Details of their styles
are already given. It can be seen that deul is the predominate style
among the stone temples. In south Bengal most of the chala type
temples are result of the effect of Vaishnavism and made during the
late medieval period and mostly made of bricks. A stone made chala
temple is found from Gangpur is not older in the line of stone made
deul and certainly is a result of the effect of Vaishnavism.

3. Brick temple of this district are not much such as stone temples.
Architectural style of these temples are already given. Among the
brick temples, temples of Garh Panchakot, Achkoda, and Cheliama
are most interesting. Most of the brick temples are built during the
late medieval period and by the effect of Vaishnavism, except the
group of temples at Deulghata and Para. Most of the temples were
built by the members of Panchakot raj family after they took
Vaishnavism as a coat religion. Pancha-ratna and Jor-bangla are the
predominant style in this district. Most of the temples are simple and
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devoid of much decoration. They are not such sophisticated which
can be seen in the rest part of the south Bengal. The brick temples of
Deulghata and Para are not made by the effect of Vaishnavism, even
those are much older than rest of the brick built temples in this district.

4. Based on the architectural style, sculptural art, and iconographical
figurines it can be postulated that stone temples of this district might
have been made during 10th – 15th Century, except those which are
made by the influence of Vaishnavism. On the other ground most of
the brick temples are built during the late medieval period, except the
temple of Deulghata and Para which could be made in between 9-10th

century.
5. Almost all the terracotta temples and a few stone temples are

made by the local Kings or Zamindars or rich persons, except the
deuls of 9-10th century whose history is unknown to us. In this regard
the contribution of Panchakot raj is noteworthy. Wherever they had
considered as a capital, they have built palaces and temples, though
most of them are ruined today except Kashipur rajbari.

6. Lastly, all the temples are not the result of Vaishnavism or Hindu
religion. Throughout the district iconographical figurines related to
Jainism and Buddhism are also found. Only two images of Buddhism
have been found but the number of Jain images are more or less same
as the Hindu images found from this district. From the study of the
different scholars it is known that once this region was a strong hold
for Jainism. Stone temples of 9-10th century and related images
supports that postulation.
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The Conditions Leading to Initiation of English Education
and Introduction of the Study of Shakespeare in the

Colonial Bengal from 1757-1835

Arnab Chatterjee

Abstract
This paper highlights the social condition which leads to initiate

the English education in Bengal and introduction of the study of
Shakespeare in the Colonial Bengal. It is also describing the tussle
between the Orientalists and the Anglicists, the role played by the
Christian missionaries in introducing English education and schools.
Moreover, how Antonio Gramsci’s cultural hegemony played the
pivotal role for creating the condition¯leads to introduce of English
Education and introducing the study of Shakespeare in Colonial
Bengal. It is also describing the historical role played by the founders
of the Hindu College — Raja Rammohan Roy, David Hare and Sir
Hyde East and pioneering role of their renowned teachers Henry Luis
Vivian Derozio, D. L. Richardson, H. M. Percival and contribution of
David Drummond the teacher of Derozio for initiation of English
education and introduction of study of Shakespeare in the then schools’
curriculum.

This paper also highlights how the knowledge of English education
was directly moved opposite to ‘direction of downward filtration
theory’. This thesis expostulates and dissents the generalization the
theory of post colonial criticism regarding the initiation of English
education in colonial Bengal. In the domain of post colonial theory of
English studies, this paper offers the English education is the result
of the cultural hegemony imposed by the British and the introduction
of Shakespeare’s study was the aftermath of the hegemony of the
English education where influence of Shakespeare cannot be denied.



Key Words: Colonialism, Cultural hegemony, Socio-cultural milieu,
native comprador class, Orientalists, Anglicists, Christian missionary,
Macaulay Minute.

Introduction

The introduction of English education in Colonial Bengal has been
controversial since the inception of it, and widely divergent
interpretations have been offered from various contrasting ideological
perspectives. English was not introduced in the colonial Bengal as a
consequence of the then imperial reforms or charters, rather it diffused
here on demand of the time in the context of the socio-cultural milieu,
where the hegemony of imperialism administered over the emerging
comprador class and on the other Hindu elites who were then
preparing themselves to become the dominant class of the future.

Language plays a pivotal role in the socio-cultural context and the
essence of cultural hegemony diverse the society by the ruling class
who can manipulate the culture of that society and its beliefs,
expectations and perceptions and moreover the ethical values — so
that the worldview of the ruling class becomes the accepted cultural
norm1.  According to Antonio Gramsci “every language contains the
elements of a conception of the world and of culture”2. So the
components of the superstructure of culture, literature and language
act as a functional domination of sociopolitical coercion. Gramsci’s
theory of hegemony helps us to understand how the bourgeois ruling
class averts the revolutionary opposition and how they engender the
ruling class’s will by the form of an incognito democratic consensus.
Gramsci uses the term hegemony (egemonia) and leadership (direzione)
as synonyms. Hegemony does not provoke only the economic
dominance rather it also instigates the leadership in the arena of
culture, literature and in the sphere of moral values.

So, with this natural course during the time of Mughal reign Persian
was the official and court language3 as well as the language of medium
of the then higher education, while was Arabic for religious
ceremonies, and Urdu was the language of the ruling class4 and
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Sanskrit was in vogue as a medium of education amongst the Hindus.
Pupils used to learn privately. No such state sponsored centralised
education system was there.  Hindu pupils of the then Bengal province
used to learn in ‘Tols’ and ‘Pathshalas’, whereas the Muslim students
used to take their education in ‘Maktabs’. But the education was the
arena of jagir to the upper-caste Hindus of that time of pre-colonial
Bengal.  It reflects in the biography of Kartikchandra Ray — Atmajiban
Charit. Kartikchandra Ray points out  to the issues that prevailed
during that time — what the students were taught back then was
truly incoherent and the books were incomprehensible moreover if
any pupil could not learn his chapter properly the teacher would not
only scold him severely but also punished them badly.5 If any pupil
would have an interest to venture for higher studies he had to learn
Persian. They had to read Pandnama (a Persian text), without having
conceived the meaning by heart they used to recite it; by tradition the
texts were explained in Urdu. Moreover, there was no such
transliterated text in Bengali. So, Bengali boys would not get benefitted
from that.6 From the Reports by William Adam we have got the detailed
view of the education system of ‘Pathshalas’, right from the rituals of
education initiation commonly known as ‘Hate-Khori’ at the age of
five or six to the higher level. During this time a pupil in a Pathshala
used to go through various levels of learning the tables, common
arithmetic, tables of measures and rules of ‘Shubhankari’. Adam also
has praised certain aspect of Pathshala learning as follows:

“My recollections of the village schools of Scotland do not enable
me to pronounce that the instruction given in them has a more direct
bearing upon the daily interests of life than that which I find given or
professed to be given in the humble village-schools of Bengal”.7

He writes with fervour how ‘the popular mind is necessarily
cabined, cribbed and confined within the smallest possible range of
ideas’.8 Adam also noted that a local system of governmental aid in
higher education was present.9

