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Teach them to be strong and to protect themselves, for that is the only way.
Take, each of you, charge of one village and organize it. Educate the villagers
and initiate new programmes of agriculture and production in the villages. Put
new heart into the people so that they can build for themselves clean, healthy
and beautiful homes. Teach them the value of co-operative action so that they
may put forward their united strength and meet their social obligations. Do not
expect fame or praise in the undertaking. Instead, be prepared for opposition
and distrust rather than gratitude from those for whom you would give your life.
There will be no excitement, conflict or ostentation in this programme of work.
It will need patience, love and silent striving, but let one single-minded resolu-
tion sustain you in all your work: the resolve that you will make it your life’s
mission to share in the sufferings of those who are the most afflicted in the land
and through participation in their sorrows find remedies that will destroy the
very roots of their misery.

If our Provincial Conference undertakes the responsibility of establishing
such bodies in every district, and if these district organizations spread out to
every village, then and then alone shall we have a real claim to our motherland.
Then alone will the Congress be fed with living blood from every part of the
country through numberless arteries and become the throbbing heart of India
and the symbol of its vital unity.

[From R. Tagore, Towards Universal Man
(London: Asia Publishing House, 1961), 118-1206.]

“THE PROBLEM OF INDIA”

This statement, in the form of a letter addressed to an American lawyer, Myron H.
Phelps, who was sympathetic to India, was written in response to a request for informa-
tion and help in assisting the cause of nationalist India. It presents Tagore’s long view of
Indian civilizations, and compares India’s dilemmas to those of other nations, stressing
its unique solutions and gifts.

Shantiniketan, West Bengal, 4 January 19og

My dear Sir,

... One need not dive deep, it seems to me, to discover the problem of
India; it is so plainly evident on the surface. Our country is divided by
numberless differences—physical, social, linguistic, religious; and this
obvious fact must be taken into account in any course which is destined
to lead us into our own place among the nations who are building up the
history of man. The trite maxim “History repeats itself” is like most other
sayings but half the truth. The conditions which have prevailed in India
from a remote antiquity have guided its history along a particular chan-
nel, which does not and cannot coincide with the lines of evolution taken
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by other countries under different sets of influences. It would be a sad
misreading of the lessons of the past to apply our energies to tread too
closely in the footsteps of any other nation, however successful in its own
career. | feel strongly that our country has been entrusted with a message
which is not a mere echo of the living voices that resound from western
shores, and to be true to her trust she must realize the divine purpose that
has been manifest throughout her history. . . .

It has ever been India’s lot to accept alien races as factors in her civili-
zation. You know very well how the caste that proceeds from colour takes
elsewhere a most virulent form. I need not cite modern instances of the
animosity which divides white men from negroes in your own country,
and excludes Asiatics from European colonies. When, however, the white-
skinned Aryans on encountering the dark aboriginal races of India found
themselves face to face with the same problem, the solution of which was
either extermination, as has happened in America and Australia, or a
modification in the social system of the superior race calculated to ac-
commodate the inferior without the possibility of either friction or fusion,
they chose the latter. Now the principle underlying this choice obviously
involves mechanical arrangement and juxtaposition, not cohesion and
amalgamation. By making very careful provision for the differences, it keeps
them ever alive. Unfortunately, the principle once accepted inevitably
grows deeper and deeper into the constitution of the race even after the
stress of the original necessity ceases to exist.

Thus secure in her rigid system of seclusion, in the very process of in-
clusion, India in different periods of her history received with open arms
the medley of races that poured in on her without any attempt at shutting
out indesirable elements. I need not dwell at length on the evils of the re-
sulting caste system. It cannot be denied, and this is a fact which foreign
onlookers too often overlook, that it served a very useful purpose in its day
and has been even up to a late age of immense protective beneft to India.
It has largely contributed to the freedom from narrowness and infoler-
ance which distinguishes the Hindu religion and has enabled races with
widely different culture and even antagonistic social and religious usages
and ideals to settle down peaceably side by side—a phenomenon which
cannot fail to astonish Europeans, who, with comparatively less jarring
elements, have struggled for ages to establish peace and harmony among
themselves. But this very absence of struggle, developing into a ready ac-
quiescence in any position assigned by the social system, has crushed indi-
vidual manhood and has accustomed us for centuries not only to submit to
every form of domination, but sometimes actually to venerate the power
that holds us down. The assignment of the business of government al-
most entirely to the military class reacted upon the whole social organ-
ism by permanently excluding the rest of the people from all political
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It must be kept in mind, however, that there never has been a time
when India completely lost sight of the need of such reformation. . . . All
the illustrious names of our country have been of those who came to
bridge over the differences of colours and scriptures and to recognize all
that is highest and best as the common heritage of humanity. Such have
been our emperors Asoka and Akbar, our philosophers Shankara and
Ramanuja, our spiritual masters Kabir, Nanak, Chaitanya and others
not less glorious because knit closer to us in time and perspective. They
belong to various sects and castes, some of them of the very “lowest,”
but still they occupy the ever-sacred seat of the guru, which is the great-
est honour that India confers on her children. This shows that even in
the darkest of her days the consciousness of her true power and purpose
has never forsaken her.

The present unrest in India of which various accounts must have
reached you is to me one of the most hopeful signs of the times. Different
causes are assigned and remedies proposed by those whose spheres of
activity necessarily lead them to a narrow and one-sided view of the
situation. . . . We have also begun vaguely to realize the failure of Eng-
land to rise to the great occasion, and to miss more and more the invalu-
able cooperation which it was so clearly England’s mission to offer. And
so we are troubled with a trouble which we know not vet how to name.
How England can best be made to perceive that the mere establishment
of the Pax Britannica cannot either justify or make possible her continued
dominion, I have no idea: but . . . I am sure that the sooner we come to
our senses, and take up the broken thread of our appointed task, the ear-
lier will come the final consummation.

[From Rabindranath Tagore: An Anthology, ed. Krishna Dutta
and Andrew Robinson (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1977), 236-242.|

WHERE THE MIND IS WITHOUT FEAR

In one of the hundred-odd poems that comprise his 1912 volume Gitanjali, Tagore
listed in a rising crescendo his ambitions for his native land. As with all English transla-
tions of his poetry (including those he did himself), much of the beauty of the original

Bengali is lost here.

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 truth;

Where tireless striving stretches its arms towards perfection;
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