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Mahendralal Sircar (1833 – 1904) is known as a prominent homeopathic doctor and the founder 

of the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science (IACS) in 1876, but scholars rarely refer 

to his role in promoting scientific studies as a nationalist endeavor.  In this dissertation, I trace 

Mahendralal Sircar’s life and analyze how his views of science informed his work and how his 

IACS changed the course of scientific education and practice in India.   While a recipient of the 

emerging Indian nationalism, the IACS changed the nature of Indian nationalism.  I begin by 

highlighting the influence of Raja Ram Mohun Roy and his vision of monotheism, based on the 

Indian Vedanta, on the scholars and reformers of early nineteenth-century Bengal.  Roy’s view 

of religion, science, and nationalism can be traced in the writings of Mahendralal Sircar, 

especially in his article “On the Desirability of the Cultivation of Sciences by the Natives of 

India” (1869).  In this article, Sircar prescribes the creation of a scientific institute to influence 

moral growth and combat Indian idolatry and apathy.  Additionally, Sircar wanted the institute to 

be funded and managed by Indians; its purpose would be to produce science-literate natives, 

making it a nationalistic endeavor that promoted the growth of the country. Next, I analyze the 
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rhetoric that Sircar used to mobilize the natives to fund and participate in his Institute.  He often 

referred to India’s enlightened past and hinted at the latent potential of the natives to create 

interest in Indian regeneration.  Despite his hope for the future, Sircar had to operate within the 

British colonial system.  I analyze his writings to reveal a conciliatory tone that Sircar had to 

adopt towards the British government.  He carefully balanced supplicating the colonial 

apparatuses with inspiring natives to agitate for scientific autonomy.  Using the Annual Reports 

of the IACS, I delve further into Sircar’s methodology for mobilizing the wealthy and landed 

elites toward his cause.  Their money and participation was important to the foundation, upkeep, 

and development of the IACS.  Finally, I enumerate how the IACS changed the face of scientific 

education in India.  Sircar’s emphasis on the theoretical and practical education in science was a 

paradigm shift that produced scientific scholars, a scientifically literate society, and forced the 

established colleges and universities to change their science curriculum.  Sircar foresaw the 

independence of India and insisted on Indians learning to be autonomous.  His IACS gave 

Indians the first generation of scientists who were instrumental in building a nation in a post-

independence era India. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION  

 
A single shelf of a good European library 

was worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia… 
-Thomas Babington Macaulay1 

 
Patriotism in a country like this comes often to be identical with politics. 

But it is our singular good fortune that it has bound its expression not only 
in politics but also in the sciences and the arts. 

-Sir J.C. Bose2 
 

 Benedict Anderson in his seminal work Imagined Communities (2006) attempts to define 

the ineffable ideology of Nationalism.  He begins by clearly defining the parameters of a nation, 

which he states is an “imagined political community,” with delineated borders and sees itself as a 

sovereign state.  The nationalism defined by a political community often aligns itself with the 

“large cultural system that preceded it, out of which – as well as against which – it came into 

being.”3  Within the constraints of Anderson’s definition, Indian nationalism emerged in 

opposition to the British Empire, relying on its ancient heritage.  In nineteenth-century India, the 

nationalist elements, accepting the geographical parameters drawn by the British after their 

conquest, drew their inspiration from the country’s culturally rich past.  The British colonial 

government had systematically dismantled or significantly altered India’s myriad cultural, social, 

and economic institutions.  The reassertion of some of the traditional systems, was a complex 

                                                           
1 Thomas Babington Macaulay, Minute on the Indian Education, 1835. 
 
2 Sir J.C. Bose: A Sketch of his Life and Career, 2nd ed. (Madras: G.A. Natesan, 1921), 44. 
 
3 Discussion on Nationalism see: Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 
2006), 5. 
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response to colonial hegemony that was, in part, encouraged by the British government and in 

part, rose as a counter-ideology to assert Indian traditions.4  The multifaceted response to British 

colonialism included the revival of ancient traditions and the encouragement of the practice of 

science.  Science proved to be an effective method by which to assert Indian nationalism and 

challenge British dominion.  Unearthing the country’s ancient scientific accomplishments proved 

to be a source of pride and served to encourage the younger generation to practice science and 

bring India on par with the western world.  In this study, I will examine the rise of Indian 

nationalism by looking at the life of Mahendralal Sircar and the foundation and development of 

his Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science (IACS) that was instrumental in re-

constructing India’s lost identity and inextricably linking scientific practice with Indian 

nationalism.  The creation of IACS was facilitated by Indian nationalism, but its very creation 

changed the nature of Indian nationalism. 

When Queen Elizabeth I signed the charter that allowed the establishment of the East 

India Company, it set a series of events in motion that culminated, three hundred and fifty years 

later, in a westernized India that relied on science and industry to compete on the world stage.  

The early years of the East India Company marked their strategic expansion in India, around 

their three strongholds in Bengal, Bombay, and Madras.  The slow degradation of the Mughal 

Empire led to the destabilization of regulatory bodies, leaving trade routes unprotected.  In a 

measure to secure their territories and stabilize trade, the Company adopted an “overwhelmingly 

                                                           
4 D.A. Washbrook, “India, 1818-1860: The Two Faces of Colonialism,” in The Oxford History of 
the British Empire: The Nineteenth Century, ed. Andrew Porter (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1999), 395-421. 
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forward policy of expansion.”5  By 1818, the East India Company had defeated their Indian 

political rivals and driven out the other European powers from India.  With the subcontinent 

subdued, the East India Company, once a trading organization, turned into an administrative 

entity.   

Busy maintaining the trade interests of the Company, the British made a conscious effort 

to minimize intervention into the Indian social and religious systems, but acknowledged the fact 

that improvements in the Indian systems were imminent.  Some of the Company Civil Servants, 

in a bid to learn more about India, delved into the history of the subcontinent, thus giving rise to 

the Asiatic Society of Bengal in 1784.  In his work, Kejariwal discusses the rise of the Asiatic 

Society and its relationship to the colonial government.  The Asiatic Society, “for the first time, 

took up in an organized manner the task of retrieving, restoring, preserving and studying the 

ancient remains of the country, and so revealing the country’s past.”6  The early governors 

sought to preserve the Indian constitution and educational systems to protect the natural 

development of the Indian people.7  However, by the early nineteenth century, economic and 

political changes in Britain gave way to an increasingly wealthy, confident, and large middle 

                                                           
5 Judd, Denis, The Lion and the Tiger: The rise and fall of British Raj, 1600-1947 (New York:  
Oxford University Press, 2004), 47. 
 
6 O.P. Kejariwal. The Asiatic Society of Bengal and the Discovery of India’s Past 1784-1838. 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 221.  In his work, Kejariwal disabuses the reader on 
their views of a co-dependent relationship between the Asiatic Society and the British 
Government.  He points out that the Society never received funding or direction from the 
administration, leaving each scholar to pursue his chosen field in their spare time.  By the time of 
Lord William Bentinck, the little funding that the Society received was completely stopped.  
Thus, the Society was not a natural extension of the Company’s administrative unit. 
 
7 Views on British attitudes about Indian governance, see: George Donham Bearce. British 
Attitudes towards India, 1784-1858 (London: Oxford University Press, 1961). 



 
 

4 
 

class.  The commercially-minded and professional middle class sought to gain their share in the 

Indian trade.  This emergent class sought to exert their political and economic power in the 

government at home and in the colonies.  The 1833 renewal of the Company Charter, saw the 

vindication of the views of these liberal and humanitarian forces, and reflected the altered 

dynamic of the British government.   

During the tumultuous transitioning of British policies, Indians did not remain on the 

side-lines.  Taking their cue from the British civil servants and attempting to find their niche in 

the government, Indians sought to become educated in the western traditions.  Some of the first 

schools and colleges were established by the combined efforts of the educated, elite Indians and 

British civil servants.  Institutions that promoted Western education, based on science and 

reason, were established as early as 1817.  British officials and Indian pioneers aided these 

schools financially, and invested their time, and effort to appoint qualified instructors and draw 

in eager students.  Private institutions in India, much like everything else, were modeled after 

British establishments.  One of the premier institutions that gave rise to many replicas, and 

influenced its numerous successors was the Asiatic Society of Bengal.  It was founded in 

Calcutta in 1784, and had a significant impact on the rise of Indian nationalism.   

The Asiatic Society played a significant role in re-discovering the Indian past through 

literature, religious texts, and ancient temples and other religious sites.  The Society’s impact 

was significant on the Indian understanding of their cultural history.  The Asiatic Society’s 

library and museum were the first to be established in India, which provided a model for future 
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institutes like the Numismatic Society, the Indian Museum, and the Anthropological Society.8  

The Asiatic Society armed with British meticulousness, retrieved and organized the ancient 

remains of India, thus re-introducing India to its past glory.  Some of the early Orientalists, Sir 

William Jones, Henry T. Colebroke, Horace Hayman Wilson, and James Prinsep, were 

responsible for discovering and translating some of the most significant Indian literature and art.  

Jones was fascinated by Indian literature, especially poetry and drama.  His translation of 

Kalidasa’s play Sakuntala, introduced an Indian classic to a Western audience.  Henry Colebroke 

took up the study of ancient Indian sciences; Horace Wilson immersed himself in the study of 

Indian religions and ancient texts; Prinsep found his stride in ancient Indian inscriptions, 

archaeology, and numismatics.9  They appreciated and found the literature, science, and 

institutions of ancient India fascinating and believed that India had rich and vibrant intellectual 

traditions that should be reintroduced to her descendants, as well as encouraged to evolve at a 

pace determined by the Indians.  From its inception, the Asiatic Society emphasized the 

importance of science, especially the strength of Western science, through prolific publication of 

scientific journals and papers.  The Society was also responsible for recovering ancient scientific 

texts and practices, thus highlighting the “originality and excellence of ancient Indian science,” 

and rousing national aspirations.10   

                                                           
8 O.P. Kejariwal, The Asiatic Society of Bengal and the Discovery of India’s Past 1784-1838 
(New York: Oxford Univeristy Press, 1988), 221.   
 
9 Kejariwal, Asiatic Society, 227. 
 
10 S.N. Sen, “The pioneering role of Calcutta in scientific and technical education in India,” in 
Indian Journal of History of Science, 29(1), 1994: 41. 
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The Society became the epicenter of a clash between two ideologies that debated policy 

on how to educate and civilize the Indian native.  Out of the study and publications of the Asiatic 

Society two polarizing parties emerged, the Orientalists and the Anglicists, who argued about the 

advantages and the disadvantages between Eastern and Western institutions.  The Orientalists 

believed that a country that had produced prolific and complex literature and innovative science 

need not turn to the West as a model.  Many Orientalists, like Jones and Warren Hastings11 

believed that native Indian institutions should be revived and used for educating the natives.  

Orientalists also believed that native education should happen in the native language, and Indian 

education should evolve from its own history and traditions.  Anglicists, on the other hand, 

admitted to the enlightened past of India, but argued that the country had stagnated due to 

corrupt and dogmatic systems.  They expounded the virtues of Western education to break native 

reliance on priests and despots and help lead them toward lives of cautious deliberation.  The 

Anglicists believed that would be the best way to dispel illiteracy and superstition among natives 

in the subcontinent.   

Maintaining the status quo and leaving native cultural systems untouched was an easier 

and safer route for the conservative employees of the Company.  Orientalists feared that 

interfering in native education would be detrimental to the workings of the East India Company.  

Forcing western education and the learning of English, the Orientalists believed, would be 

unpopular and incite animosity from the natives.  Instead of imposing abrupt changes, the 

Company allowed natives systems to prosper.  Under the influence of Oriental scholars, Bengal 

society experienced a new Renaissance, beginning with the opening of several institutions that 

                                                           
11 Warren Hastings governor-general (1774-1785). 



 
 

7 
 

focused on Indian and Western education.  These institutions catered to the educational needs of 

the sons of elite and respectable families of Calcutta.  The aim of these establishments was to 

educate those enrolled in English and Indian languages and in the literature and rudimentary 

science of the West and the East.  The first among these schools was the Hindu College, formally 

opened on January 20, 1817.  The popular courses offered at the Hindu College or the Vidyalaya 

were grammar, writing, history, geography, astronomy, mathematics, and English.12  The first 

few years after the establishment of the Hindu College scientific courses remained unavailable 

due to the lack of provisions and the absence of a qualified instructor.  After procuring funds 

necessary for laboratory set up, a part-time lecturer was hired to serve as the experimental 

philosophy13 professor.  Horace Hyman Wilson reported nearly a year after the appointment of 

the lecturer that the philosophical lectures were well attended by students and the employed 

public workers.14  However, scientific education remained subsidiary to the humanities, because 

scientific lectures depended on the availability of funds and qualified instructors.  In addition to 

being plentiful, courses in humanities subjects, such as language, history, geography, and writing 

were crucial for students to procure work in government offices.  Hence, the East India Company 

and the natives had no economic incentive to necessitate a change in the education system in 

favor of scientific education. 

                                                           
12 Sen, “The pioneering role of Calcutta”, 42. 
 
13 Philosophers who grounded their philosophy in observations and experiments; so much so, 
that there was no difference between the work of an experimental philosopher or an empirical 
scientist. 
 
14 Sen, “The pioneering role of Calcutta,” 42. 
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During the early decades of the nineteenth century, scientific education went through a 

gradual transition but remained introductory in nature and continued to be secondary to eastern 

and western philosophy.  The second institution established in Bengal was the Serampore 

College founded on August 15, 1818 by William Carey, J. Marshman, and W. Ward.  Much like 

the Hindu College, Serampore College continued the tradition of reaching out to the wealthy and 

elite families of Calcutta.  However, at Serampore College technical teaching became more 

central, but remained focused on physical sciences and chemistry.  William Carey recruited John 

Mack, who had studied the new chemistry of Lavoisier, Davy, and Priestley, to instruct students 

in chemistry.  Mack’s lectures along with his experimental demonstrations attracted teachers and 

students from all over Calcutta.15  The other institution of note was the School of Native Doctors 

in Calcutta, established in 1822.  This institution was dedicated to train native doctors for the 

army.  Medical classes were also opened in the Sanskrit College and the Calcutta Madrassa to 

train young Indians in Ayurvedhic and Unani medicines, respectively.  The mode of instruction 

was in native languages.  Even at the School of Native Doctors, Western medicine was instructed 

in the native language, Hindustani.16  Scientific and technical education was slowly gaining 

ground, but the Orientalists’ influence kept scientific instruction rudimentary and superficial.  

Institutional focus remained on chemistry, medicine, and physical sciences. 

                                                           
15 Sen, “The pioneering role of Calcutta,” 43. 
 
16 Sen, “The pioneering role of Calcutta,” 43. 
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While the romantics17 liked the wealth, adventure, scenery, and entertainment that was 

afforded to them in India, their view never affected the British policy in India.  But, by the early 

1830s, conservative, Liberal, humanitarian, and imperialistic attitudes competed with one 

another for public support and affected the government’s policies in India.18  Eventually the 

Company had to relent to economic and political pressures to introduce Western education to the 

natives of the Indian subcontinent.  Aparna Basu writes, “the decision to introduce English 

education in 1835 was the result of a combination of complex administrative, economic, cultural, 

political and religious motives.”19   As the British East India Company extended their territorial 

holdings across the subcontinent they faced economic difficulties that compelled them to replace 

the high-paid English officers with Indians, which required the natives to be educated in the 

English language.   

From a cultural stand point, the Evangelicals and Utilitarians20 believed in the superiority 

of the Western culture and generally worked together to force changes in British policy in India.  

