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PedaGoGy of RabIndRanaTH TaGoRe  1

Until now, Rabindranath Tagore has been presented as a poet, writer 
andwinneroftheNobelPrizeforLiterature.Therearenostudiesin
Polish devoted to Tagore as a teacher and headmaster of private schools 
inSantiniketan,SriNiketanorVisvaBharati.Limitedinformationtothat
effect can be found in few articles and dictionaries. The aim of this arti
cle is to present a fuller overview of traditional and western education, 
Indian Renaissance in the 19th and 20th centuries India, and the ped
agogical activity and creativity of Rabindranath Tagore, in relation to 
adult education and lifelong learning, excluding his literary output.

TRadITIonal IndIan uPbRInGInG

The traditional way of education in ancient India has a very long his
tory. Indian philosophical literature touches upon all the problems of 
life from metaphysics to the organization of social life and upbringing 
and is thus included in the texts treated as a source of Indian peda
gogical thought.Among theoldestare theVedichymns,consisting
offourparts:Rigveda,Jadveda,Samaveda,andAtharvaveda.Slightly

 1 Originallypublished:BeataPietkiewicz-Pareek,“PedagogiaRabindranathTagore(1861–
1941)”, Studia Edukacyjne2012,No.19,p.159–178.
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later exegetical texts, or brahmans, were created, followed by the Upa
nishads.TheVedas,theancientHolyBooks,translateliterallyasKnowl
edge.Hencetheconvictionthatscienceandholinessarenottwopoles
of knowledge, but complementary disciplines. The language of teaching 
was Sanskrit, a sacred language, unknown to most Indians. In line with 
the spirit of India, the philosophy that constitutes the basis for educa
tion also determined the techniques and ways to better mankind  2.

In the Brahmin culture there was an interest in education and its 
aspects regulating the development of a collective life organized in 
four castes. According to Rigveda’s interpretation, each caste was
made from a particular part of the body of a cosmic being, Purusha, 
which determined their attitude to the ritual and the character of the 
activities performed in everyday life. The duty of the Brahmin, who 
grew out of the mouth of Purusha, is to study and perform ritual 
functionscombinedwithexertingamagicalinfluenceontheminds,
emotionsandimaginationofthemembersofothercastes.Histasks
included learning the truth, teaching and implementing the thoughts 
ofthewisemen.Purusha’sarmgaverisetoacasteofKshatri,knights
and rulers, who safeguarded the land and prosperity. The studies of 
Kshatriwerefunctionalandpreparedforgovernanceandwarfare.In
matters of understanding the laws of life, they sought advice from the 
Brahmans,whoexplained the regularities andwaysof fulfilling the
dharma3. The Waishia caste, originating in Purusha’s hips, led an eco
nomic life of craftsmen, merchants and farmers, and regenerated her
self via education. The fourth caste, the Shudra, came from the feet of 
Purusha and performed menial work  4.

ThehallmarkoftheHindureligionisthefaithinthereproducibi
lity of the cycles of the creation of the world and the concept of three 
births:thefirstbirthisthebirthofachild,thesecondtimeaperson
is born by initiation, and the third time a person is born after death, 
in a new incarnation, according to the law of karma. The conviction 

 2 SeeZ.Krawczyk,Rabindranath Tagore – poszukiwanie prawdy i piękna w teorii i prak-
tyce wychowania,Warszawa1990,p.36.

 3 SeeIbidem,p.39.
 4 SeeS.Wołoszyn,“Wychowaniei»nauczanie«wcywilizacjachstarożytnegoWscho

du”, [in:] Pedagogika. Podręcznik akademicki,ed.Z.Kwieciński,B.Śliwerski,Warszawa
2004,p.83.
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about the journey of the soul and its new incarnations puts the whole 
Indianproblemofeducationinadifferentcontext,unknowntotheEu
ropeanreflectiononhumaneducation.Itisassociatedwiththetheory
of merit and transmigration, a symbolic circle of a series of new incar
nations that offer a person the chance to mature spiritually. The birth 
of a child is rife with chaos, lack of discipline and life at the biological 
level. During childhood, a person lives surrounded by unconditional 
love, often under the care of the servants, free from educational inte
rventions and corrective pressures. The child, like the world of natu
re, develops despite the fact that nobody manages these processes. Its 
existence until the time of initiation is deprived of social and religious 
status.Achildendshisorherexistenceasanaturalhumanbeingwhen,
at the age of eight, he or she moves from nature to the world of tradi
tionandspirituallifeintheprocessofinitiation.Awareness,discipline,
higher will and suffering will take part in its creation. Initiation there
fore appears as the moment of spiritual birth, and those who have un
dergonetheinitiationarecalleddouble-born.Apersonthenentersthe
Brahmaćaryaperiodnolongerdevelopsfreelybutbeginsthelifeofan
adult under the care of a guru, a philosopher who shares his experience 
and under his direction goes from disciplining the senses to disciplining 
the mind. Moral life gives man a chance to free himself from ignorance 
andtogetclosertothetruth,orSatya.Liberationfromignorance,from
unfamiliarity with the laws of the universe, from anger and prejudice, 
according to Indian theory of education, is the content of improving the 
body and mind; and the soul which has not reached the knowledge will, 
after death, be reborn in another incarnation.

In the process of upbringing, the student sat next to the guru and 
listenedtothewordsoftheVedas,theteachingsaboutthecreation
of the world, the gods, the history of Indian civilization and learned 
about upbringing, psychology, medicine, logic, language, mathematics, 
and the art of social life5. In individualised education, the teacher paid 
special attention to the development of the student’s mind and con
sciousness, which were to bring him closer to understanding the laws 
ofmodelrealityanduniversalrealitycreatedbytheAbsolute  6.

 5 SeeZ.Krawczyk,Rabindranath Tagore – poszukiwanie prawdy i piękna w teorii i prak-
tyce wychowania,op.cit.,p.43–44.

 6 SeeIbidem,p.115.
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In India, prior to the colonial conquest, there was no cult of inven
tivenessorscientificprogress,andintellectualactivitywasdirected
towards philosophical and religious speculation. The Brahmins did 
not create a rational and critical intellectual tradition, but preferred 
commentsoveroriginalresearch.Lackofenthusiasmfornoveltywas
a result of the social order; wealth did not change the fate of man as 
much as spiritual knowledge, virtue and a righteous life. The glamo
risationofwork,socharacteristicofEurope,wasunknown.Oneonly
tried to do what he or she was destined to do by virtue of being born 
in a given caste, and the caste order was conducive to passivity and 
reconstruction7.

