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INTRODUCTION


‘THE ART OF LIVING TOGETHER IN HARMONY’


On a damp autumn afternoon not long after the end of the First World War, a Japanese writer, Mushanokōji Saneatsu, crouched beside a wide, slow-flowing river, sawing up planks of wood. With him was a motley gathering of artists, intellectuals and idealists, working clumsily, none of them used to manual labour. They were racing to build a hut before winter gripped the island of Kyūshū. When his companions flagged, Mushanokōji urged them on again with his vision of how this hut would be the first step towards their new style of living. His voice rose as he enumerated the ways in which their community would revolutionize society: through its art, its writing, its music. It would, he said, be an antidote to the militarism that had triggered the global war.


On the other side of the world, outside one of the villages that speckle the pine forests of central Germany, another group of idealists were testing out their version of an improved society. Men, women and children inched across a field, bent double, their fingers frozen, gathering potatoes into their skirts and a few battered baskets. At the end of the slow-moving row of workers, a tall, bespectacled preacher, Eberhard Arnold, assured them that they were learning what the Bible meant by the phrase ‘The kingdom of God is among you’.1 Only a cooperative, pacifist mode of living like the one they were pioneering could avert the danger of another war. Their community would be an inspiration for Germany – and for humankind as a whole.


In England at about the same time, a young Yorkshireman, Leonard Elmhirst, rounded the bend of a West Country road to discover a ruined medieval hall. Its roof had caved in, pigeons roosted in the rafters, and the grounds were a mass of nettles and brambles – yet he was thrilled. He wrote to his wife in America, telling her that he had arrived at ‘a veritable fairy land’, the perfect setting for the revolutionary community they had been planning.2 The couple aspired to create a modern version of the medieval village, a place that would prove that there was a harmonious alternative to materialism, competition and war.


Other groups of men and women were beginning similarly ambitious experiments from India to France, Russia to America. Across the world, idealists were reacting to the First World War with a horror and revulsion that drove them to try to reinvent society from first principles: rethinking everything from the amount of time spent working each day to the fundamental values by which people lived. They were building practical utopias – turning their ideal social visions into real places, model communities that could be visited and joined, places that they hoped would inspire imitation, and which might generate international change.


*


The First World War is one of the most commemorated events in history. It is hard, after more than a century of Armistice Day celebrations, to conceive of how unprecedented it was when it happened, or to imagine the depth of the shock that it caused. An estimated 61 million troops were mobilized. Of these, some 10 million were killed and 21 million wounded.3 In the Napoleonic Wars, the most recent comparable international conflict, a century earlier, around 2.5 million soldiers died.4 The First World War brought fighting on a terrible new scale. On a single day – 22 August 1914 – the French army lost 27,000 men: half as many Frenchmen dead as the United States lost in the entire Vietnam War.5 And these mortality figures take no account of the wider damage: the millions blinded, maimed or otherwise permanently scarred by the war; the broken families; the dizzying sense of an entire social order destroyed.


Life on the Western Front was so savage, so like a nightmare, that it warped many soldiers’ very sense of reality. One veteran remembered a night spent trapped in a shell hole between opposing battle lines: ‘It stank. So did I when I fell into it. Arms and legs, dead rats, dead everything. Rotten flesh. Human guts.’6 As bad as the putrid smell of the trenches was the noise – the constant shellfire that reduced thousands of men to nervous collapse. Machine guns, high-explosive artillery shells, poison gas and trench warfare inflicted horrifying injuries; men were buried alive under the mud, or were showered with the body parts of comrades during a bombardment. One soldier, drafted from the Punjab and struggling to make sense of the ‘bodies upon bodies, and blood flowing’ in France, wrote to his brother that ‘the Day of Judgement has begun’.7 Conditions were just as brutal along the Eastern Front, and in the theatres of war that stretched across Africa, Asia and the Middle East. The soldiers living through all this began to question the beliefs and structures that many of them had previously accepted without challenge: their nationalistic sentiments, their religious faith, the hierarchies of class and the systematic oppression of empire.


Those on the home front experienced their own kind of suffering. The First World War was one of the first conflicts to be reported almost in real time to non-combatants: photography, film, the telephone and the telegraph gave the fighting a new immediacy. There was a trauma to looking on helplessly. War was no longer a thing convincingly elevated and distanced through poetry and patriotic newspaper bulletins – its horror was all too present and tangible. This was also the first war of mass mobilization and attrition. Populations were forced to function for years at maximum output in order to feed and equip huge armies, while their living standards were undercut by strangled supply lines. The blockade by Britain’s navy meant that in the winter of 1916 – the ‘turnip winter’ – many Germans were forced to survive on less than a thousand calories a day. Chronic malnutrition led to scurvy and dysentery. The initial enthusiasm for the war gave way on every side to pockets of disillusionment, and then to widespread anger at sacrifices that seemed to serve no clear purpose. Growing numbers of people lost faith in their leaders and in the principles by which they governed.


In 1918, the final year of the war, the world’s weakened population was devastated by an influenza pandemic. ‘It encircled the world, visited the remotest corners,’ remembered an American doctor, ‘taking toll of the most robust, sparing neither soldier nor civilian, and flaunting its red flag in the face of science.’8 Estimates of the death toll range from 50 to 100 million, with those between the ages of twenty and forty disproportionately affected.9 Flu victims lay in bed: at home, in overcrowded hospitals or in makeshift field hospitals, locked for days in the struggle to breathe. Often, they began to bleed from the nose, ears and eyes. Their lungs filled with fluid. Their skin, starved of oxygen, turned blue, then black – a sign of impending death. The bodies of those who had succumbed to the virus overflowed the mortuaries. Exhausted doctors and nurses experimented with vaccines and almost every known medical compound to cure or prevent the disease, but to no avail.10 People panic-bought masks and avoided one another in the streets. Public authorities closed schools, churches and pubs, and delayed celebrations to mark the end of the war. Nations sealed their borders, blaming each other for the disease’s outbreak. The effects of war and pandemic compounded one another, and communities disintegrated under the strain – robbed of their young, afraid of contagion, uncertain what the future held.


The greatest public health catastrophe in modern history following so closely on the heels of the deadliest war caused something like collective trauma. Few could make sense of such monstrous suffering. Knowledge about infectious pathogens was still in its early stages, and no lessons, it seemed, could be taken from the pandemic – there was only a sense of immense, incoherent loss.11 As a result, the memory of the influenza outbreak became shrouded in silence; its awfulness sublimated into the mass reaction to the war. Unlike the pandemic, the war had human perpetrators. It was read as an indictment of human brutality, one that had to be commemorated in order to prevent further violence on the same scale. Its horror was preserved in poems, novels, symphonies and paintings, and in the monuments that were erected on village greens. Expressions such as ‘Never again’ and ‘The war to end all wars’ were on the lips of men and women around the globe. The causes of the war, and how to stop anything like it from happening again, became topics of exhaustive discussion in homes, churches, lecture halls and political meetings.


To many, the combined destruction of the war and pandemic seemed so terrible as to destroy any hope for the future. ‘So much beauty and pathos of old things passing away and no new things coming,’ lamented D. H. Lawrence. ‘For the winter stretches ahead, where all vision is lost and all memory dies out.’12 A wounded Indian sepoy echoed Lawrence: ‘Do not think that this is war,’ he wrote to his brother. ‘This is not war. It is the ending of the world.’13 In Britain, those whose confidence in the future was destroyed in this period were lamented as the ‘lost generation’, while in France they were known as the génération du feu (the ‘gunfire generation’). The American experience translated into the hedonism and cynicism of the hard-drinking expatriates crowding Europe’s bars in the books of Ernest Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald. But to the optimistic and the determined, the end of the war offered the possibility of a new beginning: the motivation for establishing an enduring peace, snatching paradise out of the jaws of hell. For such people, it seemed that there had never been a more apposite moment for radically rethinking how to live.


