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Abstract: In the quiet hills of Karmatar, Jharkhand, lies a forgotten chapter of India's 

educational reform movement —one that challenges our understanding of colonial-era 

progress and its lasting impact on tribal communities. This research paper delves into the 

remarkable correspondence between Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar and British authorities 

during his transformative years in Karmatar (1870-1891), examining how his vision of 

inclusive education clashed with and complemented Macaulay's in famous Minutes on Indian 

Education. Through a unique blend of historical analysis and contemporary field research, 

this study traces the echoes of 19th-century reform efforts in present-day Karmatar. By 

surveying three generations of local residents and analyzing primary historical documents, we 

uncover the complex legacy of Vidyasagar's work among tribal communities—a legacy that 

reveals both the promises and limitations of colonial-era educational reform. Our findings 

illuminate how Vidyasagar's grassroots approach to education, particularly his emphasis on 

women's literacy and social reform, created ripples that continue to influence the region today. 

Yet, this research also exposes concerning gaps in historical memory and cultural 

preservation, raising critical questions about whose stories survive in our collective 

consciousness and whose voices remain marginalized. This interdisciplinary study contributes 

to postcolonial and subaltern scholarship by examining education as a site of both resistance 

and accommodation, while offering practical insights for contemporary educational policy and 

heritage preservation in tribal regions. Keywords: Vidyasagar, Karmatar , Nandan Kanan , 

Heritage Preservation , Tribal (Santhal) Communities, Educational Reform, Postcolonial 

Subaltern Studies. 
 

INTRODUCTION  

Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar (henceforth Vidyasagar), born on 26th September 1820 at 

Birsingha village in Midnapore, was a great educationist, social reformer, and one of the 

progenitors of the Bengal Renaissance. The final years of his life were marked by sorrow and 

disillusionment. In 1873, anguished by the conduct of his only son Narayan Chandra, he 

disowned him and turned away from the hostile urban life of Calcutta. Seeking peace, he moved 

to the Santhal-majority area of Karmatar (then Bihar, now Jharkhand), part of the Santal 

Parganas after the 1855 rebellion. Near Kasaitang station (later called Karmatar, now named 

Vidyasagar station), he purchased about 3.4 bighas of land from an English miner and built a 

retreat named Nandan Kanan (The Garden of Eden). The house had a central hall for a night 

school, a bedroom, and a study. He personally planted a Kishanbhog mango tree. It was here 

that he proofread the third editions of his works Sitar Bonobas and Borno Porichoy 

According to Sushil Gangopadhyay (Karmabirya) in Bangali Upokarer Karmabir, the site was 

also called Sheetal Prangan by a Santhal headman named Karma, from whom the name 

“Karmatar” is said to derive. Dr. Subhas Roy, in Karmatarh O Ananya Prosanga (2023), 

describes Karmatar as the “Varanasi of Vidyasagar’s old age,” where he spent 17 years among 
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the Santals, serving them and spreading education. Today, however, this heritage remains both 

preserved and silenced. The Bihar Jharkhand Bengali Samiti has taken steps to protect 

Vidyasagar’s legacy at Karmatar, while Nandan Kanan (Vidyasagar Bhawan) is currently 

maintained by Jitendra Prasad Mandal and his son, Munna Kumar Mandal, and family , 

appointed by Chandan Mukherjee, the secretary of Vanvasi Kalyan Parishad Karmatar and 

president of Saraswati Vidya Mandir Karmatar , Elder’s Club, and Panchayat Bhawan Karmatar 

under the Government of Jharkhand. 

