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The Great Educationist 
SIR ASUTOSH—that is how he was known in Bengal in his time and 

is remembered even today was a great educationist, who devoted his 
life and energies to raise the Calcutta University, from what it was when 
he took it up. to the ideal of what a University should be, as he conceived 
it . And since the British Government of the day had also very definite 
ideas about what they wanted ii to be—the shades of Macaulay's Minutes 
still lay heavy on the intellectual scene of those times—he fought valiantly 
and all the time with the Government to free the University from its 
stranglehold and to establish the principle of academic independence. He 
fought against heavy odds. The University Acts were made by the Govern 
ment and it is the Government which made the grants. 

When Asutosh Mookerjee came on the scene, Lord Curzon had clamped 
on the Indian universities the Act of 1904 which. Indian opinion then 
thought, had put them in a strait jacket. Asutosh had just that year been 
elevated to the Bench the Knighthood came later. But while only a Senator, 
he had already prepared himself for his life's vocation by studying all its 
minutes since Calcutta University came into being way back in 1857 and 
directed his trained and powerful mind to the statutes which circumscribed 
the powers and functions, of the Senate and the Syndicate. He jumped in to 
the fight and came out triumphant. That was only the beginning of his Vice 
Chancellorship of the Calcutta University. Many years later, towards the 
end of his life, he served another term as Vice-Chancellor. But whether he 
held any office or not, so long as Sir Asutosh was alive, he was the Calcutta 
University. 

Towards the end of his long and glorious service to the University, 
Sir Asutosh came into headlong collision with Lord Lytton. the then Gover
nor of Bengal and came out triumphant again, but this time as a national 
figure. The reason for the fight was that the Government, unable to curb 
or control the University by other means, fell back upon its power over the 
purse and Lytton tried to use the annual grants to the University as a lever 
to force Sir Asutosh to comply. There were hot exchanges of letters bet
ween him and Lytton and Sir Asutosh turned down with contumely the 
offer of aid tied up with advice, non-compliance with which.,., would mean 
no aid. 

That is the politics of it. A distinguished mathematician and jurist, 
profoundly learned in Sanskrit and Pali, for which he had been given the 
titles Saraswati—the moustached Saraswati was the appellation lovingly 
conferred by his countrymen and Sambuddhagama Chakravarti, Sir Asu 
tosh had always looked upon the University as the door to the liberation of 
the mind from its many bondages. And of the latter, the one that impinged 
most at the time was the intellectual domination of Western culture in 
general and that of the English language in particular. He established the 
Indian languages as a fit; subject of study at the post graduate level so that 
one could achieve the highest academic distinction and gain the highest de
grees by the study of one or more of them. It was an unheard of thing 
and an unbelievable act of bravado to institute M A and Ph D degrees in  
Bengali, Hindi, Oriya or other Indian languages. The University started 
courses in many of them. How bold was the step at the time and how 
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