The emergence of unorthodox religions in India, such as Buddhism 
and Jainism, did not bring about radical changes in the social role of 
knowledge and education. However, these religions promoted te
aching in monasteries, which became the primary centres of religious 
knowledge. The presence of Islam in northern India dates back to the 
11th century, but the Muslim rule did not introduce any changes in the 
situationofeducation.MadrasasandKoranicschoolswere introdu
ced, which offered religious education exclusively to boys.

THe colonIal PeRIod

In the 19th c., India faced two concepts of man, two worldviews: Brah
min and English. Indian philosophywith its concepts of themicro
world,manandgoalsof lifegoalscollidedwithEuropeanhumanism,
developing natural sciences oriented towards action and rebuilding 
of social and economic life. In the foreground were such qualities as 
positivist thinking and scientism, sharp opposition to metaphysics and 
preference for broadly understood experimentation, all of which were 
new for Indian society  8.

InthefirstperiodofBritishcolonization,theconservativeorien
tationprevailed.TheEnglishdidnotcareiftheIndianswouldgetto

 7 See J. Kieniewicz,Kerala. Od stanu równowagi do stanu zacofania,Warszawa 1975,
p.146–147.

 8 SeeZ.Krawczyk,Rabindranath Tagore – poszukiwanie prawdy i piękna w teorii i prak-
tyce wychowania,op.cit.,p.55.
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knowEuropeanculture.Theyknewthatfamiliaritywithitcouldlead
to changes in the mentality of the indigenous population and trigger 
unforeseenconsequences.In1792,thedirectoroftheEastIndiaCom
panysaid:“WelostAmericaasaresultofourownmadness,accepting
the establishment of schools and colleges. We should not repeat this 
act of madness towards India”  9.ThisorientationwassupportedbyEu
ropean orientalists, who wanted to preserve the Indian community 
intact, which also involved a policy of trireligious tolerance.

The liberal orientation began to emerge as of 1815. The British
began to see the need for change in Indian society. Missionary scho
olswereallowedtobeestablished.In1818thefirstIndiancollegefor
Indians was opened in Serampora  10.TheactivityofChristianmissions,
the establishment of various types of schools led to the popularization 
oftheEnglishlanguageandasaresulttoanintellectualrevival.Lear
ningabouttheclassicalEuropeanculture,theIndiansbecameaware
ofitsvalue.Occident,i.e.pro-Europeangroups,consistingofrepre
sentatives of higher castes, maintained close contacts with the colo
nistsandadoptedtheconviction imposedbytheEnglishaboutthe
superiorityofEuropeanculture.TheEuropeanmodels imposedon
themwereeasilyassimilatedbyeducation.Conservativegroups,on
the other hand, preferred the traditional way of life and were hostile 
towardseverythingEuropean  11.

Foundedbymissionaries,theschoolseducatedpeopleconcer
ned with the ideas of progress, where the personal role model of 
a gentleman was more valued than the personality model focused 
on selfobservation, meditation on the sense of life and oriented 
towards selfimprovement. In the late 1820s, a radical orientation 
began to emerge that sought to modernise India according to the 
Europeanmodel. The BritishCrownneeded junior clerks and ju
niorofficialstobecometheirtoolsformanagingtheIndianEmpire.
There was no need to educate scientists or engineers, and typically 
general humanistic knowledge was sufficient for the British admi
nistration.TheCommitteeofPublicInstruction,establishedin1835

 9 R.N.Sharma,R.K.Sharma,History of Education in India,NewDelhi2004,p.85.
10 SeeS.Łodziński,W dążeniu do równości,Warszawa1993,p.78.
11 SeeZ.Krawczyk,Rabindranath Tagore – poszukiwanie prawdy i piękna w teorii i prak-

tyce wychowania, op. cit., p. 22.
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and led by Thomas B. Maculay, compiled a report which laid the gro
undwork for the educational policy. Macular wrote:

I therefore propose that we replace their ancient education system, so 

thattheythinkthateverythingforeignandEnglishisbetterforthemthan

their own, until they lose their sense of selfesteem, their own culture, 

and become what we want them to be: a truly dominated nation. [...] We 

must make every effort to create classes that are translators between us 

and the millions we govern; a class of people with Indian blood and com

plexion,butwithEnglishtastes,opinions,morale,andintellect  12.

TheUniversitiesofMumbai,CalcuttaandMadrasestablished in
1857werebranchesofBritishuniversitiesandtheirunifiedprogram
meswereadaptedtotherequirementsoftheUniversityofLondon.
There was then no separate education system in India, and the British 
did not try to distinguish between the way of education in Britain and 
beyond within the empire. Nor did the British see the need for the 
creation of primary schools. Parents wishing to educate their chil
dren employed private teachers. The British administration would not 
spend money on primary education and did not do anything about it 
until the end of its rule13.

Ontheotherhand,theEnglish,contributedtogreatsocio-econo
mic reforms. They built hundreds of factories, developed the railway 
network and brought drinking water to the cities. It was a period of 
industrial and social revolution. The British encouraged the rulers of 
independent principalities to introduce reforms along the lines of the 
British model and after a while they annexed them. The British failed 
to implementWood’s 1854reform. Itsmainobjectivewastoextend
education to the whole of Indian society by introducing a dual educa
tion system. In villages, teaching was to take place in traditional scho
ols in local languages, with lessons schedules, curricula and textbooks 
were to beWestern. Educationwas to remain secular and neutral.
Itsfinancingwas tobebasedoncompulsorypayments levied from
the population. By allowing private initiative, Wood’s reform became 

12 R.N.Sharma,R.K.Sharma,History of Education in India,op.cit.,p.85.
13 See D. Rothermund, Indie. Nowa azjatycka potęga,Warszawa2010,p.228(Englishedi

tion: D. Rothermund, India: The Rise of an Asian Giant,Cambridge2009).
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astrongincentiveforthedevelopmentofprivateschools.However,
it did not lead to the development of education in rural areas due to 
the lack of subsidies from the administration budget. People could not 
afford to send their children to school at the cost of losing their jobs, 
whichhasnot changed to thisday. In 1882 theEducationCommis
sion, alsoknownas theHunterCommission,wasestablished.They
pointed to the need to maintain caste and religious divisions in edu
cation, favoured a ban on teaching the untouchables and the creation 
of a separate school organization for Muslims. This led to even greater 
nationalist and religious tendencies, which began to emerge in the 
fieldofeducation  14.

