- Tagore and Indian Culture”

on the old tmdmon and yet cver adapung it to changing times.

Rabindranath Tagore, as Nchru has aptly remarked!, came in linc
with that great succession.  But he was at the same time a most progressive
thinker although rooted in India’s past, and in his own sclf built up a
synthesis of the old and new.  “I love India ”, said Tagore, ** not because
I culdivaic the idolatry of geography, not because 1 have had the chance to
be born in her soil, but because she has saved through tumultous ages the
living words that have issucd from the illuminated consciousncss of her
great ones.”  The conflict of the past with the present, of the ancient
institutions and beliefs of Hinduism with the rational and scientific urge
of the modern cra, was at no time more prominent than during the last
half century, and of those who faced this crisis bravely and heroically
Rabindranath Tagore stands out as the most illustrious and versatile perso-
nality towering above miost of his compatriots who themsclves werce
leaders of great eminence and undoubted genius.

I ROM age to age India has produced great men and women, carrying

Before I proceed to discuss Tagore’s place in Indian culture, it secms
necessary to outline in brief the cultural renaissance that was taking place
in India, particuhrly in Bengal, ac the time of his appearance. Edward
Thompson in his famous study of Rabindranath Tagore gives a vivid picture
of the poliical and social state of the country at this time. The carlicst
Bengali literature, he points out, takes us into a different world from the
Hindu onc of today. The Brahmanic influence had been for centuries at
a very low ebb, and Buddhism reigned.  Though long since replaced by
Hinduism, Buddhism clung tenaciously to the mind of the people and its
influence was working although out of sight.  About 1200 A.D. the poli-
tical control of Bengal passed out of the hands of the peoplc of the soil and
seven hundred years of foreign rule began.  Bengali thought and literature
suffcred not only because the new Musalman rulers were alien in race and
religion but still more because of the lack of integration in the political and
social aspects of the country’s life. Till the British rule was cstablished
there was no unifying power.  No great literature could arisc as there was
no throbbing of the pulse of national fecling, and hardly any progress was
posmbk in any dircction. - Life was narrowed in other wqys than political ;

1. The Dncovery of India, p. 6‘%7
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is clear from the latter part of the illustrious carcer of this great reformer,
for in his later years Debendranath became such an enthusiastic upholder
of the truc spirit of orthodox Hinduism that he came to be universally
known as the * Maharshi ” or the great rishi. The word rishi means the
“rage’, it s the title accorded in tradidon to the ancient promulgators of
the religion of the Vedas and the Upanishads. It is necessary here to
cmphasize that Rabindranath not only benefitted from the zealous reformist
tendencices of his noble father but also inherited i a large measure his
father’s spiritual conservatism and love of meditation.  These facts would
indicate the richness and the complexity of Tagore’s background both in
sociel and religious matters. It is solely in the context of such anenviron-
ment thae the full significance of Tagorc’s contribusions in che litcrary and

cultural ficlds can be properly estimated.

Tagorc’s achicvements as poct and man of letters need not detain us
long, for these are too well known to swudents of literature all over the
world.  His eminence in these spheres is indeed unrivalled in the East if
not in the whole world. It is not casy to point out a writer of modern
times whosc works have created such world-wide interest as Tagorc’s.
Every country bestowed honours on the © poct laurcate ” of the East. He
not only reccived the Nobel Prize for litcrature but was signally honoured
by the most venerated of academic insticutions in the British Conimon-
wealth, the University of Oxford, when for the first time in its history it
held a special convocation outside it preciness to bestow the highest

Doctorate on the Poct.

