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My dear young friends, do not be frightened of me, or 
think that I am going to give you a long lecture, or good 
advice, or moral lessons. I know I look rather formidable, 
with my grey beard and white hair and flowing Indian 
robe, and people who know me by my exterior make the 
absurd mistake that I am an old man, and give me a 
higher seat and pay me deference by keeping at a distance 
from me. But if I could show you my heart, you would 
find it green and young - perhaps younger than some of 
you who are standing before me. And you would find, 
also, that I am childish enough to believe in things which 
the grown-up people of the modern age, with their 
superior wisdom, have become ashamed to own - and even 
modern school boys also: that is to say, I believe in an 
ideal life. 

(Quoted in Pearson, 1917) 

* Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) was an Indian poet, playwright, short story writer, novelist, 
composer, painter and teacher. He founded a school, a university and an institute for rural 
reconstruction. Both at home and abroad he was active in promoting human betterment, peace 
and world understanding. At a time when merit in people of colour was rarely acknowledged 
in the West, he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature and the British knighted him. He 
renounced his knighthood in protest against the British massacre of unarmed Indian civilians 
in 1919 and played a prominent role in the struggle for Indian independence. He was a friend 
and inspirer of Mahatma Gandhi, who he called "Gurudev" (paragon among teachers). 
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In language as simple and winsome as this, and not without a touch of 
playfulness and irony, Tagore opened his address to an audience of children 
and students in Asia early this century, shortly after becoming the first 
nonwhite to receive the Nobel Prize for Literature. There is irony in the fact 
that though he knew how tedious and futile it could be to preach virtue to 
the young, he himself, being who he was, almost invariably succumbed to 
the urge. 

But such was the singularity of his commitment to his view of an ideal life, 
and such was its living presence in his thoughts and acts, that he could never 
be guilty of mere preaching; and therefore, 'mdium and futility fled before 
his messages, and in like manner irony vanishes. 

Tagore's commitment is best seen in his vision of truth which, in common 
with the Indian conception of that term (Gandhi, 1980; Sharma, 1981), is 
inclusive and profound, and no less practical. To trace this adherence to this 
vision and to note the candour it gave birth to as a way of life is to come 
to an appreciation of his great merit as a teacher of moral and spiritual 
values. For if the production of the habit of truthfulness in speech and 
thought is one of the major aims of moral education, as Russell (1976) once 
affirmed, then who are more likely to succeed in implanting this habit than 
those whose own lives unmistakably exemplify it? 

Tagore not only had a view of truth, but the moral courage to act on that 
view and the truthfulness to execute it in diverse ways, even in the face of 
ridicule from lesser men. Though he was not interested in constructing an 
involved, airtight system - he was too much of an artist for that - his vision 
of truth, which will be followed here sketchily, imposed on him, in what he 
said and did, a unifying consistency that is remarkable and inspiring. 

He was nursed and reared on the Upanishads and, unlike what happens to 
those whose approach to these and other sacred writings is that of the 
archaeologist, his sensitive mind awoke to the awareness of a divine 
presence in the world and, in due course, to a feeling that this divinity 
underlies all existence. As he wrote, "the same energy which vibrates and 
passes into the endless forms of the world manifests itself in our inner being 
as consciousness; and there is no break in unity. 
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However, it is not enough to know this, one must realize it and cross "the 
limiting barriers of the individual, to become more than man, to become one 
with the All." This realization must be attained "not only in nature but in 
the family, in society, and in the state" for the "ideal of the supreme 
freedom of consciousness" is not simply an intellectual or emotional quest 
but "must be translated into action" because of its profound spiritual and 
ethical basis. This, briefly, is the core of Tagore's truth (Tagore, 1915). 

Because he faithfully abided by his outlook and because he saw the display 
of too many imperfections around him, he never tired of urging people, at 
home and abroad, to cultivate what he held to be the inner, truthful side of 
their nature. Through the force of example, the power of direct experience, 
and the gift of language, Tagore often brought an authenticity to his 
messages which any teacher would envy. A lecture to an audience in Japan, 
warning against the baser passions of materialism, draws to a close with the 
following words: 

/ know what a risk one runs from the vigorously athletic 
crowds in being styled an idealist.... Yet when, one day, 
standing on the outskirts of Yokohama town bristling with 
its display of modern miscellanies, I watched the sunset in 
your southern sea, and saw its peace and majesty among 
your pine-clad hills - with the great Fujiyama* growing 
faint against the golden horizon, like a god overcome with 
his own radiance - the music of eternity welled up through 
the evening silence, and I felt that the sky and the earth 
and the lyrics of the dawn and the dayfall are with the 
poets and idealists, and not with the marketmen robustly 
contemptuous of all sentiment... 