The conquest of Bengal by the British caused a sudden change in 
thepositionofHinduism.UnderMuslimrule,theHindureligionwas
barelytolerated.FortheEnglish,bothHinduismandIslamwerepagan
religions,butbecause theCampaignhadno religious interest,Hin
duismgainedanequalpositionforthefirsttimein500years.Many
HinduscalledforareturntothesourcesofHinducivilizationandcul
ture. One of them was Rammohan Roy, a social and religious reformer, 
fatheroftheIndianRenaissance,founderofHinduCollege,founder
oftheBrahmoSamajmovement.FascinatedbyEuropeanideologies,
hetriedtouncriticallygrafteverythingWesternontoIndiansoil.He
developed a programme for the reconstruction of Indian society, eli
minating outdated forms of morality such as sati, child marriage and 
the caste system.

There are three phases in the development of the Indian Renais
sance.ThefirstoneisconnectedwiththeactivityofRoyandBrahmo
Samaj and is characterized by fascination with all things western. The 
secondstage,linkedtoArjaSamaj’sactivity,isareactiontotheprevio
uslyrevealedEuropeaninfluencesandanemphasisonprideineve
rything Indian. The third stage is characterized by a great synthesis of 
EuropeanandIndianideologies;itsrepresentativeswereVivekananda
and Tagore. There were two doctrinal tendencies in this period: libe
ral and democratic, and different approaches to the issue of liberating 
a country from colonial occupation. Since the 1880s, Indian nationalist 
ideologyopposedtheBritishcolonialrule.All Indians,regardlessof

14 SeeS.Łodziński,W dążeniu do równości,op.cit.,p.80–81.
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religion,casteorregionoforigin,becameawareofthe“alien”nature
of the white sahib ruling their country as soon as they came into direct 
contactwiththenewrulers.Atthesametime,thepopularityofthe
idea of social equality, women’s rights and access to education that 
characterized the West was on the increase15.

The resurrection of the knowledge of Indian history awakened 
andstrengthenedtheunderstandingofHinduism.Theresurrection
of Sanskrit led to the rereading of the great works of Mahabharata and 
Ramayana.The long-forgottenhistoryofChandraguptaandAlexan
der the Great (Sikandra) was discovered and the inscriptions from the 
timesofAsiaweredeciphered.TheHindusrealizedthattheycanbe
proud of their national heritage.

RabIndRanaTH TaGoRe – lIfe and PedaGoGIcal ouTPuT

RabindranathTagorewasbornon7May1861.Attheendofthe17th
century, his ancestors abandoned their family estates and moved to 
Govindpur, which in the future was to become one of the districts 
ofCalcutta.Overtheyears,thankstotradingandbankingactivities,
the Tagore family became the owners of many properties in India. In 
particular, theyprofitedgreatly fromtheircooperationwith the in
creasinglypowerfulEastIndiaCampaign.Rabindranath’sgrandfather,
Dwarkanath Tagore, violated the religious ban imposed by Hindu
ismandtravelledoverseastoEurope,wherehedied in1846during
atourofLondonattheageof52.DwarkanathTagorewasoneofthe
most prominent and active representatives of the Indian intelligentsia, 
supporting Roy in his efforts to reform Indian society  16.Hewasalso
highly valued by the colonial administration and court circles, which 
wasreflectedinQueenVictoria’sknightinghim,anhonourhedidnot
accept.AlsoRabindranath’sfather,Devendranath,wasanardentsup
porter of the Brahmo Samaj movement17. In1863heestablishedthe

15 J.Justyński,Myśl społeczna i polityczna renesansu indyjskiego od Rama Mohana Roya 
do Rabindranatha Tagora,Warszawa1985,p.254.

16 SeeN.Jha,“RabindranathTagore(1861–1941)”,Prospects. The quarterly review of educa-
tion1994,Vol.XXIV,p.603.

17 Society of Brahman Worshippers.
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ashram, a meditation centre called Santiniketan (Peaceful Place), 100 
kilometresawayfromCalcutta  18. While the Tagore family was deeply 
entrenched inHindu andMuslim traditions, they did not spare re
sources for the development of Western education, including tertiary 
education institutions, where they could study natural sciences and 
medicine. This particular situation in the Tagore house explains the 
combination of tradition and modernity characteristic of the Rabin
dranath’s attitude to life. Devendranath Tagore was one of the main 
activistsintheemergingBengalcommunity.Hestudiedatthesame
English-HinduschoolasRammohanRoyandwasgreatlyinfluenced
byhim.HewaswellversedinbothEuropeanandIndianphilosophy.
Thanks to his strength of character he gained the nickname Maharshi, 
i.e. the Great Seer.

Rabindranath was his youngest, fourteenth child  19. The other kids 
were also comprehensively educated; they played musical instru
ments, wrote poetry, novels and dramas, which was rare at that time  20. 
Hisparentsdidn’tshowmuchinterestinhim.Hismotherwasalways
busy running the house and his father spent all his time travelling 
acrossIndia.Hisupbringingwasthenmainlytheresponsibilityofthe
servants  21. The father cared for the harmonious development of his 
sons’ talents and hired private teachers to teach them at home. Rabin
dranath’s brother also took care of his comprehensive development, 
mainly teaching him his native Bengali, which was neglected at school. 
In later years Rabindranath attended the Bengali high school, founded 
byIswarChandraVidyasagar,wherehelovedespeciallytheBengali
languageandliterature.HewasalsosentbyhisfathertoEnglishscho
ols,butdidnotliketheirstyleofteachingandtheEnglishlanguage
itself.Hisfavouritebooks,apartfromtheMahabharataandRamayana,

18 See D. Rothermund, Indie, op. cit., p. 228.
19 R. Tagore, My Reminiscences,says:“Shortlyaftermybirthmyfathertooktoconstan

tly travelling about. So it is no exaggeration to say that in my early childhood I har
dlyknewhim”.Allquotationsafter:R.Tagore,My Reminiscences, Project Gutenberg, 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/22217/22217-h/22217-h.htm(available:30.02.2020).

