From the Desk of the General Secretary

T

he Council of the Asiatic Society, Kolkata had taken a decision to observe
the bicentenary of Pandit Iswarchandra Vidyasagar in a befitting manner.
In keeping with this spirit the Society had initiated a number of academic
programmes.
The first collaborative seminar was organised at Karmatanr, the last place
of residence of Vidyasagar in the district of Jamtara, Jharkhand. The Vidyasagar
Smriti Raksha Samity arranged a two-day seminar inviting scholars from
various places including some local scholars. The Asiatic Society had taken
active part by sending a group of members/scholars at Karmatanr. The next
joint programme was organised with Vidyasagar University on 23rd and 25th
July, 2019. The first day programme was held at Vidyasagar University on 23rd
July, 2019 and the second day programme was held at the premises of the
Asiatic Society, Kolkata on 25th July, 2019. On both these days a number of
distinguished scholars/researchers presented their papers on various aspects
of contribution of Pandit Iswarchandra Vidyasagar, primarily in the field of
education and social reforms.
The Society organised on its own a three-day compact programme of an
exhibition and an international seminar from 25th to 27th September, 2019. The
subject of the exhibition was 'Iswarchandra Vidyasagar as Printer and Publisher',
which was curated in collaboration with the Department of Publication,
Jadavpur University. It was opened by Professor Isha Mahammad, the President
of the Asiatic Society, Kolkata since the Hon’ble Governor of West Bengal, Shri
Jagdeep Dhankhar could not finally come because of an urgent programme
in Delhi. Professor Sukanta Chaudhuri, Emeritus Professor of English, Jadavpur
University, delivered a special lecture on the life and contribution of Vidyasagar.
On this occasion a bust of Vidyasagar, which was modeled by the eminent
sculptor Shri Goutam Pal, was also unveiled on 25th September 2019 at the
Vidyasagar Hall by the President of the Asiatic Society, Kolkata.
The International Seminar followed on 26th and 27th September, 2019.
Hon’ble Minister of Culture (Independent Charge), Government of India, Shri
Prahlad Singh Patel inaugurated the programme and also released four books
related to Vidyasagar published by the Society. The Key-note Address was
delivered by Professor Brian A Hatcher of Tuft University, U.S.A. A group of
eminent scholars and researchers on Vidyasagar had presented their papers.
The Society has also received a few proposals for collaborative academic
programmes from other academic bodies in the country. These will be
considered for implementation during 2020. In the meanwhile, as per the
decision of the Council of the Asiatic Society, Kolkata, two Research Fellowships
in the name of Vidyasagar have been announced and are being processed
for taking up research projects in the broad field of active interest of Pandit
Iswarchandra Vidyasagar.
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Unveiling the Bust of Pandit Iswarchandra
Vidyasagar as part of Bi-centenary Celebration

In the dais (L-R) Dr. Satyabrata Chakrabarti, Professor Isha Mahammad, Professor Sukanta Chaudhuri
and Shri Shyam Sundar Bhattacharya

T

he Asiatic Society, Kolkata is commemorating the Bi-centenary of Pandit Iswarchandra Vidyasagar
throughout the year. As a part of its Bi-centenary celebration, an august ceremony was held on Wednesday,
25th September, 2019 at 4:00 p.m. at its aesthetically decorated Vidyasagar Hall.
Professor Isha Mohammad, President of the Asiatic Society presided over the function. Professor Sukanta
Chaudhuri, Professor Emeritus, Department of English, Jadavpur
University graced the occasion with his presence and delivered a
lecture on Iswarchandra Vidyasagar’s Contribution to Scholarship,
Society and Culture.
On this auspicious occasion, a bust of Pandit Iswarchandra
Vidyasagar was unveiled by Professor Isha Mohammad, President of
the Asiatic Society. The bust was engraved by eminent sculpture Shri
Goutam Paul. Professor Mahammad also inaugurated an exhibition
on “Iswarchandra Vidyasagar as Printer and Publisher” presented by
the Asiatic Society in collaboration with Jadavpur University Press
(Publications). The exhibition was displayed for next two days at the
Vidyasagar Hall of the Asiatic Society.
Welcoming the audience, Dr. Satyabrata Chakrabarti, General
Secretary of the Asiatic Society showcased the different programmes
planned by the Society in observance of Bi-centenary celebration
Pandit Srikumar Chattopadhyay
rendering invocation
of Vidyasagar.
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In his presidential address, Professor Isha
Mahammad highlighted the different aspects of life
of Pandit Iswarchandra Vidyasagar.
Shri Shyam Sundar Bhattacharya, the Treasurer
(Acting) of the Society thanked all dignitaries,
members, employees, scholars and all the resource
persons who made this occasion a great success.
The ceremony was concluded with the National
Anthem.
A large number of members, scholars and
academicians were present in this programme.
Professor Sukanta Chaudhuri offering flower to the bust
of Vidyasagar