REVIEW IN LITERATURE  

Arif Dirlik (1996) argued that Subaltern Studies, though innovative in India, largely adapted 

methods from British Marxist historians like Thompson and Hobsbawm. Their originality lay 

less in theory than in applying these approaches through “Third World sensibilities.” Ranajit 

Guha, founding figure of the Subaltern Studies Collective, reshaped South Asian historiography 

by challenging both colonial and nationalist histories for privileging elites while excluding 

peasants, workers, tribals, women, Dalits, and other marginalized groups. In his seminal essay 

On Some Aspects of the Historiography of Colonial India, he called for a “history from below” 

that highlighted their political consciousness and resistance, especially visible in peasant and 

tribal insurgencies, which operated outside elite frameworks. Drawing on Gramsci’s notion of 

the “subaltern,” Guha expanded it in the South Asian context as an umbrella term covering all 

groups silenced by colonial and indigenous dominance, stressing that the subaltern is not a 

unified class but a heterogeneous category linked by exclusion from formal power.  

The principal debates in modern Indian history in which early Subaltern Studies intervened. 

The academic subject called “modern Indian history” is a relatively recent development, a result 

of research and discussion in various universities in India, the United Kingdom, the United 

States, Australia, and elsewhere after the end of British imperial rule in August 1947. The word 

“subaltern” itself—and, of course, the well-known concept of “hegemony” so critical to the 

theoretical project of subaltern studies—go back to the writings of Gramsci. As in the histories 

written by Thompson, Hobsbawm, Hill, and others, Subaltern Studies was also concerned about 

“rescuing from the con-descension of posterity” the pasts of the socially subordinate groups in 

India. 

Ranajit Guha’s essay On Some Aspects of the Historiography of Colonial India is the 

foundational text of the Subaltern Studies collective, which aimed to rewrite Indian history from 

the perspective of the marginalized and oppressed. Guha criticizes colonial and nationalist 

histories for ignoring the common people—peasants, tribals, workers—by focusing on British 

administrators or elite Indian leaders. This silenced the subaltern classes, who had their own 

political consciousness and action. He proposes rewriting history to restore agency to subaltern 

groups by examining uprisings, resistance, and cultural expressions. This laid the foundation 

for Subaltern Studies, reshaping historiography and postcolonial theory by recovering excluded 

voices.  

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak : Gramsci’s idea of the “subaltern” was borrowed and reworked 

by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in her seminal essay Can the Subaltern Speak? (1988, based on 

a 1983 lecture), where she critiqued both Western intellectuals and Subaltern Studies scholars 

for silencing the very voices they sought to recover. Using poststructuralist and feminist theory, 

she exposed how power, language, and representation produce “epistemic violence,” making it 

nearly impossible for the truly marginalized—peasants, tribals, women, and the poor—to 

represent themselves without distortion. Drawing on Derrida and critiquing Deleuze and 

Foucault, she showed how misreadings of sati and Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri’s suicide erased 

women’s voices, arguing that attempts to “give” the subaltern a voice often privilege the West 
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and reinforce patriarchy, imperialism, capitalism, and globalization. Ultimately, she concludes 

that the subaltern cannot truly speak.  

Indra Munshi – The Adivasi Question: Issues of Land, Forest, and Livelihood: explores the 

historical and ongoing marginalization of Adivasis, from colonial forest laws to post-

independence development projects that displaced tribal communities. The essays emphasize 

Adivasi knowledge systems, women’s critical roles, and the cultural dimensions of their 

struggles. While policies like the Forest Rights Act (2006) sought to restore rights, poor 

implementation and corporate resistance persist. The volume highlights grassroots movements 

and argues that Adivasi struggles are cultural and political, demanding environmental justice 

and autonomy. 

Fitting the savage slot: Tribal Rebellion In The forests of Jharkhand: Asok Sen (1977)described 

Vidyasagar as “a bona fide individual in a stage of mala fide modernization,” while Siobhan 

Sarkar (1985) highlighted his originality and heroic character. Vidyasagar’s reforms, though 

often resisted, reflected a negotiation between tradition and colonial modernity (Sen 1977; 

Sarkar 1985). 

Similarly, Chandra in Beyond Subalternity (2013) shows how Adivasi resistance in 

Jharkhand—whether the Koel–Karo anti-dam movement or Maoist insurgency—relies on 

reworking state discourses, with land and community central to their struggles. Both cases 

reveal how reform and resistance emerge through complex negotiations with structures of 

power rather than autonomous action. 