These idealists brushed past the debates over who to blame for the war, and instead condemned the Western political model itself. The pervading theory of the nineteenth century – at least after the Napoleonic Wars – had been that individuals pursuing their own ends would achieve the best results for society as a whole. According to the doctrine of laissez-faire capitalism then in ascendance, the state should intervene in the lives of its citizens as little as possible. Its sole duty was to promote and protect unregulated economic competition, freeing people to make or buy things cheaply and maximize profits, and thereby to bring about the wealth and well-being of the world. For most of the nineteenth century this formula had seemed to work, at least for those who made the rules and set the narrative – the upper and middle classes in Europe and America, who became ever more prosperous and powerful. The colonized, on the other hand, along with millions of peasants and industrial labourers, were made precipitously dependent on global trade cycles. Colonial expansion was a major feature of this era: European states competing to increase their economic power by taking control of vast tracts of Africa, Asia and the Middle East. ‘I would annex the planets if I could,’ wrote British imperialist Cecil Rhodes, the founder of Rhodesia. ‘I often think of that. It makes me sad to see them so clear and yet so far.’14 Along with empire-building came the rampant, competitive development of armaments. Nation was pitted against nation, making war all but inevitable. Across the world, people came independently to the same verdict: that this model had led inevitably to the First World War. The destructive pattern could not be allowed to repeat itself. An alternative social model had to be found.


Rarely had one ambition been pursued so determinedly in so many different regions. In London, Calcutta and St Petersburg idealists spoke longingly of communality, cooperation, self-determination and pacifism – the values that free-market capitalism had for so long pushed aside. Instead of concentrating on the old standards of material well-being and economic growth, discussions bloomed around the possibility of improving the inner life through psychological theories or spiritualism. European capitals thronged with Freudians and Jungians, with occultists, theosophists and spiritual gurus offering a fantastical array of panaceas for the world’s woes. Others dreamed of reforming society by instigating new international organizations; the League of Nations was just one of hundreds founded in the hope of creating a system of global cooperation. This was an era of unprecedented international connectedness, with the telegraph, the telephone and railways snaking their way across continents and drawing millions of people together. Ideas travelled faster than ever before, movements flourished, and the ferment of people’s social imaginings quickly triggered dramatic, real-world changes. In Russia, a communist revolution broke out in 1917, ending the country’s participation in the war. In 1918, a socialist revolution swept Germany, forcing the Kaiser to flee. Campaigns for independence in Ireland, India, Egypt and other colonized countries galvanized populations who had fought on behalf of the imperial powers and now wanted the freedom to pursue their own political and social aspirations.


But for a small number of idealists the only solution was to start over, to reinvent the social model completely. Disparate groups around the world began setting up experimental communities outside the mainstream, where they hoped to discover and perfect new ways of life. German students and intellectuals took to the country to live collectively and farm cooperatively. In Russia, a group of young men and women espousing anarchic freedom and a return to a primitive lifestyle holed themselves up in a remote forest with a supply of black bread and ammunition, ready to defend their ideals with their lives. At the other end of the spectrum was Fordlandia, designed by the pioneer of mass production in the automobile industry, Henry Ford. He created this vast, quintessentially capitalist rubber-producing town in the Amazon to demonstrate the harmonious society that paternalistic industry could produce if given free rein.15 Attempted utopias appeared in hundreds of guises around the world. The ideologies that underpinned them varied wildly, but all of them tried in their own way to create a new social order.


*


Utopias are a kind of social dreaming. To invent a ‘perfect’ world – in a novel, a manifesto or a living community – is to lay bare what is wrong with the real one. Utopians refuse to settle for social improvement via the usual methods: civil disobedience, electoral politics, violent revolution. Throughout history, they have taken a different tack, articulating a vision of society transformed. Hungry peasants in medieval Europe dreamed of the Land of Cockaigne, where the roads were made of pastry, rivers flowed with honey and wine, and grilled geese flew straight into your mouth.16 Sir Thomas More, faced with the fierce religious bigotry of sixteenth-century England, envisaged an island nation where men and women could choose their own religion without fear – coining the word ‘utopia’ in the process.17 These two ostensibly different visions were both ways of imagining a world in which the wrongs of the day were righted: where famine was no more, or religious bigotry impossible. Both visions, examined today, offer a snapshot of the anxieties and hopes of the people who came up with them.


More took the term ‘utopia’ from the Greek ou-topos, ‘no place’: a play on the almost identical eu-topos, which means ‘good place’. For this precise Renaissance lawyer and statesman, utopias were by definition impossible to build; it was this conviction that led him to write his book, a scathing satire on the shortcomings of contemporary society. But the word outlived More. Later idealists took the concept of utopia not as an indication of impossibility, but as a challenge. They questioned whether utopias did have to be ‘no places’. Could there not be another option? Why shouldn’t the ‘good place’ actually be created? Social reformers began to call their settlements, places where groups of idealists worked to embody their social dream in a real community, ‘utopias’.


Practical experiments in utopianism tend to occur in waves, usually arising in periods marked by cultural and social dislocation. The urge to detach from society and start again is a way of finding new footing, of testing out unorthodox ideas by putting them into action. One wave – though by no means the first – arose in the sixteenth century, as part of the Protestant Reformation. Protestant thinkers throughout Europe had rejected Catholic dogma, but still needed to find new social modes that suited their beliefs. Gone were the pomp of the cathedrals, the silk vestments and the incense, and the gilded statues of saints. These people wanted to live in a way that mimicked the letter of the Bible, where worship was personal and not performative. As well as provoking the rise of the major Protestant sects like Lutheranism, Calvinism and Anglicanism, this quest sparked a series of smaller, more radical religious movements – among them the utopian communes of the Hutterites and the Mennonites, who lived in isolated ‘colonies’, rejected social norms and devoted themselves to self-sufficiency and Christian worship.


The nineteenth century brought another wave, with the founding of hundreds of secular and religious utopias across the United States. These were inspired by the optimism and social freedom that had followed the country’s independence from Britain. Among these many experiments were the transcendentalist community Brook Farm, which aimed for the perfect balance of leisure, manual labour and intellectual activity, and the ‘phalanxes’ set up by the followers of the French visionary Charles Fourier, who hoped to inaugurate a new millennium of pleasure and fraternity in America. More recently, in the 1960s and 70s, a fresh wave of utopias emerged during the economic boom that followed the Second World War. From Kommune 1 in Berlin to the Kaliflower cooperative in San Francisco, large numbers of young people lived in communities, liberating themselves from the social conservatism of their parents by embracing free love, leftist politics, mescaline and mysticism.


But there are few periods in history when the world has been more widely seeded with practical utopias than in the two decades that followed the First World War. Most narratives of this era are dominated by the national-scale social experiments of fascism and communism, which dramatically changed the landscape of the modern world. These experiments relied on coercion: on military surveillance, purges, collectivization and oppression. Yet even as images of Mussolini and Hitler, Lenin and Stalin, surrounded by seas of raised forearms or clenched fists, were broadcast on newsreels around the world, and factories from Japan to Germany began churning out shells and steel helmets, dozens of small-scale, cooperative communities devoted to utopian living were also springing up.


The tools of these communities were shared property, democratic decision-making and progressive education. Their attempts at social reform were experimental, idiosyncratic and often bizarre: three hours a day of meditation in a darkened prayer hall; evenings of ‘psychologically regenerative’ dance; groups of soft-handed intellectuals labouring with spades while former farmhands were taught to play the violin. Yet these places were far more than just refuges for eccentric escapists fleeing an unsatisfactory social order that they couldn’t change. The idealists who gravitated to them were devoted to devising new social structures, to identifying what the ‘good place’ would look like in reality, and to living in a way that would inspire change in others. They had a global vision: they wanted to better the condition of all of humankind, not just the immediate members of their community. They published books and journals, gave public lectures, and crossed oceans to sow the seeds of change. ‘Fire from a single match / is capable of kindling everything flammable in the world,’ Mushanokōji Saneatsu wrote from his settlement in Japan.18


The generation of idealists who founded utopian communities in the years after the war shared many characteristics, despite their different places of origin. A striking number of them had suffered serious personal losses during the war and pandemic. The Englishman Leonard Elmhirst lost two of his brothers in the First World War, at Gallipoli and the Somme. Eberhard Arnold, a German, lost his brother on the Eastern Front. The American Dorothy Straight lost her husband in the influenza pandemic, leaving her with three young children to care for on her own. Grief fuelled their determination to build a better world in memory of the departed. While they had different views on what the ‘good place’ looked like, these utopians were mostly united in what they rejected: the prevailing treatment of people as atomized individuals competing in the economic market. Many of them read and admired the same radical nineteenth-century thinkers, notably William Morris and Leo Tolstoy. They dreamed of social equality, self-government and back-to-the-land self-sufficiency, and withdrew to remote rural regions to build communities based on those dreams.