20 Dwijendranath was a Bengali musician and poet, Satyendranath took part in the Ben
gali national movement and was active for the abolition of Pardah, or a system of 
femaleseclusion.SwarnakumariisconsideredasthefirstBengalifemalewriter.

21 SeeB.Grabowska,B.Śliwczyńska,E.Walter,Z dziejów teatru i dramatu bengalskiego, 
Warszawa 1999, p. 86.
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included works by Spencer, Gibbon, Shakespeare’s tragedies and no
vels by Dickens, Thackeray, Shelley, and Byron  22.

Rabindranath gave up formal education and at the age of 14 began 
to take private lessons at home from specially employed governors. In 
his memoirs, he describes the reluctance he felt during his childhood 
towards private teachers, learning venues and memorization. Instead 
of wasting his time in class, he preferred to give in to his dreams, look 
out the window, hide in the nooks and crannies of his home and spin 
his fantastic stories23.HehatedEnglishlessons,whichheconsidered
extremelyboring:“Providence,outofpityformankind,hasinstilled
asoporificcharmintoalltediousthings.NosoonerdidourEnglish
lessons begin than our heads began to nod”  24. That is why he attached 
somuch importance to language.Hebelieved that Indiawouldnot
preserveitsownculturalidentitybyusingEnglishandpostulatedle
arning in folk languages.

Hischildhoodexperienceallowedhimtoformulatehisowntheory
ofupbringing.Hisconceptwasbasedon the ideaof liberating stu
dents from household chores, giving them time after school as a form 
of creative detachment from reality25.Asachild,Tagoredidnothave
muchtimeforhimselfbecausehisdaywasfullofschoolduties.Lear
ning began before dawn with gymnastics, followed by lessons in lite
rature,mathematics,geographyandhistory.Afterschool,inhisfree
timefromencyclopaedic learning intheEuropeanstyle,he learned
wrestling, drawing and singing. This will affect the construction of the 
curriculum and the choice of content in the Santiniketan school  26.

Since his earliest years Tagore tried to break free from the con
straints imposed by the school27. Science was associated by him not 

22 SeeJ.Justyński,Myśl społeczna i polityczna renesansu indyjskiego od Rama Mohana 
Roya do Rabindranatha Tagora, op. cit., p. 229.

23 SeeA.Chaudhuri,On Tagore. Reading the Poet Today, Pieterlen 2012, p. 148.
24 R. Tagore, My Reminiscences, op. cit.
25 SeeA.Chaudhuri,On Tagore,op.cit.,p.147.
26 See R. Tagore, My Reminiscences, op. cit.
27 SeeIbidem.Hewrites:“Ihadstartedaclassofmyowninacornerofourverandah.

Thewoodenbarsoftherailing31weremypupils,andIwouldacttheschoolmaster,
cane in hand, seated on a chair in front of them. I had decided which were the good 
boys and which the bad—nay, further, I could distinguish clearly the quiet from the 
naughty, the clever from the stupid”.
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with assimilation of knowledge, but with selfimprovement and chan
ge in the quality of life. When he was 12 years old, his father took him 
to Santiniketan and during this short stay Tagore took Sanskrit and 
astronomylessonsandstudiedtheHinduscriptures,whichbecame
the seed of his views on upbringing. The memory of the closeness and 
tenderness of his father during his teaching in Santiniketan, absent in 
Calcutta,evolvedinlaterworkwithRabindranath’spupilsafter1901  28.

In1878,attheageofseventeen,RabindranathwassenttoLondon
tostudy law.However,aftereighteenmonths,at therequestofhis
father, he returned to India without completing his studies. In 1882 his 
firstbookintheBengalilanguageSandhya Sangeet was published. By 
1890 he had written many articles, poems and novels, highly apprecia
tedbycritics. In1883,attheageof23,hemarried10-year-oldBha
vatarini  29, who was halfilliterate. In 1890 he made his second trip to 
GreatBritain.Afterhisreturnhetookoverthesupervisionofthefami
lyestate.In1886hisfirstdaughterwasborn,in1888hissonandin1891
hisnextdaughter.IntotalTagorehad5children30. In 1892 he wrote 
hisfirstmajor essayoneducation in India titled “TheMismatchof
Education”,wherehecriticisedcolonialeducationandtheschoolsys
tem31.Hewasoverwhelmedbytheterribleeconomicstatusandliving
conditions of inhabitants of rural areas. The villagers should feel the 
strength, and the only way to achieve this is through adult education. 
Independence of the rural community, local initiatives undertaken by 
themselves and a courageous leader may lead to the improvement of 
their living conditions. Only lifelong education was an instrument on 
theroadtosocialchange.Asalandowner,Tagorebegantointroduce
the basics of education for his employees. To this end, he founded 
a school for adults on his property in Seliadah32, where he also sent 

28 SeeA.Chaudhuri,On Tagore, op. cit., p. 148.
29 Throughout his life, Tagore loved his tragically deceased sister-in-law, Kadambari,

whocommittedsuicide.Hededicatedasmanyas6bookstoher.Duringhislifetime
he never dedicated a book to his wife.

30 SeeB.Grabowska,B.Śliwczyńska,E.Walter,Z dziejów teatru i dramatu bengalskiego, 
op. cit., p. 86.

31 SeeS.Bhattacharya,“ClassicswithCommentary:RabindranathTagoreonSchooland
Uni ver sity”, Contemporary Education Dialogue 2004,1,p.259,http://ced.sagepub.com/
content/1/2/258.citation(available:30.02.2020).

32 EasternBengal,nowBangladesh.
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hisownchildren.Itwashisfirsteducationalexperiment.Healsoor
ganized a hospital which cared for the inhabitants of nearby villages. 
Tagorehimselfcalledthisperiod inhis life“Sadhana”. Itwasatime
ofreflection,self-improvementandpreparationforactivesociallife.
Latereducationalexperimentswillbebasedontheexperiencehega
ined from the educational project in Seliadah33. It was then that Ta
gore understood that education through life must attempt to teach 
the art of life. The knowledge needed by adults must not come from 
outside, and education programmes adapted for adults must focus not 
only on the communicative function of language, but also on learning 
todrawonone’sownexperiences.Hebelieved that the transferof
practical professional skills and lifelong learning could be the most 
costeffective form of learning. Weaving, spinning, haberdashery and 
ceramics have always been associated with the lowest castes in India. 
The knowledge and skills of the rural population have never been re
cognised as valuable by the higher castes. Tagore tried to change this 
situation by introducing numerous educational programs34.