From the historical perspective, the evolution of caste and class structures in India— from their 

Vedic origins to their codification under colonial rule—shows how deeply entrenched 

hierarchies shaped society. British measures such as the census, the criminal tribes 

classification, and the Permanent Settlement rigidified caste identities and reinforced 

inequalities.  

Subaltern Studies, along with Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste, Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi, 

and Adivasi struggles noted by Munshi in Adivasi Communities and the Nation State, reveal 

how caste, colonialism, and dispossession endure. Vidyasagar’s Karmatar reforms thus align 

with wider histories of education, resistance, and subaltern assertion. 

SOCIAL REVIVAL AND VIDYASAGAR  

History and Rediscovery  

In the 19th century, when India was sunk in ignorance and women were deprived of education, 

Vidyasagar emerged as a pioneer of social and educational reform. At that time, there were only 

33 Bengali schools with 1400 students, textbooks were scarce, and the system was full of flaws. 

Coming from Birsingh, Vidyasagar, through determination and perseverance, attained higher 

education and took the initiative to spread learning. Fulfilling his father Thakurdas’s long-

cherished wish, he established a free school in Birsingh, which brought immense joy to his 

parents.  

At the age of 52 or 53, after dissociating from his family, Vidyasagar purchased a house in them 

tribal-dominated area of Karmatand. He named his house Nandan Kanan, possibly to signify 

the Heaven he created around him, and dedicated his time to the upliftment of the local Santhal 

community. The Santhals affectionately nicknamed him Ishwar Deota. After Vidyasagar's 

death on July 29, 1891, Nandan Kanon fell into oblivion. His only son, Narayan Chandra, sold 

the house to a businessman. Later, the Mallick family purchased Nandan Kanan to preserve the 

property as a mark of respect. The Bengalee Bihar Association received a clue about the 

property's existence from the former Vice-Chancellor of Calcutta University, Prof. Satyen Nath 
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Sen. A search committee, led by the late Guru Charan Samonto, scanned Karmatand and 

successfully pinpointed Nandan Kanon.  

On March 29, 1974, the Bengalee Association, Bihar purchased the property from the Mallick 

family, raising funds through public donations on one-rupee coupons and a donation from the 

Government of Bihar. Subsequently, the Vidyasagar Smritiraksha Samity was formed to 

preserve the 3-acre and 19-decimal property for future generations. 

Advancement of Education in Colonial India  

Vidyasagar transformed colonial Indian education through simplified Bengali textbooks, 

authoring fifty-three works—seventeen in Sanskrit, four in English, and thirtytwo in Bengali 

(Dhara & Barik, 2021). Classics like Shakuntala, primers such as Barnaparichay (1851), and 

his four-volume Byakaran-Kaumudi (1853–63) established lasting foundations for Bengali 

learning and grammar, fostering inclusive education and intellectual awakening (Hatcher, 

2014). Sanskrit grammar was simplified for easy comprehension, while subjects like history 

and science, besides mathematics, were suggested to be taught in English. The key aim of this 

recommendation was to familiarize students with scientific knowledge 

Rabindranath recognized Vidyasagar as the first Bengali to independently establish a modern 

educational institution, making English education accessible beyond the elite. He praised 

Vidyasagar’s independence, generosity, humanity, and moral courage, seeing him as an ideal 

figure in Bengal’s history amidst widespread social and ethical decline.  

As Rabindranath said Vidyasagar’s life reminds us of the glory of ancient India, of its moral 

strength, truthfulness, deep knowledge, and the courage of character. Therefore, he will always 

remain for us an eternal source of education, and Vidyasagar’s life will forever stand as a model 

for the character-building of our national life. In the last phase of his life at Sitarampur, 

Karmatar, Vidyasagar built a peaceful home, founded a school for the tribal children, and 

devoted himself to their welfare, deeply moved by their simplicity. After resigning from the 

Sanskrit College, he established the Metropolitan Institution in Calcutta, which Rabindranath 

described in detail. 