Mir Mosharraf Hossain also delineated in his autobiography Amar
Jibani on the feature of the education system what was in vogue in
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‘Maktabs’.  He also carped that ‘Maktabs’ and ‘Madrassa’s were hardly
even known in some parts of Bengal. In villages there were no such
traditions to read Arabic or Persian, because they did not feel the need
of it. Arabic was used for learning to read the Koran Sharif and, he
added, that this reading was a strange affair. He retorted, if one could
start reading the Koran Sharif as soon as one learnt the letters. So, in
this mechanical process of reading no one would able to learn the
meaning of Koran Sharif in Arabic.10 But the ‘Madrassa’s were usually
got supported by the wealthy Muslims. A Hindu could take an entry
into ‘Madrassa’s for studying purpose but a Muslim did not go to
‘Chatuspathi’ or ‘Tol’ for studying. Muslims were usually got their
elementary education from ‘Maktab’s but these elementary schools of
Muslims or ‘Maktab’s were not held in very high position in the Reports11

of Adam. William Adam (1 November 1796-19 February 1881) was an
abolitionist missionary and British Baptist Minister and a Harvard
professor inspired by Thomas Chalmers to come to India. By 1818 he
had become a master in Sanskrit and Bengali having stayed in the then
Calcutta. He had translated The New Testament into Bengali. In 1830,
Adam was appointed by Bentinck to carry out a census and analysis
of native education in Bengal.12 Adam’s First Report (1835) was done on
the basis of the collection of previous data regarding education in Bengal.
His Second Report (1836) and  Third Report (1838) were duly investigated
in the villages of Bengal and also surveyed in Natore sub-division
under Rajshahi district. Though he also ascribed that the source of all
the ‘radical defects’ of the native character during the time of survey.
He also recommended  measures for rectifying it. He wrote, “What is
wanted is something to awaken and expand the mind, to unshackle it
from the trammels of mere usage, and to teach it to employ its own
powers; and, for such purposes, the introduction into the system of
common instruction of some branch of knowledge in itself perfectly
useless (if such a one could be found), would at least rouse and rouse
an interest by its novelty, and in this way be of some benefit”.13

After the Battle of Plassey (June 23, 1757), a Treaty was signed on
August 12, 1765 between the Mughal Emperor Shah Alam, the son of
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Late Alamgir and Robert Clive the representative of East India
Company, as a result  of losing the Battle of Bauxar of October 23,
1764. Shah Alam granted the Diwani of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa to
the Company but the collection of revenue was still left in the hands
of two Naib-Diwans, Muhammad Reza Khan in Bengal and Shitab
Ray in Bihar. Out of the revenues collected, the East India Company
used to pay twenty six lacs to the Emperor as it was stipulated in the
Treaty of Allahabad (October 23, 1764), and thirty two lacs (originally
fifty three lacs) to the Nawab of Bengal to run the administrative costs
and the rest to meet own expenses. This was the system of Dual
Government of Robert Clive.14 The system turned out disastrous both
to the Company as well as to the people of Bengal. As a result, the
company and the Naib-Diwans acquired a large amount of wealth.

The Company’s authorities at home were fully alive to the abuses
of the system and in 1772 they appointed Warren Hastings the
Governor of Bengal with full powers to reform the administration.15

After taking the charge of Bengal, Warren Hastings (1772-1785)
abolished the post of Nawab-Diwan and he removed the treasury to
Calcutta.

The minority of the Nawab made the transition easy. He appointed
Muny (Munny?) Begam, originally (she was a) dancing girl, as the
guardian of the Nawab, on whom he could fully rely. The annual
allowance of the Nawab was at the same time reduced to sixteen lacs.
These and similar other measures transferred the real power and
authority in the administration from the hands of the Nawab to those
of the Company, and Calcutta became henceforth the real seat of
Government instead of Murshidabad.16

He first introduced quinquennial settlement of land revenue in 1772
in Bengal for farming out lands to the highest bidder later on in 1777;
and he revised it, to annual settlement  on the basis of open auction to
the highest bidder. The situation of the common people of Bengal was
getting worst. Anisujjaman points out that the situation of the Muslim
was also getting worst not because that they hated English man but
because the fact that they were economically backward even after the
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implementation of Permanent Settlement by Lord Cornwallis (1786-
1793). The well off Muslims were also affected mostly by losing their
religious land, because as of them did not have any other alternative
source of income. Even, during the reign of Nawabs of Bengal, Muslims
had not been appointed to any high administrative post or rewarded
any acres of lands.17 The situation of the Hindus remained the same.

The Statue of Warren Hastings (1732-1818) by Richard Westmacott.
Located at western quadrangle of the Victoria Memorial Hall, Kolkata
where Warren Hastings is flanked by a Brahman (standing left) and
a Maulvi (sitting right side and reading). It is inscribed:

Statue of Warren Hastings with Jagannath Tarkapanchanan (Standing
left) and Mugdid O’Din (Sitting right) at Victoria Memorial Hall, Kolkata
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TO THE RIGHT HONORABLE
WARREN HASTINGS

MD CCC XXX
[Photograph: Author]

In the Government records except the Statue of Warren Hastings
two others statues are not identified. Though, the statue of this Brahman
is considered to be the famous legendary scholar of the 18th century
Bengal, Jagannath Tarkapanchanan (September 13, 1684 - October 19,
1807) who resided in Tribeni, because the demeanor of a statute  situated
in Tribeni, looks very similere. He used to teach all branches of Hindu
Philosophy such as Säàkhya, Vaiçeñika, Pürva Mémäàsä, Uttar Mémäàsä,
as well as arts and science. He had a ‘Chatuspathi’/‘Tol’ in Tribeni
(Hooghly District, West Bengal) where he used to teach. Also he had
established so many ‘Chatuspathi’s/Tol’s throughout several districts
of the then Bengal. William Ward has affirmed the spreading of his
schools throughout every district of Bengal and that almost in every
town of Bengal there were Nyayayika’s schools e.g., in Nadia, Tribeni
and also fifty to sixty schools established other parts of Bengal.18, 19

During that time, during the regime of Warren Hastings (1772-1785), a
native comprador class of land owners, native merchants and
opportunists had been formed. Some of them increased their
hobnobbing with the British with a view to gain some opportunities.
During this time William Jones (September 28, 1746 - April 27, 1794)
was active in India. The ideas of a new Orientalism had begun to form
that sculpted and influenced in the thought of the upper cast elite
Hindus. Warren Hastings founded The Asiatic Society in the year of
1784 with the help of William Jones. At that time Hastings also codified
Hindu and Muslim laws. Jagannath Tarkapanchanan had composed a
digest of Hindu legal codex for Warren Hastings on the request of
William Jones. This law guide was translated and sprawled in different
parts of India as a Hindu legal codex. He also taught Sanskrit to William
Jones. It is for this reason that the statue of Pandit Jagannath
Tarkapanchanan appears to be with Warren Hastings, as an inseparable
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companion of Warren Hastings in introducing education and making
Hindu legal codex.