(Tagore, 1916) 

Even in his prosaic moments, Tagore reflected a deep commitment to his 
vision of truth. His felt kinship with nature was manifest. All day long he 
could write about natural objects. It is said that he was fond of tall grass 
and that he would sit in his garden for hours in reverie and the squirrels 

* the highest mountain in Japan 
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from the boughs would climb upon his knees and the birds would alight on 
his hands (Reddy, 1973). 

The Franciscan element in his personality extended even to the normally 
forbidding elephant. He wrote of them: 

/ love to look on these overgrown beasts, with their vast 
bodies, their immense strength, their ungainly proportions, 
their docile harmlessness. Their very size and clumsiness 
has something infantile about it. Moreover, they have 
large hearts. When they get wild they are furious, but 
when they calm down they are peace itself. 

By his practice, Tagore not only revealed a fidelity to his Upanishadic 
outlook of an underlying unity in all existence, but also taught the real 
meaning of humaneness, compassion and love. He is obviously a good 
influence for the young. He may also be a healthy influence on some who 
are in the teaching profession. 

Because he truly believed in what he preached Tagore poured his heart and 
soul into his addresses, and this along with the magnetism of his person 
often captivated his audience, even across the boundaries of race, culture and 
nationality. Among those impressed by his appearance were the great black 
leader, W.E.B. DuBois, and the grand-daughter of Darwin. The latter has 
left her testimony: 

I must write and tell you both what a wonderful thing it 
has been to see Tagore. I now understand all you say. 
He is like a saint, and the beauty and dignity of his whole 
being are wonderful to remember. I can now imagine a 
powerful and gentle Christ. 

(Quoted in Chaudhuri, 1990) 

Since his poetry is characterized by the same spirit of truthfulness ("I have 
never uttered anything false in my poetry - that is the sanctuary where the 
deepest truths of my life find refuge."), it may well be of similar 
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transcendent value and its utility as a medium for discriminating religious 
and ethical understanding in a multicultural setting should be explored. 

One outcome of Tagore's vision of truth, of his belief in the ultimate 
spiritual oneness and equality of all human beings, is his opposition to 
racism, which obstructs the creative expression of the real selves of people. 
From the same source springs his respect for the cultures of all groups and 
his concern for their preservation: 

On each race is the duty laid to keep alight its own lamp 
of mind as its part in the illumination of the world. To 
break the lamp of any people is to deprive it of its rightful 
place in the world festival. He who has no light is 
unfortunate enough, but utterly miserable is he who, 
having it, has been deprived of it, or has forgotten all 
about it. 

(Sen, 1965) 

The matter of equality warrants attention, as it received sustained emphasis 
from Tagore, who viewed the meeting of the races as posing "the greatest 
of all questions of the present age" (Tagore, 1929). It was W.E.B. DuBois, 
the author of a similar and oft-quoted statement on the colour line, who once 
declared that the poet had much in common with him (Du Bois, 1985). This 
concern, too, may help explain why Tagore's popularity in the West, once 
remarkable (Sinha, 1962; Chaudhuri, 1990), declined. 

Several factors contributed to Tagore's stress on equality. He had grown up 
in a colonial setting and had seen at first hand the arrogance of the British 
in India. Secondly, scientific racism was quite fashionable during his 
lifetime, a major portion of which coincided with the heyday of imperialism, 
the real basis for the generation of this ideological distortion. Thirdly, as 
part of the hegemonic relationship between the British and the Indians, many 
of the latter were induced to assimilate the standards of the former, a conse
quence which led to the depreciation of Indian tradition and culture and one 
which the poet was constrained to take account of. Finally, Tagore's depth 
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of humanity and range of sympathy permitted an extended kinship with the 
poor and the down-trodden, including the victims of cultural and racial 
oppression, despite the fact that he was not a revolutionary. 