The post-war utopias reflected the power structures of the time: they were mostly run by people from middle- or upper-class backgrounds, and they tended to replicate patriarchal norms. Creating a utopia required capital, which was usually inherited, or given to the founders by rich well-wishers who supported their ideals. It was far easier to build a community that rejected the capitalist system if someone else had engaged with that system already, furnishing the necessary funds. Most utopian leaders were men, and few were notably visionary about the roles of women. Female idealists in the early twentieth century were often battling to expand their suffrage and social rights on a national level – they were more likely to be found organizing, marching, and enduring nights in jail cells than seceding from society to build utopias. For men, already secure in their social standing, detaching from the mainstream to create a community offered a welcome chance to experiment with how to live. While there were women with positions of influence within male-led utopias, few had the privilege necessary to found a settlement of their own. There were of course exceptions – like the Panacea Society, a community housed in a clutch of Victorian villas in the English market town of Bedford led by Mabel Barltrop, who believed herself to be sent by God to correct the gender imbalance of the cosmos and to lead people to immortal life on earth.19 Other women expressed their ideas about good – or bad – alternative worlds through fiction: Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s pacifistic female-only society Herland, for instance, or the eugenicist dystopia evoked by Rose Macaulay in What Not.20


The practical utopias of the 1920s and 30s tended to fit into two broad categories. The first tried to encourage complete self-actualization, uniting head, heart and hand. Three communities in this book represent this strand: Santiniketan-Sriniketan, a bustling, cosmopolitan centre that used education to promote a life of all-round fulfilment among the thatched huts of East Bengal; Dartington Hall, a lavishly endowed English country estate financed by the American heiress Dorothy Straight, where participants mixed chicken farming, open-air theatre, spiritual exploration and communal self-government; and Atarashiki Mura, a small collective of impecunious Japanese intellectuals who cultivated rice and strove for self-realization through artistic pursuits. While these were very different places, all sought to offer a more complete existence – one that fulfilled people creatively, intellectually, socially and spiritually, as well as economically. Their founders were not just interested in changing one particular area of human behaviour. They wanted to embrace and improve the whole person. For them, the way people lived required a total overhaul.


The second type of community was driven by spirituality. Many idealists feared that this vital dimension of life was in danger of being lost amid the material ambitions of industrial capitalism, empirical science, and the assault on religion and faith of all kinds brought about by the horror of the war and pandemic. Their version of the good life turned on strict adherence to spiritual systems – whether that meant orthodox Christianity or one of the new, syncretic faiths that were a feature of the era. Three communities in this book illustrate this stream of utopianism: the Institute for the Harmonious Development of Man, a bohemian commune run on a system of psychological shocks in the forests outside Paris; an austere, quasi-monastic Christian settlement in central Germany, the Bruderhof; and Trabuco College, a group of men and women following the ‘third morality’, a regime of celibacy, vegetarianism and silent meditation, amid the cactuses and scrub plants of California.


The stories of these utopias aren’t stories of the cornucopian plenty, free-flowing intellectual debate and chamber pots made of gold to be found in More or the Land of Cockaigne. Their stories feature empty bank accounts and unsuccessful fundraising drives; freeloading followers and hostile neighbours; malaria, hunger and sleepless nights in mosquito-ridden huts; failed rice harvests, damp clogs and bitter squabbles over whose turn it was to feed the pigs. They are not stories of ‘success’ or ‘failure’. In the end, utopias always ‘fail’ – at least in the sense that the ‘perfect place’ has not yet been created on earth, is unlikely to appear any time soon, and is, anyway, a concept that is inherently subjective. The wonder in revisiting practical utopias does not come from their demonstrating perfect solutions to the question of how to live, but from the imaginative ways in which they respond to the problems of their specific historical moment. As societies evolve, their problems evolve with them, and the corresponding vision of what the ‘good place’ is changes too. The old vision falls by the wayside.


Though the communities in this book were often small in scale, unrepentantly eccentric and dismissed even in their time, that doesn’t mean they should be forgotten. They encouraged people to question the status quo, and to believe that private individuals could generate change through the examples of their own lives. These practical utopias pioneered a series of ideas that would be adopted by – or would at least influence – mainstream society: from child-centred education and universal access to the arts, to low-technology farming, composting toilets and making time for daily sessions of meditation or mindfulness. They would go on to shape government policies, to inspire and educate a new generation of politicians, scholars and artists, and to provide a model for the counterculture of the 1960s and 70s. They offered, and continue to offer, a rich store of lessons for those who aspire to improve society.


The communities set up after the war are examples of what Aldous Huxley called ‘that most difficult and most important of all the arts – the art of living together in harmony and with benefit for all concerned’.21 Theirs is a story of humankind’s unrealized potential, of paths we might have taken and might yet take. It is a story of how the world can be shaped, even if only in a limited way, by a handful of odd and under-washed strangers trying to make a life together in the countryside – a story of absurdity, possibility and hope.










ONE


‘LIFE IN ITS COMPLETENESS’ ON THE PLAINS OF BENGAL


Rabindranath Tagore’s Santiniketan-Sriniketan


It was the late summer of 1901. A group of twelve-year-old boys dressed in yellow robes sat in the shade of a sakhua tree on a remote plot of land in the Indian province of Bengal. They were listening to the poet and social reformer Rabindranath Tagore – forty years old, his language marked by an unusual combination of passion and precision – talking about the kind of education he wanted them to have. He told them that they must be trained ‘not to be soldiers, not to be clerks in a bank, not to be merchants’, but to be the makers of their own world and their own destiny.1 At his school, they would learn from their own observations, rather than from books written by others. Tagore gestured at a myna bird perched in the branches above their heads. Even from something as commonplace as birdsong, he said, they could piece together a personal understanding of ‘a world which is their very own’, rather than one shaped by conventional schoolmasters and British imperialists. By doing so, they would grow up conscious of the presence of the divine, ‘full in all directions’, and in charge of their own destinies.


Tagore’s school was a shout against colonialism, and a precursor to the practical utopia he would establish at Santiniketan-Sriniketan in 1921. Although Tagore was already an ambitious social thinker and reformer when the twentieth century began, it took the First World War to convince him that something more drastic was needed to change the way people lived: the building of a community that would demonstrate how cooperation and creative fulfilment could replace nationalism and material greed. He was perfectly placed to found such a place – a man with a comfortable income derived from his family’s large estates, with access to land, with well-established philosophical principles, and a reputation for independent thinking.


By the mid-1920s, Tagore had transformed a few dusty acres of rural Bengal into a meeting place for idealists from across five continents. Santiniketan-Sriniketan was a whimsical confusion of Eastern and Western architecture. In one corner of the community, leading academics drank cups of the Darjeeling tea that grew nearby and discussed how the linguistic connections between ancient India and the West related to the underlying unity of humankind. In another, agriculturalists poked hopefully at a bed freshly spread with manure, where they were experimenting with how well Japanese vegetables could stand up to the dry conditions of Bengal. In a third, a clamorous group of children clustered around an American nurse who was teaching them how to distribute quinine, part of a project that combined education with combating the malaria that was plaguing the local villages.


When people think of Tagore, they do not often think of this experiment in rural Bengal. Usually, he is known as the first non-Western winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature. This single achievement dominates most accounts of his life. Biographers venerate him for it. In India, a country whose anthem he wrote, he is a national treasure. While the radiance of his literary career tends to obscure his work in social reform, Santiniketan-Sriniketan was vital to Tagore himself. Through it, he tried to turn the harmonious and vibrant world of his imagination into a real place shared with others. As a utopian leader he was flawed – indulgent, chaotic, contradictory, impatient, and inclined to take his privilege as a well-to-do Brahmin for granted. Nonetheless, his utopian community, one of the first in the wave that spread across the world after the First World War, was influential in India and beyond. It inspired new social experiments in England, Japan and Ceylon. Tagore himself became a figurehead for a generation of idealists: men and women who admired his blending of Eastern spirituality and Western science, his melding of action with creativity, and his unwavering faith that a better future was possible for humankind.