It is however not with Tagord’s literary achicvements as poct, novelise,
essayist and journalisi that 1 am concerned here, bute especially with the
cultural and spiritual conient of his varied writings. I have already pointed
out how rich and complex was Tagore’s social and literary background.
He received no formal schooling, but yet had an ceducation in English
literature the like of which no school or cven untversity could provide.
Hc read English pociry, particularly the works of such writers as Shelly and
Keats, with avidity.  And it must be admiteed that this reading left a deep
impression on the mind of Tagore.  Even as a mature poct in later years his
technique and imagery bore the stamp of his carly acquaintance with these
English masters. At the samc time, however, another and more vital
stream fed the current of his growing genius. This was the perennial
wisdom of his ancestors coming down from hoary antiquity through the
Vedas and the Upanishads. The spirit of these ancient teachings pervaded
the atmosphere of the home of the Tagores, and young Rabindranath was
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nurtured in an environment steeped with such sublime spiricual culture.
It is only with reference to this background of his carly years that we can
understand the abstract nature and profundity of the symbolism of Tagore’s
poctry and the depth of his mystical and idealistic philosophy which proved
to be greatest obstacle for Western readers and critics of his works.  This
is specially characteristic of his pocms like Gitaijali, The Gardner and The
Crescent Moon, dramas like the Post Office and The King of the Dark Chamber,
and his voluminous collections of philosophical and r(clihgious cssays such as
Sadhana, Personality and The Religion of Man.

“What was it that made communication between the Eastern poct
and his (Western) readers so difficult : 7 asks Aronson in his book on
Rabindranath Through Western Eyes.  The auswer may be given in his owit
words.  ““ A poct handles his material, the experiences which he commu-
nicates, in terms of symbols. Not all symbols, however, atc of his own
creation. He himself is part of a wradition, which is not only ‘literary’,
but ¢cmbraces the whole of his being.  The language in which he clothes
his experiences is rich with the symbols of a past which is foreign to most
Westerners. ... Rabindranath uses symbols which are intricate enough for
his own counirymen to follow, symbols that came to him straight from
the soil of his people, and others again that had laid hidden in the treasure-
house of ancient Indian civilization.”3 The most precious part, it may be
added, of that heritage was in fact containcd in those imumortal treaciscs
known as the Upanishads to which I have alrcady alluded as being the most
significant source of Tagore’s inspiration. A critical analysis of his symbolic
concept of the Jibandebata, or the life-deity motive, which emerges in the
period beginning with the lyrical compositions such as The Golden Boat,
would doubtless show the extent to which Tagore’s religious and philo-
sophical background had influcnced his poctry.  The idea, che poee himself
once explained, “ has a double strand. There is the Vaishnava dualism—
always keeping the separatencss of the sclf—and there is the Upanishadic
monism. God is wooing cach individual ; and God is also the ground-
reality of all...” (Thompson, p. 105). It scems appropriate here to add
that even the so-called * Vaishnava dualism * has its roots in the Upanishads
and that there is hardly any philosophical idea in the later Hindu systems
which cannot be traced however faintly to the great store-house of Upani-
shadic wisdom.

cht to thesc Upanishads, it was the teachings of Lord Buddha that
nourished the genius of Tagorce’s thought and culwure. This comes out

3. Rabindranath I hrongh Westerat Eyes, pp. 99. iy
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clearly in the poet’s own reply to his Western critics given in his Preface
o the Sadhani. “For Western scholars”, he says, “ the great religious
scripturcs of India scem to possess merely a retrospective and archaeological
interest ; but to us they are of living importance. .. The mecaning of the
living words that come out of great hcarts can never be exhausied by any
one system of logical interpretation. They have o be endlessly cxplained
by the commentarics of individual lives, and they gain an added mystery
in cach new revelation.  To me the verses of the Upanishads and the tca-
chings of Buddha have cver been things of the spirit, and therefore endowed
with boundless vital growth ; and I have used them, both in my own life
and in my own preaching...” In his Santiniketan scrics Tagorc has given
several illaminating studics of the Buddha and his tcachings. As Thompson
remarks4, he was drawn by the Indian ascctic prince Gotama as by no
other figure in the world’s histery. It was not Buddha’s gentlencss alone
that attracted him ; he was drawn by his “ great strengch—his supreme
calm. Rabindranath is temperamentally intellectual and medicaiive .. .and
this is why he is drawn by Gautama”’s. In this connection reference could
be made to the numerous poems writcen by Tagore cither directly with
Buddhist themes or implicitly with a Buddhist atmosphere. He always
speaks of Lord Buddha with deep faith and sincerz affection. His peems
convey an carnest appeal for the revival of the spitit of Buddhism in his
native land whence ithe Master’s Teaching had disappeared long ago escaping
from the crushing bigoiry of Brahmanistic orthodoxy. With bitter
sarcasm Tagore records in one of his great poems the tragedy of how
heartless Brahmznism destroyed the lamp of Buddhism which for ‘centurics
had illuminated Indian civilization. The English version of this poem,
sublime in its pathetic appeal, occws in his Fruit-gathering and ruas as
follows:—

