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CHAPTER-10 

RABINDRANA TH TAGORE : EDUCATION FOR FULLNESS 

A theory of Education depends upon the educator's own overview of 

education, or his interaction with the existing system influences him a goo.d deal in 

proposing a theory of education. Both the positive and the negative experiences of 

his educational life influenced Tagore to propose a philosophy which acted as the 

basis of his educational ideals. 

Rabindranath, in his very early years, developed a dislike for the atmosphere 

of the traditional schools and, in fact, was in revolt against formal schooling. He 

attended in succession Oriental Seminary, Nonnal School, Bengal Academy and St. 

Xavier's School, Calcutta, but none of these schools could interest the boy. The poet 

never went to college or university for taking a degree or diploma. But his home 

education with private tutors under the vigilant care and direct supervision of his 

father ·and the elders of the family was perfectly sound. Rabindranath later wrote in 

his 'Reminiscences' that his programme of studies was rigidly planned by his third 

brother, Hemendranath, who liked. him to be educated in diverse subjects. 

Rabindranath's father also wanted his son to have a strong body, a good brain, a kind 

heart and a pure mind. Quite early in life Rabindranath was taught at home Indian 

Philosophy and Religion, Sanskrit, History, Mathematics, Physics, Biolot,ry, 

Physiology, Anatomy etc. in addition to English and Bengali Language and 

Literature. By nature and temperament the young boy loved beauty, music and 

poetry. From his very early life, the young poet also developed a habit of broading 

deeply over the social, political, educational, moral and religious problems of his 

contemporary times. 
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The origin of Tagore's educational theory was his own home life and the 

freedom he had experienced within it. Withdrawing early from fonnal education and 

maintaining that "what ever I have learned I have learned outside of class,"*' the 

poet's own education was to come from the total environment of life. 

Beginning his work in education at the age of almost forty as he grew less 

satisfied with the sole occupation of writing, he sought public service and more 

active work. His creativity was directed toward personality development, literary, 

musical and artistic work, and toward education upon which he would place the 

greatest emphasis. In one of his essays Siksar Herpher ( 1892) he began a critique of 

the system of education then existing in India. Pointing out its defects, he judged that 

it made no adequate preparation for Indian culture and gave no inspiration to the 

Indian mind. ln this same essay, moreover, he enunciated the pivotal principle that 

education must be a process of creative joy. In these early years of reflection on 

Indian education, years preceded by the development of his socio-political thought, 

he advocated the principle of self-determination in the education of the masses. He 

was adamant that eduction must be in the hands of the people and their communities 

and not passed down by government. 

Rabindranath believed that "The widest road leading to the solution of all out 

problems is education." *2 He began to reflect on the best educational thought of the 

world, past and present. But when he decided to give his ideal theory of education his 

theory was distinctive. Yet he sought a synthesis of East and West in both ideals and 

methods. His theory is marked by a synthetic, tiaturalistic, aesthetic, and i1iternational 

character. These char:1cteristics found their genesis in the perceptions he had of his 

personal development. 
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Tagore realized that the highest mission of education is to help us realize the 

1nner principle of unity of all knowledge and all the activities of our social and 

spiritual being. True education is the realization of an inner quality of man, a 

realization that places human life in harmony with all existence. Education is not 

primarily didactic but leads to the attainment of a level of life in harmony with the 

umverse. Tagore has described this ideal as the full growth of the individual in 

harmony with the universaL the supreme person who has in himself the vanous 

levels of consciousness and experience corresponding to man's physical self, life, 

mind and souL He recognized that India was endo-vved with the special power of 

binding together and had always highlighted the hannony of the individual and the 

universe. Drawing upon a synthetic conception of human development, Tagorc saw 

education as the hannonization of the various elements of man's being. 

The realization of hannony is specified in Tagore's educu.tional idealism the 

pursuit of fullness or Hhuma or the pursuit of the whoie man. Only man can pursue 

and ultimately realize bhuma, that immensity with the deepest seif as distinguished 

fi·om the surface self or the ego. Tagore viewed education as the process for evolving 

new patterns of life cuiminating in the realization of Universal 1\-'lan. !t is for this 

reason that education for Tagore took account of the organic \vholeness of hun1an 

individuality. There is a u-nity .. a harrnony~ a \.vholencss sought in education \Yhcrcby 

no separation of relationships exists in the perfection of the intellectual, spiritual and 

physical aspects of n1an. Tagorc sought an education that vvas in touch ;,vit.h t}h~ 

whole of life: economic. imeiiecruai, aesrheric. social and spirituaL Tagore emp!oved 
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The pursuit of bhuma is both individual and sociaL lt seeks an itmer and 