Atthesametime,Rabindranath’snephewattemptedtoopenascho
olinSantiniketan(PeacefulPlace),whichpropagatedtheideaofHin
duism.Hepreparedastudyprogrammeanderectedbuildings,buthis
death in 1899 interrupted the project. Only two years later did Tagore 
decide to continue his nephew’s work and in 1901 he left the Seliadah 
estate and moved with his family to Santiniketan, which he had visited 
as a child with his father. On December 22, 1901, on the anniversary 
ofhisgrandfather’saccessiontoBrahmoSamaj,theofficial inaugura
tion of his new school took place. The school attempted to reconstruct 
the traditional model of education, aimed at sustaining the philosophy 
and art of life35. It was based on the principles of the traditional forest 
school (ashram), where dedicated wise men and spiritual guru teachers 
gathered.Inaninauguralspeechcalled“PratisthadivaserUpadesh”,he
definedtheschool’sideologicalprogramasapursuitoftruthandbeau
ty, as the tuning of young people’s characters to the fullness of life and 

33 SeeN.Jha,“RabindranathTagore(1861–1941)”,op.cit.,p.605–606.
34 SeeA.Bhattacharya,Education for the People. Concepts of Grundtwig, Tagore, Gandhi 

and Freire,Boston2010,p.52.
35 SeeZ.Krawczyk,Rabindranath Tagore – poszukiwanie prawdy i piękna w teorii i prak-

tyce wychowania, op. cit., p. 144.
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the universe36. Tagore referred to three basic elements characteristic 
of a forest school: lack of dualism in terms of knowledge, friendship 
withallandfulfillingduties.Heisolatedhisschoolfromtheaccidental
influencesofsocietyandcultivatedthemultipleconnectionsbetween
the lives of his students and the values of spiritual culture37. In addition, 
he supplemented science with elements of modern knowledge in the 
fieldofnaturalsciencesandhumanities.Thestudywasconductedin
Bengali and treated as the main means of communication, although the 
boys came from different parts of the country and belonged to diffe
rentcastes.Initially,onlyfiveboysfromfamiliesknowntoTagorealong
with his son attended Santiniketan, and after a few years the number of 
students increased to several dozen. The school was a boarding scho
ol; all the students lived together and living a harsh life, and until her 
deathin1902Tagore’swifewasa“mother”toallthepupils.Theygot
upat5a.m.,theboyscleanedtheirbedroomsandstartedthedaywith
morningablutions.Thentheywentforoutdoorgymnastics.Aftergym
nastics,theyprayedandcontemplatedfor15minutes.Thentheywent
forbreakfast.Learningbeganat7amandtookplaceintheopenair.The
pupils usually worked independently under the supervision of teachers. 
Afterlunchthelessonslasteduntil5pm.ThecurriculumincludedSan
skrit, Bengali, English,Mathematics, Astronomy,History,Geography,
Nature, and Music. In the afternoon the pupils played football, took part 
invillageactivitiesorreadpoetryloudly.Theyalsotookpart infield
andgardenactivities.Aftereveningablutionsandprayers,thepupils
had free time and went to bed at 10 pm38. The school was divided into 
three sections (high school, junior high school, elementary school), and 
the pupils gave them their own names. They could move from group 
to group, depending on their own skills. Therefore, a system oriented 
towardsindividualiseddevelopmentofpupilswasadopted.Outoffive
teachers,twowereCatholic,onewasthesonofateacherfromEngland.
TheteacherswerepreparedtoworkattheUniversityofCalcuttaor
in teacher seminars run by missionaries. What they learned there was 
aimed at sustaining colonialism and proved to be useless in Santinike
tan. Therefore, only young teachers were employed as it was easier to 

36 SeeIbidem,p.135.
37 SeeIbidem,p.159.
38 See Ibidem, p. 222.
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change their teaching habits39. Students were not charged any fees all 
billswerepaidbyTagore.Hisfamegrewandsodidhisroyalties.InNo
vember1913,hereceivedtheNobelPrizeforLiterature,thankstowhich
the school could develop. The school was supported by the maharaja of 
Tripura; Tagore also sold all his wife’s jewellery and the right to publish 
his works.

In1905,theNationalCommissionforEducationaskedTagoreto
prepareaprogrammeofeducationalreforms.Ayearlaterhepresen
ted his own concept of national education, organically connected with 
thelifeofthenation,generallyacceptedHinduidealsandtraditions  40. 
HesupportedtheSwadesimovementcallingforaboycottofEnglish
goodsandtheexclusiveuseoflocalproducts.Forseveralyearshetra
velledaroundtheworld,visitedtheUnitedStates,EuropeandJapan  41. 
On3June1915theBritishgovernmentknightedTagore,whichtitle
hegaveupaftertheArmitsarmassacre in1919.These international
experiences had a profound impact on his vision of education and he 
decidedtocomplementitwithcontactswithothercultures.Heno
ticedthatnarrownationalismpushesonetowardsapathofconflict.
According toTagore,whatdistinguishes Indian culture is not com
mercialism, imperialism or nationalism, but universalism, the unity of 
the soul and the environment  42.

HisvisionofanidealschoolwasimplementedintheVisvaBhara
ti43, a centre of Indian culture established in 1921. The university was 
only a loose, its organization lacked precise regulations and norms. 
Tagore’s concept was to build a bridge between nations, between east 
and west, between south and north. People from all over the world 
and of all ages could study there  44. Tagore opposed blind imitation 

39 SeeIbidem,p.165.
40 See Ibidem, p. 191.
41 By1934,TagorehadvisitedEurope,Ceylon,China,Japan,Argentina,Egypt,Singapore,

Malesia,Java,Bali,Thailand,Indochina,Persia,Iraq,Canada,UnitedStates,andRussia.
42 SeeP.Parmar,“RabindranathTagore’sViewsonEducation”,Language in India 2011,Vol.