“ Over the relic of Lord Buddha King Bimbisar buile a shrine, a
salutation in white marble.

There in the evening would come all the brides and daughters of the
King’s house to offer flowers and light lamps.

When the son became king in his time he washed his father’s creed
away with blood, and lit sacrificial fires with its sacred books.

The autumn day was dying.

4. Thompson, op. cii., p. 127.
5. Ibid., quoting Mahalanobis.
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The evening hour of worship was near.  Shrimati, the Queen’s maid,
devoted to Lord Buddha,. ... silently raised her dark eyes to the Queen’s
face, ‘

The Queen shuddered in fear and said, “ Do you not know, foolish
gitl, that death is the penalty for whoever brings worship to Buddha’s
shrine ¢ Such is the King’s will.”. . ..

Shrimati walked from door to door. She raised her head and cried,
(13 .
O women of the King’s house, hasten !

The time for our Lord’s worship is come!”
Some shut their doors in her face and some reviled her.

The last gleam of daylight faded from the bronze dome of the palace
tower.

Deep shadows setded in strect-corners @ the bustle of the city was
hushed : the gong at the temple of Shiva announced the time of the evening
prayer.

~_In the dark of the autumn evening, deep asalimpid lake, stars throbbed
with light, when the guards of the palace garden were startled to sce
through the trees a row of lamps burning at the shrine of the Buddha.

They ran with their swords unsheathed, crying,
“Who arc you, foolish onc, reckless of deach :
“Tam Shrimati,” replied a sweet voice, “ the servani of Lord Buddha.”

The next moment her heart’s blood colouted the cold marble with
its red.

And in the stll hour of stars died the light of the last lamp of worship
at the foot of the shrine.” '

I nced not dwell any longer on the deep religious background of the
poct’s life. Those who read his poems will find that they are the out-
pourings of a hcart ¢hat had been cleansed in the fire of the glowing cthical
teachings not only of the Upanishads and Buddhism but also of
Christianity and Zoroastrianism.  In his Giranjali (iv) the poct preaches
the highest rcligion of love and purity '

13 . .
[ shall ever try to drive all evils away from my heart and keep my
%ovc in flower, knowing that thou hast thy scat in the inmost shrine of my
1cart. |
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And it shall be my endeavour to reveal thee in my actions, knowing
it is thy power gives me strength to act.”

In accordance with Upanishadic tcachings Tagorce believes that the
highest Truth or Reality is in Man’s own being.  The Brahman is in Man,
In his Hibbert Lectures published under the title The Religion of Man Tagorc
gives the whole content and essence of his metaphysical beliefs and studenes
of the Upanishads will casily detect ihe source of its inspiration. In fact,
the poet himself makes no secret of it In the very first chapier he says :
“ The idea of the humanity of our God, or the divinicy of Man the Eternal,
is the main subject of this book. This thought of God has not grown in
my mind through any process of philosophical rcasoning. On the con-
trary, it has followed the current of my carly days uniil it suddenly flashed
into my consciousness with a dircct vision. The experience. ... convinced
me that on the surface of our being we have the ever-changing phascs of
the individual sclf; but in the depth there dwells the Eternal Spirit of human
unity beyond our direct knowledge.”