*


It is no easy thing to abandon the ruling doctrines and social norms of the day, as Tagore did, in order to build a new kind of community. The drive to pursue such a radical change depends on total disillusionment with the way things are, and complete confidence in an alternative vision. Add to this the charisma needed to persuade others to take part, and it is unsurprising that a certain amount of life experience seems to be prerequisite for founding a utopia. All of the idealists in this book were over thirty when they founded their communities. But Tagore, who was sixty when he founded Santiniketan-Sriniketan, had more life experience than most. The people he had met and the ways of living he had observed in his first five decades – growing up in late-colonial Calcutta, studying in London, managing estates in the Bengal countryside and lecturing around the globe – all went into shaping his vision for a better way of living.


Tagore was born in Calcutta in 1861, into the kind of family that expected him to make a mark on the world. His grandfather Dwarkanath – ‘the Oriental Croesus’, Charles Dickens called him – was a middleman for the East India Company, and became one of the richest merchants in Bengal by dealing in sugar, gold, newspapers and stocks and shares.2 Tagore’s father Debendranath reacted against Dwarkanath’s hedonistic lifestyle, materialistic ambitions and collaboration with the British by helping to found a new religious society called Brahmo Samaj.3 This hugely popular Hindu reform movement promoted sobriety, the worship of one God, the uplift of the lower castes, and Indian cultural nationalism. The family’s achievements continued into Rabindranath’s generation: among his thirteen elder siblings were Swarnakumari, Bengal’s first woman novelist; Dwijendranath, a renowned philosopher-mathematician; and Jyotirindranath, an accomplished composer who also staged some of the most popular Bengali plays of the time. This distinguished background provided Tagore with the confidence, connections and funds that would facilitate his unconventional life.


Jorasanko – the sprawling mansion where Tagore and his extended family lived in north Calcutta – was a gathering place for the artists and writers of the late-nineteenth-century Bengali cultural renaissance. Its wide verandahs and airy front rooms echoed with music, plays and conversations about art, social reform and how to mitigate the effects of British rule. A more stimulating environment is difficult to imagine, but Tagore, an adventurous, romantic child, craved something further: to know the world outside. His puritanical father prohibited him from leaving the house on his own, worried that his son would be corrupted by the prostitutes who plied their trade in the backstreets behind the house, or by the British imperialists living in the neighbouring mansions.4 All Tagore could do was lean wistfully out of the upper windows of his family house and listen. He craned to catch the sounds floating up from the nearby Chitpur Road – the squeaking cartwheels, the tinkling bells of Calcutta’s first horse-drawn trams, the cries of kites fighting over household refuse – and dreamed of what the ‘real’ India was like.


At the age of seven, Tagore was sent to day school. Even sixty years later he remembered how it felt like a ‘parrot’s cage’.5 Modelled on the British system, the school seemed designed only to prepare boys for government offices, the military and British businesses. Tagore rebelled against this regime of mechanical rote learning with such ferocity that, after trying him at four different schools in as many years, his family decided that it would be less trouble if he studied at home. As soon as his schooling was taken over by his lively minded, liberal elder siblings, he began to flourish. Aged thirteen, he published his first book of verse, and by sixteen he was contributing his poems and essays to the Calcutta journals. These were the first instalments in a stream of stories, dramas, verse and essays that would stretch to 18,000 pages across his lifetime. The lessons Tagore took from his education – that a set curriculum shouldn’t be forced on children, and that people should be free to seek out the knowledge that genuinely interests them – were the seeds of his vision for Santiniketan-Sriniketan.


Calcutta, as well as being an important centre for the arts, education and social reform, had been the capital of the British Raj since 1772. Local opinion on the British presence was sharply divided. The colonial influence produced Anglophiles who saw the British as a vital force for developing their ‘backward’ country – a belief that the British naturally encouraged. It also bred nationalists whose chief hope was to sweep the British out of India as soon as possible and to proclaim Indian independence. Tagore’s family was unusual in falling between these two camps. They resented the idea of their country being dominated by a foreign power. (Tagore mocked the local Anglophiles for collapsing ‘into a mass of jelly, trembling and wobbling from top to toe’ when they received some mark of British favour.6) At the same time, they admired Western liberalism and Western culture. The refusal to favour one side of the argument put the family beyond the pale of the Anglophiles and the nationalists alike. Through observing and then adopting his family’s position, Tagore learned to take pride in rejecting mainstream thinking. ‘That I do not belong to any group makes them all angry,’ he would later write. ‘No one will be able to put a chain on my feet.’7


At seventeen, Tagore was sent to England by his father, who wanted him to have the education that would allow him to become a barrister or a civil servant. He expected to find an island ‘so devoted to higher culture that from one end to the other it would resound to the strains of Tennyson’s lyre’.8 But he was horrified by the reality of smog, soot-stained houses, commercial bustle and frostiness towards dark-skinned foreigners. Tagore briefly attended a public school in Brighton, then studied for a few months at University College London. He hated the constraints of formal education just as much as he had as a child, and he quickly returned to Calcutta. Once home, he wrote furiously, giving readings and lectures, and winning a reputation as ‘Bengal’s Shelley’. Yet he felt isolated by his fame, and he remained restless, drawn as he had been as a child to the world beyond elite Calcutta.


It’s difficult not to be shocked at the fact that, aged twenty-two, Tagore accepted as his wife a near-illiterate ten-year-old, Mrinalini Devi, chosen for him by his father.9 When he had daughters of his own, he married them off in the same way – aged fourteen and eleven, to men they had never met – despite the fact that he had by then written numerous articles campaigning against child brides. Tagore would always struggle to translate his professed ideals into action, a difficulty increased in the case of women’s rights by the politics of late-imperial India. The British claimed the cause of female liberation as their own, while some nationalists defended women’s lesser position – along with caste hierarchy – as an integral part of ‘traditional’, pre-colonial India.10 Tagore wanted to combine his enthusiasm for progressivism and women’s rights with his idealization of his country’s past traditions, and to be associated with neither the British nor the nationalists. In choosing his marriage and that of his daughters, though, Tagore failed to live out his ideals completely.


Creating his own community would be, in part, an attempt to escape the pervading colonial–nationalist tensions by radically rethinking how society functioned. But it would take three more decades of mounting frustration with the values and systems that reigned in India before Tagore was driven to this drastic step. Through his thirties, forties and fifties, he continued to believe it was possible to improve society from within, whether through institutional change or education – until the shock of the First World War made it clear to him that a new beginning was necessary.


*


In 1891, at the age of twenty-nine, Tagore was seated at his desk by the open window of his wide, flat-bottomed boat, the Padma, which was drifting through the shallow waters of the Ganges delta. He was surrounded by the stacks of books without which he never went anywhere: classics in Sanskrit and English, treatises on anthropology and ethnology (everything, in fact, except what he called ‘light’ novels).11 But for once he wasn’t reading. He was in thrall to the pageant of daily life unfolding outside the window on the riverbank: old men gravely washing themselves; young girls in saris playing in the water before filling their vessels and carrying them up the bank; swarms of boats, fishing and carrying paddy and jute to Calcutta.12


This riverine existence, Tagore thought, was ‘the lap of rural loveliness’: the fierce power of the muddy water, the wild ducks haunting the white sandbanks, the waving clusters of bamboo shoots so tall that they hid entire villages in their midst.13 He lifted his pen and wove the life around him into the short story he was writing – one of the forty-nine he would craft in the span of a decade. While Tagore was writing, he was also developing the idea that it was in the countryside that the true spirit of India resided: in small village communities rooted deep in the soil and water, where people were connected to the divine not by narrow religious traditions but by the beauty of the natural world around them. The life of the wealthy neighbourhoods of Calcutta, where educated, wealthy urbanites ‘wander about in the high heaven of ideas like aimless clouds’, seemed to him by contrast fundamentally profane and corrupt.14


A couple of years later, the Padma was moored by one of the family’s estates in East Bengal, which Tagore was now managing. Tagore himself sat in a much-repaired thatched hut, whose roof would clearly leak all through the monsoon rains. He had gone through the tenant’s accounts and was now listening to the man explain why he could pay only half his rent.15 Tagore was learning that amid the beauty of the Bengal countryside, poverty was rampant. In former times, zamindars – landlords like Tagore – collected a flexible amount of revenue from farmers on behalf of the Mughal emperor. But in 1793, the British imposed a Permanent Settlement. This gave zamindars full ownership of land, rather than just the right to collect taxes. It also fixed the taxes zamindars had to pay to the government. The fixed tariff, which was designed to ensure a reliable stream of income for Britain, took no account of the vagaries of rural life. The same amount was to be paid regardless of drought, flood or famine.