The liberals and utilitarians believed that Western education would make Indians like-minded 

                                                           
17 The Romantics rose in reaction to the Enlightenment ideals that espoused logic, reason, and 
rationality.  Romantics prized individuality and passion.   
 
18 George Donham Bearce. British Attitudes towards India, 1784-1858 (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1961), 120. 
 
19 Aparna Basu, Essays in the history of Indian education (New Delhi: Concept, 1982), 64. 
 
20 British evangelicals identified as Anglicans and emphasized individual reading of the gospels 
rather than depending upon the traditions of the established church. Evangelists termed Indians 
as barbarians and desired to civilize them; Utilitarians believed in the theory that moral actions 
have positive consequences for the greatest number of people.  An influential contributor to the 
utilitarian philosophy was Jeremy Bentham and his brand of utilitarianism became an ideological 
foundation of British reform movements in the early nineteenth century. 
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with the British, thus strengthening the bond between them and stabilize British rule.  To the 

Evangelicals, Western education was instrumental in dispelling superstition and ripening the 

Indian populace to accept Christianity.  It was believed and hoped that Western knowledge 

imparted to the upper class would be filtered down to the masses, thus enlightening the entire 

subcontinent.21  The decisive transformation of India occurred under the guiding hand of reform-

minded and liberal Governors-general and administrators.22  Their liberal ideologies guided their 

administrations to be receptive to Liberal, Evangelical, and humanitarian projects. 

India’s introduction to western modes of education took place in the mid-nineteenth 

century, when the British were eager to create a working class of natives and affect some cultural 

change.  British administrators such as Thomas Babington Macaulay (1834-1838) believed that a 

single good shelf of a European library was equal to or better than the entire literature of India 

and that “oriental” education promoted poverty, immorality, and social degradation.23  Under the 

utilitarian Governor-general, William Bentinck (1828-1833), education in European literature 

and science was introduced in Indian schools with the aim of creating a class that could act as 

interpreters between the ruling British class and Indian natives.  British educators considered the 

sciences as universal, free from prejudice and passion, and believed that empirical science 

                                                           
21 Basu, Essays in history, 64-65. 
 
22 Thomas R. Metcalf. Ideologies of the Raj (New York:  Cambridge University Press, 1995), 28-
29; Bearce, British Attitudes, 120. 
 
23 Demetrius Boulger, Lord William Bentinck in Rulers of India (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1892), 153-155. 
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education could be used to disenchant native inhabitants of the non-western world from their 

superstitions and thus secularize and rationalize them.   

The three main agencies that were responsible for spreading modern education in India 

were: the British government, Christian missionaries, and the progressive Indian natives.  

Initially, the British government, despite its liberal stance, was resistant to setting up schools that 

taught in the western tradition, fearing adverse reaction from natives.  But when missionaries and 

Indians set up their own schools, the positive response from the natives encouraged the utilitarian 

and liberal government to set up the infrastructure for native education.  The British government 

became the principle agent through which modern education was disseminated to the Indians.  

The British set up a wide network of schools and colleges that educated thousands of natives 

according to the western traditions.  Although, the British curriculum came under severe 

criticism by the Indian nationalists, it was the primary medium through which Indians were 

modernized.24 

Despite its many shortcomings, English education for the natives became important, not 

only to the British, but to upper-class Indians as well.  Western education and the consequent 

position within the government hierarchy enabled many Indians to become socially mobile.  

However, colonial education, in addition to being top-heavy, neglected the masses, and was by 

no means comprehensive.  The system emphasized the study of humanities and languages.  

Technical and scientific education was excluded from most institutions, which was in direct 

relation to the government’s employment policies.  All higher positions in railways, 

                                                           
24 Akshayakumar Desai, Social Background of Indian Nationalism (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 
1966), 138-9. 
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communication, engineering, and urban and rural planning were reserved for Europeans.  Even 

private industry, mostly owned by Europeans, preferred to hire European professionals.25  This 

preference of the British government and businesses left the Indians with limited choice in their 

education.  The natives of the subcontinent had to make do with inadequate educational access 

and even fewer employment opportunities within the ranks of the government.  Despite the lack 

of scientific and technical education, English language and Western philosophy proliferated 

within the upper ranks of Indian society.  It became important to learn English because it was the 

language of the rulers, the language in which official business was conducted, and fluency was 

necessary for employment.26 

As British-educated and English-speaking Indians became a necessary component of the 

government, they began to evaluate their antiquity, determine the course of their culture, and 

held the colonial government accountable for their actions.  According to Gyan Prakash, the 

British theory of “dominate in order to liberate” was a profoundly paradoxical form of rule.  As 

the natives adopted western education, reason, and secularism, they became increasingly aware 

of their own history and sought to re-introduce Indian history and belief systems in opposition to 

the colonial regime.27  It was during this struggle that “Indian science” began to emerge.  A 

hybrid of western materialism and scientific practice with Indian transcendental ideology, 

                                                           
25 Basu, Essays in history, 65. 
 
26 Basu, Essays in history, 73. 
 
27 Gyan Prakash, Another Reason: Science and the Imagination of Modern India (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1999), 118-120. 
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“Indian science” defined nature as a living spirit.  By the end of the nineteenth century, this 

science became identified as a nationalist enterprise by India’s educated elite.28  

Perturbed by the lack of government assistance in improving schools and colleges, as 

early as the 1870s, Indian scientists became increasingly independent and desired to practice 

science outside the auspices of colonial regime, so they set up scientific institutions such as the 

Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science (1876), the Indian Institute of Science (1909), 

and Bose Research Institute (1917).  Within these institutions, Indian scientists hoped to foster 

scientific education within India and create an “Indian science,” which could contribute to world 

science.  To reach these goals, they sought funding necessary for their scientific endeavors.  To 

that end, many of the Indian elites and princes became benefactors of individual Indian scientists 

and Indian science institutions.  One of the first men to give coherence and voice to the idea of 

scientific nationalism was Mahendralal Sircar.   

Mahendralal Sircar introduced his Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science when 

India was at the crossroads of emergent nationalism and British consolidation of the 

subcontinent.  As an educated and professional doctor, Sircar was perceptive of the role that 

science could play in regenerating the Indian psyche and nation building.  He was born in 1833 

and studied at the Hindu College.  Finding the science instruction to be lacking there, he later 

transferred to the Calcutta Medical College.  He received his M.D. in 1860, as only the second 

Indian native to receive his doctorate from the Medical school.  Sircar realized that the 

government colleges and universities were imparting a superficial scientific education, with no 

                                                           
28 Prakash, Another Reason, 62. 
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provision for practical work.  Consequently, students remained ignorant of the applied side of the 

sciences and refrained from pursuing science further.   

Sircar understood that the lack of proper scientific education was harming Indian society, 

which remained subservient to the scientifically superior Europeans.  He began a campaign to 

promote a national science association via pamphlets, letters to editors of various newspapers, 

such as the Hindu Patriot, and numerous public addresses.  In his first public lecture, Sircar 

echoes the Anglicists, where he states that studying physical sciences was the best way to 

“remove prejudice and the spirit of intolerance” from the native mind.  He laments that the world 

is “governed by the despotism of traditional opinions,” and it is severely felt in India.29  To break 

this traditional norm, Sircar wanted an institution that would instruct the masses on scientific 

subjects, where lecturers would perform scientific experiments, and invite audience participation.  

He wanted this institution to be for the natives and controlled and managed by the natives.  To 

Sircar, this was an ideal method for Indians to practice self-reliance without “any serious risk,” 

to popularize science, and to train scientists for nation-building purposes.30    

To meet the needs of a Science Association, Sircar applied to noblemen, Rajahs, and 

other natives to contribute generously toward the regeneration of their own country.  Sircar 

collected one lakh forty thousand rupees (9,300 Pounds) and successfully established the Indian 

Association for the Cultivation of Science in Calcutta in 1876.  He envisioned that the IACS 

                                                           
29 Mahendra Lal Sircar, “On the Desirability of Cultivation of the Sciences by the Natives of 
India,” in Calcutta Journal of Medicine, August, 1869: 286-291. 
 
30 Chittabrata Palit, Mahendralal Sircar and the National Science Movement (Calcutta: Readers 
Service, 2009), 30-31. 
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would train the first generation of scientists, who would train the subsequent generations, create 

prosperous industry, and contribute to science by conducting original research.  Sircar believed 

that science and scientific practice had to be normalized for the Indian natives.  Hence, the IACS 

used to arrange, on average, one hundred lectures each year on various scientific subjects, which 

were attended by students of other colleges and numerous civil servants.31  This played a large 

part in scientizing a generation and linking science and nationalism in the native psyche.  Sircar’s 

IACS was the first scientific institute of its kind that promoted mass scientific education, made 

scientific pursuit a nationalistic endeavor, successfully cultivated a new generation of scientists, 

and served as model for subsequent scientific institutions. 

Currently many post-colonial scholars regard the native Indian scientific movement as 

reactionary, as a response to western science that is often situated within the political, social or 

cultural spaces of late nineteenth-century India.  So far, the discussion on the rise of “Indian 

science” has been concerned with why the various research institutes were set up and what role 

they had in popularizing science.   Mahendralal Sircar and the IACS receive limited attention 

within the works of current scholars.  Among those who have given some attention to the IACS 

are John Lourdusamy and Pratik Chakrabarti.   In his work, Lourdusamy examines how colonial 

politics and Indian nationalism shaped Indian responses to modern science.  To him, pioneers 

such as Mahendralal Sircar, with the foundation of IACS, played a unique role in the Indian 

understanding of nationalism and patriotism.32  To Lourdusamy, the IACS itself is of lesser 

                                                           
31 Palit, 34-38. 
 
32 J. Lourdusamy, Science and National Consciousness in Bengal: 1870-1930 (New Delhi: 
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importance; he unravels the complex socio-cultural and political challenges that Sircar had to 

wade through in order to promote modern science.  Sircar had to balance the institute’s original 

aim to spread scientific education in India with the indigenous nationalistic enterprise.  

Lourdusamy concludes that in order to maintain this balance, Sircar depended on and 

collaborated with the colonial establishment.  The IACS took generous support, both financial 

and intellectual, from westerners and often collaborated with the colonial government, as long as 

it did not compromise the basic purpose of the Association.33 

Pratik Chakrabarti also examines the Association within a colonial context, but highlights 

the dichotomous relationship between western and eastern science.  In his work, Chakrabarti 

examines the social, political, and cultural prism through which western science was transmitted 

by the British and absorbed by the Indian colony.  He observes that after learning and adopting 

western science, Indian scientists often altered western materialistic science by incorporating 

Indian spiritual beliefs into their scientific practices, which combined western experimental 

practices with Indian philosophy, chemistry, and medicine.34  Mahendralal Sircar believed that 

science was a moral force and “the study of its material and spiritual aspects would reveal the 

Supreme Mind to human beings.” To Chakrabarti, Sircar was the first of many Indian scientists 

who had a dual task to urge “materialistic research and at the same time orient it towards 

spiritual pursuits.”   According to Chakrabarti, Sircar’s attempt to search for the Supreme Mind 

                                                           
33 J. Lourdusamy, “The Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science: A torturous tryst with 
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34 Pratik Chakrabarti, Western Science in Modern India: Metropolitan methods, colonial 
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was in contrast to the goals of western science that had already marginalized the “values of 

seventeenth-century European natural philosophy.”35 

Other postcolonial scholars such as David Arnold and Deepak Kumar include the study 

of IACS in their analyses.  Kumar includes Sircar and the IACS in his larger argument that 

explores the colonial scientists and their dual mandate to serve the state and service science.  

Arnold, on the other hand, uses Sircar and the Association to highlight the progress of “Indian 

science” that emerged under British rule.  These scholars explore in general the relationship 

between “Indian science” and nationalism and the history of IACS is a small part of their 

argument.  Both Chakrabarti and Lourdusamy explore the history of the IACS by examining the 

involvement of its founder and his influences on the Association’s development in their larger 

study of science in colonial India.   

In this project, I have extended current understanding of the history of the Association by 

studying Sircar, his perception of science and his role in shaping scientific practice in India.  As 

these scholars examine the manner in which “Indian science” became a seminal part of Indian 

nationalism, I explore how nationalism, then, in turn, helped in the construction of IACS.  While 

Lourdusamy and Chakrabarti analyze the socio-political and moral influences on IACS, 

respectively, I have focused on how Sircar exploited and mobilized the budding Indian 

consciousness of its rich past for his advantage.  My project specifically seeks to explore Sircar’s 

views of science and the rhetoric that he used to influence the Indian elite to finance his scheme, 

while simultaneously ingratiating himself to the colonial government.  This project seeks to 

highlight the unique dialogue that Sircar was obliged to use to navigate the nationalist and 
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colonial systems.  While the IACS served as a blueprint for the institutes that followed, Sircar’s 

diplomacy in shaping the IACS also became the hallmark of the subsequent science institutes. 

This work is divided into three parts: In the first section I analyze the socio-politics of the 

early nineteenth-century India and how the key players, like Raja Ram Mohun Roy, prepare 

India socially and politically for the large-scale changes that defined the latter part of the century.  

In Chapter Two, I trace the influence of the early reformer, Raja Ram Mohun Roy.  In this 

chapter, I discuss the early education and reformist mentality of Indian students, who were the 

first to form political organizations and establish many weekly newspapers that were critical of 

the British government.  Their adversarial approach to the colonial government set the political 

tone that shaped the Indian nationalist movement.  This background sets up the next section that 

explores the various aspects of Mahendralal Sircar’s scientific philosophy and his approach to 

reconciling science with divinity and morality.  In Chapter Three, I articulate Sircar’s almost 

reverential approach to science; a philosophy that was formed early in his life and remained firm 

through his life.  His dedication to empiricism led him to convert to the practice of homoeopathy 

and his eventual ostracizing from the medical community.  Continuing this section, Chapter Four 

delves deeper into Sircar’s philosophy and the rhetoric that he used to communicate the benefits 

of science to the Indian natives.  Sircar emphasized the moral benefits of scientific education and 

its ability to bring the science practitioner closer to God.  His object was to demonstrate that 

scientific education was not antithetical to Hinduism or irreligious in any way.  The two chapters 

in the final section explore Sircar’s commitment and struggle to build and sustain the IACS.  

This section also studies the impact the IACS had on the myriad educational facilities in Bengal 

and set the course for future scientific education in India.  In Chapter Five, I trace the myriad 
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ways Sircar had to traverse the tense socio-political map of colonial India, where the IACS was 

built on various contradictions.  The chapter also highlights his struggle to raise the necessary 

funds to get his Association started.  The final chapter recounts the continued struggle of the 

Science Association, despite its successful establishment and rousing the expectations of its 

numerous donors.  This chapter also traces the subtle changes in the educational facilities in 

Calcutta, brought on by the existence of the IACS. 

Investigating the history behind this important pre-independence Indian scientific 

institution, especially the nature of initial patronage, may give us a different understanding about 

the rise of modern Indian science and its association with nationalism.  The rise of these 

institutions, understood in terms of patronage and funding, is a complex story in which we can 

trace the effects of an internal dialogue originating among various segments of the Indian 

society, not merely a response to external stimuli from the British Raj.   Additionally, the 

language used to promote science has left its indelible mark on the Indian psyche that resonates 

even today.  The native promotion of “Indian science” encouraged Indians to practice science for 

the benefit of world science in order to propel India into parity with industrial societies.36  The 

IACS influenced the post-independence promotion of science under the guiding hand of Prime 

Minister Jawaharlal Nehru.  In order to understand the importance of science to contemporary 

Indian society, it is important to understand its roots based in the colonial period. 