The wholc of thesc Hibbert Lectures is nothing but a living commentary
on the philosophy of the Upanishads. The ground of all existence is the
one and unitary Brahman, the Infinite, which is present in Nature as well
as all living beings. The highest cmpirical expression of this Reality,
Tagore believes, is in and through Man. The noblest aspiration, thercfore,
is to rcalize this Infinite in Man and those who aitained that ideal, says
Tagore, were the ancient rishis :  * They who having atiained the supreme
soul in knowledge were filled with wisdom. . .. having reached the supreme
God from all sides had found abiding peace, had become united with all,
had entered ino the life of the universe.”  This ideal which India tried to
realize led her best men to the isolation of a contemplative life, says Tagore,
and the treasures that she gained for mankind by penetrating into the
mysteries of reality cost her dear in the sphere of worldly success.  «Yet,
this was a sublime achicvement,—it was a supreme manifestation of that
human aspiration which knows no limit” (Sadhana, p. 14).

There are writers and critics in the West who have attempted to ex-
plain this idealistic religion of Tagorc as being duc in the main to Christian
influence. The Gitanjali, in particular, which was subsiantially the cause
for the award of the Nobel Prize to our poet, raised much discussion on the
supposed influence of Christianity on his work. But such a view displays
a sad lack of appreciation of the complex cultural background of the poet’s
life. The theistic clement present in Tagore’s thought and belief, which
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is advanced as the strongest evidence in support of the view, may be better
explained as being duc to the sure theism of the Vaishnava and Baul religious
songs. It 1s unnccessary to assume any other extrancous influence.  Let
me again quote the words of the most famous Western student of Tagore,
Edward Thompson of Oxford, who was himself an ardent Christian :
“In my opinion”, says this writer, “the direct influence (of Christianity)
was very slight, and his (Tagore’s) attitude towards Christian doctrine was
hardly friendly 6. The poct’s intense feeling for God must in the last
analysis be comected with the corresponding religious emotion pervading
the theistic Upanishads. ) &

It is from the central tenct of the Upanishadic teaching on God and
Man, the ultimate unity of Brahman and Atman, that the cthical and socio-
logical doctrines that form the thought-background of Tagorc’s poems
and essays in the main derive. Even Buddhism is interpreted according
to this fundamental Upanishadic postulate.  In the Sadhana (p. 17) Tagore
writes : " Buddha, who developed the practical side of the icaching of
the Upanishads, preached the same message when he said, ¢ With cv%ry—-
thing whether it is above or below, remote or near, visible or invicible,
thou shalt prescrve a relation of unlimited love without any animosity ...
To live in such a consciousncss, while saanding or walking, sitting or lying
down. ..is Brahma-vihara, or, in other words, is living and l'll(BVl'ng and
having your joy in the spirit of Brahma’”. Again, in the same work
(p. 106), he says, “Buddha preached the discipline of self-reseraint and
moral lifc ; it is a compleie acceptance of law.  But this bondage of law
cannot be an end in iself ; by mastering it thoroughly we acquire the means
of getiing beyond ir. It is going back to Brahma, to the infinite love,
which is menifesting iwsclf chrough the finite forms of law. Buddha names
it Brahma-vihara, ihe joy of living in Brehma. He who wants to rcach
this siage, according to the Buddha, “shall deceive none, entertain no
hatred for anybody, and never wish to injurc through anger. He shall
have mcasurcless love for all creatures, cven as a mother has for her only
child..”. Inseveral oiher places Tagore deals with this same topic, shcwin/g
the extent of the influence of this noble Buddhist concept on his own
thought and fecling. In his famous Hibbert Lectures (p. 70), he gocs on ‘to
discuss the psychological and social implications of the attitude of Bralmia-
vihara, or, ‘living in Brahma’. * This proves ” says the poet, “that
Buddha’s idca of the infinitc was not che idea of a spirit of an unbounded
cosmic activity, but the infinice whose meaning is in the positive ideal of
goodness and love, which cannot be otherwise than human. By being
6. Ihid, p. 81, )
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charitable, good and loving, you do not realize the infinite in the stars or
rocks, but the infinite revealed in Man.  Buddha’s tcaching spcaks of
Nirvana as the highest ecnd.  To understand its real characier we have to
know the path of its attainment, which is not merely through the negation
of evil thoughts and decds but through the elimination of all Jimits o love.
It must mecan the sublimation of self in a truth which is love itself, which
unites in its bosom all those to whom we must offer our sympaihy and
service”.  Whatever the philosophical implications of this intcrpretation
may be, no Buddhist or student of Buddhism will fail to appreciate the
fac: that Tagore’s intcnse cihical feeling of love and compassion is quite
in accord with the social cthic as preached by the Buddha. What is even
morc important to obscrve is that it was this doctrine of unbounded love
for all beings as cmpbhasized in Buddhism that became the corner-sione
ot Tagorc’s social and moral teachings.