The Madrassas were less in numbers and could not have such
erudite scholars as Pandit Jagannath Tarkapanchanan. As a result
Bengal stayed far apart from Muslim learning of West Asia. In 1780,
Warren Hastings founded Calcutta Madrassa. Hastings did not have
any charitable motive to build it. A petition had been filed up before
him by a learned Muslim namely ‘Mugdid O’Din’. On 17th April
1781, a Minute was made by Warren Hasting that cited:

In the month of September 1780 a petition was presented to me by
a considerable number of Mussulmen of credit and learning, who
attended in a body for that purpose praying that I would use my
influence with a stranger of the name of Mugdid O’Din who was
then lately arrived at the Presidency to persuade him to remain
there for the instruction of young students in the Mahomedan law,
and in such other sciences as are taught in the Mahomedan schools
for which he was represented to be uncommonly qualified. They
represented that this was a favourable occasion to establish a
Madressa or College, and Mugdid O’din the fittest person to form
and preside in it, that Calcutta was already become the seat of a
great empire, and the resort of persons from all parts of Hindoostan
and Deccan, that it had been the pride of every polished court and
the wisdom of every well regulated Government both in India and
in Persia to promote by such institutions the growth and extension
of liberal knowledge...20, 21 [Selection: 7]

When the English rulers learnt, managed and realised the political
scenario of Bengal they then had tried to pre-empt all attempts to
establish a Hindu counterpart like Calcutta Madrassa.  During that
time the British intellectuals were divided into two groups — New
Orientalists and Old Orientalists. New Orientalists were not strong
enough to replace the old ones altogether. Therefore, both parties
influenced and were responsible to enact the English education in
India. The position and influence of the whigs and Utilitarians like
James Mill, J. S. Mill, and Macaulay represented the old part. Even
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Jonathan Duncan wrote to Lord Cornwallis on 1st January 1792, for
establishing a Sanskrit College at Banaras by the surplus funds
generated by the Permanent Settlement. The letter envisaged:

…it appeared to me that a part of those funds could be applied to
more general advantage or with more local propriety than by the
Institution of a Hindoo College or Academy…

He also described what administrative advantages to be gained by
British if they set up such college.

…no public Institution of the kind here proposed ever appears to
have existed; to which may, in a considerable degree, be attributed
the great difficulty of now collecting complete treatises on HIndoo
religion, laws, arts, or sciences; a defect and loss, which the
permanency of a College at Benares must be peculiarly well adapted
to correct…assistance and exertions…to accumulate at only a small
and comparative expence to Government, a priceless liberty of the
most ancient and valuable general learning and tradition now
perhaps existing on any part of the globe.
The 2nd principal advantage that may be derived from this
Institution will be felt in its effects…by preserving and
disseminating knowledge of the Hindoo Law and proving a nursery
of future doctors and expounders thereof, to assist the European
Judges in the due, regular and uniform administration of its genuine
letter and spirit to the body of the people.22 [Selection: 10-11]

So, during the reign of the Company the people of Hindu mediocre
Bengali used to maintain their livelihood by serving to the job in the
Company or in merchant office or as low ranked judicial clerks.
Gradually the induced cultural hegemony of Warren Hastings casted
the shadow over the native culture of Bengal, and its people of city
and town slowly infused, assimilated and got accustomed with it. The
aforesaid statue of Warren Hastings in the Victoria Memorial Hall
also speaks of the same. The hegemony that had been introduced by
Warren Hastings, his successors carried out the same till the end.
After getting the possession of temporal power of Bengal the East
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India Company began to change everything of the then Calcutta.
People from everywhere of the then Bengal began to rush to Calcutta,
hoping to get new jobs. The new class ‘Dobhasi’ of meaning interpreter
emerged, those who tried to bridge up between ‘Saheb’ (British People)
and native population. Naturally they held a high position amongst
the common people. So, there was an urge among the people to get
honour and held high position in the society. Due to the effect of the
cultural hegemony of the British affluent Hindu families of the 18th
century Calcutta wanted to be like them. This common urge was
inspired to learn English as they thought that it would bring them
more honour in their society, they wanted to emerge as an upper
class and got closer to the administration. The people in general also
wanted to learn English to get good jobs. Peary Chand Mitra (22nd
July 1814-23rd November 1883) stated in A Biographical Sketch of David
Hare:

The Supreme Court was established in 1774, which gave an impetus
to the study of the English language. It was a privilege to be an
attorney’s clerk.

Ram Ram Misri was the first English scholar. He became a tutor,
and Ram Narain Misri was scholar and a lawyer.23

The knowledge of English education was directly moved opposite
to the ‘direction of downward filtration theory’. In 1800 Bakhar Ganj
was established as a seperate district. According to Dr. Francis
Buchanan-Hamilton, in the year of 1801 the number of people in
Bakhar Ganj was 9, 26, 723. But no ‘Pathsala’ was there till then. In
this context the famous scholar of the 19th century Shivnath Shastri
informs that in some other places of the state Sanskrit  was duly
practiced in that time, but it was confined only to the ‘Smriti’ and
‘Nyaya ’ Shastra24. He also claimed that even the ‘Pandits’ of that time
ever had the knowledge about Veda, Vedanta, Geeta, Purana, or History.
This happened due to the cultural hegemony of the Persian language
which was the official language of the Mughals. At first, the cultural
hegemony of Persian and Arabic was imposed onto the indigenous
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language of the land since the inception of Delhi Sultanate and Mughal
Period and secondly, the same cultural hegemony of English was
imposed onto the native people and native language. So, the classical
indology had not been duly practiced for a long period except some
Shastras. Lord Minto (1807-1813) also seconded this degradation and
it was also reflected in the year of 1813 in a Minute:

“It is common remark that Science and Literature are in a progressive
state of decay among the Natives of India. From every inquiry which
I have been enabled to make on this interesting subject, that remark
appears to me but too well-founded. The number of the learned is
not only diminished, but the circle of learning even amongst those
who still devote themselves to it, appears to be considerably
contracted. The abstract sciences are abandoned, polite literature
neglected, and no branch of learning cultivated but what is connected
with the peculiar religious doctrines of the people. The immediate
consequences of this state of things is the disuse and even actual
loss of many books; and it is to be apprehended, that unless
Government interpose with a fostering hand, the revival of letters
may shortly become hopeless from a want of books or of persons
capable of explaining them.”25

During the time of reaccepting the Charter of East India Company,
in response to this Minute by Minto following the action taken by the
British Parliament the Members of Court of Directors of the British
Parliament directed this followings to the then Govternment of India:

“That a sum of not less than a lac of Rupees, in each year, shall be
set apart, and applied to the revival and improvement of literature,
and the encouragement of the learned natives of India and for the
introduction and promotion of a knowledge of the sciences among
the British territories of India.”26

No steps was taken till 1823. In that year on 17th July, a Committee
of Public Instruction was formed for the said purpose.

The Traditionalists and Vernacularists decided Sanskrit and
Vernacular languages to be the medium of instruction for local
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educational institution. But, the Anglicists believed that the English
education and acquisition of European knowledge of art and science
was the only way out to the attuned. The Muslim traditionalists and
intelligentsias wanted to promote their education system in Arabic
and Persian as it was before. Lynn Zastoupil and Martin Moir (1999)
have depicted this education debate between two camps in their book
The Great Indian Education Debate: Documents Relating to the Orientalist-
Anglicist Controversy, 1781-1843.