                                                           
36 Within the context of this work, “Indian Science” is used to describe the science practiced by 
Indian scientist who observed the western scientific methodology but were aware and drew their 
inspiration from the traditions and philosophies of ancient India.   
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                                                CHAPTER TWO 
 

       RISE OF NATIONALISM BEFORE MAHENDRALAL SIRCAR 
 
 

This seminary can only be expected to lead the minds of youth 
with grammatical niceties and metaphysical distinctions of 
little or no practicable use to the possessors or to society. 

-Raja Ram Mohun Roy37   
 

Before the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science was founded in 1876, with 

sole priority to spread scientific education and elevate Indian science on to the world stage, many 

educated Indians formed associations based on social and religious grounds.  Prior to the British 

consolidation of political and military supremacy over the Indian subcontinent, numerous 

principalities and kingdoms were rarely united under one political domain.  In the instances of 

political unification, unity remained superficial, on the geographical and political realm, while 

socially and culturally people continued to function as they had always done, along class lines, 

which dictated the day-to-day affairs of all Indians.  According to Akshayakumar Desai: “Indian 

nationalism is a modern phenomenon.  It came into being during the British period as a result of 

the action and inter-action of numerous subjective and objective forces and factors which 

developed within the Indian society under the conditions of the British rule and the impact of 

world forces.”38  To Desai, Indian nationalism was an organic product of British rule over India.  

In his work, Desai outlines the destruction of Indian cottage industries, manufacturers, and 

                                                           
37 Ram Mohun Roy, “Raja Rammohun Roy’s Letter to Lord Amherst Advocating Scientific 
Studies” in Collected Works of Mahendralal Sircar, Eugene Lafont and the Science Movement, 
1860-1910, ed. Arun Kumar Biswas (Kolkata: The Asiatic Society, 2003), xxvi.  Referring to the 
proposal of opening a Sanskrit College in Calcutta. 
 
38 Akshayakumar Desai, Social Background of Indian Nationalism (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 
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farmers by the British imperial machine that relied on Indian raw materials and markets to keep 

its economic wheels turning.  But he points out that underlying these destructions, the British 

were laying a foundation for bringing Indian workers, farmers, and manufacturers together, 

socially, economically, and politically.  He blames the village community for the lack of social 

and economic progression in India prior to British dominance.  By keeping the lands as village 

communal property, Indian society was holding back the cogs of progression.  Because each 

community had their established method of governance and set of rules, the subcontinent 

remained politically and economically divided.  By destroying the farming, weaving, and trade 

communities, the natives operated under a singular economic and political system.  The British, 

then, inadvertently, could be said to have given rise to Indian unity and the national movement.   

With the destruction of traditional trades and occupations, many upper-class natives sought 

western education and for the first time in the sub-continent’s history formed political 

associations that cut through class lines and formed alliances in a common political cause. 

2.1 Ram Mohun Roy and early social reforms 

In the early years of British political establishment, the difference of opinions between 

the Orientalists and the Anglicists divided the government.  In the conflict between the 

ideologies of the status quo and introduction of western education, Indians did not remain as 

bystanders.  Many of the educated, liberal, and elite Indians believed that to achieve parity with 

the rest of the world, Indians must accept the English language and western education.  The 

loudest voice among the Bengal intelligentsia was that of Raja Ram Mohun Roy, who left such a 

legacy of humanism and rationalism that he is claimed by Hindus, Muslim, Christians, and the 

non-theists as their own.  He lived much before the Indian Nationalist Movement that found 
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cohesive ideology in the late nineteenth century, and left no powerful organization to promote 

his ideas; yet his remarkable work and reputation has persisted from generation to generation.39  

He was the founder of Indian press, a prolific writer, and an initiator of social and educational 

reforms that had a profound effect on the formation of modern India.  Ram Mohun was one of 

the first pioneers to link scientific education to Indian nationality.  He believed that to elevate 

India to compete on a global scale, Indians must shed ignorance and intolerance and accept 

rationalism and scientific learning.  Ram Mohun was at the forefront in ushering in religious, 

social, philosophical, and institutional changes in Bengal.  He was one of the first educated 

natives to establish religious and political associations that united educated Indians socially and 

politically.  His educational philosophy, ideas about religion, and social reforms had a profound 

effect on later pioneers such as Mahendralal Sircar and Jagadish Chandra Bose.  The educational 

and religious foundations laid by Ram Mohun were nurtured and polished by subsequent 

generations.  The reverence for science and the possibility of its harmonious existence with 

religion were some of the hallmarks of Ram Mohun’s ideology that were transmitted to the 

future generations.  Hence, to understand the scientific motivations of later generations and their 

contributions to the Indian nationalist movement, the study of Ram Mohun’s life and 

achievement will reveal pertinent insights.  

                                                           
39 David Kopf, “Rammohun Roy and the Bengal Renaissance: An historiographical essay” in 
Rammohun Roy and the process of modernization in India, ed. V.C. Joshi (Delhi: Vikas 
Publishing House pvt. Ltd., 1975), 21. 
 



 
 

23 
 

Raja Ram Mohun Roy was born on the 22nd of May in 1772 in the village of Radhanagar 

in Hugli.40  His birth and subsequent education and work took place within the region of Bengal, 

which was the center of British operations in India from 1757 to the early twentieth century.41  

Bengal was also the center of the Indian Renaissance during the British activity in India.  Ram 

Mohun’s birth in this time and place worked in his favor; his birth into an orthodox Brahmin 

family was highly propitious.42  As Bruce Robertson remarks, Ram Mohun’s personal life is 

shrouded in mystery, where even his contemporaries knew less about the details of his private 

life.  Most of the information about him has been pieced together from few primary sources by 

devoted scholars.43  Ram Mohun was born into a very orthodox Hindu household to Ramkanta 

Roy and his second wife, Tarini Devi.  His father was a devout Hindu who staunchly believed 

Vishnu to be the Supreme God.  Tarini Devi was responsible for Ram Mohun’s early instruction 

in Sanskrit, and his father oversaw his education in Arabic and Persian – the languages of 

commerce, required for government service.44  His pedigree allowed him to study in varied 

places such as Patna, where he was exposed to Islamic law, philosophy, science, poetry, and 

religion, and Benares, where he mastered Sanskrit and delved into the study of Vedanta and 

                                                           
40 Sophia Dobson Collett, The Life and Letters of Raja Rammohun Roy (Calcutta: Sadharan 
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Upanishads.  However, Ram Mohun’s exposure to the fundamentals of Islamic and Hindu 

theology led him to eventually reject orthodox Hinduism, following, instead the monotheistic 

religion of the ancient Hindu scriptures.45   

Ram Mohun’s philosophy based on Hindu, Islamic, and Christian doctrines led him to 

reject the dogmatic Hindu traditions that were espoused by Brahmins, including his own parents.  

He refused to worship at his family’s altar, creating a rift between his very orthodox parents and 

himself.46  He openly believed that practices like “idol worship” and blind faith led to moral 

debasement and encouraged poverty of his countrymen, who, he believed, were capable of better 

things and achieving a greater destiny.  He laid the blame for every social evil in Bengal on 

Brahmans.  Ram Mohun lived with the conviction that there was only one Supreme Being.  

Though he believed in universal theism, his religious and philosophical beliefs were firmly 

grounded in the Vedanta.  As Ghose states, “Ram Mohun Roy’s religion consisted in the calm 

contemplation of the Deity, and in active benevolence, morality and charity.”47  He believed that 

prejudice and dogmatism could be fought with God-given reason and common sense.  He urged 

everyone to learn to distinguish good from evil by employing reason, not the advice of religious 

leaders.  Despite having a high regard for the tenets of Christianity, Ram Mohun thought 

                                                           
45 Jogendra Chunder Ghose, The English Works of Raja Rammohun Roy (Calcutta: Bengal Press, 
1901), viii-ix; Crawford, Ram Mohan Roy, 6. 
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Hinduism to be metaphysically and spiritually the most advanced religion in the world.48  To 

advance his church of monotheism, he established the Atmiya Sabha for divine worship, Ved 

Mandir for the study of Vedic literature, and finally, the Brahmo Samaj to further the cause of 

theism.49  The Brahmo Samaj was open to worshipers of all sorts who gathered to venerate the 

Supreme Being with no name, designation, and affiliation with any religion.  The trust deed of 

the Brahmo Samaj states that “no graven image statue or sculpture carving painting picture 

portrait or the likeness of any thing shall be admitted within the said messauges building land 

tenements hereditaments and premises…”50  Ram Mohun and the other founders of the Brahmo 

Samaj intended the Samaj to emulate monotheistic principles of Christianity and Islam, but the 

bases of worship would be the Vedanta. 

Ram Mohun lived at a moment when British culture and institutes were flourishing in the 

Bengal Presidency.  British scholars were discovering and translating Indian texts and scriptures.  

Additionally, educated Indians were also introduced to western philosophies.  Ram Mohun lived 

in this climate where both, western and eastern, philosophies were studied with equal fervor.  

Hence his ideas about religion, politics, and society were an amalgamation of British and Indian 

philosophies.  He wrote that Christian doctrines were conducive to moral principles and that they 

could be adapted to use by rational beings.51  While Ram Mohun worked to better the condition 
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of his countrymen by prescribing rationality and western education to combat Hindu dogmatism, 

he kept abreast of British politics, society, and education.  He expressed great interest in the 

French Revolution and Napoleon, and followed his conquests closely.   Despite Napoleon’s 

abdication, Ram Mohun’s sympathy for the cause of freedom remained strong.52  In addition to 

his office duties, Ram Mohun continued to improve his knowledge of English by private study.  

As he was an avid reader of the British newspapers, which reflected the rising influence of the 

Liberals and Utilitarians, Ram Mohun’s ideology mirrored Western thinkers, especially the 

philosophy of Jeremy Bentham.  He relied heavily on the research and translations of the 

Orientalists, and openly declared his gratitude to western religious influences.  According to 

Crawford, Ram Mohun’s ideas reflect those of “Burke, Jones, Hastings, Bentham, Mill, Munro, 

and a host of others.”53   

Ram Mohun entered service as a clerk under the Collector54 at Rungpur, John Digby, 

which allowed him to stay abreast of European politics and English language.  He was promoted 

from a clerk to the position of Dewan, the principal native officer for the collection of revenue in 

1809.  However, his appointment went unconfirmed by the Board, despite repeated pleading by 

John Digby.  Ram Mohun resigned from service and moved to Calcutta in 1815.  During his 

service in the Collector’s office he had saved significant capital and purchased an estate yielding 

10,000 Rupees a year (660 Pounds).  Free from the shackles of having to work, Ram Mohun was 
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able to contribute his time to wage war against idolatry and superstition.  In 1815, he published 

the Vedanta Sutras in Bengali.  He published the Kena, Isha, Katha, and Mandukya 

Upanishads.55  In translating Hindu texts, Ram Mohun successfully brought India’s ancient faith 

to be reevaluated in the modern social climate.  He contributed to the Orientalist goal, to 

systematize and reintroduce India’s ancient texts, in hopes of combating superstition and 

religious ignorance.  He believed that by introducing the Vedic texts in the vernacular, he made 

them accessible to laymen unfamiliar with Sanskrit, and made priests redundant.   

One of Ram Mohun’s major accomplishments was to work towards the abolition of 

Suttee (widow burning) in India.  Traumatized after his sister-in-law’s sacrifice at her husband’s 

funeral pyre, Ram Mohun took a vow to get the inhuman practice abolished.  In 1820 he brought 

out a pamphlet that outlined the evils of Suttee and refuted some of the social reasons that excuse 

the cruel practice.  This pamphlet was dedicated to the Marchioness of Hastings, wife of the 

Governor-General of India, “as an appeal to reason on behalf of humanity.”56  In his writings, 

Ram Mohun expressed his compassion for the plight of the widows.  He highlighted the many 

injustices done to women on a daily basis, from keeping them from proper education to 

polygamy.  Throughout his campaign, he continued to point out that women were 

compassionate, trustworthy, and virtuous creatures who are subjected to insult, ridicule, and 

harsh treatment by their husbands and his family.  Ram Mohun’s hard work came to fruition on 
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December 4, 1829, when the Government, under Governor-General Lord William Bentinck, 

passed a decree abolishing the practice of Suttee.  Following the decree, Ram Mohun and his 

friends sent a letter to Lord Bentinck, offering their gratitude and congratulations.  The letter 

further thanked the Governor General for saving the lives of Hindu women and rescuing Hindu 

society from the “gross stigma hitherto attached to [their] character, as willful murderers of 

females and zealous promoters of the practice of suicide.”57  The fight against the practice of 

Suttee was an extension of Ram Mohun’s fight against outdated Hindu practices and dogma.   

While working to better the plight of widows, Ram Mohun was also working to bring 

India on par with the western world by encouraging modern education and promoting free 

speech.  Ram Mohun started the Bengali weekly, Sambad Kaumudi, and the Persian weekly, 

Mirat-ul-Akbar or Mirror of Intelligence, in 1821, which was the first Persian language journal 

to be published in India.  Prior to his involvement, newspapers were mostly run by European 

missionaries.  His journals dealt with educational, historical, literary, scientific, and political 

subjects.58  In Sambad Kaumudi, Ram Mohun appealed to the government for establishing free 

education for Indian children, and to establish trial by jury in the Zila and Provincial Courts.  He 

also brought to light the plight of the Hindus suffering from caste prejudices.  In Mirat-ul-Akbar, 

he published several scientific articles, like “Echo in Acoustics,” “Properties of the Magnet,” 

“Behaviour of Fishes,” “Description of a Baloon (balloon),” and many more.59  His newspapers 
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became a medium through which he communicated his social and political views.  These articles 

reflected his desire to promote general knowledge among his readers.  By bringing to light the 

plight of his countrymen, being critical of the government, and promoting scientific knowledge 

and encouraging modern curriculum, Ram Mohun was foreshadowing the Indian Nationalist 

movement that was critical of the British Raj’s policies and encouraged Indians to educate 

themselves for the country’s future.  

Ram Mohun was the pioneer of Indian journalism; he gave the vernacular press its start 

and defended their right to a free press.  These weekly journals dealt with many issues that many 

of the British officials felt to be uncomfortable.  However, during the Governor-Generalship of 

Lord Hastings, the press continued to be free.  But at the end of Hasting’s tenure, the acting 

Governor-General, Mr. Adam, issued an ordinance that required all editors and proprietors be 

licensed by the government.  Ram Mohun, who believed in free press, filed a memorial in the 

Supreme Court against the ordinance, which was read before the court by the Registrar on the 

31st of March 1823.  However, the memorial was turned down by the Supreme Court, to which 

Ram Mohun appealed to the King-in-Council.  Despite his best effort, the regulations were not 

repealed, but his work brought attention to Indian feelings at having a different standard of 

freedom of press in England and another in India.60  Despite the Regulation, the liberal and 

rational attitudes of the Indian Press were not generally interfered with by the British 

government.  However, several new journals emerged such as the The Reformer, The Inquirer, 

and The Gyananweshan, which were supported by the followers of Ram Mohun as well as many 
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enlightened students of Hindu College.61  Governor-General Lord Bentinck was urged to rescind 

the licensing regulation, but while he remained sympathetic to the Indian Press, he did not repel 

the Act.  The press were given their autonomy when the regulation was finally rescinded in 1835 

by Governor-General Metcalfe, a few years after Ram Mohun’s death. 

For Ram Mohun, a free press went hand in hand with educating the public.  In order to 

reach his intended audience -- the population of Bengal -- and keep them informed of 

governmental policies, and generally educate the population, it was imperative to keep the 

vernacular press free of any governmental shackles.  While Ram Mohun was prolific in his 

vernacular writings and translations, he believed that English language usage and scientific 

education were the quickest methods of promoting Indian renaissance.  The far-sighted Ram 

Mohun was fully convinced that scientific education would make progress possible for India.  

