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VERNACULARS FOR THE M.A. DEGREE

The following letter was written by Sir Rabindranath Tagore to a

correspondent, and is published with the latter’s permission. Ed., M.R.

Dear—,

It is needless to say that it has given me great delight to

learn of Sir Ashutosh’s proposal for introducing Indian verna-

culars in the university for the M. A. But at the same time

I must frankly admit the misgivings I feel owing to my natural

distrust of the spirit of teaching that dominates our university

education. Vernacular literature, at least in Bengal, has flou-

rished in spite of its being ignored by the higher branches of

our educational organisation. It carried no prospect of reward

for its votaries from the Government, nor, in its first stages,

any acknowledgment even from our own people. This neglect

has been a blessing in disguise, for thus our language and

literature have had the opportunity of natural growth, unham-

pered by worldly temptation, or imposition of outside authority.

Our literary language is still in a fluid stage, it is continually

trying to adapt itself to new accessions of thought and emotion

and to the constant progress in our national life. Necessarily

the changes in our life and ideas are more rapid than they are

in the countries whose influences are contributing to build the

modern epoch of our renaissance. And, therefore, our language,

the principal instrument for shaping and storing our ideals,

should be allowed to remain much more plastic than it need

be in the future when standards have already been formed

which can afford a surer basis for our progress.

But I have found that the direct influence which the
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Calcutta University wields over our language is not strengthen-

ing and vitalising, but pedantic and narrow. It tries to pur-

petuate the anachronism of preserving the Pundit-made Bengali

‘swathed in grammer-wrappings borrowed from a dead language.

It is every day becoming a more formidable obstacle in the way

of our boys’ acquiring that mastery of their mother tongue

which is of life and literature. The artificial language of a

learned mediocrity, inert and formal, ponderous and didactic,

devoid of the least breath of creative vitality, is forced upon

our boys at the most receptive period of their life. I know this,

because I have to connive, myself, at a kind of intellectual

infanticide when my own students try to drown the natural

spontaneity of their expression under some stagnant formalism.

It is the old man of the sea keeping his fatal hold upon the

youth of our country. And this makes me apprehensive lest

the stamping of death’s seal upon our living language should

be performed on a magnified scale by our university as its final

act of tyranny at the last hour of its direct authority.

In the modern European universities the medium of ins-

truction being the vernacular, the students in receiving, record-

ing and communicating their lessons perpetually come into

intimate touch with it, making its acquaintance where it is not

slavishly domincered over by onc particular sect of academicians.

The personalities of various authors, the individualities of their

styles, the revelation of the living power of their language are

constantly and closely brought to their minds and therefore

all that they need for their final degrees is a knowledge of the

history and morphology of their mother-tongues. But our

students have not the same opportunity, excepting in their

private studies and according to their private tastes. And

therefore their minds are more liable to come under the
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influence of some inflexible standard of language manufactured

by pedagogues and not given birth to by the genius of artists.
I assert once again that those who, from their position of

authority, have the power and the wish to help our language

in the unfolding of its possibilities, must know that in its pre-

sent stage freedom of movement is of more vital necessity than

fixedness of forms.

Being an outsider I feel reluctant to make any suggestions,

knowing that they may prove unpractical. But as that will not

cause an additional injury to my reputation, I make bold to

offer you at least one suggestion. The candidates for the M.A.

degree in the vernaculars should not be compelled to attend

classes, because in the first place, that would be an insuperable

obstacle to a great number of students, including ladies who

have entered the married state ; secondly, the facility of studying

Bengali under the most favourable conditions cannot be limited

to one particular institution, and the research work which should

comprehend different dialects and folk literature can best be

carried out outside the class; and lastly, if such freedom be

given to the students, the danger of imposing upon their minds

the dead uniformity of some artificial standard will be obviated.

For the same reason, the university should not make any

attempt, by prescribing definite text-books, to impose or even

authoritatively suggest any particular line of thought to the

students, leaving each to take up the study of any prescribed

subject,—grammar, philology, or whatever it may be, along the

line best suited to his individual temperament, judging of the

result according to the quantity of conscientious work done and

the quality of the thought-processes employed.

Yours sincerely

RABINDRANATH TAGORE
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