The Christian Missionary educators of late eighteenth century had
two-fold programme, one to provide basic English education for
English literacy with a view to joining the pupils in the East India
Company for strengthening the Company’s hand as they could
shoulder up the responsibility of a clerk and the second one to convert
them into Christianity. In Serampore William Carey, Joshua Marshman
(20th April 1768, 6th December 1837) and William Ward (1769-1823)
three English Missionaries used to reside over there. They were not
allowed to enter into Calcutta for propagating Christianity, mainly for
converting the native people into Christianity lest local people
infuriated and revolted against the Company. In 1802, the trio for the
first time converted Pitambar Singh, who was a non-Brahman.27 Now
it was necessary to find out the way how to teach English to the
newly converted Christians and to learn Bengali language in order to
translate the Bible into the vernacular language. The Orientalists found
that the missionaries had dragged the pupils to the false religion.
Pupils plunged from one superstition to another ritual. The first clear
idea about education had come from Charles Grant (16th April 1746
-31st October 1823). In 1767, Grant was sent to India as a soldier. He
returned in 1770 and became a Factor in 1773. He returned to England
in 1790 and in 1802 he entered into the British Parliament and later
became the President of the Board of Control in the East India
Company. In 1792 Grant started to write Observations on the State of
Society among the Asiatic Subjects of Great Britain, Particularly with Respect
to Morals; and on the Means of Improving it. In his above  said book
Grant justified and pleaded for the introduction of English education
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and wanted to cultivate the western knowledge in India. Thus both
the Christian Missionaries and the Orientalists were responsible for
introducing English Education in colonial Bengal. Moreover, the
native’s interest had propelled to spread English education all over
Bengal. Grant found in his Observations, that the East India Company
did not pay any attention or play any role either in the local issues or
in the education system.  During the time of renewal of the charter
of the East India Company in 1793 Grant succeeded in getting his
programme incorporated, with the support  of William Wilberforce
(24th August -1759 29th July 1883) and the ‘Clapham Sect’, and they
drafted a clause which read:

“Whereas such measures ought be adopted for the interests and
happiness of the native inhabitants of the British dominions in India,
as may gradually tend to their advancement in useful knowledge, and
to their religious and moral improvement; … the … Court of Directors
… are hereby empowered and required to send out, from time to time
… fit and proper persons … as schoolmasters, missionaries, or
otherwise … The said Court of Directors are hereby empowered and
required to give directions to the governments … in India to settle the
destination and to provide for the necessary and decent maintenance
of the persons so to be sent out.”28

Fort William College was established in Calcutta on 10th July, 1800,
by the then Governor-General Lord Wellesley (20th June 1760 -26th
September 1842) and it was established with a view to training the
European administrators. Charles Grant opposed the idea to make a
central training college and proposed to revise the plan of Lord
Wellesley as there should have some provision for making schools in
Madras, Bombay and Calcutta to serve their local needs.

Grant wanted to incorporate the study of English literature,
arithmetic, and history along with the vernacular languages in the
curriculum of the schools :

“Hence the Hindus would see the great use we make of reason on
all subjects, and in all affairs; they also would learn to reason, they
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would become acquainted with the history of their own species, the
past and present state of the world; their affections would gradually
become interested by various engaging works, composed to
recommend virtue and to deter from vice; the general mass of their
opinions would be rectified and above all they would see a better
system of principles and morals. New views of duty as rational
creatures would open upon them; and that mental bondage in which
they have long been holden would gradually dissolve.”29, 30

After 1800, Bell and Lancaster had founded a school in Madras.
Andrew Bell was the superintendent of Male Military Asylum, a
charity school at Madras. Joseph Lancaster opened a school in 1801
where only Bible was taught. In Bengal in 1794 a Baptist Mission
School was started at Madnabati in Malda district of the then Bengal.
This school was founded by William Carey. After the establishment
of Fort William College translation of various texts in different native
languages as Sanskrit, Arabic, Persian into English, and various texts
of English were being translated into Bengali under the observation
of Lord Wellesley. The first translation of Shakespeare’s drama The
Tempest into Bengali was translated by Moncton in the year of 1809.
He was a student of Fort William College and working in The East
India Company31. During that time a huge number of Bengali books
were written - Rajib Lochan wrote Krischandra Charit, William Carey
wrote Bangla Byakaran (Bengali Grammar), Pratapaditya Charit and
Lipimala were written by Ramram Basu, Batrish Sinhasan and Rajabali
were written by Mrityunjoy Vidyalankar, Totar Itihas was written by
Chandi Charan Munshi, Hara Prasad Roy had written Purush
Parikkhya32. The schools were established in various places of Calcutta.
Sherburne had established his school in Chitpore Road in the then
Calcutta. Prince Dwarkanath Tagore (1794 -1st August 1846) was  a
student of this school. Martin Bowle had established his school in the
then Amratala of old Calcutta.  Famous Mutty Lall Seal (Motilal Seal,
1792 - 20th May 1854) was the student of this school. Petres Arratoon
also had established his school. At that time in those schools there
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was no definite syllabus of English language literature, they only
focused onto the learning of a number of English words and their
meanings instead of teaching English sentence construction, grammar
or syntax. The more a student knew the words and their meanings,
the more he was recognised as a person well educated in English. For
instrance, Nitai Sen alias ‘Kana Nitai’ of Kolutolla and Adwaita Sen
alias ‘Khora Adwaita’ could speak and write broken English without
any knowledge of grammar; as a result, there was no limit to their
fame and prestige in the then society.33

 In Court of Directors’ Public Department dispatch to the Governor-
General in Council of Fort William in Bengal, dated 3rd June 1814
paragraphs 10 to 25 envisaged that:

…the Company’s directors provide general guidance to the Bengal
Government on how to develop educational policies to implement
the provisions of section 43 of the 1813 Charter Act. However, the
overall tone and content of the dispatch are for more in keeping
with the company’s traditional practice established by Warren
Hastings. Thus a variety of initiatives are proposed, all designed
to utilize and develop the more promising aspects of traditional
Indian education, ranging from fresh but culturally sensitive
support for advanced personal tuition in Sanskrit studies conducted
by leading pandits at centers like Benares, to the strengthening
and extension of existing systems of village education…
[It]…indicate(s) a wide concern for forms and levels of educational
development other than organized higher education administered
through colleges and seminaries.

List of Missionary Schools in Bengal34, 35, 36

YEAR PLACE CURRICULUM MISSION

1794 Madnabati in Malda Reading, writing, Baptist (Carey)
arithmetic, local
accounting system,
simple catechisms,
portions of scrip-
tures and hymns.

1800 Serampore Elementary Bengali Baptist
School
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1804 Jessore (3) Elementary Bengali Baptist
Dinajpur (1) School
Katwa (1)

1806 Malda (12 with 30 Elementary Bengali Evangelical
[In 1808, Five boys in each) School layman
schools had Henry Creighton
been taken over and John Ellerton
by Baptists]
1812 Katwa, Gumalti Elementary Bengali Baptist

in Malda (8) School
By 1817 103 schools with Elementary Bengali Baptist

6,703 pupils School
1812-1814 Chinsura Elementary Bengali London

School Missionary
Society [LMS],
Robert May.

By 1818 36 schools with English taught at LMS
2,695 pupils Central School

1816 Kidderpore English taught Church
Missionary
Society [CMS],
In 1814, CMS of
Britain began to
send their
missionaries to
India and Bengal.