Tagore's vision of truth had a direct impact on his praxis as a pedagogue, 
in which capacity he displayed several admirable qualities, the full 
significance of which is often lost on his critics, who in general hover at a 
much lower plane than that at which the poet soared and, consequently, 
evince deficits in both comprehension and appreciation. 

A willingness to receive new ideas and novel experiences without 
suppressing one's individuality and identity is a form of tolerance to be 
valued in a teacher, especially in a multicultural environment, and Tagore, 
in keeping with his truthfulness, exhibited a remarkable openness throughout 
his long life. 

/ am an artist and not a man of science, and therefore my 
(educational) institution necessarily has assumed the 
aspect of a work of art and not that of a pedagogical 
laboratory. And this is the reason why I find it dificult to 
give you a distinct idea of my work which is continually 
growing... With it my own mind has grown, and my own 
ideal of education found freedom to reach its fulness 
through a vital process... 

Often this tendency was carried to exceptional lengths, resulting in his 
inability to state with precision the outlines of the topic he was slated to 
lecture on. 

/ have no polite behaviour where lectures are concerned, 
my behaviour is that of a vagabond tramp. I cannot think 
ahead and plan; I think as I speak, like the bee which 
while on its wings makes its humming sound. Therefore, 
I have no hope of becoming a professor; what is more, I 
doubt if I have the capacity to be even a student. 

(Tagore, 1975) 

18 



He was also modest and humble, qualities which adorn the truthful teacher 
but which should not be equated with knee-bending - of which Tagore never 
approved. 

In Tagore's vision of truth two major categories are encompassed: truths 
which are of the nature of information and can be added to our stock of 
knowledge from the outside, and truths which are of the nature of 
inspiration, which cannot be used to display the number of our 
accomplishments. In the latter category is included religion, which is "the 
truth of our complete being, the consciousness of our personal relationship 
with the infinite", and "the true centre of gravity of our life". It maintains 
"the true standard of value for the objectives of our striving" (Tagore, 1961). 

Given the paramouncy attached to religion, it was natural that Tagore should 
take special care to convey its importance to those who came under his 
charge. But here was a predicament: "Religion is not a fractional thing that 
can be doled out in fixed weekly or daily measures as one among various 
subjects in the school syllabus" and religious teaching "cannot be left to a 
school committee to be put on their syllabus along with arithmetic and 
Euclid. No school inspector will be able to measure its progress. No 
examiner's blue pencil can assign it proper marks" (Tagore, 1961). 

It seems clear that Tagore's outlook (along with the methodology it inspired) 
represents a significant departure from the thinking underlying much of what 
passes for religious education, the efficacy of which tends to be undermined 
by two major factors. First, the propagators are frequently not the best 
examplars of the religious spirit and, being destitute of insight and 
conviction, project an inferior version of religion, which tends to be 
mistaken for the real thing. Second, because of the distance separating them 
from what they profess, they are constrained to restrict their dissemination 
to concepts and doctrines which, again, are often equated with religion, even 
by exceptionally literate persons. 

In contrast, Tagore, a profoundly religious man, sought to promote, in place 
of dogma, the basis for religious understanding and the spirit of reverence 
for all life. 
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Though he confessed his actual practice often fell short of his aim (Tagore, 
1967), it was always his intention to create an atmosphere of learning 
consistent with the attainment of that aim. But that aim, focussed as it is on 
terrain that is indistinct and indefinite, is not reducible to specifics. Tagore 
himself tended to convey a sense of this imprecision in attempting to define 
his objective, which he once declared was to enable his pupils "to imbibe 
something intangible, but life-giving..." (Tagore, 1961). 

This paradox of the ability to know unaccompanied by the capacity to 
specify extends to more mundane forms of awareness and is not an 
automatic ground for the invalidation of such knowledge (Polanyi, 1958). 
Furthermore, in the case of Tagore, inability to define the end result does 
not necessarily imply inability to recognise and specify the context and 
conditions for its production. 

But, in keeping with the objective aimed at, such conditions and context can 
only be stated in general terms. For Tagore, nature is "the greatest of all 
teachers", and there is no substitute for the birds that sing to the awakening 
light of the morning, nor for the evening that comes with its own silence, 
nor yet again for the stars which bring the peace of night. But since these 
are the common heritage of humankind and evidently do not produce the 
reverence and spirit the poet would inculcate, he sees the need to focus and 
concentrate their effects: 

Through this intimacy with nature we took the opportunity 
of instituting festivals. I wrote songs to celebrate the 
coming of spring and the rainy season which follows the 
long months of drought; we had dramatic performances 
with decorations appropriate to the seasons. 