Hence, he insisted on the inclusion of science in the educational system, when even western 

universities’ curricula did not give importance to scientific education.62  When the Bengal 

government proposed to open a new Sanskrit College in 1824, he wrote a letter to Governor-

General, Lord Amherst, beseeching him to promote “a more liberal and enlightened system of 

instruction.”  He wrote that it was of no practical value to “load the minds of youth with 

grammatical niceties and metaphysical distinctions,” referring to eastern scholasticism.  

Furthermore, Ram Mohun urged the Governor-General to use the funds set apart for the 

instruction of the natives of India by employing gentlemen educated in Europe, and “providing a 

college furnished with necessary books, instruments, and other apparatus.”  He wanted the 
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curriculum in this college to embrace instructions in “mathematics, natural philosophy, 

chemistry and anatomy.”63  Since the Charter Act of 1813 instructed the company to set a sum of 

one lakh Rupees (6,600 Pounds) for the revival of education and promotion of knowledge of 

science in India, Ram Mohun felt that it was the duty of the government to invest in something 

that would modernize his countrymen. 

2.2  Ram Mohun Roy and Indian education 

It is evident from his tireless attempts to maintain a free vernacular press and promote 

scientific education that Ram Mohun regarded them as necessities for the Indian populace to 

have both general and political knowledge, modern arts, and science.  Only by improving and 

modernizing the Indian knowledge base would it be possible to successfully resist unjust and 

oppressive policies of the British government, not by military valor, which had already proven 

ineffectual to the feudal Sikh, Maratha, and Rajputs.  Understanding the educational 

discrepancies between the British and the Indians, Ram Mohun realized that the clash between 

Britain and India would be a clash between the Modern against the medieval, and science and 

reason versus scholasticism and mysticism.64  He was one of the first thinkers to anticipate 

India’s existence beyond the British dominion.  A well-rounded education was crucial for taking 

the first steps towards India’s freedom and beyond.  Many historians group Ram Mohun with the 

Anglicists.  Even though he was sympathetic to the Anglican cause, Ram Mohun differed from 

them.  He was not prepared to swap Eastern Scholasticism with Western Scholasticism.  
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Anglicists like Macaulay wanted English education in order to anglicize India and to create a 

population that would both willingly and efficiently promote the affairs of the British crown.  

Ram Mohun, on the other hand, wanted scientific education in lieu of Scholasticism.  Useful 

knowledge that would be rendered by scientific education would help India modernize quickly.  

Ram Mohun linked scientific education to Indian national development, which was continued by 

later Indian scientists such as Mahendra Lal Sircar and Jagadish Chandra Bose.  Modernization 

of India was necessary to achieve and sustain independence; hence the pursuit of science became 

inextricably linked with the nationalist agenda.   

Despite Orientalists’ efforts to preserve Indian languages and institutions, the Anglicist 

movement won its victory when a Resolution was passed on 7 March 1835 declaring that the 

object of the British Government was to promote European literature and science among the 

natives of India.  All the funds allotted for the purpose of education were redirected to the 

singular goal of English education.  Under the leadership of Governor General William Bentinck 

and Lord Macaulay, who was a member of the Governor-General’s Council, European literature 

and science were promoted and gained momentum.  However, the credit for the advancement of 

scientific education cannot go to Macaulay alone.  Historian Reena Chatterji, in her work points 

out that the activities of reformers such as Ram Mohun Roy, David Hare, and Alexander Duff 

influenced the decision-makers of the Government, especially Governor General Bentinck, in 

favor of scientific education.65  These independent groups worked outside of government control 

to set up schools to promote Western education.  In many cases, Indians allied with missionaries 

and other British individuals and groups to promote scientific education.  These new schools saw 
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a surge of students registering for English and science classes.  The success of these schools and 

the enthusiasm of the native students paved the way for the government to redirect funds to 

reform the Indian educational system. 

In the early nineteenth century, the field of education was flourishing due to the efforts of 

native scholars, British agents, and the British government.  The objective was to better the lives 

of the natives by introducing a curriculum based on western science and reason.  Ram Mohun 

was one of the foremost champions of the new science-based education.  His efforts were not 

merely confined to writing to the Governor General and the education committee.  He translated 

his thoughts into action by establishing various schools, some of which continue to exist and 

thrive.  In 1817, he stablished a school at Suripara in Calcutta that imparted free education for 

Hindu boys.  Their education was subsidized by Ram Mohun entirely, because it would not have 

been possible for the lower-middle class boys to afford English education.  It was one of the first 

private seminaries in the town and had nearly two hundred students.66  The distinguished 

students were transferred to an English class held in his garden-house in Upper Circular Road, 

under the charge of Mr. Morecroft.  When enrollment rose in his English class, Ram Mohun built 

a school near Cornwallis Square in 1823, which was later known as the Anglo-Hindu School.  

The Anglo-Hindu School combined religious and moral instructions along with language and 

science instructions.  A public examination of the students of the Anglo-Hindu school took place 

in 1828 in the Hurkuru office.  The students were examined in reading, spelling, grammar, and 

translation.  The more advanced students were “examined in Joyce’s Scientific Dialogues on 
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Mechanics, and Astronomy, in the first sixteen propositions of the first book of Euclid, and in 

translating into Bengalee a passage of Voltaire’s History of Charles XII of Sweden.”67  The 

students of the Anglo-Hindu school acquitted themselves to the satisfaction of the examiners.   

It was the only school, in Bengal, where all subjects were taught in Bengali, including 

science.  This school was subsidized by Ram Mohun, with some help from his English and 

Indian friends.  The Anglo-Hindu School also received the patronage of the Calcutta Unitarian 

Association and their members, such as David Hare and William Adam, assisted with the affairs 

of the school.  To encourage students and teachers, Ram Mohun made his schools free of charge 

for students and paid his teachers handsomely.  Mr. Morecroft, in charge of the English class 

received a salary of one hundred Rupees a month.  In the Anglo-Hindu School, there were two 

teachers, where one received 150 Rupees and the other 70 Rupees per month.  This kind of sum 

for teachers was abnormal, where even experienced teachers in Hindu College typically received 

30 Rupees per month.  As late as 1853, professors at the Government College drew a salary of 60 

to 70 Rupees per month.68  By rewarding his teachers, Ram Mohun encouraged educated men to 

become teachers themselves.  By offering free English education, he attracted boys from varied 

economic class to get Western education.  To Ram Mohan, this was a self-sustaining system, 

which created educated men and created jobs for those men.  His financial involvement was the 

mark of Ram Mohun’s earnest desire to educate his fellow countrymen, provide an intelligent 

workforce, and launch India into a path towards modernity. 
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Such was his commitment to the betterment of his countrymen that Ram Mohun aided in 

the genesis of many schools and institutions set up by British civil servants and missionaries.  He 

allied himself with the Baptists Missionaries of Serampore, and offered them land in order to 

build their school for the education of Indians.  James Bryce, the first Chaplain of the Church of 

Scotland in Calcutta, presented a petition to the General Assembly in Scotland stating the need 

for missionary activity in British India.  Ram Mohun, a regular attendee of the service at St. 

Andrew’s Church of Calcutta, supported Bryce’s petition, stating that the measure would bring 

religious and moral knowledge to India.69  As a response to Bryce’s petition, the Church of 

Scotland sent Alexander Duff to India in 1830.  Duff was one of the leading pioneers of 

Christian Education Missions in India.  He was greeted with enthusiasm by Ram Mohun, who 

procured a suitable place for the missionary school and provided the school with its first 

students.  During the opening ceremony, on 13 July 1830, Ram Mohun encouraged the students 

of the missionary school to shed their prejudices against reading the Bible.  He stated that 

“Christians like Horace Hayman Wilson, have studied the Hindu Sastras, and you know that he 

has not become a Hindu.”70 He offered himself as an example to encourage the students to keep 

an open mind.  He stated that he had read both the Bible and the Koran and was neither a 

Christian nor a Muslim.  To prove his point and set an example, Ram Mohun attended the daily 

Bible-lesson at the mission school.   

                                                           
69 Chakravarti, Commemoration Volume, 24; Chatterji, Impact of Raja Rammohun Roy, 72-73. 
 
70 A.F. Salahuddin Ahmed, “Rammohun Roy and his contemporaries” in Rammohun Roy and the 
process of modernization in India, ed. V.C. Joshi (Delhi: Vikas Publishing House pvt. Ltd., 
1975), 95; Chatterji, Impact of Raja Rammohun Roy, 74. 



 
 

36 
 

Ram Mohun’s attitude towards orthodox Hinduism, his monotheism, and encouragement 

of Western education might seem like a rejection of his Indian heritage.  But his intentions were 

solely to lay the foundation for modern India and prepare its people for the challenges of their 

changing situation.  He felt that the existing education system was not capable of challenging the 

new generation.  To bring about the Renaissance, Ram Mohun believed that English instruction 

was the most efficient method of conveying the ideas of Western science.  The Indian vernacular 

languages were not equipped to instruct modern science, since there were no translated works 

available for student instruction.  Hence, Ram Mohun allied himself with the missionaries and 

continued to plead with the British government to build schools and introduce English 

instruction.  With this objective in mind, Ram Mohun joined with David Hare and several other 

members of the Bengal community to found the Hindu College in 1817, one of the first higher-

level educational institutes.  The college had several names – Vidyalaya, Anglo-Indian College, 

Mahapathshala, and Native Hindu College.  It is currently known as the Presidency College.71  

David Hare and Ram Mohun put forth the proposal for a college, which was later submitted to 

Edward Hyde East, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, who became instrumental in setting up 

the college and serving as its first President.  The idea for the college received a resounding 

approval from respected Hindus and several British gentlemen.  The first meeting raised a sum of 

fifty thousand Rupees and promises of several more subscriptions. The principal object of the 

Hindu College was to develop the Bengali language, followed by teaching the English system of 

morals, grammar, writing, arithmetic, history, geography, and astronomy.72   
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The Hindu College, in Ram Mohun’s opinion was the start of the introduction of science 

and reason in the higher levels of education. Many of the schools like his Anglo-Hindu school 

and missionary school focused on the elementary education of Indians.  Hence a college that 

continued their work of instructing modern science was a necessity.  While the Hindu College 

owed its genesis to Ram Mohun and David Hare, Ram Mohun played no further part in the 

foundation and the daily affairs of the college.  Many of the orthodox Pundits objected to Ram 

Mohun’s continued presence and role in the foundation and management of the college.  The 

Pundits had been offended by Ram Mohun’s stance on orthodox Hinduism and his attack on 

idolatry.  To avoid any further problems and to maintain the continued support of the Pundits and 

orthodox Hindus, Ram Mohun removed himself from the affairs of the establishment of the 

Hindu College.73  He believed it was necessary that the proposed college come to fruition with 

the financial and moral support of the Hindu Pundits and his personal involvement was of little 

consequence. 

During Ram Mohun’s lifetime, India was emerging intellectually.  The Bengal 

Renaissance ushered in a phase of reawakening, where men of intelligence promoted the English 

language and modern science along with the study of Sanskrit, Persian, and the Hindu Shastras.  

Ram Mohun believed that the people of India had to become intimately aware of their social and 

political condition to affect meaningful change and achieve any progress.74  Hence he devoted 

his life to the pursuit of enlightening his countrymen by advocating rational, scientific, and free 

education.  To Ram Mohun, western education was incomplete without moral education as well.  
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Hence, he encouraged English missionary schools and set up the Brahmo Samaj, which launched 

an offensive against social injustices like the Caste System, widow burning, child marriage, and 

inequality between men and women.  The Brahmo Samaj’s stance for promotion of cultural and 

educational reform stemmed from Ram Mohun’s admiration for the liberal democratic culture of 

the West.75  Some of Ram Mohun’s objectives, free press, abolition of Suttee, scientific 

education, and dismantling of Hindu orthodoxy, were achieved during his lifetime.  But his work 

on education reform was continued by leaders of the next generation.  Some of them were 

followers of Ram Mohun and involved in the Brahmo Samaj movement.  The new leaders played 

a significant role in shaping the social and religious life of the country.  Keshub Chundra Sen of 

the Brahmo Samaj of India and Mahadev Govind Ranade of Prarthana Samaj all did considerable 

work in reshaping the field of education. 

From the early nineteenth century, education reform found its crusaders among the ranks 

of Indian religious groups, such as the Brahmo Samaj and Prarthana Samaj.  In the later 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the call for education reform came from groups like the 

Arya Samaj, the Ramakrishna Mission, and the Theosophy Movement.76  Ram Mohun was quick 
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to recognize that social reformation could not take place without a religious reformation because 

Hindu religious concepts dominated and governed Hindu society.  Hence the Brahmo Samaj, a 

movement that revived the Hindu Vedanta as its “bible,” was at the forefront of social reform.  

Early religious reformers believed that Indian religious reform was crucial to achieving a healthy 

social structure.  Additionally, religious reformers were attempting to build a religious outlook 

which would build up national unity and consolidate the rising new society along racial, 

religious, and ethnic lines.77  This religious reform could only happen if there was a uniform 

educational mechanism that instilled similar values and ideologies in the social consciousness.  

After his death in 1833, Ram Mohun’s successors, Keshub Chundra Sen and Mahadev Govind 

Ranade continued to promote social reforms, but their primary contribution was to education 

reform by promoting vernacular education, increased primary education, accessible education in 

rural areas, and reevaluating the examination system. 

Keshub Chundra Sen, a product of the Hindu College, was ambitious and bold.  Sen 

became disgruntled with the Brahmo Samaj’s continued occupation with the spiritual and 

religious field, left the Samaj and founded a new organization called the Brahmo Samaj of India 

in 1866.  Sen’s Brahmo Samaj of India was deeply influenced by the spirit of Christianity and 

advocated radical reforms within the Hindu Society.  Sen and his followers were in favor of 

more progressive reforms such as inter-caste and widow remarriage.78  However, one of their 
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primary social concerns was education.  Sen writes that “education will not only cultivate and 

improve the intellect of the nation, but will also purify its character.”79  He believed that a well-

organized system of education was critical for social reforms.  Like Ram Mohun, Sen believed 

that education was essential for national regeneration.  One of his hopes was for the education of 

the masses, to lift them out of their sad plight.  Sen advocated for the appointment of competent 

Indians as Inspector General of Vernacular Schools, establishment of evening schools to benefit 

agricultural and working classes, the teaching of rudimentary science, and delivery of popular 

lectures on accessible scientific subjects in village schools.  Sen also wanted to reform higher 

education to have limited class size, physical science lectures to have laboratory component, and 

increased emphasis on composition writing.   

In order to make change universal, Sen campaigned for the education of Indian women 

because he believed that women were an important component of the social network.  Sen 

wanted women to come out of seclusion and become useful members of society as faithful 

wives, good mothers, and obedient daughters and sisters.  According to Sen, unshackling from 

social drudgery would only be possible when everyone receives the benefit of modern education.  

Sen approached his education program with a nationalist perspective; he wanted women to 

receive moral education so they could form the foundation of a moral society by imparting their 
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ideals to their children.80  He encouraged moral education and the use of vernacular languages so 

that Indians remained tied to their native culture rather than lose themselves in western ideology.  