Summary of the speech of Professor Sukanta
Chaudhuri on Iswarchandra Vidyasagar’s
Contribution to Scholarship, Society and Culture

A

s part of commemorating bi-centenary celebration of Pandit Iswarchandra
Vidyasagar by the Asiatic Society, Kolkata, an exhibition was inaugurated
on “Iswarchandra Vidyasagar as Printer and Publisher” on 25 September, 2019. Sukanta Chaudhuri,
Professor Emeritus, Department of English, Jadavpur University delivered a lecture immediately
after the inauguration of the exhibition. Interestingly enough, the theme of his talk was Vidyasagar’s
contribution to scholarship, society and culture. He began by mentioning the fact that Vidyasagar’s
reputation in Bengal in the nineteenth century mainly rested on his great competence of traditional
Sanskritic scholarship for which he was given the title of Vidyasagar at his quite an early age. There
were, however, other recipients of the title both in Iswarchandra’s lifetime and after. The strange fact
was that when Iswarchandra passed away in 1891, everybody remembered him as Vidyasagar, and in
no other name than Vidyasagar. The legacy continued even after his death, so much so that all other
holders of the title of Vidyasagar were collectively forgotten. Professor Chaudhuri thinks this was
possible because of his great contribution on education, society and culture of nineteenth century
Bengal. Chaudhuri then dwells on Vidyasagar’s educational measures, particularly his drive for female
education, and his contribution to the development of Bengali prose. He also touches on his measures
for social reform, particularly the widow-remarriage movement, though he has not elaborated on this
aspect. The culture that Vidyasagar personified in the nineteenth century was a mixture of Indian and
European characteristics in the guise of a Pandit, and hence his excellent knowledge of English has
also been highlighted. Chaudhuri thinks how Vidyasagar’s name turned into a household name during
his lifetime in the absence of widespread media coverage common in later periods is a mystery. His
unbelievable fame not only crossed the boundary of the metropolitan town of Calcutta but reached
out to remote corners of Bengal and other parts of India in the nineteenth century and after. Social
and cultural historians of India will continue to look into the root of it in years to come.

Compiled by Professor Arun Bandopadhyay
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Two-Day International Seminar on Probing Social Reform in India in the
Nineteenth Century: Vidyasagar’s Legacy in the Long Run : A Brief Report
“Iswarchandra was not an ocean of learning only; he was an ocean of
compassion, of generosity, as well as of many other virtues.”
–Mahatma Gandhi

Hon'ble Minister Garlanding the Bust and Lighting the lamp with Professor
Pradip Bhattacharya, M.P. and Vice-President of the Asiatic Society

T

his year 2019, marks the Bi-centenary of Pandit Iswarchandra Vidyasagar, the great educationist and social
reformer par excellence, and arguably one of the most prominent figures of the nineteenth century Bengal
Renaissance. In this occasion, The Asiatic Society,
Kolkata, organised a two-day International
Seminar on Probing Social Reform in India in the
Nineteenth Century: Vidyasagar’s Legacy in the
Long Run to pay homage to the great soul. The
seminar was held on 26 and 27 September, 2019
at the Vidyasagar Hall of the Asiatic Society.

Inaugural Session
The inaugural session was attended by many
esteemed academicians, office-bearers and
members of the Asiatic Society, research scholars,
students, guests, and media personalities. The
seminar started with the garlanding of the newly
unveiled statue of Iswarchandra Vidyasagar
followed by an invocation and welcome song.
Shri Prahlad Singh Patel, Hon’ble Minister of