To collect their revenue for the British, and to maximize their own profit, the zamindars forced their tenants to cultivate cash crops for the international market. This undermined the farmers’ traditional survival strategies: growing diverse crops to guard against pest and disease, and building stores of grain for lean years. Poor farmers became poorer still, and ever more vulnerable. Under the pressure of the unremitting demand for money, the institutions of rural community life had atrophied. Social welfare, education and village festivities had fallen by the wayside as people struggled to keep on the treadmill of payments.


The paradise Tagore thought he had glimpsed on the riverbank only shortly before had turned out to be illusory. He shifted uncomfortably as his tenant begged not to be thrown off the land his family had farmed for generations. Tagore knew that summarily ejecting tenants was the kind of crude tactic that families like his had long relied on. He asked the man what he thought could be done to improve the situation in the countryside. The tenant was surprised and confused. He was too downtrodden and uneducated, Tagore thought, to even dream of an alternative to his situation. Back on his boat, the poet wrote that he found it ‘a very shameful thing’ that he should be spending his days ‘engrossed with my own profit and loss’.16 There must, he thought, be a better way for rural people to live. He had begun to dream of an alternative to the society in which he lived – and he was rich enough, and secure enough in his position, to try to make that dream a reality.


By the late 1890s, Tagore, his wife Mrinalini and their five children were staying at Shelidah, the family’s main estate in East Bengal.17 The poet was at his desk. Before him were the results of a clutch of experiments he had hatched to resolve rural India’s problems. He had already established a judicial system on his estates, an impressive innovation that bypassed Bengal’s complex law courts and gave farmers a voice. Now he wanted to set up self-governing bodies for each of the districts he ran, which he hoped would improve village life by supporting schools, dispensaries and grain banks.18 His ultimate aim was to make the villages strong, self-reliant and rich in traditional culture. This, he believed, was how they used to be, before their vitality was sapped by colonialism and the forces of global commerce. But the measures he had thought up so far felt too light, too simple to produce fundamental change.


It dawned on Tagore that he already possessed the answer to the question of how to improve India; he had possessed it ever since his struggles at school at the age of seven. He pulled a fresh sheet of paper towards him. ‘I know,’ he wrote, ‘all the evils, almost without exception, from which my land suffers are solely owing to the utter lack of education.’19


In 1901, Tagore opened his own school, Patha Bhavana, in a remote part of West Bengal.20 It was located on a plot of family land called Santiniketan (‘Abode of Grace’), which would later become the home of Tagore’s utopian community. As Tagore navigated the practicalities of setting up his school, he was sidetracked from his hope of helping peasants and farmers by nationalist friends who suggested he devote his institution to promoting traditional Hindu values among the elite – thereby countering colonial influence. He followed this model: his pupils lived in mud huts, cooked their own dal and rice, and rose to meditate, pray and chant hymns from the Vedas before the sun had even risen.21 Within a few years, the school grew from five to fifty students. Yet Tagore soon began worrying that, like his village-improvement measures, this elite, orthodox institution was too narrow an instrument to reform society in the way he wished. His discontent was aggravated by family tragedy. In 1903, his wife died. Less than a year later, he lost his daughter Renuka. His father died in 1905 and his youngest son Samindranath in 1907. This series of personal losses made Tagore all the more determined to devote himself to serious social change, but he did not yet know what his next step would be.


*


In the 1910s, while Tagore was still casting around for a better approach to social reform, the shape of his world was dramatically altered. He won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1913. On the back of this award, he became one of the earliest international literary celebrities.22 His work was soon available in the bookshops of Tokyo, New York and the European capitals, translated by well-known figures including André Gide, Boris Pasternak and Juan Ramón Jiménez – all of whom would subsequently become Nobel laureates in their own right. Tagore had barely begun to adjust to his new status when the First World War broke out – a war in which 1.5 million Indians participated and more than 74,000 died.23 The colony endured Allied requisitions of grain and livestock, heavy taxes, and an influenza death toll of over 18 million. It was against the backdrop of this suffering that, in 1916, Tagore set off on a literary lecture tour of Japan and the United States.


Until this point in Tagore’s life, his vision of a better world had been fuelled by the hardships he had witnessed as a zamindar, and by the debates about nationalist traditionalism versus Western liberalism that raged in Calcutta. His wartime travels reframed his world view. The people he met – from the elite students he lectured at Tokyo Imperial University to the wealthy New Yorkers he dined with in Manhattan – convinced him that India wasn’t alone in her social problems. Humanity as a whole seemed in need of a change in philosophy to prevent such a cataclysm as the First World War from happening again. The book that Tagore was best known for outside India was Gitanjali (‘Song Offerings’), a poetry collection celebrating spirituality, devotion and love.24 Partly because of this, he found himself being treated on his travels as an enlightened Eastern guru who might have an explanation for where the West had gone wrong. He embraced the role, seeing in it a powerful way to convince others of his ideas, and he quickly conceived of an ambitious plan for averting future world conflict.


The plan was simple: the individualistic, materialistic West needed to learn from the communality and higher, more transcendent wisdom of the East. ‘For is not the East the mother of spiritual Humanity,’ Tagore asked in one of his addresses, ‘and does not the West, do not the children of the West amidst their games and plays when they get hurt, when they get famished and hungry, turn their face to that serene mother, the East?’25 The West’s greedy, expansionist nationalism – its insatiable appetite for ‘competition, conflict and conquest’ – should, he argued, be replaced with a new era of cooperation and spiritualized international harmony.26 No one nation was greater than the universal ideal of humanity. Tagore’s words were received with relish in most places he visited – he easily filled the 3,000-seat auditorium of Carnegie Hall in New York.27


The enthusiasm for these ideas, along with the mounting toll of the war, convinced Tagore that it was time for action. Instead of continuing to try to reform society from within, he would separate himself from it and start again from scratch, working with others who felt the same way. During his stay in southern California, he wrote to his son announcing that he had come up with a radical plan. He wanted to set up a ‘world centre’ offering an idealistic education that would be ‘the first step towards universal union’.28 He imagined a place that would make people realize ‘that artists of all parts of the world have created forms of beauty, scientists discovered secrets of the universe, philosophers solved the problems of existence, saints made the truth of the spiritual world organic in their own lives, not merely for some particular race to which they belonged, but for all mankind’.29 Tagore’s new community would promote international harmony, and it would offer to all who came what he called ‘life in its completeness’ – a social mode that met people’s needs on every level: creative, intellectual, spiritual, social and economic.30


*


To begin with, all Tagore had was his vision and a piece of land. Santiniketan, which was already the home of his school, consisted of a few desolate acres amid miles of flat semi-desert studded with stunted shrubs, anthills and dilapidated villages. Santiniketan had once been dedicated as a public ashram by his father, who constructed a grand glass-and-iron prayer hall there, the structure ordered from the same firm that built Crystal Palace in London.31 Since then the plot had been neglected. Apart from the prayer hall, it was marked out only by a few trees and the handful of mosquito-haunted mud huts that made up Tagore’s school. This was not a promising setting for the ‘universal union’ Tagore envisioned – but when Tagore examined it, he began to envisage the ‘good place’ that he wanted it to become: a community that would generate a harmonious global culture, while also fostering strong local roots. He wanted it to be universal in its outlook, but particular in the richness of its day-to-day life. Internationalism would replace nationalism, cooperation would replace individualism. In the outside world, people were treated merely as economic ‘machines’, but here the focus would be on all-round fulfilment and the ‘personal relationship between man and man’.32 Visiting this community would, Tagore thought, ‘be a pilgrimage. Let those coming to it say, oh what a relief it is to be away from narrow domestic walls and to behold the universe.’33


He threw himself into finding the funds for the buildings and staff that would make this vision a reality. It was a daunting task, but he had many factors in his favour, the most important being the very thing which had driven him so zealously into this project: the aftershock of the war. Enthusiasm for internationalism was flourishing across the world. Organizations sprang up to promote global cooperation in health, education, women’s rights and in many other areas; in America, Salmon Oliver Levinson, a Chicago attorney, spearheaded an international ‘Outlawry of War’ campaign; in locations as distant as rural Japan and the European capitals, hundreds of clubs were started to encourage people to learn the international language Esperanto.34 Tagore’s idea was perfectly pitched to capture the imaginations of the internationally minded in Europe, America and Asia, promising to forge a peaceable world culture – the joint product of East and West – and to instil this culture in participants from across the world, creating a generation that would be incapable of succumbing to war.