His belief was that English education should not be blindly transplanted, which would 

denationalize Indian men and women.  Instead, Sen wanted natives to be firmly grounded in the 

Indian culture while enhancing their worldview through western education.81 

Unlike the Brahmo Samaj of India, the Prarthana Samaj (Prayer Society) spread the spirit 

of Brahmo Samaj Movement beyond the borders of Bengal.  The formation of a prayer society in 

1867 marked the beginning of the Prarthana Samaj.  Much like the original Brahmo Samaj, the 

Prarthana Samaj rejected lifeless rites and ceremonies and harkened the believers to a purer form 

of worship.82  The Prarthana Samaj Movement was led by its charismatic leader Mahadev 

Govind Ranade, a Mahratta Brahmin from Poona in the Bombay Presidency.  He believed that 

the individual soul was in direct communion with the soul of the universe through faith, hope, 

and love.  Hence, a true believer had to look to ancient scriptures rather than put their faith in 

false ceremonies.83  In addition to being a religious reformer, he was also a fierce social 

reformer.  Ranade was a product of the Elphinstone Institution, where he was a student of Sir 

Alexander Grant and met several native students who would become his social and political 

collaborators.84  Under his guidance, the Prarthana Samaj spearheaded a powerful social reform 
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movement in India.  Ranade formed the Indian National Conference, an all-India body intended 

for social reform and national regeneration.  The Indian National Conference united various 

social reformers and associations, thus uniting political and social forces to harness the combined 

strength of the entire nation.  Ranade also devoted significant energy to channeling the 

educational system to generate a social awakening.  He believed that undue importance was 

given to the English language, while the vernaculars were neglected, which was the only way of 

reaching the masses.  He started a movement to get Indian universities to acknowledge the 

importance of vernacular languages and encourage their study.  

 Ranade was also disturbed by the lack of growth of some of the Indian Universities, 

especially Bombay University founded in 1857.  He recognized that the lack of funds and 

resources was hindering the progress of universities.  Ranade was instrumental in acquiring three 

and half lakhs of Rupees (24,000 Pounds) for Bombay University from the estate of the late 

Mungaldas Nathubhai.85  Ranade persuaded the industrialist, Jamsedji Tata and the enlightened 

and liberal section of the population to donate funds to set up a Post-graduate University of 

research in different branches of knowledge.  The Prarthana Samaj was also responsible for the 

foundation of the Deccan Education Society, which had its genesis as a nationalist school in 

Pune.  The school was established by Vishnu Krishan Chiplunker, whose nationalist rhetoric 

attracted the attention of nationalists like Bal Gangadhar Tilak, Agarkar and Gokhale, who later 

on became involved in the Independence Movement and served on the staff of the school.  

Ranade, too, became heavily involved with the running of this school.  The school transformed 

into the Deccan Education Society in 1884.  The Society adopted the task of establishing a 
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network of educational institutions for the spread of national education.  The national education 

aimed for self-reliance, patriotic spirit, inexpensive education, encouragement of vernaculars, 

and an education based on realistic curriculum.86   

Ram Mohun’s educational policies that had begun in Bengal spread to the various other 

Presidencies and was turned into a national phenomenon by his followers.  Within half a century, 

modern education, especially scientific education became a necessary component in nationalist 

ideology.  Ram Mohun’s primary goal was to replace eastern and western scholasticism with 

scientific instruction, which was the speediest route to modernize India.  In order to achieve this 

goal, Ram Mohun vigorously promoted the use of English language as the medium of 

instruction.  However, during Ram Mohun’s time education was still relegated to the upper 

echelons of the Hindu society.  Hence having English instruction was logistically possible.  But 

in the later nineteenth century, education was spreading to the rural parts of India, where 

vernacular instruction was the quickest means of disseminating knowledge.   The promotion of 

vernacular languages also became one of the rallying cries of various nationalist movements, 

which promoted Indian languages and religions to keep the natives grounded in Indian culture 

and promote a united front in their nationalistic endeavor. 

2.3 Awakening 

The Brahmo Samaj and its successors, the Brahmo Samaj of India, Prarthana Samaj, and 

Arya Samaj centered on religious reform and unity.  While these organizations contributed to 

religious and social changes, their direct political influence was nonexistent.  Until the early 

nineteenth century, associations were formed across religious and caste lines.  Associations were 
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bound by family ties, language restrictions, regional distinctions, and regional boundaries.  

However, during the course of the nineteenth century, associations were created by groups of 

educated men unified by their secular interests, which was to have a political presence to answer 

the negative policies of the British government.  These associations were held together by 

individuals with mutual skills, shared education, and unified objectives and resentments against 

the British.87  However, the early associations were limited by language, and were comprised of 

students, professional men, landlords, and merchants within a limited geographical area.  British 

rule perpetuated the destruction of cottage industries, trades, and agriculture, but extended 

modern education which imposed unities that were previously unknown to the subcontinent.  

This new unity allowed organizations to extend beyond its regional and linguistic boundaries.  

These were organizations whose genesis were humble, began to search for various methods to 

get the whole of India together, a trend which continued to stroke the embers of nationalism, 

culminating in the Indian National Congress.  “Associations brought nineteenth-century India 

across the threshold of modern politics.”88 It was one of the instances of educated men forming a 

group to address political change, as opposed to social or religious changes.  

With the establishment of the Hindu College in 1817, the Calcutta Medical College in 

1835, and myriad other private and public educational enterprises, Bengal had a thriving student 

and professional population.  The educated youth that were the product of western system of 

education were radical-minded, restless, and wanted social and political changes.  These men 
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directed their criticisms to the British misrule of India and the Hindu bigotry.  The man who 

sowed this seed of radicalism was the Eurasian professor, H.L.V. Derozio, at the Hindu College.  

Derozio was a passionate, nihilist thinker, who fired his students with a passion for truth and 

beauty.  He encouraged them to think and act freely without inhibitions.89  As a result some of 

Derozio’s best students from the Hindu College rallied around his leadership to start the ‘Young 

Bengal Movement.’  These radical-minded youths brought out a progressive periodical called the 

Parthenon, which criticized various bigoted Hindu practices as well as the policies of the British 

government.  The first issue of the periodical contained articles that advocated female education, 

denounced idolatry and superstition among Hindus, and issued the movement’s support for the 

political demand of trial by jury.90  However, the radical content of the periodical piqued the ire 

of the orthodox Hindu groups, leading to a severe backlash against the heretical thoughts. The 

Hindu periodical Chandrika demanded immediate action against the members of the Young 

Bengal Movement for their heretical actions.  After just one issue, the Parthenon was 

discontinued amid severe criticism. 

Despite the ignominious end of their periodical, the Young Bengal Movement continued 

to gain members and momentum.  By the late 1830s the young radicals were wiser and were not 

satisfied with sporadic meetings and small organizations.  They wanted an organization that was 

stronger, able to channel their creative activities, and spread knowledge throughout the country.  

To that end, Trainey Churn Banerjee, Ramgopaul Ghose, Ramtonoo Lahory, Tarachand 
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Chukerbuttee, and Rajkrishna Day proposed establishing an institution called “The Society for 

the Acquisition of General Knowledge.”  The proposal stated that the Society would create a 

“love of study, which will lead [them] to dive deeper than the mere surface of learning.”  It 

would also enable its members to “acquire a respectable knowledge on matters of general, and 

more especially of local interest.”91  The proposal was passed unanimously by nearly three 

hundred members in March of 1838.  The association commenced its operations on the 16 th of 

May 1838.  The Society was responsible for delivering twenty-nine discourses on various subject 

matters, until its close of operations in 12th February 1840.  The Society for the Acquisition of 

General Knowledge was one of the first such associations that actively promoted scientific and 

political knowledge to its members, and worked tirelessly to promote social awareness among 

the natives of Bengal. 

The Society for the Acquisition of General Knowledge encapsulated the nascent 

nationalism that was becoming prevalent among the educated class.  It contained undercurrents 

of political and social reform that would become the trademark of other Associations in the later 

nineteenth century.  Clubs like the Society for the Acquisition of General Knowledge were 

followed by political organizations that agitated for reform and sought to improve the political 

standings of select groups within the native population.  Until the 1870s, Indian politics remained 

in the hands of new associations that found their genesis during the late 1840s.  Premier among 

these was the British Indian Association, which was established in the Calcutta Presidency in 

1851.  The British Indian Association was the consolidation of two previous clubs, the 
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Landholders’ Society and the Bengal British India Society.  The Landholders’ Society was 

designed to specifically protect the rights of the landlords, however, the members of the Bengal 

British India Society spoke up for the rights of the peasants.  But the British India Association 

was created to address the universal rights of all Indians, ignoring caste, creed, place of birth, or 

rank in society.92  Similar associations cropped up in the Bombay and Madras Presidencies, but 

their political activities remained minimal.  The Calcutta Association took the lead in all political 

activities and petitions to the British government. 

The early nineteenth century was a time of political and administrative changes.  The 

East Indian Company Charter was up for renewal in 1853.  The British Indian Association saw 

this political event as an opportunity to manipulate change in the colonial government.  To that 

end, the Associations sent memorials and petitions to the British Parliament before the Company 

charter was renewed.  The early petitions called for reform of the “Legislative Councils and a 

greater share of public office for Indians.”  The petitions complained that Indians continued to be 

excluded from the “highest grades of public services.”93  Their agitations and petitions resulted 

in no policy changes in the colonial government.  However, the British Indian Association 

continued to appeal for Legislative Council reforms.  Additionally, the Association demanded 

the end of the salt monopoly in 1855, called for the extension of the Permanent Settlement, and 

reform of the courts.  It petitioned for a Commission of Inquiry into the Indigo riots, opened a 

famine relief fund in 1860, took a keen interest in plans for the Calcutta municipality, proposed a 
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Governor-in-Council for Bengal in 1868, and petitioned against the Native Marriage bill in 

1869.94  By the 1870s, the British Indian Association was the only political body that represented 

the enlightened native and was respected by the Government.  The British Indian Association 

was first among the many associations that rose up to protect the native political interest like The 

Indian League and The Indian Association.  To all subsequent associations, the British Indian 

Association served as a model.  Each iteration of these political associations brought natives 

closer to the Indian National Congress, which tried through legal means to affect change in the 

British policy, increase Indian representation in the colonial government, and improve the lives 

of the natives. 

With the establishment of these Clubs and Associations, many journals and newspapers 

became prolific.  These written mediums became the mouthpiece of their respective 

organizations.  The Hindu College students produced close to a dozen different journals between 

1828 and 1843.  Under the deft guidance of Ram Mohun Roy several vernacular journals and 

newspapers became prominent in Calcutta.  By 1877 there were 382 Anglo-Vernacular 

newspapers in circulation, of which 102 were in Bengal.  The Amrita Bazar Patrika and The 

Salobha Samachar boasted a circulation of over 2000.  The English language newspapers, the 

Hindu Patriot and the Indian Mirror became the premier Indian newspapers of Bengal.  

Similarly, the Rast Goftar (Truth Teller) was founded in the Bombay Presidency and The Hindu 

was established in the Madras Presidency.95  These newspapers had great influence on the 
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opinion of the native educated population.  The Indian press continued the British Indian 

Associations’ demand for legislative reform and increased native employment in the colonial 

government.   These native newspapermen often alluded to Indian nationality and unity, which 

transcend the bounds of family, religion, and state.  The newspapers, more than the Associations, 

were instrumental in creating a unity among the native intelligentsia because it reached a wider 

audience.  The vernacular press was widely read by all important persons in all 460 natives 

states.  These newspapers were read by every native employee of the Indian Administration, by 

students and teachers in the thousands of school and colleges, and by landed proprietors and 

merchants.  The government estimated a little more than 150,000 Anglo-Vernacular papers were 

in circulation in 1877.96  Many of the editors and writers of these newspapers became politicians 

in the 1870s.  The associations and the native newspapers of the mid-nineteenth century provided 

the training ground for the politicians of the Independence Movement later in the century.  

McCully states that there was a “traditional absence of patriotism or national feeling among the 

Hindus,” consequently, they extracted abstract ideas from associations and native newspaper 

writings and constructed “Hindu cultural nationalism.”97  These associations, journals, and 

newspapers were the first evidence of a revolution in the sub-continent, and their founders and 

editors became the leaders of this cultural uprising. 

Due to the proliferation of higher education, political consciousness grew undeterred 

during the later decades of the nineteenth century.  English became a common language that 
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linked the native intelligentsia.  Even though native intelligentsia were scattered over various 

parts of the peninsula, English language became the expedient means via which they exchanged 

ideas which further reinforced unity within their ranks.  “More and more the educated class 

became convinced that what a common religion had hitherto failed to achieve among Hindus, 

was at length being accomplished through the education, the language, the railways and material 

civilization which a beneficent government had seen fit to introduce in the course of the 

nineteenth century.” 98  To the natives, Indian unity was a product of British imperialism.  The 

radical element within the native society used this new unified front to attack the British Imperial 

machinations.  Into this emerging nationalist culture the Indian Association for the Cultivation of 

Science (IACS) was born.  It was an association that dealt with promoting pure science, 

becoming a showcase for emerging scientists, and encouraging the youth into a scientific career.  

Mahendralal Sircar, the founder of the IACS, found his inspiration within many of the older 

clubs and associations.  He was one of the prominent members of the Brahmo Samaj, which 

informed his understanding of the world and the study of science.  The IACS was established to 

promote science and elevate India onto the world stage.  Thus, IACS was one of the distinct parts 

of the emerging nationalist culture of the subcontinent.  It found its encouragement in the older 

religious and political associations, and served as an inspiration for many of the later scientific 

organizations.  Like the Brahmo Samaj that commenced the religious movement, and the British 

Indian Association which formed and expanded a cohesive Indian political movement, the Indian 

Association for the Cultivation of Science played a significant role in promoting and shaping the 

scientific movement in the subcontinent. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

SIRCAR AND THE ORIGINS OF HIS SCIENCE 
 
 

The latent (lit : unmanifest) supreme nature (Prakriti) is the progenitor of all created things.  She 
is self-begotten and connotes the three fundamental or primary virtues of Sattva, Rajas and 

Tamas.  She is imaged or embodied in the eightfold categories of Avyakta (unmanifest), Mahán 
(intellection), Ahamkára (Egoism) and the five Tanmátras or elementals (proper sensibles) and is 

the sole and primary factor in working out the evolution of the universe. 
-Suśruta Samhita, Śárira Sthánam (Section on Anatomy)99 

 
 Mahendralal Sircar can be fittingly referred to as the “Father of Modern Science in 

India;” as he prepared the ground for scientific research in India.  While setting up the Indian 

Association for the Cultivation of Science was the defining element of his life, Sircar received 

numerous distinctions and recognitions in his career.  Primarily, Sircar spent his life as a student 

of all science; he was an accomplished researcher and a well-regarded doctor, proficient in 

homeopathy and allopathy.  Sircar was elected a Fellow of the Calcutta University, in both 

Faculty of Arts (1870) and Faculty of Medicine (1878).  He was also an Honorary Magistrate 

between 1877 and 1902, and served as a Sheriff of Calcutta in 1877.  He was a member of the 

Legislative Assembly of Bengal (1877-1893).  He received his Doctorate of Law from the 

Calcutta University in 1898.  He was also a Life Member of the British Association for 

Advancement of Science and the French Astronomical Society.100  Mahendralal Sircar was an 

intellectual who had the gift of insight and erudition.  His multi-faceted interests included 

literature, music, religion, philosophy, and history.  Being an avid reader, during his lifetime, he 
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built an impressive library of eclectic books.  According to Arun Kumar Biswas,101 Mahendralal 

Sircar had a complex and enigmatic personality.  The sparseness of the primary source material 

on his early life has made it difficult to trace the various religious and scientific influences on his 

life and work.  But the philosophy that formed the central tenets of his life was scientific 

curiosity.   