Colonialism, the English Language, and the Decline of Indian Knowledge Systems - 

Macaulay’s Minute on Education (1835): The Colonial Blueprint 

 British colonial rule, through the imposition of English, drastically reshaped India’s 

educational, intellectual, and cultural framework, causing the systematic decline of Indian 

Knowledge Systems (IKS). Macaulay’s Minute on Education (1835) was central to this shift, 

replacing indigenous models with a Eurocentric framework and sidelining disciplines such as 

Ayurveda, Vedic Mathematics, Astronomy, and traditional ecological practices. The 

marginalization of classical languages like Sanskrit, Tamil, Pali, and Persian resulted in the 

erosion of India’s vast scientific and philosophical traditions. Western education further 

fragmented holistic systems such as Ayurveda and Yoga, stripping them of their integrated 

essence. 

Even after independence, English maintained its colonial status, symbolizing modernity and 

social mobility while alienating IKS scholars and excluding indigenous knowledge from 

mainstream academia. This also entrenched a Westernized elite and fostered an inferiority 

complex within society. However, current developments—such as NEP 2020, bilingual 

education initiatives, digital translation projects, and the integration of IKS into IITs and other 

institutions—reflect efforts to restore traditional knowledge.  
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Today, English, once a tool of suppression, can be repurposed to globalize Indian wisdom. A 

balanced strategy—reviving indigenous languages for education and research while using 

English for international collaboration—can bridge the colonial divide. By decolonizing 

curricula, supporting interdisciplinary research, and reestablishing the value of traditional 

learning, India can reclaim its intellectual heritage while staying globally competitive. 

Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar (1820–1891) stands as a beacon of enlightenment in nineteenth 

century Bengal, a period marked by means of colonial oppression and rigid 12 orthodoxy.  

As a scholar, reformer, and educationist, Vidyasagar brought about a metamorphosis inside the 

intellectual and cultural life of India. A product of the conventional Sanskritic gadget, 

Vidyasagar correctly bridged the distance among jap and Western understanding systems. His 

contributions to fashionable schooling are rooted in a strong ethical vision for human dignity, 

justice, and rationality. 

Advocacy for Women's Rights: One of Vidyasagar’s most significant contributions was his 

unwavering advocacy for women’s rights, particularly in education and widow remarriage. At 

a time when women’s literacy was strongly opposed, he argued that it was essential not only 

for their empowerment but also for society’s moral and intellectual progress (Chaudhuri, 1993). 

He established schools for girls in Bengal, sought government support, and promoted an 

educational model that combined literacy with moral and practical training, envisioning women 

as active members of society (Forbes, 1996).  

Vidyasagar also campaigned for widow remarriage, challenging entrenched religious and social 

orthodoxy by citing scriptures that did not prohibit the practice (Sarkar, 1975). His persistent 

efforts led to the passing of the Hindu Widows’ Remarriage Act of 1856, despite fierce 

opposition from conservative groups. Through reasoned argument and scriptural 

reinterpretation, he sought humane social transformation.  

Though vilified by orthodox factions, Vidyasagar remained steadfast, and his courage in 

confronting patriarchy paved the way for later reformers (Guha, 2007). His vision of dignity 

and equality for women continues to shape India’s struggles for gender justice. As a male ally, 

he demonstrated the importance of inclusive activism, and his integrated reform strategy—

combining education, legislation, and public persuasion—remains a model for contemporary 

social change (Roy, 2010). 

Social Reforms and Humanism Humanism, as a philosophy, stresses human welfare, dignity, 

and the use of reason over rigid dogma, and Vidyasagar’s worldview was deeply shaped by 

these values. He stood for universal education, gender equality, and moral responsibility, 

blending Western liberal thought with ancient Indian scriptures to balance tradition and 

progress.  