1820 Burdwan English taught at CMS, John
Central School, Perowne
Goldsmith’s History
of England was
taught in 1823

1822 Mirzapur near English Secondary CMS
Calcutta School

1823 Burdwan (16 with Elementary Bengali CMS
1,200 pupils), School
Calcutta (8)

“The dispatch also deals briefly with the spread of scientific
knowledge, but advocates that this should be achieved gradually and
subtly through the encouragement of regular intellectual contacts
between company civil servants and technical staffs and suitable Indian
scholars…the court hoped that ‘by such intercourse the natives might

YEAR PLACE CURRICULUM MISSION
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gradually be led to adopt the modern improvements in those and
other sciences’.37

Before this policy the Dhuramtollah  Academy (1812, the then 24
Dhuramtollah Street, Calcutta) had been founded by Mr. Mejers and
Mr. Wallace and they had a clear view to make their pupils expert in
mercantile and commerce and it was reflected in their prospectus:

The state of the community in India is purely mercantile; commerce,
the noblest boast of Britain, is the grand spring setting the whole in
motion.38

They considered that in India:
None of the learned professions, neither divinity, law, nor medicine,

open their arms for the reception of the youth.39

David Drummond (1785/86-1843) was hired as a teacher in
Dhuramtollah Academy on 14th January 181440 and later he became
the owner of that said school. He introduced grammar along with
English literature; along with it he also introduced truth of moral,
intellectual and political philosophy, and all the other studies of
Literature and Science.41 In 1815, H.L.V. Derozio had come to this
school along with his parents father Francis and mother Sophia for
taking admission. As a native student Haridas Bose was another
famous student of this school. After the examination, Haridas Bose
had shared his view about his school after spending five years in it.
He uttered:

…I sincerely hope that the day is not far distant, when all my
countrymen will be awakened to a full estimation of the importance
of European learning, and confess that there is something in the
possession of knowledge far beyond the mere power of gaining
money.42

Drummond had also introduced the study of Shakespeare in the
syllabus of his school. Even the students of the school also took part
in the drama, where Shakespeare was also staged. Derozio played the
role of Shylock in this school in the year of 1822. The correspondent
of the Calcutta Journal reported:
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A boy of the name DEROZIO gave a good conception of Shylock;
and another fine little fellow EDWIN TURNBULL gave Portia’s
appeal and the speech on Mercy, with appropriate gesture, feeling
and correctness of actuation.43

The study of Shakespeare was initiated from the school of
Dhuramtollah Academy during the tenure of David Drummond.
Shakespeare was first introduced on stage in 1773, and then in page
on 1814, after the joining of Drummond in Dhuramtollah Academy.

In 1690, Job Charnok disembarked at Sutanuti village on the bank
of river Hooghly, and in 1773 Lord Warren Hastings made it the
capital city of the British India. Before this they had occupied the Fort
William (1696-1702) in 1757, they had built the Old Play House, the
first theatre hall in Calcutta in the middle of the eighteenth century.
During the time of attack on Calcutta by the Nawab of Bengal Siraj
Ud-Daulah (1733 - 2nd July 1757) the Play House was destroyed. It is
found only in the map of Calcutta drawn by Mr. Will. The said map
of Calcutta was sketched in the year of 1753.44 Other than this map
no other record has yet been found because of unavailability of
documentation and newspaper. But, in 1775, The New Play House or
Calcutta Theatre was established by George Williamson. Shakespeare’s
work were staged over there.45 The Merchant of Venice, Othello, and
Macbeth were staged in that theatre.46 Kironmoy Raha states in his
book Bengali Theatre that The Calcutta Theatre was founded in 1779.
Moreover, he added:

“…among its founders were many distinguished persons of the
period like Dr. H. H. Wilson, the Sanskrit scholar, D. L. Richardson,
the famous teacher of Hindu College … Dwarka Nath Tagore etc”.47

Darshan Chowdhury also has written the same in his book Bangla
Theatre er Itihas.48  But, the information on Richardson is not correct
as provided by both the writers. He can’t be an organiser of that
theatre. Because,  he was born in 1801 and had joined the Hindu
College in 1837. He had not even come to India in 1813 when the
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Chawringhee Theatre is claimed to be founded. He became actively
associated with that Theatre after joining the Hindu College.

After twenty years of the renewal of the Charter in 1813, the
Company agreed to take responsibility for education and to promote
and support the missionaries’ work in India. So, within the territory
of the East India Company’s Charter Act legalized the activities of
Christian missionaries and the Company was bound to take action in
the field of education. In the Section XLIII of the Charter Act envisaged:

“XLIII ... and be it further enacted, that it shall be lawful for the
Governor-general in Council to direct that out of any surplus which
may remain of the rents, revenues, and profits arising from the said
territorial acquisitions, after defraying the expenses of the military,
civil, and commercial establishments, and paying the interest of the
debt, in manner herein after provided, a sum of not less than one lack
of rupees in each year shall be set apart and applied to the revival
and improvement of literature, and the encouragement of the learned
natives of India, and for the introduction and promotion of a
knowledge of the sciences among the inhabitants of the British
territories in India”.49

But, from 1800 to 1823 no such steps had yet been taken from the
end of the Company, except the formation of the Committee of Public
Instruction in 1823.50 In 1814, Raja Rammohan Roy (22nd May, 1772-
27th September, 1883) had come to Calcutta for restoration of his paternal
property. He found out the needs for English education in the then
native colonial Bengal. He shared his view with David Hare (1775 1st
June-1842) and through the consensus it was decided to establish an
English school in Calcutta for its native people. Through Baboo
Buddinath Mookerjya (Babu Baidyanath Mukherjee), the proposal for
establishing a English school was sent to the then Chief Justice of
Calcutta High Court, Sir Hyde East. On Monday, 20th January, 1817 the
Hindu School was opened, which would be later become Hindu College.
It was the first institution.51 It was then resolved:

That an establishment (of Hindu College) be formed for the
education of native youth.52
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In a General Meeting on 21st May, 1816, presided over by Sir E. H.
East it was resolved:

That the language to be taught in the College, the age and terms
of admission, and all other details be left to the consideration of
the gentlemen who have been requested to form the Committee,
and who are further requested to prepare a plan for the same, to
be laid before a General Meeting.
That the admission of the students, consistently with the above
primary object, be left to the discretion of the managers of the
Institution.
That (Those) persons who are not students be allowed to attend
any literary or scientific lecture, in the English department.
The primary object of this Institution is the tuition of the sons of
respectable Hindoos, in the English and Indian languages, and in
the Literature and Science of Europe and Asia.53

The English language shall not be taught to boys under (less than)
eight years of age, without the permission of the Managers in each
particular instance.54 In 1815, William Carey had established a college
in Serampore. In 1814, with the help of Mr. Forbes, the Commissioner
of Hooghly Robert May [LMS] had opened an English school in Chinsura
in an old abandoned Dutch fort. It had opened its branch within a year
or two. By looking this development of these schools the Maharaja of
Burdwan had developed his ‘Pathsala’ into English school.55

D.A. Shankar cited in his book, Shakespeare in Indian Language:

“No Shakespeare came with Thomas Roe or Robert Clive. In fact,
to really arrive in India, Shakespeare had to wait till his countrymen
were through with their business of war and commerce and could
get the services of the man like Macaulay who decided that the
Orientals needed to be brought up on a strict diet of English
education.”56

