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WHY IN NEWS

May 9, 2026 marks the 165th birth anniversary of Rabindranath Tagore (born May 7, 1861, Jorasanko,

Kolkata). Analyses this week revisit his intellectual clash with Mahatma Gandhi over the charkha (spinning

wheel) — a debate that cuts to the heart of different visions for India’s national development and cultural

identity.

RABINDRANATH TAGORE — LIFE AND LEGACY

FACT DETAIL

Born May 7, 1861, Jorasanko, Kolkata

Died August 7, 1941

Father Debendranath Tagore (Brahmo Samaj leader)

Nobel Prize 1913 — Literature (Gitanjali)

First Asian Nobel laureate In any field

Knighthood 1915; renounced 1919 (protest against Jallianwala Bagh massacre)

Visva-Bharati University Founded 1921 at Shantiniketan

National Anthems Authored India’s Jana Gana Mana AND Bangladesh’s Amar Shonar Bangla

Key works Gitanjali, Gora, Ghare Baire, Chokher Bali, Kabuliwala, Post Office

THE CHARKHA CONTROVERSY

Gandhi elevated the charkha (spinning wheel) to a national symbol in the Non-Cooperation and Khilafat

movements of the 1920s. His argument:

Gandhi’s Position
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Gandhi made spinning on the charkha a condition for Congress membership — every party member was

required to spin a fixed quota of thread weekly and submit it to the Congress.

Tagore wrote his famous critique — “The Cult of the Charkha” — in 1925, in the journal Shantiniketan. His

objections:

Gandhi acknowledged Tagore’s genius but maintained the charkha was a dharma of necessity for India’s

specific circumstances — a practical tool, not an ideology. He admitted the debate but defended the national

movement’s need for a unifying symbolic act.

Economic self-reliance: Spinning khadi could break India’s dependence on British textile imports

Moral practice: Daily spinning as a discipline of non-attachment, humility, and solidarity with the

poor

National unity: A common activity that transcended caste, region, and religion

Symbol of Swaraj: Not just political independence but economic and moral self-rule

Tagore’s Critique

Mechanical repetition vs. creative intelligence: Tagore argued that mindless spinning glorified

physical repetition over the creative, rational, and aesthetic faculties that made humans distinct. It

was a regression, not progress.

1

Wrong diagnosis of poverty: India’s poverty was not primarily due to lack of spinning — it had

deeper structural causes. Concentrating on charkha as the solution was simplistic.

2

Against specialisation: Gandhi’s insistence on universal spinning denied the principle of

specialisation — a weaver should spin, but a doctor, teacher, or engineer should develop their

respective expertise.

3

Nationalism vs. Humanism: Tagore feared that aggressive symbols of national solidarity

suppressed individuality, reason, and open exchange with the wider world.

4

Aesthetics of education: Tagore’s Shantiniketan model integrated arts, nature, music, and crafts

— not mechanical repetition — as the basis of holistic development.

5

Gandhi’s Response
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THE DEEPER PHILOSOPHICAL DIVIDE

DIMENSION GANDHI TAGORE

Core value Moral self-discipline Creative intelligence

Vision for India Self-sufficient village economy Rational, educated, globally connected civilisation

Role of symbol Essential for mass mobilisation Dangerous if it replaces thought

Nationalism Necessary for liberation Risk: can become blind and exclusionary

Education Craft-based, vocational (Nai Talim) Arts-integrated, science-embracing (Shantiniketan model)

TAGORE AND EDUCATION: VISVA-BHARATI

Founded in 1921, Visva-Bharati University at Shantiniketan (West Bengal) embodied Tagore’s

educational philosophy:

UPSC RELEVANCE

Open-air classrooms, learning in nature

Integration of music, dance, fine arts, with academics

Sanskrit, Bengali, and international studies together

Emphasis on Anandam (joy) as a basis of learning, not fear or rote

Declared a Central University in 1951 (under Visva-Bharati Act, 1951)

GS Paper 1 — Modern Indian History and Culture

Role of Tagore in the freedom movement — cultural nationalism

Gandhi-Tagore debates as expression of competing visions of Indian modernity

Tagore’s educational philosophy and Visva-Bharati

GS Paper 1 — Art and Culture

Tagore as literary icon; Nobel Prize 1913

Jana Gana Mana as national anthem (adopted January 24, 1950)

Tagore’s contribution to Bengali and Indian literature
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FACTS CORNER — KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

RABINDRANATH TAGORE:

← NEWER ARTICLE

India to Host First IBCA Summit -- Big Cat
Conservation Goes...

OLDER ARTICLE →

Andaman & Nicobar Guinness Records +
India's Semiconductor...

Mains Angles

How did the Gandhi-Tagore debate over the charkha reflect two fundamentally different visions of

India’s national development?

1

Critically assess Tagore’s contribution to Indian education through the Shantiniketan model.2

“Tagore was a nationalist but not a narrow nationalist.” Examine this statement with reference to his

writings and actions.

3

Born: May 7, 1861, Jorasanko, Kolkata

Nobel Prize: 1913, Literature (Gitanjali) — first Asian Nobel in any field

Knighthood: 1915; renounced 1919 (Jallianwala Bagh protest)

Visva-Bharati: Founded 1921 (Central University from 1951)

National Anthems: Jana Gana Mana (India) + Amar Shonar Bangla (Bangladesh)

Charkha critique: 1925 (The Cult of the Charkha essay)

Key works: Gitanjali, Gora, Ghare Baire, Post Office, Kabuliwala

Gandhi-Tagore: nationalism vs. humanism; mechanical repetition vs. creative intelligence
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RELATED EDITORIALS

THE HINDU

NITI Aayog's School Education Report: From Textbook Completion to Foundational Mastery
9 May

INDIAN EXPRESS

Tagore at 165: What the Charkha Debate Tells Us About Nationalism Today
9 May

THE HINDU

We Need a Rights-Based Abortion Law: SC's Call to Reform the MTP Act for Rape Survivors
8 May

THE HINDU

Fixing Structural Deficits in India's Health System
8 May

RELATED KEY TERMS

KEY TERM

Active Case Finding (TB)
A proactive public health strategy where health workers systematically...

KEY TERM

Advance Directive (Living Will)
A legal document in which a competent adult specifies their medical...

KEY TERM

Anganwadi
A government-run village-level child care and mother care centre under...

KEY TERM

Anti-Conversion Laws
State laws prohibiting religious conversions achieved through...
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