individual perfection, on the one hand, and the realization of an expanding social 

awareness and function on the other_ Human growth ·through education is, 

consequently, a movement toward greater whoieness. Tagore's most important aim 

in education is the development of the individual leading to a harmonious growth of 

personality. The development of the personality to fuiiness is also the care of his 

basic philosophy of life: "To attain fu!i manhood is the ultimate end of education: 

everything else is subordinate to it."*3 

Fullness as an educational ideal is achieved by means of relationships. Tagore 

realised that unless his relationship with the wider wor!d of humanity grew, his 

relationship with his ashram school would not be perfect. Again, .Tagore brought a 

genera! principie of !ife into education for "the true meaning of living is outliving, it 

to gn:nv1h by establishing wider relationships \v·ith a larger number of individuals and 

within an expanding context. Through individuality man achieves universality; 

relationship is thus realized in one's own being. Education becomes a bipolar 

process, a dialectic, as one personatity encounters another. Tagore would encourage 

his students to read world literature in order to understand how rnen had established 

• , • • ~ ••. , 1 d. . . . . . . .1 ......... 

relat1onsn1ps w1tn tne world and ha · adHeved an H1tirnacy w!Ih me cosmos. !·or-

Tagore self-extension constitutes li.1lier hurnanity and in education, especially, rnan 

consciously extends hirnself by: tl1ought .. sigl1t~ sound and !rnagH1ation in relations of 

aficetion 1n rclat ionships docs man bee orne: more fu ll_y cducalc:d. 

Freedorn .. sympathy and joy are aho con<;titutive of Tagc:re·s ·- .f - .... ·-- i 
el1UC<HI!.lfl<J: 
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freedom of the mind which is achieved through a path of freedom. To speak of 

freedom as a path is to conceive of it as a formative discipline drawing mind, heart . 
and Will, into ~;t libe~ation from ignorance, passion, and prejudice, an~ the laws of 

entropy. Man, for Tagore, creates his own world and in the process is liberated. 

Education most simply is that which liberates. In Tagore's conception of education, 

the freedom principle liberates the powers and energies of the personality to relate 

the individual with the universe, nature, man and finally Universal Man. 

Two distinctive elements that Tagore brings to !education are sympathy end 

joy. The development of fillings and emotions and the expansion of sympathy 

received a high place among his educational values. If man is to attain full 

personality, sympathy with all forms of life and experience is necessary. Tagore 

sought a close and intimate contact between the student and nature, believing that 

such contact brought about an expansion of sympathy. In fact, much that he urged in 

terms of natural environment was education in sympathy. According to Tagore all 

life relationships are to fulfil knowledge or need of joy. Truth, knowledge and joy are 

constitutive of reality as they are constitutive of the divine person. Growth in 

sympathetic joy is, consequently, a dominant principle in Tagore's educational 

thought. He discovered in his own experience and lived out over a lifetime the 

educational principles he enunciated. 

The school only lays a seed for human development and is not its foundation. 

Dispending with everything that was in-essential, Tagore tried to create a particular 

atmosphere in his school. An atmosphere filled with living aspiration was far more 

important to him than classroom teaching or reading the great books. More important 

than academic growth was the building of culture, of atmosphere and vocation. This 
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was accomplished by providing an environment that was natural, open and free, 

simple and primitive and within a communal context. 

The. upion of man and nature is pursued by Tagore in his poetry. He 

discovered a link between the different aspects of nature whose controlling principle 

was deeply felt by him. It has been said that Tagore raised nature to the status of 

companion with whom one can enter into intimacy through aesthetic imagination and 

appreciation. Nature provided a profound and ecstatic delight to him. Believing that 

the pulse of nature quickens the spirit of the child, he viewed education outside it as 

harmful. A child should be surrounded by nature and natural objects for they have 

their own educational value. Tagore believed that for the first seven years a child's 

· education should be left to nature because what a child needs most is freedom in 

nature in order to love it. Since a child abstracted from natural surroundings could 

not mature adequately, education divorced from the soil had little meaning for him. 

As such the true basis for Tagore's learning environment was an atmosphere of 

creative activity in the midst of nature where enquiry and feeling found full scope, 

formal teaching being the least significant aspect of education. 