Jagdish Prasad Mishra in the opening chapter The Voyage of
Shakespeare, in his book Shakespeare’s Impact on Hindi Literature it
envisaged that the introduction of Shakespeare in schools and colleges
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had been introduced by the advocacy of Macaulay’s Minute of 1835.
He stated:

“Shakespeare may have been regarded as an ‘enemy to morals’
and as ‘a creature of the stage’ in America and, may not have been
introduced into ‘Early American School’, but, in India, people have
always readily responded to his works. Even as early as 1788, we
find that attempts were made to put Shakespeare on stage, and
since then there has been a spate of Shakespeare’s productions in
Bengal…
But the actual introduction of Shakespeare into schools and colleges
began after the able advocacy of English education by Lord
Macaulay in 1835 and the vogue was furthered by the establishment
of the universities of Calcutta, Bombay and Madras in 1857.”57

There is some factual error. Shakespeare had been in vogue in the
colonial Calcutta since the establishment of New Play House in 1773
not in 1788; and it had come into the school’s syllabus after the joining
of David Drummond in Dhuramtollah Academy in 1814. Lamb’s Tales
from Shakespeare (1807) had been introduced in school even much
earlier and the study of Shakespeare on regular basis in the curriculum
of the school syllabus was found, since the inception of the Hindu
College in 1817. So, it was not Macaulay’s advocacy for introducing
Shakespeare studies in India.  Sisir Kumar. Das also made a comment
on it in a sub section of his book, ‘Shakespear and Milton’:

“In the history of the reception of Western literature in India, one
notices a long- drawn battle between the admirers of these two
English poets. The Christian missionaries, in particular, who
strongly opposed the idea of secular education, invariably preferred
Milton to Shakespeare, but it was Shakespeare, rather than Milton,
who cast his spell over the Indian reader. Milton was popular
amongst a section of English Educated students for his radicalism
views against monarchy and portrayal of valiant archangel… But
his impact, if needed any, was marginal and limited. Shakespeare,
on the other hand, became the most popular European author in
India, and also the most influential not only in the growth of an
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Indian theatre but also in the emergence of a tragic vision which
made the nineteenth century Indian literature distinct from its
earlier traditions.”58

Though, the study of Shakespeare was in vogue in the daily
curriculum of studies in the Hindu College since the inception of its
foundation in 1817, and the Hindu College was the pioneer for
introducing Shakespeare studies on regular basis in its classes or in
curriculum of studies in it, in the Colonial Bengal. The legendary
Professor Taraknath Sen also discussed on this topic in Presidency
College and Shakespeare. He cited:

“The connection between Presidency College and Shakespeare,
ranging over last 150 years, has been deep and long. The parent
institution, the Hindu College (founded on the 20th January, 1817),
was the first educational institution in India to introduce Shakespeare
as part of a regular curriculum of studies. This was the beginning
that led to the phenomenal vogue of Shakespeare in India.”59

In 1834, Persian language was replaced by English permanently
from the higher courts and became the official language of the higher
courts. The cultural hegemony of English completes the first phase of
its course. Vernacular education had also left a deep impression along
with English. In this time vernacular language progressed so much,
that all the proceedings of the lower courts could be conducted in the
vernacular language.

Thomas Babington Macaulay, who had arrived in India in 1834 as
the Law Member, started the codification of Indian Law which
completed the process, inaugurated by Cornwallis, of introducing the
principles and the procedures of English Law into India.60

The circular was referred to Macaulay for reconsideration as to
whether the Charter Act of 1813 would fit to promote the English
education. He had made a comment on it on 2nd February, 1835. In
the conclusion of the minute he wrote :

 “To sum up what I have said: I think it is clear that we are not
fettered by any pledge expressed or implied; that we are free to
employ our funds as we choose; that we ought to employ them to
teaching what is best worth knowing; that English is better worth
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knowing than Sanskrit or Arabic; that the natives are desirous to
be taught English and are not desirous to be taught Sanskrit or
Arabic; that neither as the language of law nor as the language of
religion, have the Sanskrit and Arabic any peculiar claim to our
encouragement; that it is possible to make natives of this country
thoroughly good English scholars; and that to this end our efforts
ought to be directed.61

William Bentinck (14th September 1774 -17th June 1839) had directed
an order on 7th March in the same year, where it was stated that the
lakhs of rupees which in 1813 were chiefly expended in this country
on the Oriental education, were henceforth to be expended only on
the teaching of European literature and science and the medium of
instruction would be English. A hostile relationship had bridged up
between Macaulay and the orientalists. Macaulay wrote :

“I have no knowledge of either Sanskrit or Arabic. But I have done
what I could to form a correct estimate of their values. I have read
translations of the most celebrated Arabic and Sanskrit works. I
have conversed both here and at home with men distinguished by
their proficiency in Eastern tongues. I am quite ready to take the
oriental learning at the valuation of the Orientalists themselves. I
have never found one among them, who could deny that a single
shelf of a good European library was worth the whole native
literature of India and Arabia.”62

Not having known the Sanskrit and Arabic language as he claimed,
his comments on that had made hype and hoopla in the then educated
society of the 19th century of Colonial Bengal. James Prinsep (20th
August 1799- 22nd April 1840) resigned from the post of Secretary
and Henry Davenport Shakespeare also resigned from his post of the
President of Public Instruction Committee. Lord Bentinck appointed
Macaulay as President of that Committee. Krishnamohan Banerjee,
Rashik Krishna Mallick, Ramgopal Ghosh, Tarachand Chakraborty,
Shibchandra Deb, Peary Chand Mitra, and Ramtanu Lahiri, the alumni
of Hindu College took his side.
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The radical teacher of Shakespeare H. L.V. Derozio (1826-1831),
D.L. Richardson (1837-1861) and H.M. Percival (1818-1912) the first
scholar critic had elevated the pedagogy of Shakespeare in Hindu
College in the acme of Shakespeare studies and it percolated in the
mind of elite Bengali students in the 19th century colonial Bengal. The
fulcrum of the Shakespeare’s study had moved to fashionable to
cultural and then shifted to the ideological axis and the study of
Shakespeare had firmly established in the place of Kalidasa.
Edgeworth’s Tales had replaced the Ramayana, Mahabharata and
Purans. The cultural hegemony of English had firmly sprawled its
roots far away then and students from the ‘Bhadrolok’ families came
to believe firmly that there was no poet equal to Shakespeare and that
English literature was the best in the world.63
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Brian Houghton Hodgson: On the Lesser-known Languages
of India

Satarupa Dattamajumdar

The earliest record of the study of Austroasiatic languages spoken
in India can be had in Hodgson, published in the Journal of the Asiatic
Society of Bengal, 1848, XVII (II), where a list of comparative vocables
of the languages spoken in central India was studied. Sir Brian Houghton
Hodgson called the speakers as ‘aborigines’ and studied their language
from a list of comparative vocabulary of the languages like ‘Singbhum
Kol’, ‘Sontal’, ‘Bhumij’, ‘U’ráon’, ‘Múndala’, ‘Rájmahali’ and ‘Góndi’.
This comparative study was carried out in order to trace a common
origin of these languages like that of the Aryans of north and north-
western India. Hodgson (1848:551) stated, “The affinities of these tongues
are very striking, so much so that the first five may be safely
denominated dialects of the great Kól language … and that of the
Gónds of the Vindhia whose speech again has been lately shown by
Mr. Elliot to have much resemblance both in vocables and structure to
the cultivated tongues of the Deccan.” He classed these speeches of
central India under the term ‘Kol’, a term found to be used also in the
later years by Campbell (1866) and Dalton (1866).