By now Tagore had a wide web of acquaintances to draw on: businessmen in Bombay, millionaires in New York, esteemed academics in the universities of Europe, social reformers tucked away in obscure corners of the globe. He knew who would be won over by letters and telegrams, who was likely to contribute to or to help publicize his cause. With the assistance of various secretaries, he arranged a quick-fire journey around India, Europe and America to raise donations in person. In an earlier age, before steamships and railways, before the telegraph and telephone, it simply wouldn’t have been possible for Tagore to raise funds so readily for a project in rural Bengal. As it was, he managed it with remarkable speed and ease – although he remained uncomfortably conscious of the irony of appealing for money to create an anti-materialist utopia.


As a zamindar, Tagore’s strength had been coming up with ideas to improve villagers’ lives, which he then left to be executed by the villagers themselves. Now that he had raised his funds and was attempting to enact his own ideas, his inability to engage in sustained, orderly practical activity became quickly apparent. Neither at this early point nor at any later time did he draw up a clear design for the community he intended to create. The well-regarded Scottish city planner Patrick Geddes – one of the many idealists attracted to Tagore’s unique undertaking – tried to persuade him to organize his thinking before launching into the building stage of the project.35 He sent Tagore a possible schema for his ‘world centre’, including a diagram adorned with such obscure labels as ‘ethopolity’ and ‘psychorganics’.36 But such theory-driven planning was anathema to Tagore. ‘If I had in the commencement a definite outline which I was merely to fill in,’ he wrote back, ‘it would certainly bore me.’37 He told Geddes that he preferred plunging right into the thick of the action, working out what should happen organically as he went along, just as he did when he was writing stories.


By the mid-1920s, the result of Tagore’s haphazard approach was a community impressive in its scope, but far more disparate and disorganized than the vision he had described in his letters. The community crystallized into four projects based across two locations, all of them revolving around what, for Tagore, was the ultimate tool for creating a better world: education. There were hundreds of people involved, local villagers working alongside teachers, pupils and visitors from across Asia, Europe and America. At Santiniketan was Patha Bhavana, the school Tagore first established in 1901, which he had begun reforming along more progressive lines. Sharing the campus was the ‘world university’, Visva-Bharati, opened in 1921 to promote cross-cultural understanding between East and West through its cosmopolitan participants and wide-ranging courses. That same year, Tagore opened an institute of rural regeneration, intended to transform the countryside by modelling good agricultural practices. This was based at Sriniketan, a plot of land two miles away. Finally, in 1924, Tagore began a second school, Siksha-Satra, devoted to the education of village children. Throughout the rest of his life, Tagore would flit restlessly between these institutions, never able to articulate how they should relate administratively or ideologically, but convinced that together they pointed the way to a better mode of living.


*


Tagore first threw his energies into the university, which required more infrastructural outlay than his other projects. For a motto, he gave Visva-Bharati an ancient Sanskrit verse, yatra visvam bhavati ekanidam – ‘where the world finds a nest’. Its nucleus consisted of a department of the arts, a department of music and a department of Indology (dedicated to the study of Buddhism and Asian languages and literature). All of these departments were intended, as Tagore told his professors, ‘to help the realisation of the unity, but not of uniformity’ – to emphasize and celebrate the diversity of cultures in the world, ‘without losing the hold on the basic or spiritual unity’.38 Students could pick and choose their courses at will, simultaneously studying subjects as diverse as modern Italian literature and the Vedic, Buddhist, Jain, Zoroastrian and Sikh traditions, the writings of medieval saints, and the cultures of contemporary China, Japan and Tibet. If a student wanted to pursue a course of study that was not yet available, Tagore went out of his way to recruit a new teacher for them.


Even with Tagore’s energetic fundraising, there wasn’t enough money to spare for a professional architect, so a painter who joined the university’s staff, Surendranath Kar, designed many of the buildings. He borrowed styles from Japan to Java, and took inspiration from Mughal palaces and Hindu temples, transforming Santiniketan into an appropriately cosmopolitan campus. Over the years, Tagore would add further structures as the whim took him: a single-storey hostel for students, traditional mud-built guesthouses, a clocktower paid for by the prominent Indian statesman Satyendra Prasanna Sinha of Raipur, and a fresco-adorned library specializing in books on Zoroastrian and Tibetan studies. Alongside these buildings stood the simpler structures of Patha Bhavana school, and the magnificent prayer hall, which was used as a gathering place for a weekly non-denominational service. Standing amid the thatched villages of the plains, thronging with students from across India and with an international teaching staff, Tagore’s community looked like it had been built of fragments gathered from across the world.


Life at Santiniketan was not a comfortable one. The lodgings for students and staff were scorching hot for half the year, plagued by mosquitoes and water shortages, far below the standard of most universities. An American nurse, visiting a professor ill on campus, was horrified to find him lying on a string cot in a stifling, one-room thatched cottage with birds living in the roof.39 Tagore was determined that his community’s participants wouldn’t be caught in ‘luxury’s noose’, the preoccupation with material gain that he associated with the West’s descent into war.40


It might be imagined that such conditions, added to a remote location, low salaries, and the lack of job security, would have put off all but those few fanatical idealists drawn to a life of hardship. But Tagore’s invitation to join Visva-Bharati was taken up by scholars around the world, people who appreciated that this wasn’t just a conventional academic institute – it was part of an effort to forge a new international culture. Soon Nandalal Bose, a pioneer of Indian modernism, was running the arts department. A noted singer, Dinendranath Tagore – the grandson of Tagore’s eldest brother – was in charge of the music school, assisted by the classical musicologist Bhimrao Shastri. The contingent of foreign professors included two Czech Sanskritists, a Viennese art historian and a Russian Persianist. Chinese scholar Tan Yun-Shan joined the university to found Cheena Bhavana, the oldest centre of Chinese studies in South Asia. French Orientalist Sylvain Lévi, who had been invited to join Visva-Bharati and Harvard University at the same time, chose Visva-Bharati, and organized a department of Tibetan studies that was the first to be founded in the country. The enthusiasm with which established academics and experts gave up their old lives to join Tagore’s experiment was testament to how ardently they believed in replacing the ideologies the war had shown to be so dangerous. As the Norwegian Indologist Sten Konow put it, ‘The outlook in the West was hopeless when the poet came from the East, and asked us to seek salvation through faith in new ideals [. . .] The aim of the Visva-Bharati is life-giving, it is to achieve unity in diversity.’41


Once the university was under way, Patha Bhavana school was repurposed to fit Tagore’s utopian vision. In 1901, he had set it up on the model of the tapovan, the Hindu forest ashrams of ancient India. As with the tapovan, its guiding principle had been brahmacharya (‘continence’) – which meant, as Tagore told his students, keeping away from ‘the luxuries of European life and any blind infatuation with Europe’, and learning ‘the ways of the sacred and unsullied Indian tradition of poverty’.42 But by the 1920s, Tagore had no time for such nationalistic Hindu sentiments. He wanted his school to promote international unity and religious inclusivity. His own faith, by this point, was what he termed a ‘poet’s religion’, turning on the belief that an impersonal deity infused all of nature and humanity regardless of sect or theological persuasion.43


The remodelled Patha Bhavana was co-educational, with the boys and girls living together – an arrangement that was rare in India.44 It followed no prescribed curriculum. Instead, pupils’ education was to be driven by their own curiosity, their hunger for knowledge fed by giving them as much freedom as possible. Their teachers encouraged them to a full emotional and spiritual appreciation of the divinely created universe – of the natural world, the globe’s varied civilizations, and their own powers of creative self-expression. Drawing inspiration from the fashionable progressive educators Tagore had met in Europe, he cut down on the formal apparatus of the school, eschewing classrooms in favour of open-air lessons under the trees or on the verandahs of the dormitory. After class, students were encouraged to join in with any of the activities of the other parts of Santiniketan-Sriniketan – learning pottery or sculpture in the Visva-Bharati art department, for example, or joining the workshops on carpentry, tanning or midwifery that were being conducted a short walk away at Sriniketan. ‘The highest education,’ Tagore liked to say, ‘is that which does not merely give us information but makes our life in harmony with all existence.’45 In these early days, students felt they were pioneering a new and vital way of living, building a utopia that offered an alternative to mainstream values.