 As the next generation of science promoters, Mahendralal Sircar became the torch-bearer 

of this movement, which he inherited from Ram Mohun Roy.  Sircar made his life’s pursuit to 

spread science education.  Ram Mohun, during his lifetime, outlined the first national outlook of 

science, which emphasized the promotion of Western science as opposed to the Indian liberal 

arts curriculum.  However, Ram Mohun left it to the government to set up schools and revamp 

the curriculum for the students.  Ram Mohun’s school focused primarily on educating Indians, 

from all social strata, in English.  His main focus was his commitment to the Brahmo Samaj and 

spreading his idea of mysticism.102  But Mahendralal Sircar came to realize that the status quo of 

Indian science education was unacceptable and became the personification of national science.  

His Association drew the support of many well-educated and rich Indians, as well as the British 

government.  Sircar’s influence transcended the boundaries of state and language.  He was 

instrumental in popularizing science, promoting the next generation of science-bearers, and 
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encouraging new research.  His Association was the first place for many scientists to conduct 

their experiments.  Indian science saw the likes of Jagadish Chandra Bose, Prafulla Chandra Ray, 

and Sir C.V. Raman (First Indian to win the Nobel Prize in physics), who were all associated 

with the Science Association.  The elevation of Indian science that Sircar wanted to accomplish 

remained a dream during his lifetime.  However, he had laid the foundation that bore fruit in the 

twentieth century, where scientific research became synonymous with Indian nationalism and 

freedom. 

3.1 Mahendralal Sircar’s early life and education 

 Sircar was born on November 2nd in 1833 to a poor family in Paikpara, a village eighteen 

miles west of Howrah, near Calcutta.  He lost his father at the age of five and his mother at the 

age of nine.  Both, he and his brother were raised by their maternal uncles, Iswar Chandra Ghosh 

and Mahesh Chandra Ghosh, one of whom was an affluent lawyer in Calcutta.103  The two 

brothers were given love, affection, and education by their loving uncles.  Sircar’s early 

education was started in a Primary School, known as Bangla Pathshala, where he was taught by a 

gurumahashaya (teacher) from his native village of Paikpara.  He was also taught the English 

alphabet by Babu Tarak Kumar Das of Nebutola, Calcutta.  Tarak Kumar’s influence as a teacher 

was so great that Sircar remembered him fondly until his own death.104  With the successful 
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completion of his primary education and his familiarity with the English language, Sircar was 

admitted to David Hare’s School in 1841.  According to Sarat Chandra Ghose, who published 

Sircar’s biography after his death, Sircar was very studious and won the affections of his teachers 

and friends by his friendly, polite manner.  Ghose notes that Sircar’s good behavior left such an 

impact on his teachers that when he fell seriously ill and was compelled to miss classes for a long 

time, even having his name removed from the school register, the Head Master, Babu 

Umacharan Mitter, remembering his studious nature, reenrolled him.  Sircar studied at the Hare 

school till 1849, where he also distinguished himself by securing a ‘junior scholarship,’ and was 

promoted to the Hindu College.  At the College, Sircar engaged in the study of natural 

philosophy, geometry, astronomy, mathematics, and science.  He remained at the Hindu College 

until 1854, grounding himself in the basics.  Ghose states that here too, he quickly became the 

favorite of his teachers.  He won the affection and good graces of the Principal, Mr. Sutcliffe, 

and that of his Mathematics, Literature, and Philosophy professors.105 

 The Hindu College, however, could not provide adequate curriculum for Sircar’s 

“inherent attraction for the mystery of science.”  As his tenure at the Hindu College progressed, 

Sircar was attracted more and more to his science courses.  However, the class lectures, library, 

and laboratory facilities remained inadequate for higher scientific education.106  Despite 

Professor Sutcliffe’s objections, Mahendralal Sircar enrolled at the Calcutta Medical College.  

Much like in the previous institutions, Sircar became a model student, popular with the faculty 
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and students at the Medical College.  He became very close to Dr. Archer, the professor of 

optics.  Ghose recounts an anecdote about how Sircar spent his leisure time, depicting his 

studiousness, where during his second year of LMS, Sircar used to listen to the lectures of the 

nearby classroom standing in the corridor during his leisure period.  Once Professor Archer 

posed a difficult question regarding the anatomy of the eye to his fifth-year students that none of 

his students could answer correctly.  Sircar, overheard the question while collecting medicine 

from a close by dispensary, answered the question correctly from the hallway.  After this 

incident, Professor Archer invited Sircar to attend his clinic regularly.  Ghosh claims that this 

incident enhanced Sircar’s popularity among the faculty and professors Eatwell, Goodeve, 

Wilson, Fryer, Chatterjee, and Chowdhury became his benefactors.  He was requested by the 

faculty of the Calcutta Medical College to deliver a series of lectures on the “mechanism of eye 

as an optical instrument,” which was well attended.  Concurrently, Sircar was invited by the 

Bethune Society to lecture on the “adaptation of the human eye to distance.”107   

 According to Ghose’s accounts, Mahendralal Sircar had an illustrious career at the 

Calcutta Medical College, where he earned numerous medals, prizes, and scholarships in 

Physics, Chemistry, Botany, Medicine, Physiology, Midwifery, and Surgery.  Ghose also credits 

Sircar with having a keen intellect which made him inquisitive about all subject matters, so much 

so, that he had the habit of gathering sources from outside of the college library to satiate his 

thirst for knowledge.  Ghose claims that by doing this extra work, Sircar became more 

knowledgeable than some of his professors.108  In 1860, Sircar sat for his L.M.S exams and 
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passed them.  Finally, in 1863, at the request of Dr. Fayrer, Sircar appeared for his M.D. 

Examination and secured the top honors.  He became the second Indian to earn his M.D. from 

the Calcutta University (the first M.D. was awarded to Dr. Chunder Kumar Dey).  Sircar’s tenure 

at the Calcutta Medical College proved very fruitful for him in his professional and personal life.  

In 1855 just after he had entered the Medical College, he was tied in the bonds of matrimony.  In 

August of 1860 his only son Amrita Lal Sircar was born.  After obtaining his medical degree, 

Sircar set up his private practice in Calcutta and became a famed medical doctor within a few 

years.  He was widely regarded as one of the best doctors in nineteenth-century Calcutta.  He 

was solicited by patients from every social stratum, and became doctor to royalty, businessmen, 

artists, philosophers, and lay men.  Even though he had a traditional training, Sircar was known 

for his fierce medical independence by his fellow professionals and the laity.109 However, when 

it came to homoeopathy he denounced it with vehemence equal to that of his fellow medical 

practitioners.  He was asked to give a speech at the preliminary meeting of the Bengal branch of 

the British Medical Association, where he alluded “to Homoeopathy as one of the various 

systems of quackery.”  He believed that homoeopathy “owed its rise and temporary triumph to 

the [allopathic] profession being unmindful of the following facts, namely, that all diseases are 

not curable, that many diseases, which…interference can do nothing for, are sometimes better 

left alone and to nature, and that quacks and charlatans stepping in when patients are deserted, 

often effect cures which perhaps [allopaths] had been retarding.”110  Sircar referred to 
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homoeopaths as “leeches” that preyed on the already infirm with their false medicines and 

practices.  He believed that the homoeopaths were taking credit for cures when diseases had 

already run its course through the patients’ system.  In short, he believed that homoeopathic 

medicine had no measurable effect, nature and the patient’s own body were responsible for the 

cure.  In his later writings, Sircar admits that his hate for homoeopathy stemmed from the fact 

that he knew nothing about its practice except from its caricatures by orthodox opponents.  

Additionally, he found the theory of treating ailments with infinitesimal doses and the law of 

using drugs with similar pathogenetic effects to the pathological condition of the patient, which 

were the central tenets in homoeopathy, to be absurd and futile.   

3.2 Homoeopathy 

 Sircar’s early hate for homoeopathy reflects the rigidity of nineteenth-century medical 

practices, where any practice that did not conform to traditional medical practices was 

considered ineffective and the practitioners labelled as leeches and quacks.  Homoeopathy, from 

its genesis was marginalized by mainstream medicine and its practitioners were ostracized from 

the medical community.  Homoeopathic principles were laid out by Dr. Samuel Hahnemann, a 

German national, born in Meissen, Saxony in 1755.  He studied medicine in Leipzig and Vienna, 

finally earning his M.D. from the University of Erlangen in 1779.  After practicing in several 

cities, Hahnemann settled in Leipzig.  After years of extensive experimentation, he put forth the 

principles of Homoeopathy.111  Homoeopathic medicine was guided by the primary principle of 

Simila similibus curentur, which means “let likes be treated by likes.”  Homoeopathic tenets also 
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expounded the principle of individualization of the patient, where curing any affliction or 

condition was approached holistically and prescribed minimal dosage.  Hahnemann believed that 

the administered remedy should cure the disease without having adverse effect on the patient.  In 

keeping with the theme of treating the patient as an individual, as opposed to just the diseased 

organ, Hahnemann discontinued the practice of bloodletting.  He identified blood as the “fluid of 

life” and was convinced that by draining the blood out of an already weak system was causing 

additional harm to the patient.112  By presenting and practicing these homoeopathic rules, 

Hahnemann alienated his fellow practitioners and the apothecaries.  He was unwanted in every 

town where he tried to settle. He finally moved to Leipzig and opened a practice that attracted 

many disciples who carried his teachings to other countries.  He is known for his work in 

preventative medicine, hygienic practices, and humane treatment of mental patients.  Hahnemann 

espoused an alternate ideology that rebuked the mainstream medical practices.  Despite an 

increasing number of followers, however, homoeopathy was marginalized and deemed as 

quackery by traditional medical practitioners. 

The war between the allopaths and homoeopaths was in full-force during the mid-

nineteenth century.  The distrust and the misunderstanding between the two branches of western 

medicine that arose in Germany was transplanted to India, where the conventional practitioners, 

who were mainly European, refused to accept homoeopathy as a viable medical practice and Dr. 

Mahendralal Sircar became caught in the crosshairs.  Homoeopathy was brought to India by 

missionaries, and even used by amateur practitioners in the civil and military services.  
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According to Sarat Chandra Ghosh, Dr. Mullens of the London Missionary Society was the first 

person to distribute homoeopathic remedies to sick people in Bhowanipore, Calcutta in the early 

nineteenth century.113  The early history of homoeopathy in India is not well documented and the 

narrative of the rise of homeopathic practices remains vague.  Early missionary accounts also 

indicate that German missionaries treated patients on the Bengal shores.  However, the first 

recorded case of homoeopathic use was by Dr. Martin Honigberger, a physician and student of 

Dr. Hahnemann.  In the 1830s, when Maharaja Ranjit Singh of Punjab fell ill and found no relief 

or cure from native medical systems of ayurvedha and unani, nor from allopathic medicines, Dr. 

Honingberger who was invited from Germany in 1839, cured the ailment.114   However, it must 

be noted that Maharaja Ranjit Singh died the same year, thus throwing the efficacy of 

Honingberger’s cure in some doubt.  However, by the 1850s, homoeopathic hospitals were 

started by surgeon Samuel Brooking in South India.  Homoeopathy was also used to treat the 

cholera outbreak in Diamond Harbour by Dr. Rutherford Russel and Dr. Cooper.115  It was also 

employed unofficially in some of the dispensaries in Calcutta.  The credit for planting the roots 

for homoeopathy goes to European homoeopaths of Calcutta, mainly, Dr. Cooper, Dr. 

Rutherford, Dr. Berigny, Dr. Salazar, and Dr. C.F. Tonnere.   The first homoeopathic hospital in 

Calcutta was established in 1853 and flourished under the superintendence of Dr. Tonnere.116   
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Homoeopathy, in the Bengal province, was made popular by Dr. Rajendralal Dutta.  He 

was the son of a famous businessman, Akrur Dutta of Wellington Square.  Rajendralal Dutta was 

born into fortune, but pursued his studies in traditional medicine in his early life.  However, he 

converted to homoeopathy, believing in its superiority, set up his practice in the new medical 

system.  Dutta became a famed homoeopath, curing many serious cases, becoming a legend in 

the annals of homoeopathic writings.  By effecting cures, Dutta converted many intelligent and 

educated laymen, one of whom was Pundit Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, a famed Bengal 

reformer.117  Despite his success and increasing support of educated laymen, Dutta was unable to 

influence and convert any medical professionals.  He realized that conversion of medically 

trained doctors was important for the spread of homoeopathic practices.  Only a doctor could 

judge the severity of the disease and the efficacy of the homoeopathic medicines.  For all his 

efforts, Rajendralal Dutta was termed a fraud and a gullible fool who had fallen victim to a 

mischievous quackery.  The medical community, including his friends, deserted him completely. 

Despite his alienation, Dutta did not deviate from his chosen path and was convinced of 

the efficacy of homoeopathy. His personal experiences with homoeopathy helped him remain 

strong in his conviction.  He believed that he could impart those convictions to any medical man, 

provided they were willing to listen to him and watch some of his cases.  It was not until 

Rajendralal Dutta heard Sircar’s speech at the British Medical Association, in 1863, denouncing 

homoeopathy that he saw a possible convert to the new medical system.  Sircar later wrote that 

“when [Dutta] read my speech he found something in it, as he told me afterwards, which inspired 
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him with the hope that he had at last found a professional whom he would be able to bring over 

to his side, that is, to the side of truth.”118  Rajendralal Dutta spared no pains to convert 

Mahendralal Sircar, by sending him pamphlets and urging Sircar to observe and investigate the 

practice of homoeopathy.  However, Sircar continued to resist Dutta’s endeavors, as he says, 

“out of deep-rooted prejudice” and refused to “lose time and professional dignity” by watching 

medical cases that were being treated by a layman.119 

 Mahendralal Sircar became open to the idea of homoeopathic medicine by an act of 

coincidence.  His friend, Kissory Chand Mitra, the editor of the Indian Field, who was ill-

disposed to homoeopathy handed Sircar Morgan’s Philosophy of Homoeopathy to review.  Sircar 

believed that this would be his single best opportunity to rebuke homoeopathy and silence 

Rajendralal Dutta.  It was the first book on homoeopathy that Sircar had ever read, and he 

believed that he could write off a quick review.  However, his initial reading of the pamphlet was 

not enough for Sircar to write a proper review.  Sircar writes, “I was convinced that I could not 

review it properly before reading it a second time.”  With his subsequent reading of the book, 

Sircar became convinced that he knew nothing about homoeopathy and could not dismiss it in 

good conscience.  He states, “On a second careful perusal that conviction was forced upon me 

that no opinion can and ought to be passed on a system which was alleged to be based upon 

facts, and which boldly challenged an appeal to facts.”120  Despite his prejudice, Sircar was 
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ambivalent about rejecting a system that he knew nothing about.  Sircar lived by a medical creed 

that compelled him to give homoeopathy a chance by examining the facts.  He writes that 

everyone has to have their own creed, which, “…we shall not only tolerate but show due respect 

towards the creed and the opinions of others, whenever sincere and temperately expressed.”  

Sircar expounds that when one’s beliefs are challenged, instead of angry retaliation, he calls for 

calm assessment of the opinions of others.  Additionally, he states, “we do not pretend to have 

the monopoly of wisdom and of truth.  We shall not ignore facts which we cannot account for, or 

which clash against our pre-conceived ideas.”  According to Sircar any one system or belief does 

not have the authority on knowledge. If nothing is known about an ideology or medical system, 

he states that medical professional cannot ignore it out of their dogmatism.  He concludes the 

exposition of his creed with the following: “facts such as these will only serve to stimulate us to 

further and more careful inquiry, and we shall always allow them to exert upon us the 

wholesome influence of moderating our dogmatism.”121  He believed that the careful inquiry of 

new facts and information will continually evolve medical practice and keep medical 

professionals amenable to new ideas and practices, which will benefit society.  This exploration 

of facts and moderation of dogmatism was Sircar’s principle that guided, not only his scientific 

pursuits, but informed every aspect of life.   