The poet designed his first school as an asram community, modeled along the 

lives of the forest colonies of ancient India. The Indian mind had developed through 

a close contact with nature and the aspiration of man to be one with the natural 

universe around him. Tagore's perception is that at every step understanding and 

knowledge man must have an organic link with his surroundings. The tapavana man 

sought "a realization completely comprehensive". Tagoi-e considered the atmosphere 

of the asram necessary of the religious spirit in the modem world was to find its 

power and expression. Santiniketan was established on the outskirts of a small town 

with surrounding villages wherein the sympathy for nature was quite visible. 
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The school of Tagore's conception may be described as open, free, abundant 

and spontaneous where young people could be free in spite of themselves. Education 

should not be heavy or burden-some or abstract. Laying no stress on knowledge 

through books, he emphasized learning directly from nature, life and the teacher. He 

believed that children should be free to organize their own immediate environment. 

Tagore was convinced that in the early years, in particular, the child should come to 

truth through a natural process, spontaneously, through persons and things. The 

widest possible outlook and universal human interests would emerge in this way. 

Learning for the child was explorative, active and joyous : "For our perfection we 

have to be vitally savage and mentally civilized; we should have the gift to be natural 

with nature and human with human society. "*5 

Yet the environment Tagore created was adopted to impart strength and 

discipline. His school was simple and primitive. It had only the barest of furniture, of 

materials and comforts, because he tried to direct the mind and spirit of the children 

outward to experience the world. The simplicity of the institution was a training in 

the acquisition of self-reliance and a hardly spirit. A type of solitude away from 

urban ha}?itation and distraction was present. Recognizing the need for silence even 

in the life of a youth, Tagore would begin and end each day with a fifteen-minute 

meditation for the students. He tried to inculcate brahmacarya among the young. It 

was a life of discipline whereby both enjoyment and renunciation would come with 

case to a resolute youth. Tagore saw brahmacarya as a moment for the disciplining of 

youth against premature gratification, and his asram school provided the right kind of 

environment for it. 
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His school was based on the famj]y system where group co-operation was 

paramount. Tagore believed that education should be the common creation of 

teachers, organizers and students. Inherent in the educative process was the 

establishment of communion between man and nature. Education is "to known man 

and to make oneself known to man". *6 It should not be removed from the life current 

of the people. The communal nature of the asram school brought people in contact 

with one another whereby the meeting of minds and spirits gave birth to a joy. A 

national education, according to Tagore, must grow out of the social needs of the 

people and ultimately harmonize with world-wide fellowship. Knowledge must bring 

one to a consciousness of human unity. Thus the school was in no way separated 

from ordinary daily life in society. He never ceased to stress the communal nature of 

education because he realized that the spiritual unity of man is achieved through both 

nature and neighbour. 

Tagore's educational environment, natural, open, free and communal, was the 

primary means to evoke imagination and emotions, love and knowledge for the 

building of the whole man. According to Tagore a holistic education is realized 
. 

through creative activity which elicits the aesthetic sense. Art, for him, is the bridge 

between the man and the world, since .the cardinal principle in his educational theory 

is the freedom for creative self-expression. The poet raised the aesthetic sense to a 

type of reason and aesthetic emotion to the level of knowledge. Thus he was able to 

stress the creative and artistic aspects of learning, crafts, work and play. He 

considered education essentially as an art whose methodology is determined by the 

aesthetic imagination. His goal was not merely to create an aesthetic culture but also 

a vigorous and imaginative appro·ach to study and work. His ideal was the scriptural 
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harmony of all existence, the nourishing of the whole man, through education. The 

aesthetic sense becaine the synthetic principle in his conception of holistic learning. 

Education for Tagore was the gradual and progressive growth of an organism. 

In this school education began with training of instincts and emotions and in self

reliance and communal cooperation; then art, music and play were .introduced; only 

with this foundation was an attempt made towards intellectual understanding; the 

social and economic patterns of national and international culture were introduced 

last of all.* 7 In the process growth becomes organic and holistic. Students, in 

Santiniketan, remained in groups determined by their own progress in a subject. This 

also advanced a gradual and a holistic development. 

The curriculum of Tagore's aspiration was not subject centered but activity

centered. Education in activity and play preceded all else, and this was followed by 

training through activity and play in order to develop a hardy youth. Tagore pursued 

culture in the widest sense, through art, dance, drama, music, crafts and practical 

skills of daily life. He, nonetheless, placed emphasis on the fine arts and literature. In 

an essay on the "The place of Music in Education", he encouraged education to make 

it natural for people to . reverence art. *8 Without these the people remained 

inarticulate, according to Tagore. He urged his teachers to discover how education 

could be made musical in one way or another. *9 With an activity-centered 

curriculum in mind, Tagore considered drama and the expressiveness of his 

histrionics as compulsory. Art and music, however, were meant not merely for the 

well educated but also for the inspiration of the villagers. 

