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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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T H E E C O N O M I C W E E K L Y 

deep the shadows cast by Macaulay's 
Minutes even then can be gathered 
from the inscription at the foot of the 
bust of Sir Asutosh at the Calcutta 
University: 

"His noble achievements, the 
greatest of all, 

The place of mother-tongue in the 
step-mother's hall". 

The opening of the Post-graduate 
Department for teaching and research 
in which, too, the Calcutta Univer
sity was the pioneer, was the biggest 
single step forward for the Uni
versity, which, like the other Indian 
universities, had remained hither 
to only an affiliating or examining 
body. With post-graduate teaching 
came a vast expansion of the sub 
jects taught, both in the humanities 
and the sciences. The University 
Science College was set up without 
any government funds, principally 
with munificent donations, not 
from millionaire businessmen, but 
from lawyers—Sir Rash Behari Ghose 
and Sir Taraknath Palit. 

For manning the Post graduate De
partments, Sir Asutosh scoured the 
country for talent. He took out C V 
Raman from the Accountant General's 
Office and put him in the Chair of 
Physics when the future Nobel Lau
reate was in his twenties. A similar 
feat he performed with Radhakrishnan, 
whom he got from the Mysore Educa
tional Service to head the Department 
of Philosophy. There were many 
others, but not all equally successful. 
Two of his biggest disappointments 
were both in economics. Manu Sube 
dar whom he selected for the Chair 
in Economics when he had just passed 
out from the L S E left academics for 
practical finance. Manoharlal, fresh 
from Cambridge, appointed to the 
same Chair, forsook economics for 
law, much to the regret of his great 
teacher. Alfred Marshall. 

Believing the University to be a 
great liberator of the mind, Sir Asu
tosh opened its door wide. For this, 
perhaps, he has been called a great 
democrat. Others have laid the charge 
against him of lowering the standards 
of education: that of the matricula
tion for collecting more examination 
fees from an ever-increasing number 
of candidates, thereby to augment 
the slender resources of the University 
for meeting the cost of post graduate 
studies; and the standard of gradua
tion—Mookerjee's graduates had once 
become a common derisive term—to 
increase the number of those entering 
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the portals of the Postgraduate Dei-
par tments, 

The degree of the unpopularity that 
Sir Asutosh courted from sober sec 
tions, it would be difficult for anyone 
who has known only of Bengal's hero-
worship for him to believe. He was 
bitterly attacked for opening new sub
jects of study, eg, Pali, Tibetan, lin
guistics, in which the number of 
pupils sometimes fell short of the 
number of teachers. But that was 
Sir Asutosh's concept of a University 
—where the best talents would gather 
and the range of study and explora 
tion would know no bounds. How far-
reaching was his gaze! He took a 
leading part in setting up the Bud 
dhist Bihar in College Square in the 
hope that it would develop into a 
centre of Buddhist studies. He had 
hope, he said at the opening ceremony 
of the Bihar, of setting up a Bud-
dhist University at Sarnath and 
cherished the ambition of being its 
Vice Chancellor. 

Sir Asutosh loved education but 
he loved other things too, loved San 
desh, for example, of which the quan
tum of his daily intake was a house
hold word, and did not dislike hold 
ing court and being surrounded by 
admirers, as also flatterers or self-
seekers. His body was built of gene-

THERE is now some—but not very 
substantive—indication of what 

the Industrial" Development Bank in
augurated on Friday is expected to 
do. As a further clarification of his 
statements in Parliament, the Finance 
Minister has declared that the new in
stitution will perform two broad func
tions. One is to give fresh strength 
to the existing financing institutions 
by subscribing to and purchasing 
their shares, bonds and debentures 
and guaranteeing the underwriting 
obligations assumed by them. The 
other is to 'enter new fields and set 
up new standards of constructive and 
imaginative endeavour'. 

The first function represents in 
reality a transfer of the financial and 
supervisory obligations so far assunv 
ed and discharged by Government 
directly to the Reserve Bank, of which 
the IDB is a wholly-owned subsidiary. 
This is an improvement insofar as the 
new institution is placed at the remot
est possible distance from parliamen
tary interference, an advantage which 
the Industrial Finance Corporation 

rous proportion and so was his heart, 
like a banyan tree, with its spreading 
tranches, he offered shelter to all 
who sought i t , not discriminating too 
cifefully who were deserving and 
who were not. 

The Calcutta University which Sir 
Asitosh had raised to the pinnacle of 
glary had started showing cracks even 
beore his death and in a few years' 
time after his guiding hand was re 
moved, it sank and began to stink, 
Whit a fall! It is sad to reflect that 
wha began with such promise should 
end up in such stagnation and squalor. 
Thee must be something uplifting 
abou education, however, for how 
ever deplorable may be the state of 
the Calcutta University today; it is 
not a; bad as that of the present Cal
cutta Corporation, once the glorious 
c r e a t i o n of another great son of Ben
gal C R Das. Both offer challenging 
problens in the study of morbidity 
which fleets social organisms. This 
study, lowever, has to be carried out 
by the Bengalis themselves if the re
sults an to have any prescriptive 
value. The great creative period in 
Bengali ife ended with Vivekanand, 
Rabindratalh and Asutosh whose 
centenaries have come so close to 
gether. This study of morbidity is a 
pre-conditim for the emergence of 
another fruitful period. 

does not enjoy. A l l government fin
ancial institutions—IFCI, NIDC, 
NSIC and the SFCs- have suffered 
from excessive direct association with 
governmental outine and methods of 
operation, inchding the penny saving 
supervision of the Auditor-General. 
Headed generaly by civil servants on 
deputation, they have to a large ex 
tent integrated jovernment procedures 
with conventional banking standards. 
Particularly, none of them has been 
able to build up an adequate and 
competent machilery for a full and 
proper appraisal of projects in the 
light of new and- expanding require
ments. To cap it all, even the IFCI's 
loan operations are impeded by avoid
able delays in checking titles to pro
perties. It remains to be seen whether 
the Reserve Bank will prove a better 
investor and supervisor than the Gov
ernment. Some improvement can be 
expected provided the Reserve Bank 
succeeds in rationalising its own in 
creasingly bureaucratic set up. For 
more substantial progress it would be 
necessary to change the charters and 

Development Bank 