 Now that Sircar was open to exploring the facts of homoeopathic medicine, he could only 

turn to Rajendralal Dutta.  Sircar was ready to sacrifice his professional dignity and watch 

Dutta’s, a layman’s, cases.  Sircar states that he did not mind being Dutta’s clinical clerk to 

arrive at the truth, which, he believed, was vital to the advancement of the medical profession 
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and the betterment of humanity.  He agreed to observe cases with Dutta and even convinced him 

to keep his patients under strict regimen, without any medicine until it was absolutely necessary.  

Some of the patients recovered under the regimen alone, and without any medication.  However, 

Sircar states that it became very clear that some others had to be given medicine, since regimen 

alone was not benefitting them.  He notes that “a great many recovered, and the incurables were 

benefited.”  Sircar was impressed by the efficacy of the medicine and was decided to conduct 

trials of homoeopathic medicines by himself in the cases that resisted his traditional treatments.  

From his trials, he found that the new course of treatment was far more effective and even 

proved “miraculous” in some instances.122   

 True to his motto, Sircar studied the facts of homoeopathy and conducted trials for an 

entire year.  During his trials, he prepared his own medicines and prescribed them according to 

the homoeopathic principles.  From his experiments, Sircar concluded that homoeopathy was not 

quackery as he had previous thought.  To him, the efficacy of homoeopathic medicine was 

undeniable and he believed that it was a viable treatment method.  Sircar believed that it was his 

duty to bring his experience out in the open and share it with his peers.  He saw medicine as a 

sacred profession that should use any means necessary to cure diseases, ameliorate suffering, and 

prolong life.  When Sircar communicated his altered convictions to one of his old professors 

from medical school, he was advised to keep his homoeopathic beliefs to himself and continue to 

administer traditional medicines.  However, Sircar believed that he could not withhold this 

discovery from the rest of the medical professionals.  He was morally obligated to advance new 

discoveries.  Sircar believed that his friends who supported and even cheered him on when he 
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denounced homoeopathy would listen to the facts that he would present to them in defense of the 

practice. 

Mahendralal Sircar delivered a speech in support of homoeopathy, “On the Supposed 

Uncertainty in Medical Science and on the Relationship between Diseases and their Remedial 

Agents,” at the fourth annual Medical Association Meeting in February 1867.  In his speech, 

Sircar outlines the positives of the homoeopathic system and questions traditional medicine.  He 

encourages his fellow doctors to investigate his claims and come to their own conclusions.  

Sircar starts by stating that “a little experience convinced me that the system in which I was 

brought up was exceedingly defective and unscientific.” Sircar came to the conclusion that 

allopathic practices were too meddlesome and cures too extreme, which often caused unwanted 

side effects in patients.  In his speech, Sircar states that diseases that have baffled traditional 

doctors were treated by native Kaviraj or Hakim with very little effort, using mild doses.  He 

accuses the traditional medical practitioners of conducting heroic and extreme measures, which 

caused additional harm to patients’ systems.  He further states that “Hahnemann had succeeded 

in discovering one of the very best guide laws of the selection of remedies.”123  Sircar 

encourages his fellow practitioners to investigate and adopt Hahnemann’s small dose theory, 

which does not inflict additional problems upon an already ailing patient’s body.   

In addition to adopting the theory of infinitesimals, Sircar asked his fellow doctors to 

embrace the theory of treating likes with likes.  This theory states that diseases could be treated 

with drugs that could induce the disease-like symptoms in a healthy body.  In his speech at the 

Medical Association, Sircar states that, “Drugs, in fact, derange the system, by reason of their 
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peculiar affinities for particular organs, or by reason of their peculiar influence over the nervous 

system, or probably, by reason of both these combined.”  Drugs have the ability to affect a 

specific system in a healthy body, mimicking the effects of a particular disease.  According to 

Sircar, it was important to study the pathogenesis of each drug so that they can be used to 

counter the effects of a disease with similar effects.  He further states that “it is possible to select 

a drug whose recorded pathogenesis will coincide, or very nearly coincide, with the pathological 

condition of a patient.”  Often times, drugs that are not traditionally used to cure a specific 

disease would be the key to curing the patient, due to its similar pathogenesis with the disease.  

In keeping with Hahnemann’s theory of likes curing likes, Sircar through his preliminary 

experiments concludes that a drug with similar pathogenesis “if administered, will exert its own 

influence upon the tissues and organs at fault, and unless it be identical with the cause of the 

disease, it will exert a different influence from that already existing in the economy, and thus 

lead to the removal of the morbid influence.”124  In keeping with this theory, Sircar used many 

traditional medicines unconventionally.  In his case studies, Sircar used “arsenic and verartrum” 

to treat cholera successfully.  He gives evidence that a Dr. Black used arsenic to treat cholera and 

published his findings in the Lancet in 1857.  Sircar asserts that even Hippocrates administered 

“white hellebore” to counter cholera successfully.  Encouraged by his medical ancestors, Sircar 

conducted trials with “aconite (wolf’s bane), belladonna (nightshade), nux vomica (strychnine 

tree), ipecacuanha, phosphorus, vegetable charcoal, sulphur,” and many others.  His conclusion 
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was that when applied under the principles of homoeopathy, these remedies were instrumental in 

curing many of his cases.125  

Given the state of conventional medicine in the nineteenth century and its deleterious 

effects on patients, it is not surprising that Sircar believed that a non-invasive technique was 

required to treat patients.  Trusting his empirical findings from his homoeopathic experiments, 

Sircar placed his faith in homoeopathy.  Given his adherence and reverence for the empirical 

method, it is not surprising that Sircar accepted the efficacy of homoeopathy.  He saw himself as 

a medical professional who served humanity, alleviating suffering and curing diseases.  So he 

believed that the medical profession should not inflict more harm on the patients.  By 

experimenting with homoeopathy, Sircar realized that many of the allopathic regimens sought to 

treat the patients using a concoction of various drugs, which often adversely affects the patients’ 

already compromised system.  In his speech at the Association, Sircar states, “the great aim of 

our art should be, indeed, to produce as little of these extraneous disturbances as possible.  The 

perfection of Medicine should consist in the simple removal of disturbances already present, 

without the production of new ones.”126  Sircar found the simplicity of homoeopathy, which uses 

one drug, at its minimal dosage, to affect the diseased system, refreshing and an ideal practice 

that aligned with his medical ethics and creed.  In keeping with his creed, Sircar urged his 

medical brethren to stop disputing facts and not stigmatize their fellow practitioners who 

earnestly believe in the imperfections of the medical arts, and seek to find medical truth 

irrespective of its popularity.  Sircar continued to assert that it was easier to test the validity of 
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homoeopathy by observing cases and experimenting.  He believed that only by experimentation 

one can arrive at a truth, “whereas any amount of reasoning in the abstract can only lead to a 

conclusion in which nothing will be concluded.”  Sircar urged the Medical Association to shed 

its dogmatism and prejudice and conduct experiments, which was the only way to discern truth 

from fiction.127 

Sircar’s speech at the Association was met with thunderous silence, followed by an 

uproar from his fellow physicians, and a physical tussle for his hastily written speech.  Sircar 

later stated that the Bengal Branch of the Medical Association emulated the parent Association in 

its bigotry.  He was called a homoeopath, a gullible who had relinquished his values to quackery.  

However, Sircar continued to protest that he was not a homoeopath, but a physician using any 

and all means to alleviate the patients’ suffering.  At the end of the meeting, Sircar was removed 

as a member from the Medical Association and ostracized by his peers.  Mahendralal Sircar 

returned home broken hearted, but remained strong of conviction.  He wrote, “I am a farmer’s 

son and will better live by humble work, but what I have known as truth must be told and worked 

upon.”128  The loss of his practice was “sudden and complete” and he remained without a client 

for nearly six months.  When his former patients came to him as a last resort, they asked him to 

prescribe his old remedies and refused to take any of his new medicines.  The powerful Calcutta 

doctors, such as Dr. Rathson, Dr. Ewert, Dr. Collins, and Dr. Waller became a powerful lobby 

against Sircar.  They published various articles in Bengali and English newspapers that 
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questioned Sircar’s emotional and mental state for accepting the validity of homoeopathy.129  

However, both his new opponents and well-wishers remained stunned by Sircar’s devotion to 

homoeopathy in the face of such public pressure.  Despite his loss of credibility and his practice, 

Sircar remained stubborn in his conviction and continued to investigate and experiment with 

homoeopathy and added to his knowledge of various drugs.   

During his lean period, Sircar was sustained by his belief that the truth about his vision of 

homoeopathy would eventually triumph.  Despite repeated remonstrance from his friends and 

well-wishers, Sircar refused to budge from his faith.  When his old master, Babu Thakur Dass 

Dey kept advising him to disavow his new beliefs and print a retraction, Sircar stated that he 

“would rather give up [his] profession and take to any other calling or even starve, than disavow 

the truth.”130  He believed that homoeopathy would be accepted and incorporated into standard 

medical practice.  He also knew that homoeopathy needed an advocate, someone who was 

trained as a medical doctor, who could speak with authority on medical matters, and show 

proficiency in recognizing the gravity of an illness.  Rajendralal Dutta had many “miraculous” 

cures under his belt and was respected among homoeopathic practitioners.  However, many of 

his patients appealed to him as a last resort, when no other cure worked for their ails.  Since he 

had many extreme cases, fatalities were common.  Fatal results under Dutta’s medically 

untrained hands was detrimental to the homoeopathic cause.   As an amateur, Dutta’s practice 
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was considered unethical and he was seen as someone who preyed on the fear of the hopeless.131  

So, Sircar was convinced that a medically trained professional was required to promote the cause 

of homoeopathy and give it medical credence.  He took up the position of promoting that cause.   

3.3 A new path 

After his unceremonious ouster from the Medical Association, following his speech, 

Sircar was termed as a quack by his friends, mentors, and contemporaries.  However, he 

remained faithful to his vision of incorporating homoeopathy with mainstream medicine as 

standard practice.  Sircar’s fall from grace was captured publicly by newspapers and journals.  

He was both disparaged and offered support via this medium.  Both English and vernacular 

newspapers carried stories about the events of the Medical Association and the subsequent 

articles condemning Sircar or in support of him.  On the one hand, Sircar was disparaged by his 

colleagues, but many of the newspapers were printing their support for Sircar, if not for 

homoeopathy, but for his empiricism and scientific curiosity.  For instance, The Hindoo Patriot 

on the March 4th, 1867 recognized Sircar as someone who had always been “medically 

independent,” often deviating from the conventional methodologies.  The article further 

lamented that the Association members were complicit in “denouncing enquiry.”  The editor felt 

that even a bitter discussion would have been acceptable to the use of “numbers and brute force” 

used by the members to quell “reason and facts.”  The editor reminds them that in addition to 

being professionals, they also practiced and taught a science.  If they had any respect for the art 

of science, members should recognize that “hostility to enquiry” takes away from the scientific 

character of the profession.  The editor concluded the article by asking the Medical Association 
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members to keep the scientific spirit alive in the medical professional because, as he stated, “no 

other science touches us more closely.”132  On the same date, the editors of The Englishman also 

expressed their regret about Sircar’s treatment at the hands of his colleagues.   Sircar’s defense 

by these newspapers showed a trend among the native educated to give due diligence to the 

scientific process and shed scientific dogmatism. 

Sircar wrote that “I must not content myself with merely practicing the system…I must 

help in the development, and do all in my power to diffuse a knowledge of it among the 

profession and the public.”133  Sircar recognized that he still had much to learn about 

homoeopathic practice, but at that moment, he was the only medically trained professional who 

could credibly promote homoeopathy to the mainstream professionals and patients.  However, 

after his unsuccessful speech at the Medical Association, Sircar’s words were not welcome in 

any of the medical journals, mainly the Indian Medical Gazette, which was the mouthpiece for 

the Indian medical community.  Sircar knew that he could not use lay journals, which would 

prove to be inadequate, futile, and undignified.  It quickly dawned on him that he would have to 

create a journal that would provide a platform for homoeopathic and other medical articles.  He 

recognized that he had to be the architect of a platform that would enable his voice to be heard 

and fulfil his mission.  So, Sircar, singlehandedly started a medical journal that he used as a 

vehicle to promote homoeopathy, which also became the medium through which he promoted 

his nationalist enterprise, the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science. 
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The encouragement of the press spurred Sircar to risk the establishment of an inclusive 

journal, The Calcutta Journal of Medicine, launched in January of 1868.  Sircar stated that the 

publishing of the journal silenced opposition from his lay countrymen, as they saw that he was 

not the fool that his colleagues were declaring him to be.  At the opening of the journal, Sircar 

quotes Charaka, generally known as the father of medicine from ancient India and author of 

medical treatise, Charaka Samhita, “that alone is the right medicine which can remove disease; 

He alone is the true physician who can restore health.”134  This epitaph reflects Sircar’s creed 

that medicine is to use any means in his disposal to restore a diseased body.  The very first 

volume of the journal included Sircar’s creed.  Sircar begins by equating medicine and religion 

as spiritual sisters who have “more than one faith amongst its votaries.”  By comparing religion 

to medicine, Sircar calls upon India’s rich religious traditions that has included many different 

sects and religious beliefs.  With this comparison, Sircar hopes to make medical profession 

inclusive of various systems.  Sircar explains that his journal will shed medical dogmatism and 

pre-conceived ideas and give due diligence to all facts and respect all creeds.  He admits that the 

law of likes curing likes is not perfect and is not the only therapeutic science.  He admits that he 

“does not overlook the action of other laws in the process of cure.”  He also leaves the question 

of dosage open-ended, when he states that “the question of dose is still an open one in all the 

systems of medicine.”  This questioning of the dosages showed Sircar’s detractors that he was 

not tied to homoeopathy exclusively and showed his inclusive ideology to the rest of the medical 

community.135   
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Within his creed, Sircar encourages doctors to have an inclusive outlook, stating that “we 

ought not to be wedded to any particular system of treatment.”  He calls on his varied experience 

to point out that the medical community has witnessed many remarkable recoveries under all 

sorts of treatment.  According to Sircar, it is advantageous for a medical professional to be 

sensible of the imperfection of the system, as then he will be forced to explore other medical 

options, and consult the accumulated clinical experience of the world, which is a valuable 

resource that any medical professional cannot afford to ignore.  Sircar realized that this was a 

radical concept, entertaining a variety of beliefs on the same subject, often conflicting.  He 

understood that this would mark him as inconsistent, but consistency, according to him was 

another word for prejudice and ignorance.  Sircar often stated that one must “allow facts to 

modify…opinions, and not [allow] opinions to distort facts.”136  After the events of the Medical 

Association, Sircar, cut off from other forms of professional communication, was only able to 

defend his medical ideology through his medical journal.  He hoped that his stance on inclusivity 

would remove the stigma associated with homoeopathy or any other medical system termed as 

quackery.   

Sircar hoped that the journal would serve as a medium to explain his medical philosophy 

to the rest of the community.  He intended the medical journal as an additional supply of medical 

papers that would record facts in medicine, not as a rival to the already established journals.  He 

was aware that his journal was not only nascent but also very small in terms of contribution.  He 

hoped and worked for increased support to develop the journal and realize its full potential and 

understood that the journal fully depended on the mercy of the profession and the public to bring 
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it to maturity.  Sircar admits that he would not have undertaken the effort of publishing the 

Calcutta Medical Journal, if he did not expect contributions from the medical community.  The 

response from the newspapers and the lay community after the negative response from the 

Medical Association encouraged Sircar to build a platform for an inclusive medical journal. 