Tagore encouraged the reading and knowledge of folk literature for its 

cultural significance and in order to grasp the psychology of the people. He would 

frequently encourage his students to read merely books of entertainment. He made a 
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strong plea for Bengali as the medium of education and publicly opposed the use of 

English in the Indian schools. He observed that the harmonization of education and 

life could only come about through one's own language. Language and through 

could only be brought together through the medium of one's cultural language, and 

this alone could assure the integration of education with the whole of life. Tagore 

ultimately called for a bifurcation of the language medi~, whereby basic education 

was imparted through the mother tongue, and other languages were pursued for their 

literary ;md social importance. 

The poet was concerned with the association between mind and body in order 

to establish a total rhythm and harmony in life. He believed that education of the 

body of the children must be in contact with air, water, earth and light. The body 

"should sway with the inner movement of the thought."* 10 Employing the whole 

body, movement must accompany thought and emotions. Differing from the 

development of the muscular and vascular and nervous systems, the expression of the 

wholeness of the body must be one with the personality. He believed this possible 

because "the body is more than this mechanism, it is divine."* 11 It is a creation. 

Tagore believed that school should be a home and a temple in one where 

teaching should be a part of worshipful life. An experience of the spiritual world, 
~ ~ _. .-

according to him, had to be gained by living in the world and not through religious or 

theological teaching. Though advocated meditation for all his students, he opposed 

any teaching in dedication. He did not approve of the inculcation of ideology of any 

kinds. The teaching of religion takes place not through formal lessons but is 

assimilated where there is a living religion. He believed that artificial means of 

religious education abstract both religion and education. Herein religion should be 

left to the instincts of the yo~th~ for nature and. culture are the vehicles of a live 
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spirituality. When religious atmosphere permeates a community, religious education 

takes place properly. Tagore believed that man's education had to be liberated from 

_ the physical envelopment of religion and that this liberation would lead to the 

establishment of the spiritual bond within the community .. 

Tagore's educational theory is based on his experience of the child's mind. 

Since education is a common enterprise between the student and teacher, the school 

becomes complete through the student. He realized that the sub-conscious mind of a 

child is more vital than its active mind. Although he wanted students to "be fully 

conscious of their own youthfulness, conscious that they were not grown up people", 

he anticipated that "their creative minds would build their own words and would be 

free to manage their own lives."* 12 "The young mind should be saturated with the 

idea that it has been born into a human world which is in harmony with the world 

around it."* 13 Observing that a child learns easily, Tagore enunciated three 

principles in a child's self-education: freedom, fullness and vastness. 

The most important medium of human development for Taogre is the guru

sisya (teacher-student) relationship. In this relationship both the teacher and the 

student live together in natural surroundings leading· to the disciplined life of 

brahmacarya. The immediate and intimate relationship, awakens the minds of the 

both. They come together to learn from each other and strive to be one as both aspire 

to new birth and purification. The primary function of the teacher is to produce an 

atmosphere for creative activity within the asram school. Tagore's exemplary teacher 

is a leader, a pioneer "whose chief specialization is in the art of liberating individual 

initiative and enterprise and making the active use of the freedom principle joyous 

and fruitful in each case."* 14 Tagore considered that "he who has lost the child in 

himself is absolutely unfit for the work of educating."* 15 Those fit for teaching must 
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have a natural feeling of respect even for the very young. Highlighting the child-like 

character of the teacher in his educational essays, he observed that "If one is born a 

teacher, the primitive child in him spontaneously comes out at the call of 

children."* 16 Tagore laid emphasis on this youthful capacity of the teacher because 

he saw him as one who is himself still in the process of learning. Tagore 

characterized a challenging course for the teacher . 

. . . . . . . . . only he can teach who can love. The greatest teachers of men have 

been lovers of men. The real teaching is a gift; it is a sacrifice; it is not a 

manufactured article of routine work; and because it is a living thing, it is the 

fulfillment of knowledge for the teacher himself* 17 

In academic teaching we discover subjects and areas of thought but 

frequently not the man who pursues them. Tagore gave importance not only to the 

creative self-giving of the teacher but also to communication through the personaiity 

of the teacher. Students loved subjects taught by a teacher when loved their teacher. 

This was proved as true to Tagore when he met Sylvain Levy in Paris and he 

commented "I realized clearly when met these great teacher that only through the 

medium of personality can truth be communicated to men."* 18 Rabindranath himself 

was m;derstood best by his s~udents and colleagues _through his singing and acting, 

poetry and drama revealed his personality and his greatest moments as a successful 

teacher. At this moments he fulfilled his name Rabindranath : Light-brighter. 
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