11/1, p. 228, http://www.languageinindia.com/jan2011/tagoreparmar.html (available: 
30.02.2020).

43 See Visva-Bhatati, A Central University and an Institution of National Importance,
http://visvabharati.ac.in/(available:30.02.2020).

44 SeeS.Bhattacharya,“ClassicswithCommentary:RabindranathTagoreonSchooland
University”, op. cit., p. 260.
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of the Western style of teaching, Western buildings and subjects that 
unnecessarily increased the cost of education and were therefore too 
expensive for the poorest social strata45.Atthesametime,hestressed
theneedforteachinginnativelanguages.SpeakingonlyEnglishwas
limited to the higher castes; the masses did not know the language of 
thecoloniserandthereforewereunabletobenefitfromeducation  46. 
Universities should never become machines for collecting and distri
buting knowledge, but rather platforms for exchanging experience. 
Peopleshouldofferawealthofthoughtinthem.Hewanteduniversity
environments to integrate with the rest of society and take on the 
burdenofeducatingpeople living inpoorregions.Hedidnotwant
education to be reserved exclusively for urban communities and the 
higher castes. School institutions should be at the heart of society, 
linked to it by living ties of cooperation.

Tagore was particularly concerned about the dramatic situation 
of the rural population, who, deprived of education, were unable to 
change their life situation. Lack of food, health, joy, lack of aware
ness of what a social initiative and cooperation is, made Tagore esta
blish a school for the poorest called Sri Niketan and the Institute for 
RuralReconstruction inthevillageofSurul.Hetaught thevillagers
that instead of blaming failure on ill fate, they had better take their 
lives in their own hands and be dependent only on their own efforts. 
This motto was the basis of Tagore’s theory of rural reconstruction47. 
He was particularly interested in the indigenous forms of upbrin
ging, which were considered scandalous in those times, and especial
lyintheopennessofcontactsbetweenmenandwomen.Hedivided
knowledge into general and utilitarian knowledge. The former should 
concern all people, while the latter should be connected with social 

45 R. Tagore, My Reminiscences,says:“itwasaschool.Theroomswerecruellydismal
with their walls on guard like policemen. The house was more like a pigeonholed box 
than a human habitation. No decoration, no pictures, not a touch of colour, not an 
attempt to attract the boyish heart. The fact that likes and dislikes form a large part of 
the child mind was completely ignored. Naturally our whole being was depressed as 
we stepped through its doorway into the narrow quadrangle”.

46 SeeA.Bhattacharya,“TagoreontheRightEducationforIndia”,Asia-Pacific Journal 
of Social Sciences 2009,Vol. 1, p. 27, https://brill.com/view/book/9789460912665/
BP000009.xml(available:30.02.2020).

47 SeeN.Jha,“RabindranathTagore(1861–1941)”,op.cit.,p.605–606.
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functions adopted in society  48. The aim of the school was to provide 
a comprehensive education to the rural population, to enable them to 
gain a future income and to equip them with practical skills that would 
improvetheirlivesinallaspects.Hisintentionwas,withoutnegating
the role of science and the latest technologies, to teach traditional 
crafts. Without this effort it was not possible to revive the countryside.

Fromthebeginning,themaintaskoftheprogramofSriNiketan,
theTabernacleofSuccessledbyLeonardElmihst,anEnglishecono
mist and agricultural specialist, was to increase the productivity of the 
land. In addition, efforts were made to improve the quality of life and 
hygiene conditions of the rural population. Tagore also tried to orga
nizescouting,mobilelibrariesandoutdoortheatreperformances.He
considered theatre to be a key factor in the development of students’ 
personalities.Hetreatedworkandscienceasaformofaspectacle.The
basic activity was learning local handicrafts  49.Attheendofhislife,Ta
gore became a promoter of the new idea of lokashiksha, i.e. education 
forthepeople.Heinitiatedthepublishingofaseriesofbookstopopu
larizescienceamongthepooreststrataofsociety.Hedividedtheilli
terate into three categories, claiming that the majority of the villagers 
wereilliterate,secondaryilliterateorfunctionalilliterate.Hesaidthat
thereareonlytwomethodsofeducatingtheilliterate.Thefirst,Jatra,
is outdoor education through drama, and the second through stories 
of heroes from the Ramayana and Mahabharata50.Gandhisawaffinities
between lokashiksha and his idea of Wardha, or basic education for 
thepeople.Afewmonthsbeforehisdeath,Tagoretriedtodrawthe
public’s attention to the fact that unequal access to education is the 
source of social inequality. Until the end of his life, his activities focu
sed on the lifelong learning of the rural population51. In 1940, a year be
fore his death, Oxford University awarded him an honorary doctorate.

48 SeeZ.Krawczyk,Rabindranath Tagore – poszukiwanie prawdy i piękna w teorii i pra-
k tyce wychowania, op. cit., p. 209.

49 SeeP.Parmar,“RabindranathTagore’sViewsonEducation”,op.cit.,p.231.
50 SeeA.Bhattacharya,“TagoreontheRightEducationforIndia”,op.cit.,p.30.
51 See Ibidem.
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RabindranathTagorediedonAugust7,1941,buthisworkhasstay
edverymuchalive.Histextsonpedagogyarevaluableresearchma
terial.TheSantiniketanSchoolandtheVisvaBharatiUniversityhave
been inexistenceuntil today.Art,musicandcraftsmanshipstilloc
cupy the main place in these institutions. The study of Indian native 
languagesandAsiancultureattractsmanystudentsfromalloverthe
world to Santiniketan. Its graduates are people who are convinced of 
theneedtofulfilaspecialmissiontowardstheworldandotherpeople,
with respect for the traditions and values inherent in the cultures and 
civilizations of other nations52.