(Tagore, 1961) 

In all this, Tagore's intention is to awaken the predisposition of children for 
moral and spiritual growth. For him, they possess the potential for attaining 
the qualities making for a true and rounded humanity. They, unlike adults, 
are not cribbed and confined within the categorical walls of dead habit 
(Soares, 1928). Because they are free, they are accessible. 
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To accomplish his aim, the poet's preferred mode of operation was not 
"forced mental feeding", but invitation, willing participation and suggestion: 

I invited artists from the city to live at the school, and left 
them free to produce their own work. If the boys and 
girls felt inclined to watch, I allowed them to do so. The 
same was true with my own work; I was composing songs 
and poems, and would often invite the teachers to sing or 
read with them. 

Tagore's faith in the potency of suggestion as a mode of teaching is further 
expressive of his truthfulness, being derived from his own lived experience: 

The main object of teaching is not to explain meanings, 
but to knock at the door of the mind... I can recollect 
many things which I did not understand (as a child), but 
which stirred me deeply. Once, on the roof terrace of our 
river-side villa, my eldest brother, at the sudden gathering 
of clouds, repeated aloud some stanzas from Kalidas's 
Cloud Messenger. I could not, nor had I the need to, 
understand a word of the Sanskrit. His ecstatic 
declamation of the sonorous rhythm was enough for me. 

(Tagore, 1964) 

Though he stressed that he belonged to the world of art, and his outlook on 
the universe and his approach to human beings were primarily those of a 
religious artist, several of his pedagogic procedures, dictated as they were 
by the spirit of truthful observation and inquiry, can be vindicated on the 
basis of valid science and are not inconsistent with modem educational 
thinking. Educators who recognize the value of early stimulation, who 
realize that there may be critical periods for awakening and nurturing a 
range of abilities, and that the whole domain of personal knowledge and 
understanding rests crucially on direct participation, will readily appreciate 
the soundness implicit in Tagore's endeavours. 
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I tried my best to develop in the children of my school the 
freshness of their feeling for Nature, a sensitiveness of 
soul in their festive ceremonials and also the religious 
teaching which enjoins us to come to the nearer presence 
of the world through the soul, thus to gain it more than 
can be measured - like gaining an instrument, not merely 
by having it, but by producing music upon it. 

Are Tagore's ideas, including his outlook on education, realizable in modern 
times? It should be evident that in a technologically shrunken world, 
perilously beset with cruelty, racism, violence and the capacity for violence, 
they are eminently relevant. And it is equally apparent that the place to start 
dissipating these evils is the school. It was in fact partly the realization of 
the prevalence of spiritual blindness (Tagore, 1953) that led him into 
pedagogy, the primary function of which should be not simply to instruct but 
to inspire, not just to transmit "a bagful of information" but to transform the 
human soul. And it is a corollary of this viewpoint that he should insist that 
a teacher is born, not made (Sinha, 1962), and that one can only teach the 
things one loves (Tagore, 1962). 

With such an orientation Tagore could not hold mere scholarship in high 
esteem, though he numbered some of the best minds of his day in both the 
East and the West among his friends and acquaintances. But that he himself 
strove to realize his dream and that he did so outstandingly, may be seen 
from the response of the pupil, the final arbiter of the teacher's performance, 
who, in bidding farewell to his master, brought him to the brink of tears: 

Today my time of discipline is finished. I have by your 
love gained strength. My body has become strong and my 
mind bright and happy. I have seen the glory of the sun 
and moon and have felt a Power in the glowing fire. I 
have tasted the joys of the six seasons of the year. The 
peace and tranquillity of the forests have taken up their 
abode in me and the fresh living spirit of the birds and 
beasts, of the trees and creepers, has entered my heart. 
I have come to understand that the food which we eat and 
the wood of the trees which we burn in the fire are to be 
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deemed sacred because they do us good. Air, water, sky 
and light are sacred also, and all are filled with divine 
sweetness and goodness. 

(Cited in Pearson, 1917) 
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