This brings us to the highest contribution of Tagorc’s life and work
to Indian culture, namely, his great cmphasis on universal love as the
highest form of responsc between man and man, and between nation and
nation. The ideal for man is to become more and more onc with the
Infinite in love and wisdom. We must become Brahma, says Tagore. He
criticizes the static Vedantic view that man as he is is alceady Brehma or
Highest Perfection.  “ But can it then be said ”, he asks, *“ that there is no
difference between Brahma and our individual soul @ Of course the
differencc is obvious. Call it delusion or ignorance, or whatever name
you may give it, it is therc....Brahma is Brahma, he is the infinite idcal
of perfection. .. .we are cver to become true, ever to become Brahma.
There is the ciernal play of love in the relation between this being and the
becoming ; and in the depih of this mystery is the source of all truth and
beauty....” (Sadhana, p.155). This concept of universal love or uni-
versality which is thus the key-nocw of Tagorc’s philosophy makes it the
most cloquent expression of Humanism that has been given by any modern
writcr or thinker. This is the rcason why the more vociferous type of Indfan
nationalist disliked Tagore, referring to this attitude snceringly as his
‘internationalism’.  But the great poct and thinker would not yield in his
conviction. For, he writes : “ Men have scen the absurdity of today’s
civilization, which is based upon nationalism,—that is to say, on economics
and politics, and its consequent militarism.  Men have been losing
their freedom and their humanity in order to fit themselves for vast
mechanical organizations. So the next civilization, it is hoped, will be
bascd not merely upon cconomical and political competition and exploi-
tation but upon world-wide social cooperation ; upon spiritual ideals of
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reciprocity, and not upon cconomic idcals of efficiency.” (Personality, pp.

182-3).

No one who contemplates the world as it is today will fail to see the
prophetic aptness of this uttcrance.  This greatest of modern  Indian
Humanitarians fought for the irue freedom of the human mind. Whether in
politics or in education or in social reconstruction he acted without the least
taint of narrow prejudice.  Shantiniketan, the school he founded, became
the focal point of many cultures.  He was at home with any lover of Truth
whether he came from the Easc or the West.  His gencral attitude to culture
cannot be sunimed up better than in his own celebrated lines -

“Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high

Where knowledge is free ;

Where the world has not been broken up into fragments by narrow
domestic walls ;

Where words come out from the depth of truch ;
Where tircless striving stretches its arms towards perfection ;

Where the clear stream of reason has not lost its way into the dreary
desert sand of dead habit ;

Where the mind is led forward by thee into cverwidening thought
and action—

Into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country awake.”

O. H. bt A. WIJESEKERA
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