TaGoRe’s vIes on educaTIon

The goals of education formulated by Tagore should be read in the 
contextofhisphilosophyandtheartofliving.Formanyeducatorshis
viewsdidnothaveascientificstatusandthereforewerenottreated
as the content of education. It should not be forgotten, however, that 
Tagore’s pedagogical writings were created in the atmosphere of the 
nascent Indian Renaissance, a negation of everything Western, and 
additionally characterized by a strong liberalism. The boundary line 
in his views on education was between tradition and modernity and 
wasnotclear-cut.Muchofhisreflection intertwinesand links ina
newcreativewaywhatisnewandwhatisalreadyknown.Hereplaced
the positivist concept of education with a hermetic poetic conven
tion,withnopointsof reference toEuropean intellectual culture53. 
Tagore’sviewsevolvedfromtheashramparadigminthefirstphase,
through the model of national education in the second and the ideas 
ofVisvaBharathiinthethird,tothepromotionoftheideaofthelo
kashiksha at the end of his life.

AccordingtoTagore,societycanchoosebetweentwomodelsof
upbringing. One aims at the appropriation of the pupil, who is an object 
of education and total trust is placed in the teaching process, in the 
process of assimilation and accumulation of knowledge. The second 

52 SeeN.Jha,“RabindranathTagore(1861–1941)”,op.cit.,p.611.
53 SeeZ.Krawczyk,Rabindranath Tagore – poszukiwanie prawdy i piękna w teorii i prak-

tyce wychowania,op.cit.,p.97.
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model of education is based on limited trust in the didactic process. 
According to the transmigration theory,man comes into theworld
withaspecificcharacter,whichasaconsequenceassignstoeducation
a far more modest role. Rather, it boils down to an agreement between 
master and student and knowledge is treated as an object of persona
lity and soul development. The content of the curriculum is limited to 
the basic tendencies of cultural development54.

Tagoresworethathehadneverbeeninfluencedbyanyideology
ofupbringing.Heemphasizedthathisviewsoneducationweremo
stlyinfluencedbyhischildhoodmemories55. In many ways Tagore’s 
ideasreferredtotheviewsofRousseau,DeweyandMontessori.For
example,likeFrobel,Tagorebelievedthatharmonywithnaturecan
be achieved through proper education and that household chores 
are part of young people’s upbringing, just as community service is 
theresponsibilityofeverystudent.Accordingtomanyresearchers
of Tagore’s thoughts, he knew European views on education, but
these stemmed from Indian philosophy and tradition56. Of special 
importance were moreover the views of Mahatma Gandhi, who wan
ted to establish “people’s education”, adjusted to rural, self-susta
ining communities57.

Thinking about education, Tagore referred to the categories of 
truth, beauty, love and joy, which came close to wisdom in its meta
physical sense. Education through truth should lead to the full de
velopment of the inner spiritual culture and to participation in the 
transformation of the surrounding world. Beauty, understood as the 
result of intentional human activity and the search for contact with 
the ultimate reality by means of symbols, causes not only emotional 
and aesthetic reactions, but also brings us closer to the sacred58.

AccordingtoTagore,thegoalofeducationshouldbeasenseof
fulfilmentandsatisfactionwithlife.Scienceisnotonlyknowledgeand

54 See Ibidem, p. 160.
55 See R. Tagore, My School,London1933.
56 SeeN.Jha,“RabindranathTagore(1861–1941)”,op.cit.,p.611.
57 SeeR.Tagore,L.K.Elmhirst,Rabindranath Tagore, Pioneer in Education. Essays and 

Exchanges Between Rabindranath Tagore and L.  K. Elmhirst,London1961.
58 See Z. Krawczyk, Rabindranath Tagore – poszukiwanie prawdy i piękna w teorii 

i praktyce wychowania, op. cit., p. 82.
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intellect, but also creativity and aesthetics. Man must become an in
tegral part of the environment, go beyond his human nature to unite 
withtheuniverse.Atthesametime,hehastoexploretheworldintu
itively, via emotions59.

Tagore doesn’t disregard Westernstyle education, he says:

I do not deny that the civilization of the West has abundant material from 

which we can draw knowledge and educate our intellect. We are allowed 

to acquire this knowledge and use it properly, but India is not a beggar of 

Europe,evenifthisiswhattheWestthinks  60. 

Awestern-styleschooliscomparedbyTagoretoafactorythatopens
in the morning when the bell rings, and when a teacher starts talking, 
thefactorystartsworking.Whentheteacherfinishestalkingatfourin
the afternoon, the factory closes and the students go home carrying 
on their backs some sheets of paper produced by the learning machine. 
Hewasalsoagainstexaminations,whichdominatedtheBritishteach
ing system. In a hierarchical society, they were to mean that a career is 
not determined by the caste, but by hard work and knowledge  61.

The overarching goal of education should be to pass on to the 
youngest generation the entire cultural heritage of India and other 
nations, so that they can learn from it and gain experience. Tagore 
placed great emphasis on learning the native languages of India, which 
were the driving force behind Indian education  62. Science should begin 
with an ascending curve; it should be rooted in the natural cultural fo
undations of the community and be guided by values that consolidate 
the cultural heritage of India as a whole63.

59 SeeK.O`Connell,“TagoreandEducation:Creativity,MutualityandSurvival”,Asiatic 
Volume2010,Vol.4,Np.1,p.76.

60 R. Tagore, Nacjonalizm, Warszawa 1922, p. 102.
61 P.Parmar,“RabindranathTagore’sViewsonEducation”,op.cit.,p.229.
62 R. Tagore, My Reminiscences,p.60,writes:“OnleavingtheNormalSchoolwewere

senttotheBengalAcademy,aEurasianinstitution.Whatweweretaughttherewe
never understood, nor did we make any attempt to learn, nor did it seem to make any 
difference to anybody that we did not”.

63 See Z. Krawczyk, Rabindranath Tagore – poszukiwanie prawdy i piękna w teorii 
i praktyce wychowania, op. cit., p. 84.
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Tagore was extensively involved in the education of women, who 
were mostly illiterate. In his schools, women were always welcome and 
attendedco-educationalclasses.Hebelievedthatitwasnecessaryto
get rid of the stereotype that the wife’s too much knowledge offended 
herhusband.Hecalledforachangeinthestatusofawomanwhoshould
cease to be a household object and stand upright next to her husband as 
his companion  64.Althoughheopposedearlymarriage,hehimselfmar
riedhisdaughterswhentheywere15and10yearsold.Attheendofhis
life he was said to be tormented by remorse because of this65.