While many of the staff at Visva-Bharati and Patha Bhavana came from abroad, the students of both university and school were mainly Indian. Pupils arrived from as far afield as Gujarat, Madras, Kerala and Andhra Pradesh.46 Several of them would go on to shape India’s cultural landscape after it gained independence in 1947. They included the Bengali writer Syed Mujtaba Ali, the Oscar-winning filmmaker Satyajit Ray, the Nobel Prize-winning economist Amartya Sen, and Indira Gandhi, the first (and so far only) female prime minister of India. Satyajit Ray looked back on his years studying at Santiniketan as the ‘most fruitful’ of his life, a period that transformed him into ‘the combined product of East and West’.47 His appreciation of the unique, cosmopolitan atmosphere of Tagore’s community was echoed by the visiting Italian Orientalist Giuseppe Tucci, who remembered Santiniketan as ‘an island where those who had not lost faith in mankind and its destinies, or did not despair that the divine in us could sparkle again in full splendour, could find a congenial atmosphere to cherish and nourish their hopes’.48 These appreciative participants became missionaries for the community’s ideals, carrying them into the wider world.


There was a free, creative, cosmopolitan allure to daily life on the red clay campus of Santiniketan in the early 1920s. The bell rang at dawn, calling students and teachers from their huts, houses and dormitories as the sun rose. They walked out into what Satyajit Ray remembered as ‘a world of vast open spaces, vaulted over with a dustless sky’.49 Many sat cross-legged beneath the sakhua trees for half an hour of meditation before breakfast. Following the community’s ideal of equality, everyone took turns serving and clearing at mealtimes. There were lessons in languages, literature, philosophy, history, economics, music and art until 4.30, on a schedule largely determined by the students themselves. These lessons had a fluidity and range that was a unique part of the pedagogical style of Santiniketan: Amartya Sen remembered ‘something totally remarkable about the ease with which discussions in the school could move from Indian traditional literature to contemporary as well as classical western thought and to China, Japan and elsewhere’.50


After lessons, scholars of all ages and nationalities met over tea to discuss the ideas that they’d encountered in the course of the day, parting ways for a cricket match or a conversational stroll through the shady mango grove. Days usually ended with a performance by students on the pillared verandah of Tagore’s house – of drama, music, or dance in a unique internationalist style devised by Tagore, combining Indian folk tradition, Hindu classicism and the modernism of Europe and America.51 There was no formal religious teaching at Santiniketan-Sriniketan, only the weekly meeting in the prayer hall led by Tagore, who recited from a Sanskrit text or gave a speech about his ideals, before a choir of students sang.52 But to many visitors and residents it felt as if the community’s day-to-day routine was imbued with ‘a deep spiritual atmosphere’ unlike anywhere else in the world, so focused were the people Tagore had brought together on pursuing higher values and modes of behaviour.53 It ‘induced contemplation, and a sense of wonder,’ Ray recalled, even in ‘the most prosaic and earthbound of minds’.54


News of the unusual community at Santiniketan-Sriniketan spread quickly across India, arousing considerable suspicion and hostility. The nationalistic elite complained that its participants were ‘dissociated from reality’ in their internationalism and refusal to engage in the campaign for Indian independence.55 The British and their Indian supporters were equally disapproving. Tagore had renounced his British knighthood, awarded in 1915 for services to literature, after the massacre of unarmed civilians by troops under British command at Amritsar in 1919. Suspecting him of dangerous nationalist sympathies, the British government in India had already tried to undermine Tagore’s post-war fundraising tour by warning potential American donors against him.56 Now that his school and university were established, the British declared them ‘altogether unsuitable for the education of the sons of Government servants’ and gave the police the power to open all letters addressed to Santiniketan.57 In spite of opposition from two of the most powerful factions in India, there were still enough parents and willing young men and women to keep the school and university dormitories full. In a country reeling under British rule, sectarian tension and the memory of the war, Santiniketan-Sriniketan was a beacon of liberal and outward-looking ideals, and one that rejected religious and cultural divides.


The community drew a great deal of foreign interest. The aged idealistic poet and reformer Edward Carpenter, whose home in the north of England had served since the 1880s as a place of pilgrimage for socialists, pacifists, environmentalists and advocates of sexual freedom, wrote approving letters from afar. Visitors ranged from Ramsay MacDonald, who would be the first Labour Party politician to become prime minister of Britain, to wealthy Dutch musician Mary van Eeghen, who stayed for a couple of months, and Andrée Karpelès, a French painter and translator who would go on to spend time at the English utopian community of Dartington Hall. Oswald Mosley, later the founder of the British Union of Fascists, also visited. Clearly he did not adopt the community’s ideal of pacifist internationalism, but, like the other guests, he revelled in passing evenings in philosophic discussion with graduates from Oxford, the Sorbonne and Heidelberg, with the great plains of Bengal stretching out on all sides ‘like the inverted bowl of Persian poetry’.58


For the visiting German pioneer in quantum physics Arnold Sommerfeld, the most impressive feature of Santiniketan-Sriniketan was its founder. ‘He is to India perhaps the same as old Goethe was to the Germany of his time,’ Sommerfeld wrote. ‘Like Goethe he is infinitely diligent: he works from early in the morning till night.’59 Tagore did work hard, devoting his energies to keeping the four projects evolving in accordance with his philosophy of a complete life. To an extent he retained the trappings of his elite upbringing, living with his family in an elaborate complex of buildings, which were far more comfortable than the accommodation for other members of the community. But he was always busy, preoccupied with the work of the community, despite being well into his sixties. When he wasn’t striding about campus, enthusiastically showing round a guest or conversing with a student, he would be found at his desk.60 Doors and windows flung open regardless of heat or rain, he juggled the writing of poetry and stories with the more mundane demands of keeping his community running, paying bills, drafting courses, writing a letter to solicit yet another donation or an article to drum up wider support.


The task of fundraising in particular was a constant source of frustration for Tagore, who had intended his community to be a rejection of the materialism and inequity that he felt had taken hold by the end of the nineteenth century. Like many of the other utopians of the period, Tagore had inherited money. But his various projects were still prohibitively expensive to run and he found it impossible to keep them going without frequent new injections of capital. ‘This is not my work,’ Tagore wrote in frustration in 1923, as he was forced to go on yet another tour to beg for donations, ‘and I feel that I insult myself when I let my ideals go out for the purpose of courting money.’61 Yet in a very real sense, fundraising was a utopian’s work; without it, their ideals would never have had the chance to become reality.


In this period, Tagore also found himself trapped in what he called a ‘civil war’ between his personality as a thinker and artist, ‘who necessarily must be solitary’, and that of ‘an idealist who must realize himself through works of a complex character needing a large field of collaboration with a large body of men’.62 This struggle between the private and the public was one that most practical utopians had to grapple with in one form or another, since they tended to combine a theoretical belief in cooperative activity with the intense independent-mindedness necessary to convince them of the merits of seceding from society. In Tagore’s case, one of the results of this tension was that in spite of his energy and passion, he ran his community with a notable lack of efficiency.