Professor Isha Mahammad felicitating the Hon'ble Minister
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State (MoS) for Culture, Government of
India inaugurated the programme. Professor
Brian Hatcher, Professor and Packard Chair
of Theology, Tufts University, USA was the
key-note speaker. Professor Isha Mahammad,
President of the Asiatic Society, chaired
the session. Then all the dignitaries were
felicitated with flower bouquets. Here,
the Hon’ble Minister lit the lamp and paid
reverence to Iswarchandra Vidyasagar.
The welcome address was delivered by
Dr. Satyabrata Chakrabarti, General Secretary
of the Asiatic Society. He announced yearlong activities to commemorate Vidyasagar’s
200th birth anniversary. This was followed
by a brief introduction on the theme of the
Amit Ghosh and Suranjana Chaudhury rendering invocation
seminar by Professor Arun Bandopadhyay,
Historical and Archaeological Secretary of
the Asiatic Society, where he pointed out
in the context of nineteenth century Bengal with
why this seminar has searched Vidyasagar’s
long legacy of social reform not only in Bengal but consideration of what it means to remember him
in other provinces of India in the nineteenth century two hundred years after his death. In his paper,
'Vidyasagar at 200', he stressed on the abolition of
and beyond.
Shri Patel released three books on Vidyasagar polygamy, often less discussed, as a vantage point to
written and edited by noted academicians and one discern about Vidyasagar. He depicted Vidyasagar as
book edited by Vidyasagar. In his inaugural speech, an illustrious prose writer who not only established a
he welcomed all to remember 200th birth anniversary new standard of Bengali prose but also demonstrated
of Vidyasagar and his important role in the spreading a kind of logical and verbal clarity that was virtually
education through vernaculars, in the introduction unmatched in its day. He was “the first true artist of
of widow remarriage, in the abolition of polygamy, in the Bengali language”, as described by Rabindranath
the movement against child marriage and so on. He Tagore. Vidyasagar brought social changes through
felt blessed to be part of such an amazing initiative his writings and movement. Professor Hatcher
and informed full co-operation of the concerned emphasised that Vidyasagar came from a different
Department under his Ministry in aid to the future world and one needs to understand and learn from
the wonders associated with him and his world.
activities of the Asiatic Society.
Professor Brian Hatcher in his key-note speech, Vidyasagar never toyed with dissimilation. He was
remembered the journey of Vidyasagar as a person courageous and forthright and many would say he
against all odds – against polygamy, against was a man of agility. He also mentioned that the
child marriage, for widow remarriage, for female recent event when Vidyasagar's idol was destroyed
education, and his best-known primer Barnaparichay. was unfortunate, but he points out that Vidyasagar
To him, everyone knows about Vidyasagar here would probably not want a Murti out of the
and all have their own stories about him. He tried Panchadhatu. Vidyasagar most of all valued courage,
to balance reflection on Vidyasagar’s significance honesty, compassion and the love for learning.

6

MONTHLY BULLETIN NOVEMBER 2019

Vidyasagar Bi-centenary Celebration
In his presidential address, Professor Isha Mahammad outlined different activities of the Asiatic Society
commemorating the Bi-centenary of Vidyasagar. He recalled his childhood days and memories of reading the
Barnaparichay. The inaugural session ended with the customary vote of thanks given by Shri Shyam Sundar
Bhattacharya, Treasurer (Acting) of the Asiatic Society.
First Academic Session

Pabitra Sarkar

Chandramalli Sengupta

Subhendra Bhowmick

The first academic session was chaired by Professor Pabitra Sarkar and the two speakers in this session
were Dr. Chandramalli Sengupta of Asutosh College and Mr. Subhendra Bhowmick of Sidho-Kanho-Birsa
University. Dr. Sengupta very eloquently spoke about the problems associated with the implementation and
execution of the Hindu Widows’ Remarriage Act (1856). She focused on Vidyasagar’s extensive research in
Sanskrit religious texts to find out relevant clauses to establish that widow remarriage had been supported
and permitted there as well. Mr. Bhowmick reviewed the approach of Vidyasagar as a nineteenth century
public intellectual. Before the discussion, some words were spoken by Professor Sarkar about thousands of
folklores and anecdotes that had been made around Vidyasagar.
Second Academic Session

Subhash Ranjan Chakraborty

Rajen Saikia

Basanta Kumar Panda

Urbi Mukherjee

The second academic session was chaired by Professor Subhash Ranjan Chakraborty. The first speaker was
Professor Rajen Saikia, a renowned historian from Assam, who spoke about the impact of Vidyasagar’s ideas on
Assamese print culture. His paper focused on certain well-known literary figures and social reformers of Assam
who wrote specifically on topics concerning women. The second speaker from KISS Deemed University, Basanta
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Kumar Panda, traced the influence of Vidyasagar’s work in Odisha in the nineteenth century, especially in the
fields of vernacular education and textbook production. The production of the Oriya primer was also a direct
impact of Vidyasagar’s Barnaparichay. The replication of Vidyasagar’s work in Odisha is to be rightfully searched
in these fields if his legacy is to be located. The two papers, according to the Commentator Dr. Urbi Mukherjee,
are to be linked in the larger exercise of identifying Vidyasagar’s legacy outside Bengal in the long run.
Third Academic Session