His humanism was practical and reform-driven, not abstract. He openly challenged religious 

orthodoxy when it conflicted with human dignity. For instance, he opposed Brahmanical 

resistance to widow remarriage, arguing on both moral and scriptural grounds (Chatterjee, 

1974). For him, religion should uplift humanity, not perpetuate suffering.  

Among his most significant achievements was the campaign to legalize widow remarriage. In 

19th-century Hindu society, widows faced severe ostracism and cruelty, which Vidyasagar 
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condemned as a violation of human dignity. Using his expertise in Sanskrit texts, he disproved 

claims that widow remarriage was un-Hindu. His persistent advocacy led to the Hindu Widows’ 

Remarriage Act of 1856, a milestone in Indian reform. Beyond legislation, he personally 

arranged widow marriages, often facing hostility and threats (Sarkar, 1985).  

What set him apart was his deep compassion and integrity. He lived his ideals, offering financial 

aid to poor students, supporting destitute widows, and accepting social boycott to defend the 

oppressed. His generosity was legendary—he once donated most of his earnings to famine relief 

and lived with simplicity and moral clarity. Even opponents admired his honesty. Rabindranath 

Tagore hailed him as “one of the greatest men of our country” and “a living embodiment of 

courage and compassion” (Tagore, 1902). 

Vidyasagar’s humanist reforms helped shape India’s modern conscience, influencing leaders 

like Gandhi and Ambedkar, and his educational philosophy anticipated elements of 14 

progressive pedagogy. His life remains a guiding light for reformers, educators, and activists. 

In today’s polarized world, his reason, compassion, and commitment to inclusive progress 

remain profoundly relevant. 

Stand against Caste Discrimination 

It reveals how Vidyasagar challenged the profoundly ingrained caste stereotypes of his day and 

contributed to the larger fight for social equality and justice via a careful analysis of his writings, 

speeches, and actions. Vidyasagar attempted to resolve the cultural struggle between the East 

and the West by synthesising the best rational, humanistic, and progressive ideals from both 

(Tripathi, 1998). Despite being a ‘Pandit’ and a member of a high caste, he was liberal enough 

as the Sanskrit College's principal to admit men from castes other than ‘Brahmans’ and 

‘Vaidyas’ (Banerjee, 1989). Furthermore, Vidyasagar challenged the established Hindu caste 

structure and made novel modifications to the curricula to bridge native wisdom with European 

concepts (Ramalakshmi, 2022) 

Broader Efforts to Challenge Societal Norms This section highlights Vidyasagar’s multifaceted 

approach to social reform by examining his broader efforts to challenge entrenched traditions. 

As a reformer, he exposed the harsh realities faced by women and laid the legal foundation for 

widow remarriage, which was legalized in 1856. Aware that widow remarriage conflicted with 

prevailing interpretations of the Shastras, he strategically reinterpreted those very texts to win 

public support for his cause (Zafar, 2014).  

Beyond this, Vidyasagar established 35 schools, authored numerous books, restructured the 

Bengali alphabet, and introduced English and European history alongside Sanskrit in 

educational institutions. In 1873, he moved to Karmatar, where he lived for over eighteen years, 

setting up an adult night school, a girls’ school, and a free homoeopathy clinic at his residence, 

Nandan Kanan, to aid the local tribal population (Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, 2024). 

Taken together, his advocacy and practical initiatives reveal how Vidyasagar emerged as a 

pioneering figure, breaking entrenched norms and paving the way for a more progressive and 

equitable society. This discussion shows that tribals cannot merely be seen as “backward 

Hindus,” as G.S. Ghurye suggested. Instead, they gradually entered Hindu society through 

cultural and religious assimilation, often adopting sects like Buddhism, Jainism, and Saivism 
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that rejected caste distinctions. For instance, the Saraks of Singhbhum and Manbhum embraced 

Jainism, while the Bhagats of Central Chota Nagpur—originally Oraons—converted to 

Hinduism under the influence of Vaishnavism. These groups claim descent from traders who 

worshipped Parashnath but now identify as Hindus. Similarly, in Ranchi, many Oraons identify 

themselves as Bhagats (derived from Bhakat). Members of this Bhagat sect usually avoid meat 

and liquor, and while retaining elements of their older traditions, they also worship Lord 

Shiva—one of Hinduism’s most proselytizing deities. Outwardly, their lifestyle resembles that 

of Vaishnavas. Thus, tribals should not be seen as “backward Hindus” but rather as followers 

of their original Adi Dharam, who, over time, absorbed elements of various religious traditions. 

Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar’s Vision and The Spirit of The Santals: A Historical Review 

The name ‘Santal’ was not given by the Santal tribe. The spelt ‘Sontal’ was used by the English 

but this word was adopted from Hindi. Bengali people used the word which corresponds with 

the ‘Saontar’. People who did not belong Santals community, used both names to call as a tribe 

and Santals do not use their self-talk as a concession to foreigners; 16 then they like the form 

the word Saontar. According to practice in the several languages and phonetic law, both names 

Saontar and Sontal have same origin. The Santals themselves say that they received this name 

from foreigners and that they lived in Saont, which had been pointed out with the modern place 

Silda Pargana in the District of Midnapore. There is nothing against this by etymologically but 

this name was used in Aryan languages and Hindi, not only that this word was also used by 

Bengali.  

Vidyasagar’s Cordial Relationship with Santals in Karmatar  

Vidyasagar held a deep affection for the Santal community of Karmatar and admired their 

honesty and simplicity. He often narrated stories highlighting their straightforward nature, such 

as the tale of a Santal who, despite being coached to give false testimony in court, eventually 

admitted the truth because he could not hide it. Vidyasagar would laugh at such incidents, 

remarking on the Santals’ innocence and inability to suppress honesty.  

During his stay in Karmatar, Vidyasagar provided the Santals with everything they needed—

medicine, food, clothing, and other essentials. Children affectionately called him “grandpa” and 

eagerly awaited the items he brought for them. He not only met their material needs but also 

delighted them with roses, sweets, dates, and delicacies like Sitabhog and Rasogolla from 

Burdwan. The Santals grew so close to him that they treated him as one of their own, often 

unreservedly demanding things from him and even snatching food playfully from his hands.  

Vidyasagar’s compassion extended to every aspect of their lives. He set up schools for children 

and adults, distributed warm clothes and blankets during harsh winters, 17 and introduced 

healthcare through homeopathy, always keeping medicines with him. He personally treated the 

sick, even nursing patients with his own hands, regardless of social status. His generosity made 

him beloved among the Santals, who sought his help not only for food and clothing but also for 

resolving disputes, receiving advice, and finding protection in times of trouble. He was equally 

approachable and open-hearted. For instance, when Santals requested clothes, he humorously 

handed them the keys to his chest, allowing them to take what they needed. They trusted him 
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completely, even accepting food at his home after collective discussions, which was a rare 

honor.  

Vidyasagar, in turn, accepted their invitations and ate in their humble cottages, strengthening 

their bond. The Santals recognized his empathy and regarded him almost as a divine figure, 

someone who truly understood their struggles. His interactions were filled with kindness and 

equality. He treated Santals with respect, hired them for fair wages, and ensured they were not 

exploited, even paying them when rain prevented work. He shared meals with them, walked 

among them, and readily accepted their modest gifts despite their poverty. Their affection for 

him was immense, often expressed through tears of gratitude.  

Haraprasad Shastri, a noted historian, once stayed at Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar’s residence in 

Karmatar while traveling to Lucknow. As an eyewitness during Vidyasagar's time there, Shastri 

wrote vividly about the place, capturing readers' attention. He explained that the name Karmatar 

originated from a plot of elevated, flood-resistant land owned by an 18 Santal boatman named 

Karma. Later, the area developed into a station on the East Indian Railway, located between 

Jamtara and Madhupur.  