Here it is pertinent to have a glimpse at the socio-political perspective
that paved the way for the development of the characterization, grouping
and classification of this group of languages in the early years of the
19th century by Hodgson and other ethnologists. The motivation behind
such an endeavor was essentially imperialism of the west, not only in
the Indian context but of the eastern part of the globe also. This is
evident in the preface of MÈller (1854) where we find a letter written
by C.E. Trevelyan, a British civil servant and a colonial administrator,
to Max MÈller expressing the need and urgency of the study of the
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languages of their colonies in the east. He stated, “We cannot tell how
far and how long this remarkable invention of the Western nations in
Eastern affairs may lead us; and I know, from my Indian experience,
that a knowledge of the native languages is an indispensable preliminary
to understanding and taking an interest in native races, as well as to
acquiring their good-will and gaining influence over them…. What I
would suggest is, that you should prepare a treatise showing 1st what
are the languages spoken in that part of the world, giving a general
idea of their territorial limits, and of the classes of people by whom
they are spoken; 2ndly the family to which they belong, and their
general character and structure, and the alphabets by which they are
expressed; … That whatever you do should be done quickly. Every part
of this great effort, including this important literary adjunct, is under
war pressure;”

To this Max Müller  added, “ It will be seen that on many of the
languages spoken on the seat of war our information is very scanty,
and that some of the most important problems of Comparative Philology,
in connection with these languages, must wait for their solution until
new and trustworthy materials have been collected to illustrate the
grammar of the dialects spoken…”(F.M. Müller, 1854 Suggestions to the
Assistance of Officers in Learning the Languages of the Seat of War in the
East, pp. iv-vi). The people speaking Austroasiatic languages (a branch
of the then Austric language family) are spread over different parts of
Southeast Asian region. This region came under the influence of the
different colonial powers like Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, English and
French at different periods of time. Late 18th century and the early 19th

century witnessed the studies of the language, culture and society of
people of Indo-China peninsula, Malay Peninsula, Indian Archipelago
and Islands of Pacific Ocean, from a scientific view point. It was during
the middle of the 19th century when similarities were observed between
the races and languages of Southeast Asia and Indo-Pacific Islands. It
is the lexical and structural similarities of the languages of this whole
region of Southeast Asia that helped the ethnologists to delineate the
‘Austric’ language family to which belongs the ‘Austroasiatic’ and
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‘Austronesian’ as subfamilies of languages that spread over Brunei,
Cambodia, China, India, Indonesia, Laos, Madagascar, Malayasia,
Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand, Timor Leste,
Vietnam and the Indo- Pacific Islands.

The earliest study of the Munda languages, one of the major sub-
family of Austroasiatic language family is attested in Hodgson (1848)
while discussing the languages of central India. As already mentioned,
he used the term ‘Kol’ as a cover term and examined a list of comparative
vocabulary of Santali, Bhumij, Oraon, Munda, Gondi and speeches of
Rajmahal, Singbhum in order to trace the structural relationship amongst
these languages and establish cognate relationship from the lexico-
semantic point of view.  Contemporary to Hodgson, comparative study
of the vocabularies of these languages are also attested in Campbell
(1866), Hunter (1868)and others. It was Müller (1854) who observed the
structural differences amongst the languages which were dealt with in
Hodgson (1848). Müller (1854: 175) said, “… I should say that the dialects
spoken by the Rajmahal-Koles, and the Uraons, are of the same family
as the Gond, and, therefore, of Tamulic origin. But this cannot be said
of the Singbhum, Sontal, Bhumij, and Mundala Koles, though Mr.
Hodgson inclines to believe that all these dialects belong to the same
class.”  He recognized the existence of the Munda language family as
an independent language family, separate from the Dravidian language
family.  Müller (1854) considered the term ‘Kole’ as a very general
nomenclature for these speakers and prefers to adopt the term ‘Munda’
as an ethnic name which these speakers use to identify themselves. The
earliest enquiry of the languages of central India is found in Hodgson
(1848), Campbell (1866) and Hunter (1868) where mention of ‘Mundala’
language is found in the comparative list of vocabulary items of the
languages of the region. The comparative philological study was done
with an intention to characterize and classify the languages of the Chota-
Nagpur region.

Hodgson (1848) called the non-Aryan groups of India by the term
‘Tamulian’ (originally indicated the Tamil language of southern India)
which included all the languages of the Deccan plateau and all the
‘aboriginal’ languages of India. Müller (1854:82-83) expressed discontent
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with the term ‘Dekhan languages’ which was used to indicate all the
speeches of India other than Aryan. He preferred the term ‘Nishâda’ (a
name given to these speakers by the Aryans) for all the native languages
of India, who occupied the subcontinent before they were disbanded
by the immigrant Aryans. But such an identification of the languages
spoken in the south-central India did change with further linguistic
enquiries in course of time. The necessity for a sound explanation of
the languages became a desideratum in order to get rid of the terms
like ‘Turanian’, ‘Tamulian’, ‘Non-Aryan’ which are found to be less
precise to fulfill the objective of the science of languages. Need for
characterization and classification of these languages was also found
voiced in Brandreth (1878) quoting the address delivered by Friedrich
Max Müller in the second International Congress of Orientalists in 1874
which mentioned, “No real advance has been made in the classification
of the Non-Aryan Indian dialects since the time I endeavoured, some
twenty years ago, to sum up what was then known on that subject in
my letter to Bunshen, “on the Turanian Languages”.” (Brandreth, 1878:1).
Contemporary to this we find Cust (1878: 5) expressing disgruntlement
with the terms like Turanian, Tamulic, Non-Aryan, and such others.
The need for defining language as a form of speech for an aggregate
of populace, the extant of difference which amounts to dialectal variation
and the degree of speech variation that makes a variety, sister language,
was found to be the need of the hour.  Such comparative linguistic
enquiries of Hodgson and other ethnologists formed a stepping stone
for further linguistic enquiries, viz., Linguistic Survey of India by George
Abraham Grierson (1903-1908) followed by the scientific studies of the
languages in advanced models throughout the 20th century.