AtTagore’sschool,theteacher’sjobwasnotonlytopassonknow
ledge, but also to cultivate virtues in a way similar to the way a garde
ner fertilizes his plants. In order for a student to acquire a passion for 
learning, the teacher should stimulate his or her doubts, ask questions, 
instil in him or her love for mental adventures, courage to discover 
theworld.Atthesametime,theteachershouldenjoyteaching,feel
harmony between himself as a teacher and his pupil  66. Tagore stressed 
that the teacher must not only provide information, but also inspire67. 
If no one inspires the students, and they only accumulate information 
in their heads, the truth loses its meaning. Most school knowledge 
is wasted because teachers treat their subjects as dead specimens 
in display cases with which you have to get familiar, but there is no 
communication with them. Of paramount importance in teaching is 
spontaneity and a creative atmosphere, and the teacher’s main goal 
should be to work constructively with students. Instead of gathering 
encyclopaedic knowledge, learning everything from books, thus being 
cutofffromreflection,thestudentshouldexplorewhatistruth,be
auty and what leads to love in action. Teaching will only be wholesome 
and natural if it becomes the direct fruit of life and the development of 
knowledge. The content of the curriculum about the external facts of 
the world should not be more important than the content developing 
the truth and beauty of its disciples. Do not teach everything, but only 

64 A.Bhattacharya,Tagore, op. cit., p. 24.
65 B.Grabowska,B.Śliwczyńska,E.Walter,Z dziejów teatru i dramatu bengalskiego, op. 

cit., p. 88.
66 P.Parmar,“RabindranathTagore’sViewsonEducation”,op.cit.,p.230.
67 R. Tagore, My Reminiscences,writes:“Themainobjectofteachingisnottoexplain

meanings, but to knock at the door of the mind”.
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whatisimportantforthedevelopmentofthestudent.Accordingto
the Indian evolutionary order, development is descending, hence Ta
gore’s keen interest in states of mind and consciousness  68.

Tagore was against any form of punishment in order to introduce 
discipline, which deprived the student of individuality  69. In his opinion, 
manyteachersbelievethatfear isessential inteaching.However, it
is the teacher who has to create a situation where the student is not 
afraidtoexpresshisorheropinions.Hispedagogicalproposalsoscil
lated around the idea of education in an atmosphere of joy of creation; 
upbringing should motivate to learn rather than punish70. Tagore con
sidered it a natural right of the child to create forms offering him joy 
andtolearntobesatisfiedwiththevoluntaryperformanceoftasks
for his or her own pleasure and to satisfy his or her need for play71. 
Childhood,ontheotherhand,isaperiodinwhichonehastherightto
an unrestricted life free from the needs of specialisation and narrow 
limitationsofprofessionallife.Childrenlovelife,embraceitwithan
imagination full of spontaneous activity72. Tagore’s teaching methods 
werebasedontheideaof“joyfulstudy”,whichincludedtrips,picnics,
games, music, participation in religious performances and festivals73. 
The children were engaged in gardening, planting, watering, and we
eding. Thanks to this they were closer to nature not only through con
templation, but also through action74. The main goal was to stimulate 
the imagination of the alumni. The child was in the centre of his inte
rests; the student was a subject in the teaching process, and educa
tion was aimed at satisfying his or her needs, aspirations and abilities. 

68 P.Parmar,“RabindranathTagore’sViewsonEducation”,op.cit.,p.232.
69 R. Tagore, My Reminiscences,observes:“WhatIlearntthereIhavenoidea,butoneof

its methods of punishment I still bear in mind. The boy who was unable to repeat his 
lessons was made to stand on a bench with arms extended, and on his upturned palms 
were piled a number of slates. It is for psychologists to debate how far this method is 
likely to conduce to a better grasp of things”.

70 SeeP.Parmar,“RabindranathTagore’sViewsonEducation”,op.cit.,p.230.
71 R. Tagore, My Reminiscences,writes:“Ifchildrenareonlyallowedtobechildren,torun

and play about and satisfy their curiosity, it becomes quite simple. Insoluble problems 
areonlycreatedifyoutrytoconfinetheminside,keepthemstillorhampertheirplay”.

72 SeeA.Bhattacharya,“TagoreontheRightEducationforIndia”,op.cit.,p.33.
73 SeeK.O`Connell,“TagoreandEducation:Creativity,MutualityandSurvival”,op.cit.,

p.71.
74 SeeA.Bhattacharya,“TagoreontheRightEducationforIndia”,op.cit.,p.34.
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Tagorebelievedthateducationshouldbenefitthepupil,nottheother
way around. Similarly, he claimed that a child is not only the fruit of 
divine love, naturally inclined to do good, but is a necessary condition 
forGodtoconfirmhisdivinity.

IntheWest,the“modern”understandingofadulteducationandli
felonglearningwasowedtopeoplesuchasRousseau,Pestalozzi,Fro
ebel, Montessori, Piaget, and Dewey. Tagore, on the other hand, was 
a great promoter of the idea of adult education and lifelong learning, 
given his efforts to rebuild villages, introduce rural cooperatives, re
construct traditional crafts and rebuild agriculture75. Tagore breaks 
freefromthecharacteristicHinduistfatalismandreplacesitwiththe
idea of human freedom, which is the prerequisite for all development. 
Freedomenablesmantomovefromsuccesstosuccessandtocreate
his own history, in which human will plays an important role76. Tago
re’smottowas:“Amanwhocananddoesbuildhisownkingdomis
indeed a king and a master of himself”77.
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Abstract:
Rabindranath Tagore is one of the foremost thinkers in the world who 
thoughtwhatkindofeducationIndiashouldhaveforitspeople.His
concepts of an ideal Indian school and university are extremely in
novative. In this paper, the author wants to highlight the educational 
philosophiesofTagore.Fiveperiodsofhislifehavebeenhighlighted:
theperioduntil 1901–Seliadah, the timeofSantiniketan 1901-1921,
VisvaBharatiUniversity appointment, theappointmentofSriNike
tan school for the poorest, and the latter associated with the idea of 
lokashiksha. Tagore’s views on education were shaped by both the 
Western concepts of education and mainly by the ideas typical of the 
Hindutraditionassociatedwitheducation inforesthermitagesand
ashrams.Hewasabletocreativelycombinetraditionalandmodern
thinking about education. To date, there is a school of Santiniketan 
andVisvaBharatiUniversity,wherestudentsfromaroundtheworld
can study his unusual views on education.
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