Brian A. Hatcher

Aravind Ganachari

Arun Bandopadhyay

The seminar was resumed with its third academic session. It was chaired by Professor Brian Hatcher who
stressed that the main intention of the seminar is to look at Vidyasagar’s impact outside Bengal. Professor Aravind
Ganachari from University of Mumbai drew attention to the social reform and social change in the nineteenth
century Maharashtra. Most importantly his paper sought to explain certain specific concepts in the background
of which Vidyasagar has to be studied. He delineated the difference between ‘West’ and ‘Western Education’. To
him, the progressive ideas that come from the ‘West’ to India are different from English education. The process
of cultural induction needs to be taken into account. In terms of intellectual movements, he pointed out that,
Maharashtra was not as isolated from Bengal as sometimes it is argued. Bengal and its ideas did spread to
Bombay in several different ways. As Professor Manjiri Kamat, the other invited speaker from Mumbai University
could come because of some unavoidable circumstances, Professor Arun Bandopadhyay gave the outlines
of Professor Kamat’s paper on Ranade as a social reformer in Maharashtra. As a commentator, Professor Arun
Bandopadhyay discussed the two-way role of English language, firstly as a language of oppression, and secondly
as a language of education. He also expressed his opinion on the two teleological views on social reforms that
occurred in Bengal and Maharashtra in the context of different phases of colonial history.
Fourth Academic Session
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V. Ramakrishna

Swapan Kumar Pramanick
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The fourth academic session chaired by Professor Swapan Kumar Pramanick who located Vidyasagar in
contemporary times. This session focused on the social movements took place in different parts of India,
especially in Andhra Pradesh and Punjab. Professor V. Ramakrishna from Hyderabad Central University initiated
the discussion in this session. His discussion focused on the reform activities undertaken by K. Veeresalingam,
described as “Vidyasagar of South India” by Ranade, in the Andhra region of erstwhile Madras Presidency
concerning women. The next speaker, Dr Karamjit Malhotra from Punjabi University, Patiala spoke about
the Singh Sabha Movement in the nineteenth century Punjab. However, she pointed out that unlike the
other states, Vidyasagar was little known in Punjab. Professor Mridu Rai, the commentator in this session
from Presidency University, Kolkata explained that the conversations regarding social reforms taking place
during this time had a common thread, a search for a universal principle to solve the social lacunae. Reform
cannot be only seen as reactive. Debates have emerged where there are some rules of engagement.
Fifth Academic Session

Ranjit Sen

Amit Dey

Sahara Ahmed

Aruna Sinha

The fifth academic session was chaired by Professor Ranjit Sen. In his deliberation, first speaker,
Professor Amit Dey of University of Calcutta talked about the Bengali Muslim responses to Vidyasagar
and his reform projects. His discussion threw light on an interesting interaction between Vidyasagar and
Reazuddin Mashadi, a Bengali Muslim writer and thinker who responded to Barnaparichay. The last speaker,
Professor Aruna Sinha of Banaras Hindu
University read her paper on the nature of
developments that took place amongst the
Muslims of North-West Provinces (present
day Uttar Pradesh) during the nineteenth
century and the consequences that they
entailed for the country. The scholarly
comments from Dr Sahara Ahmed of
Rabindra Bharati University went to the
direction of identifying some unmistakable
social reforms even among the Muslim
community in the long run, despite many
immediate problems for such an exercise.
Professor Brian A. Hatcher in a conversation with
Shri Prahlad Singh Patel, Hon’ble Minister
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Valedictory Session

Amiya Kumar Bagchi

Ramkrishna Chatterjee

Tapati Mukherjee

The international seminar came to an end with the valedictory session chaired by Professor Tapati
Mukherjee and the talk was delivered by Professor Amiya Kumar Bagchi. In his valedictory speech, Professor
Bagchi delivered an erudite lecture drawing attention to Vidyasagar’s growing up in an extended family
genealogically connected with Sanskrit learning, but ultimately directed towards the reformatory actions
of social reform and educational initiatives in Bengal. He described Vidyasagar not only as a great man
but as a stubborn organic intellectual. In the end, vote of thanks was raised by Dr. Ramakrishna Chatterjee,
Publication Secretary of the Asiatic Society.
Rapporteur : Suman Hazra, Sujata Banerjee
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Inauguration of Exhibition
and Release of Album on
Iswarchandra Vidyasagar as
Printer and Publisher