While tracing a common origin of the non-Aryan languages of India,
Hodgson (1848:551) mentioned about his study on Koch Bodo and
Dhimal (Hodgson 1847 a.), the three Tibeto-Burman languages spoken
in Northeast India. It was during the 19th century when parallel
linguistic concerns were observed between Tibetan and Burmese
languages having rich literary tradition. It was Sir Brian Houghton
Hodgson (1847-48) who took interest in collecting language data spoken
in Northeastern region of India along with the lexical items of other
languages spoken in Southeast Asian highlands and Southwest of China
for a comparative analysis of the sound pattern and word structure of
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these languages. He was the first to observe the unity existing among
the Tibeto-Burman languages and started publishing a number of papers
from 1828. The first work to capture the attention on Tibeto-Burman
languages was Hodgson (1847 a.) which dealt with the lists of vocabulary
of the languages like Bodo, Koch and Dhimal spoken in the Northeast
region with a comparative grammatical account to establish the common
origin of the languages. It is widely known and accepted that the name
Bodo was first used by Hodgson (1847 a.) though not as a group name
but as the name of one of the three languages dealt with in the treatise.
Roman alphabets with necessary diacritical marks were used to represent
the speech sounds. A comparative approach was adopted to find out
the phonetic similarities and also the similarities and differences in the
word structure of Koch with the other two languages. The vocabularies
were classified under different word classes or parts of speech. While
doing this Hodgson (1847a. : 107) observed, that Koch is “wholly a
corrupt Bengálí” and significantly traced the transformation of the
language and the speech community. Hodgson (1847a.: 137-138) stated,
“That the Kocch were originally an affiliated race, very closely connected
with the Bodo and entirely distinct from the Hindoos, (Arian immigrant
population using the Prákrits,) I have no hesitation in saying. But since
the beginning of the 16th century of our Úra, the Kocch have very
generally abandoned their own, in favour of the Hindoos (and Moslem),
speech and customs, though there be still a small section called Páni or
Bábú Kocch, retaining them. I failed to obtain access to the Páni Kocch
so that my Kocch vocabulary exhibits little more than mass of corrupted
Prákrits.” An early enquiry of other Tibeto-Burman languages of
Northeast India, viz., Deori/Chutiya, Naga, Ahom, Khamti languages,
which dates to Hodgson (1850), compared the vocabulary items of these
languages with Laos and Siamese in order to discover the structural
relationship of these languages.

The apprehension regarding the loss or extinction of the lesser-
known languages (which are much talked about and discussed today
as endangered/marginalized languages) was also observed in  Hodgson
(1847a.: 138) as, “There are however, some primitive vocables and the
vocabulary, such as it is, has been taken, in order to preserve a living
sample (soon to disappear) of that process whereby the Arian and
exotic, are rapidly absorbing the Támulian and indigenous tongues of
India-tongues (the latter) which, if we make a general inference from
the state of things in the hilly and jungly districts, wherein alone they
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are now found, must have been prodigiously numerous, when they
prevailed over the whole face of the land-unless, indeed, the dispersion
and segregation in holes and corners of the aboriginal population have
given rise to that Babel of tongues which we now find.” Thus, the
observations of Hodgson in the early years of the 19th century regarding
the lesser-known languages of India, initiated and contributed towards
documentation of the early forms of speeches, leading to the
development of the genealogical classification of the Austroasiatic and
Tibeto-Burman language families in the later years of the 19th and 20th
century. Brian Houghton Hodgson contributed many manuscripts to
The Asiatic Society, which were later utilized by different scholars.
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Girish Chandra Maity, 1. Swadhinata Sangrame Subhas Chandra O
Jawaharlal ï¶§±ÒœÚÓ¬± ¸—¢∂±À˜ ≈̧̂ ¬±¯‰¬f › Ê›˝ı˛̆ ±˘ó, Shiropa Publication, Price
350/-. 2. Subhas Chandra : Nana Prasanga ï¸≈ˆ¬±¯‰¬f † Ú±Ú± õ∂¸/ó, Asian
Publication, Price 450/- (Two books in Bengali).

India became free from British rule after prolonged patriotic
movements of people and their leaders over nearly hundred years.
There were many different approaches in the freedom movement of
different leaders. Quite naturally people of independent India will
make assessments of effectiveness of these approaches. Such questions
arise mainly because the achievement of independence got entangled
in the problem of partition of the country. Cause of partition was
involved in different ways with the approaches of the freedom
movement. Mahatma Gandhi is given most credit for making India
free from British domination. Next to Mahatma Gandhi arises the
name of Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose for leading the country to
freedom. Between the two approaches of these two important leaders
which one could tackle the problem of partition better?

There are many books on the history of freedom movement with
different emphasis on the policies of these two leaders. Dr. Girish
Chandra Maity has written two books on history of freedom movement
of Subhas Chandra Bose. These two books are lucid and well arranged
by arguments. Contentions are extensively supported by documents.
These two books deal with many unsolved questions of freedom
movement and importance of Subhas Chandra Bose in this movement.
The treatment is convincing and highly logical. Every argument or
statement is supported by documents. No other book on Subhas
Chandra whether in Bengali or English is as much supported by
documents as these two books. As a result these books could raise
new questions and challenge familiar myths. Author left no scope for
sheer presumption nor indulged in any popular myth.

Active political career of Subhas Chandra Bose has been the main
subject of study of these two books. These two books are therefore
highly valuable for anybody concerned with the political history of
India in the period of activities of Subhas Chandra Bose.

Festival of independence of India is marked by the contributions
of Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru. No other leader of freedom
movement gets as much credit for achievement of independence as
these two persons. General impression is that India became free of
British rule through peaceful movement. Gandhiji is given credit for
achieving transfer of power through non - violent freedom movement.
The idea was that he was supported by leaders like Jawaharlal Nehru
in this novel approach even with a facade of the latter’s stand of
modern socialism. Gandhiji disapproved any possibility of violence.
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Thus an impression of peaceful trasfer of power from the imperialist
ruler to subservient colony of India could be presented to the world.
Gandhiji took all precautions to keep mass movement segregated from
the industry of ruling imperial power. Thus the drawing of resources
by British Indian industry from the colonies could remain unabated.
The author of these books has quoted communications between
Gandhiji and Nehru on matters of capitalist exploitation of the British
imperial power. Socialist conscience of Nehru could be easily silenced
by threat of alienation by Gandhiji. Gandhiji for that matter never
wanted to disturb the status quo in economic and social matters. For
this reason, unlike the latter phase of Brahmo Samaj in Bengal, Gandhiji
never wanted to disturb the caste system, neither Gandhiji wanted to
change the agrarian relationship in land. For this reason Gandhiji
ignored the request of Subhas Chandra Bose for coaliton government
of Fazlul Hoque with Congress in Bengal.

Subhas Chandra Bose wanted to squarly attack the economic
dominance of the British colonial power. In this matter he wanted to
consolidate the farmers and industrial labourers in the freedom
movement of the Congress. In this process he wanted to finally involve
Indians in police and military in the freedom movement. It is a peculiar
phenomenon that the Indians in bureaucracy and defence were not
called to join the noncooperation movement. British imperial power
depended on the Indians in bureaucracy. Gandhiji never wanted the
Indians in bureaucracy and defence to let down the colonial power.
The imperial power on its part took all precautions to segregate the
Indian members in defence according to religion and race. The image
of holy man of Gandhiji did not impress the vast mass of Muslims.

Subhas Chandra sought radical steps for tackling the communal
ploy of the British. Radical political steps towards Socialism could
draw different groups of leftists to Subhas Bose. But the leftists were
divided among themselves and could not provide a substantial
platform within Congress. The author of these books has dealt this
matter in details with the support of documents. On this matter,
Gandhiji, inspite of his general reverence towards Rabindranath totally
dismissed latter’s political requests. On the matter of political issues
that Gandhiji was adamant in dismissal of Tagore has been adequately
dealt with documents in this book. In this connection disregard of
Tagore in political matters by his close associates like Krishna Kripalini
and Anil Chanda are revealed in documents presented in this book.

In many respects these two books are comprehensive account of
the political stand of Subhas Chandra in freedom movement. The
views are supported by large quantity of documents. These two books
seem to be much more comprehensive than most other books in both
English and Bengali on this subject.

Anupam Gupta
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