In 1878, Vidyasagar’s bungalow stood near the station. It had two large halls, four bedrooms, 

and two verandahs. Around it was a four- to five-bigha orchard where Vidyasagar planted a 

variety of mango saplings collected from different places, including rare creeper varieties. He 

maintained the orchard with great care and also planted other kinds of trees. Outside the orchard 

were some old peepal (ashwattha) trees. At that time, the local Station Master considered 

himself the dominant authority in the area and resented Vidyasagar’s presence, which 

challenged his perceived control. Though Vidyasagar initially tried to maintain friendly 

relations, the tension persisted, and eventually, he chose to avoid engagement and followed a 

policy of non-cooperation.In essence, Vidyasagar’s years in Karmatar were marked by selfless 

service, a cordial relationship with the Santals, and a spirit of generosity that made him a revered 

figure. His reformative work crossed caste and class boundaries, reaching indigenous 

communities, especially the Santals, to advance their educational and social status . As quoted 

by Vidyasagar: 

"য  য়খর স ময়ন ম নুষ অন হ য়র মরয়ব, েক্ষ্ম , জ্বর, মহ ম রীয়ি উজ ড় হয়ব েখ য়ন, আর 

যেয়ির ম নুষ য  খ বুয়জ 'ভগব ন', 'ভগব ন' করয়ব—এমন ভগবৎ যেম আম র   ই ন । আম র 

ভগব ন আয়িন ম টির পৃশিবীয়ি, স্বগ গ   ই ন , মুক্তি   ই ন , আব র আব র এই মিগয ব াংল ে শিয়র 

আসয়ি   ই।" 

"In front of my eyes people will die of hunger, disease, fever, epidemics, the land will be 

ravaged—and yet the people of this country will close their eyes and keep chanting ‘God, God.’ 

I have no such love for that kind of God. My God exists here, in the earthly soil. I do not desire 

heaven, I do not desire salvation; I wish to return again and again to this mortal Bengal." 

Theoretical Perspective  

Resistance literature, as noted by Iyengar, Naik, and Mukherjee, served as counter-history, with 

writers like Raja Rao and R.K. Narayan using Gandhian ideals to resist colonial hierarchies. 

Vidyasagar’s Karmatar letters similarly challenged colonial education while promoting 

women’s literacy and tribal upliftment. Chatterjee’s Nation and Its Fragments shows how 

nationalism created outer domains of modernity and inner domains of culture, resisting 
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colonialism yet preserving social hierarchies, while Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 

exposes the silencing of marginalized voices. Grounding Theories: This study draws on (1) 

resistance literature to frame Vidyasagar’s letters as acts of resistance and (2) Chatterjee’s 

inner/outer domains to analyze his reforms.  

RESEARCH QUESTION: Kanchan Ilaiah’s Why I Am Not Hindu? (1996) is a powerful 

Dalit-Bahujan resistance text that critiques Brahminical dominance in religion, rituals, and 

social practices. He argues Hinduism functions as a hierarchical system privileging a minority 

while marginalizing the Bahujan majority. This question is often asked by the tribal 

communities as well as they have different origins historically. 
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CONCLUSION 

The life and work of Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar in Karmatar show how one individual’s vision 

of education and reform could transcend caste, class, and colonial barriers to empower 

marginalized communities. His retreat at Nandan Kanan was more than a sanctuary—it became 

a center of literacy, women’s empowerment, and tribal upliftment. 

Placed against the backdrop of Macaulay’s Minute on Education and colonial knowledge 

systems, his efforts reveal the tension between imposed modernity and indigenous resistance. 

Historical analysis and field survey findings suggest that while Vidyasagar’s compassionate 

humanism earned deep respect among the Santals, his reformist zeal risks fading due to neglect 

of heritage preservation. His initiatives remain vital acts of counterhistory, resisting colonial 

silencing and affirming subaltern voices. Remembering his work in Karmatar is not only 

honoring the past but also carrying forward a model of reform grounded in empathy, inclusion, 

and dignity—values that continue to shape debates on education, social justice, and tribal 

welfare today 
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