In the dais (L-R) Shri Shyam Sundar Bhattacharya, Dr. Satyabrata Chakrabarti, Professor Isha Mohammad,
Professor Sukanta Chaudhuri releasing the Album entitled Iswarchandra Vidyasagar as Printer and Publisher

Exhibition curated
by
(L-R) Sujaan Mukherjee
(Illustrations), Kawshik
Ananda Kirtania (Design &
layout), Suchismita Ghosh
and Abhijit Gupta (Research
and Content developement)
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Books Released by Shri Prahlad Singh Patel, Hon’ble
Minister of State (MoS) for Culture, Government of
India in the Asiatic Society

Professor Chinmoy Guha presenting the book
Pandit Iswarchandra Vidyasagar authored by
France Bhattacharya to Shri Prahlad Singh Patel

Professor Ram Ahlad Choudhary presenting to
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Professor Pallab Sengupta presenting to Shri Prahlad
Singh Patel the book
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Shri Shyam Sundar Bhattacharya presenting to
Shri Prahlad Singh Patel the book Sarvadarsana
Samgraha —edited by Pandit Iswarchandra
Vidyasagar.
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Keynote Address

Vidyasagar at 200: All The More Wonder'd All
Dr. Brian A. Hatcher

D

r. Brian A. Hatcher, Packard Chair Professor of Theology, Tufts University,
talked about the significance of Vidyasagar's vision on the Bengali society
in his keynote address at the International Seminar on "Probing Social
Reform In India In the Nineteenth Century; Vidyasagar's Legacy In the Long
Run" at the Asiatic Society Kolkata on 26 September, 2019. He also talked
about how Vidyasagar worked in order to restore and protect humanity,
while commenting on the re-issue of the Hindi translation of Chandicharan
Bandyopadhyay’s biography of Vidyasagar, also published by the Asiatic
Society on the same day. "These struggles tell the story of his greatness. While
embracing biographical literature, his significance becomes visible. It's justified
to say that Chandicharan Bandyopadhyay's book Vidyasagar (Jeevan Charit) is
incredible. There is a Hindi translation of this book which got launched today.
This book will surely lead the society towards the light. Vidyasagar tried to bring light truth to the society and he
succeeded too. Such education is totally relevant and it's very important for the betterment of today's situation."
Professor Hatcher, then, observed that Vidyasagar's contribution should not only be seen as the start
of widow-remarriage and the end of polygamy. It is important to observe how Vidyasagar accomplished
such a great achievement. He worked for girls' education. His contribution to the development of Bengali
prose is also incredible. He tried to remove the chaos and orthodoxy from the society as they were mere
results of misinterpretations of religion and scripture. Vidyasagar will always be remembered for his efforts.
Professor Hatcher added that Vidyasagar's efforts are praiseworthy as he fought against such
misinterpretations of scriptures and orthodoxy during colonialism. His works were full of courage and
audacity. Ramakrishna Paramahansa praised the ocean of knowledge which Vidyasagar possessed. He said
that Vidyasagar had millions of hurdles in front of him which were raised by Manu during his reign. Vidyasagar
highlighted those obstacles and fought bravely. Other than widow-remarriage, there were thousands of
unanswered questions faced by Vidyasagar. He made several attempts to discover these answers. He left
his job at the fag end of his life but never let these attempts fail. Although such missions brought different
issues in front of him, he kept the mission on the front end and led it carefully. He kept on fighting against
various hardships and won over the supersitious thoughts. He proved that it is not possible to chain the
society with immorality and orthodoxy for long.
Professor Brian Hatcher said that Vidyasagar can not be divided into parochial groups of thought . He is
above such divisions. No one can carve him into a statue. His figure is already made of five elements. These
elements are not external ornaments. These are the qualities which grow in one's strong character. Vidyasagar
is the true blend of Courage, Honesty, Compassion, Generosity and Law of Learning. Vidyasagar will always
be worshipped for his contribution to literature, society and religion. People will light the lamps handed to
them by Vidyasagar and will pull the society away from the darkness. Professor Hatcher paid homage to
the great reformer Iswarchandra Vidyasagar.
Speech summarised by Dr. Ram Ahlad Choudhary
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Nineteenth Century Indian Social Reformers
in the Legacy of Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar

20

MONTHLY BULLETIN NOVEMBER 2019