His schooldays had instilled in him a horror of institutions and their administrative instruments. He still believed that ‘great men’ could improve the world far more effectively than formal organizations. While this was a persuasive idea in theory, in practice the demands of the four institutions at Santiniketan-Sriniketan far surpassed the abilities of any individual. But Tagore chose not to establish a formal management team to help him meet the multitudinous needs of his projects – raising funds, finding staff, getting rid of staff, recruiting pupils, soothing quarrels, solving minor and major hiccups. He addressed all of these duties himself, and only when they could no longer be ignored, giving each of them as short shrift as possible. To an extent, he justified this as being part of his philosophy of organic, independent community growth. When new teachers arrived, for example, he told them that he didn’t like to set out their jobs for them like ‘a cage for the bird’, but that they would have to ‘win themselves the seat which is their own’.63 In the 1920s, this personal style of rule served Tagore’s utopia adequately. Although it was exhausting and time-consuming, his energy, confidence of vision and practicality were sufficient to keep all the balls in the air and most participants happy. But it posed questions for the future. What would happen when the community’s founder was no longer able, or willing, to man its helm?


*


Though two of the institutions in Tagore’s community, Patha Bhavana and Visva-Bharati, focused on educating a mostly elite student body, he did not forget the plight of India’s villagers. He intended his utopia to combine the evolution of a harmonious world culture with local roots, and to show how the nurturing of the mind and the soil could go hand in hand. Along with inviting idealists and intellectuals from around the world to exchange ideas and knowledge with each other and to teach well-to-do students, Tagore wanted his community to offer poorer, local villagers, farmers and children an education that was just as innovative and uplifting. While founding Visva-Bharati and reforming Patha Bhavana, he also initiated the development of an institute for rural regeneration. Located on a plot of land two miles away from Santiniketan, a property Tagore named Sriniketan – ‘the Abode of Plenty’– this was devoted to enriching locals’ lives economically and culturally.64 Here, in 1924, Tagore would also found a second school, Siksha-Satra, which was designed specifically for the children from the nearby villages.


Tagore set up the institute for rural regeneration with the help of a young Englishman, Leonard Elmhirst – a rare example of his successfully delegating responsibility. It was while Tagore was in New York, raising funds for Visva-Bharati in 1920, that he met the twenty-eight-year-old Elmhirst, who was studying agricultural economics at Cornell University.65 The pair quickly recognized in one another that rare brand of idealism that unites abstract, soaring hopes and a fascination with the concrete practicalities of social reform. Tagore sketched out his plans for reviving the Indian countryside. ‘If I can free only one or two villages from the bonds of ignorance and weakness,’ he told Elmhirst, ‘there will be built, on a tiny scale, an ideal for the whole of India.’66 Impressed by the Englishman’s knowledgeable and enthusiastic responses, Tagore asked if he might be willing to bring the agricultural theory he had been learning at Cornell out to India. Elmhirst leaped at the chance. The First World War, Elmhirst told Tagore, had forced on his generation ‘beastliness we would never have chosen for ourselves’ – but Sriniketan offered the kind of work Elmhirst had ‘always longed to take a shot at’.67


In general, Tagore was a poor judge of character. Many of those he relied on to help him at Santiniketan turned out to be unreliable, incompetent or untrustworthy – what one commentator called ‘absolutely feeble-minded enthusiasts’ who were ‘obsessed with some unpractical idea’.68 Elmhirst, however, was organized and efficient, and had the youthful vigour and agricultural training that Tagore lacked. Perhaps most significantly, he also had a financial backer who agreed to underwrite the work at Sriniketan, and who helped connect the endeavour with a worldwide network of social reformers. This was the American heiress Dorothy Straight, a distinguished figure in the world of New York philanthropy. Later in the 1920s, she would marry Elmhirst, and the two of them would set up their own utopian community, Dartington Hall.


By the end of 1921, Elmhirst had joined Tagore on campus at Santiniketan, where he began to hear of the challenges that awaited him a little further down the road. Like so much of India, the poet said, the area had been sucked dry by the rental demands of the zamindars. To meet their obligations, tenant farmers had deforested and overgrazed the land. Thousands of acres had been eroded down to infertile desert, the red soil raised in clouds of dust in the dry seasons, then carved out into treacherous gullies by the rains. Tagore concluded this depressing picture by warning Elmhirst that the countryside’s problems weren’t confined to agriculture. The traditional, culturally rich rural way of life had crumbled entirely. Villages such as Ballapur, a mile from Sriniketan, had once supported five hundred families. Now it could only sustain twenty-four. The surviving population was debt-ridden and weakened by malaria, the children swollen-bellied with malnutrition, the ill-maintained mud huts disintegrating annually in the monsoon rains.69


Dauntless, Elmhirst drew up plans for Sriniketan and talked them through with Tagore, who shaped the younger man’s ambitions according to the first-hand experience that came of reforming his family’s estates in East Bengal. Both men shared a passion for the ideas of the founder of the Irish rural cooperative movement, Sir Horace Plunkett, and they discussed strengthening community in the countryside by encouraging cooperation among farmers.70 But Elmhirst was chiefly inspired by the pioneering approach of Cornell’s College of Agriculture. As well as the usual academic facilities, Cornell had a farm for demonstrating techniques and an extension scheme that sent experts out into the surrounding countryside to teach farmers more efficient and profitable methods.71 Tagore agreed with Elmhirst that Sriniketan should work in a similar fashion – running a model farm alongside an outreach programme that would help the surrounding Hindu, Muslim and Santali villages. He also urged Elmhirst not to limit his work to promoting Western-style scientific farming. He should, he said, take an ‘integrated approach’, encouraging villagers to live a ‘complete’ life: one that was socially, spiritually and creatively fulfilling, as well as economically profitable. Elmhirst should promote ‘Eastern’ self-sufficiency and self-government alongside Western expertise. Their ultimate aim, Tagore told him, wasn’t to perpetuate a structure of elite control, but to ‘rouse the will of the people to remove their own wants’.72


Elmhirst recruited ten students in their late teens and early twenties from the Santiniketan campus, students who had found themselves unsuited to academic life. Their task, he told them, was to defeat ‘malaria, monkeys, and mutual mistrust’.73 Together, they piled a Ford lorry high with pots, pans and tools and moved two miles down the dirt road to Sriniketan.74 Elmhirst found the sight of his new home dispiriting. Set at a little remove from the run-down village of Surul, the plot was marked out by an overgrown thicket of teak and thorn trees, at whose heart stood the ruins of a house. Complete with carved balustrades and crumbling elephant stables, this building had once been a stronghold of the East India Company, when West Bengal was still fertile and flourishing, not yet sucked dry by British taxes. Elmhirst couldn’t help contrasting Sriniketan’s neglected acres with the cutting-edge farms he’d grown used to in America. But he was an optimist – as one would expect from someone willing to cross the world to dedicate himself to utopia-building. Putting aside his notebooks, which were full of notes on soil testing in university laboratories and the latest advances in tractor technology, he rolled up his sleeves and set to work.


‘We fixed up our latrines,’ he later remembered, ‘started gardens, houses and workshops, defeated the marauding monkeys, and settled in.’75 It wasn’t by chance that his list of improvements started with the latrines: Tagore and Elmhirst, like numerous other reformers in India – including Mahatma Gandhi – saw good lavatorial arrangements as symbolic of the healthy functioning of society. When Elmhirst arrived, villagers either defecated in the fields, risking spreading disease, or used latrines which were maintained by the lower castes, reinforcing social inequality. The Englishman had six buckets tarred and set inside newly built wooden huts, and he informed his students that from now on they must empty their buckets themselves, burying the waste in a trench, whose soil could later be turned over and used for manure. At the back of his mind was the integrated approach that Tagore advocated: here was an opportunity to promote sanitation, social unity and soil fertility all in one endeavour. But for a long time, the students refused to take part, some for religious reasons and others out of natural distaste. Tagore worried over this with Elmhirst, and then triumphed with him when, after days of reasoning, begging and demonstrating, Elmhirst told him of a ‘red letter day in the history of our new institution’ – two students had emptied the buckets themselves.76
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