The Calcutta Journal of Medicine became Sircar’s mouthpiece for propagating 

homoeopathy.  He included many of his successful cases in the journal.  Sircar recounted each 

case with details including the disease, its symptoms, the medicines that he prescribed to the 

patient, and the response of the patient.  Through the perusal of the medical journal, it can be 

gleaned that Sircar was successful in treating “Cholera, Jaundice, Hysteria, Plurici (rib pains), 

Herma (type of hernia), Cataract, and Neuralgia patients” with homoeopathy.  His journal 

recorded many of his cases in such clinical detail that they can be used as an instruction 

manual.137  Evidence from the medical journal and his personal diaries indicates how successful 

Sircar became with his homoeopathy.  In addition to treating his regular patients, Sircar came to 

treat some of the celebrities of Bengal.  He treated reformers such as “Vidyasagar, Radhakanta 

Deb, Dwarakanath, Nabinchandra Sen, and Gopalchandra Lahiri.”138  He also treated Lord 

Dufferin, Viceroy of India from 1884 to 1888, and his wife, Lady Dufferin.  However, Sircar’s 

most famous patient was Thakur Ramakrishna, with whom he had many theological debates.139 
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Establishing The Calcutta Journal of Medicine served Sircar well in his career and in his 

nationalistic enterprise.  Through the journal, Sircar was able to explain his medical philosophy 

to the medical community.  Very quickly after the inception of the journal, Sircar saw a general 

acceptance of his medical practice and his practice grew in size.  He treated some of his poorer 

patients for free at his residence, however, the number of patients requiring free medical care 

grew so much that he had to set up a charitable dispensary.140  Through his copious publishing 

and humanitarian work, Sircar was able to win over many of the medical practitioners, not to 

homoeopathy, but to accept his way of medical practice.  Chittabrata Palit states, “his many-

sided genius, fortitude and devotion to truth attracted many among his rivals.”141  Chief among 

his detractors, Kenneth Mcleod, a famous surgeon, was won over by Sircar’s adherence to 

homoeopathy based on scientific principles, and his unwavering devotion to truth.  Mcleod 

believed that “Dr. Sircar’s espousal of homoeopathy was honest and granted on the belief that it 

furnished with a fundamental scientific principle which placed medical practice on a higher 

plane.”142  Sircar became successful in his unique medical practice.  He set a precedent where a 

trained medical doctor adopted homoeopathy into his medical practice.  While it was not adopted 

by mainstream doctors, Sircar and his practice of homoeopathy was accepted by his peers in 

Bengal.   

Many in the medical community came to view Sircar as a medical practitioner who also 

practiced homoeopathy.  Sircar’s fame as a medical practitioner spread throughout Bengal by the 

                                                           
140 The Calcutta Journal of Medicine iii, no.1/2 (1874): 49-50. 
 
141 Palit, Mahendralal Sircar, 47. 
 
142 Arun Kumar Biswas, Science in India (Calcutta: Firma K.L. Mukhopadhyay, 1969), 51. 



 
 

75 
 

end of the century.  In 1899 C. J. Hallifax, Commissioner of the Plague Commission, recruited 

Sircar and his medical expertise to determine if the current epidemic in Calcutta was a plague 

and discuss the effects of preventative inoculation and curative serum.  Sircar records in his diary 

on 2nd January 1899, “received a letter in the evening from the secretary to the Indian Plague 

Commission.”143  In his response, Sircar intimates to the committee that as a homoeopath he is 

considered as an outcast and he does not impose his opinion on the government or any of his 

colleagues.  However, Sircar mentions that he will publish his opinions on matters that, 

according to him, are his public duty.144  Sircar’s commitment to the national crisis remained 

steadfast; he testified in front of the plague commission on 4th January 1899.  Sircar stated that 

he had not seen any cases of the plague.  He remarks that certain cases that were referred to him 

as plague were originally misdiagnosed.  He testified that he had observed and treated cases with 

high fever and “bubonic swellings of salivary glands, tonsils, cervical glands, and inguinal 

glands, which may have been mistaken for plague.”145  Sircar admitted that he had been infirm 

during the summer months of 1897 and the Bengal Plague Commission, of which he was a 

member, had not arranged a single meeting to observe and discuss any plague related cases.  

Hence, he remained reluctant to give any evidence on the plague, since he had not come across 

any such cases.  Despite Sircar’s stance on the Bengal Plague, his inclusion in the Plague 

Committee and his appearance at the Commission indicated that he was regarded as a medical 

doctor, despite his homoeopathic inclinations.   
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While Sircar had made a conscientious decision to practice homoeopathy after extensive 

experimentation, he was against establishing a separate school for the discipline.  He believed 

that homoeopathy should be a natural extension of the mainstream medical practice. Sircar 

considered homoeopathy to be the best mode of treatment, however, he was not blind to its 

limitations.  While treating Dwarka Nath Mitter,146 Sircar was very skeptical about 

homoeopathic treatment for cancer.  In his diary on 25th December 1873, Sircar notes that he was 

the first to diagnose Mitter’s ailment as cancer.  An ulcer had erupted in his mouth, making it 

hard for Mitter to breathe and prone to suffocative fits.  Sircar, additionally notes that the failure 

of allopathic treatment had sent Mitter to be treated by the Kavirajs.  On January 2nd 1874, Sircar 

notes that although Mitter was in bad spirits, if he changes his treatment, he is likely to die.  

However, Mitter’s disease had progressed so rapidly that on February 26th 1874, Sircar notes of 

Mitter’s passing and laments for the loss to the country.147  Twelve years later Sircar observed a 

similar case of cancer in Thakur Ramakrishna, with whom he had many religious and 

philosophical discussions.  Sircar expressed his skepticism about Ramakrishna’s cure because 

the cancer had spread and he believed that there was no remedy which could curtail the progress 

of the cancer.148  Both men succumbed to their respective illnesses, much to Sircar’s sorrow and 

dismay.  Cases that proved the insufficiency of homoeopathy substantiated Sircar’s creed, where 

one method or philosophy of treatment was not the only true path.  It reinforced his belief that 
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the inclusion of new methods contributed to the collective knowledge and elevated the medical 

profession.   

During Sircar’s lifetime there was an explosion of homoeopathic schools just within 

Calcutta, which were under funded and staffed.  Sircar made his stance clear during his 

Presidential address at the event of Hahnemann’s 147th birthday ceremony.  He criticized the 

proliferation of the homoeopathic schools, which had no funds, no materials, and no students.  

He further pointed out that the homoeopaths could never establish a school with equal 

international footing as the Medical College, which enjoyed large endowments from the 

Government, had ample provisions for theoretical and practical instructions, and held classes and 

lectures in all branches of medicine.  He believed that competing with the Medical College 

would make these homoeopathic schools laughingstocks and produce ignorant quacks.  Sircar 

felt that to be a practicing homoeopath, one must be proficient in the knowledge of physiology 

and anatomy, which was already provided by the Medical College.  Sircar proposes additional 

lectures for homoeopaths, he states, “I have no objection to, indeed I will most gladly welcome, 

the establishment of post-graduate lectures, whereby we can impart instruction to those who are 

capable of profiting by them.”149  To Sircar this was a viable medium to produce a handful of 

homoeopaths rather than educate quacks in the homoeopathic schools. 

Sircar was absolute in his rhetoric that medical practitioners should be well-versed in the 

matter of human anatomy and physiology.  In his address he states, “no one ought to be and can 

be a homeopathic practitioner who is not intimately acquainted with the structure and functions 
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of the living organism the disorders of which the physician and the surgeon are called upon to 

repair.”150  He further warns his audience that the mere knowledge of the “materia medica by 

rote” was not enough.  A capable medical professional should thoroughly understand the 

symptoms of the patients and also understand the symptoms of the drugs being administered.  

Sircar admonishes his audience that sad mistakes by poorly informed practitioners not only 

injure the patients, also the cause of homoeopathy.  In order to advance the cause of 

homoeopathy, Sircar encourages young practitioners to publish their cases and experiments.  He 

offers up his journal as an ideal platform for showcasing their successful cases.  Aside from 

promoting homoeopathy, Sircar points out that “the habit of reporting cases would give precision 

to your ideas, would enable you to study symptoms in the patients and symptoms in the materia 

medica more intelligently, would, in a word, make you better and more successful 

practitioners.”151  Sircar believed that the individual practitioners had to be well-educated and 

have strong experiences to form a strong corps of medical professionals.  In advancing the 

individual interest the cause of homoeopathy is served.  In his long career, Sircar understood the 

transformative power of introspection on medical practice and personal philosophy. 

Betterment of self through constant introspection to benefit the larger world was a 

guiding principle of Mahendralal Sircar throughout his entire career.  The power of skepticism 

and constant questioning of the rules opened up Sircar’s worldview to the practice of 

homoeopathy.  In homoeopathy, he saw shades of the ancient Indian medical practice of 
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ayurvedha.152  Like homoeopathy, the ayurvedhic practitioners administered small doses to 

prevent further damage to the weakened patients.  While homoeopathy originated as a western 

medical practice, it was largely marginalized by the mainstream doctors.  By including this 

marginalized medical practice within traditional medicine, Sircar was already demonstrating his 

individualism and the shift from “western” prescribed science.  This shift laid the foundation for 

Sircar’s transformative idea of popularizing science and laying the foundation for scientific 

nationalism through the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science.  To achieve his goals 

of constructing a national institution that educated Indian scientists and provide them with the 

freedom to practice “their” science, Sircar used his Calcutta Medical Journal unabashedly to 

promote his idea.  The IACS nurtured and produced native scientists like J.C. Bose and P.C. Ray, 

who not only competed successfully with their European colleges, they also sought to reconcile 

native Indian science with western science in their experiments.  The redefinition of science and 

the idea of nationalizing the scientific movement all began with Sircar and his will to change. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

THE RHETORIC OF SCIENTIFIC RATIONALISM: SIRCAR’S PHILOSOPHY OF  
 

MORALITY, DIVINITY, AND NATIONALISM 
 
 

Nay, it is not right that we should continue to be not only the idle spectators of the wonders of 
science, but remain the unproductive recepients of the comforts daily heaped upon us as it were 
by its practical achievements.  This last fact renders it imperative upon us all that we should be 
workers ourselves and help the onward march of humanity.  We are so constituted that we must 
either go forward, or be driven backward, we cannot remain stationary.  These is an immense 

difference between the civilized man and the man happening to live in civilized times; between 
the man of science and the man whom accident has placed in the era of science. 

-Mahendralal Sircar153 
 

The growth of western education gave rise to many socio-cultural reformers, who in turn 

urged a more comprehensive western education.   The shining example of this reciprocal 

relationship was Raja Rammohun Roy, a self-taught English speaker, who led the native demand 

for education reform.  He was also primarily responsible for creating a social and cultural 

substratum that he felt would be conducive to modern education, through cultural, educational 

and socio-religious reforms.   Rammohun found a correlation between the western ideals of 

rationalism and universalism and the Hindu Vedanta.  This correlation between western 

scientific principles and Indian sacred texts laid the foundation for the amalgamation of science 

and religion in India. It was not mere coincidence that the primary supporters of scientific 

education were foremost thinkers and reformers connected to the Brahmo Samaj, the theistic 

society founded by Raja Rammohun Roy.   Social reformers like Akshay Kumar Dutta, Iswar 
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Chandra Vidyasagar, and Keshub Chundra Sen who led the Brahmo Samaj or some variant of it 

continued to carry forward Rammohun’s theory of scientific and theistic unity.  Their efforts 

were aided, sustained, and advanced by writers and intellectuals like Bankim Chandra 

Chatterjee, Ramendrasundar Trivedi, and Rabindranath Tagore.  Many of these Bengali society’s 

elites put their considerable influence behind the nationalistic project of Mahendralal Sircar.154  

One of the prominent mediums, The Calcutta Journal of Medicine, which was instrumental in 

resuscitating the floundering medical career of Sircar, not only became a popular and inclusive 

medical journal, but also the mouthpiece of his attempt to popularize science.  The idea for the 

Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science was popularized and honed in the nascent 

medical journal.  Sircar’s idea of a national science foundation was supported by the English-

language weekly paper, Hindoo Patriot and several other English and vernacular newspapers.  It 

was logical for Sircar to continue the rhetoric of presenting science as a seamless part of Indian 

traditions.   

The crusade to integrate science and religious philosophy in India echoes a similar 

movement that was taking place in Britain.  The emergence of a class of scientists in Britain, 

posed a threat to the moral authority of the religious leaders.  The discussions on human origins 

and behavior was seen as the purview of the theologians and philosophers.  However, scientists 

exploring the origins of life and theorizing on human evolution were challenging the expertise 

and authority of the moral leaders.  In order to give weight to their science and exert their 

authority to discuss these questions on human condition, the scientists incorporated voices of 
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traditionally accepted authorities, particularly that of the religious texts.155  This technique was 

already adopted by the literary writers, who couched their stories with references to Biblical tales 

and used cultural language.  In writing their scientific texts, scientists had to rely heavily on 

imagination and explained their theories with comparisons and metaphors.  As the nineteenth-

century scientists emerged from elite backgrounds, received classical education, much like the 

literary writers, their writings modelled those of fiction and poetry writers.  For instance, Charles 

Lyell in the Principles of Geology (1830) makes references to Milton, Scott, and Wordsworth to 

give his work a respectability which would appeal to the educated nineteenth-century reader.  

Darwin in The Origin of Species (1859) makes numerous Biblical references knowing that his 

arguments threatened the traditionally accepted superiority of humans.  He presented his work as 

being complementary to religious teaching rather than in opposition.156  To communicate 

unfamiliar and new theories, scientists adopted literary tropes by creating characters and used 

entertaining language to get their point across.  In this climate of interdisciplinary symbiosis, 

scientific writing and literary writing developed an intricate relationship with scientists 

producing “literary” scientific texts and literary writers engaging scientific concepts in their 

poetry and fiction, both of which gave science added prominence and prestige in nineteenth-

century Britain. 

Upon examining the literary novel of the Victorian period and the scientific writings of 

the gentlemen philosophers, it can be gathered that between 1830 and 1914 science and literature 
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were closely related.  During this time, the boundaries between science orthodoxy and 

heterodoxy was still being established and debated by the scientific societies and practitioners.  

So, the boundaries of science and who practiced it was still being debated.  However, one clear 

message emerged from science popularizers, that of science and its positive impacts on morality, 

social progress, and economic growth.  Thomas Henry Huxley, a biologist, vocal proponent of 

empirical and naturalistic worldview, and proponent of Charles Darwin’s theories during the 

evolutionary controversies in the 1860s, praised the transformative properties of scientific 

inquiry and its applications.157  Huxley believed that the application of various scientific 

procedures to the practices of industry and transportation had led to economic dynamism and 

stemmed the chaos of political and social anarchy, having a positive transformative effect on 

British society.158   

Eighteenth-century enlightenment philosophies pressed the belief that humanity had the 

ability to exert greater control over the environment through scientific method.159  Anne Dewitt 

in her work, Moral Authority, Men of Science, and the Victorian Novel (2013), investigates the 

outcome of the attempts of the men of science to align scientific practices with moral benefits.  

Using the example of Charles Lyell, who argued that his work in the Principles of Geology 

(1830) was more pious and moral than that of his opponents, Dewitt argues that scientific study 

was considered, by men of science, a spiritual and moral practice to secure cultural authority and 
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legitimacy for the discipline.  Lyell asserted that scientific study had religious benefits that could 

fill young minds with admiration for every part of the creation and inspire them with the exalted 

conceptions of the Supreme Being.160  Later nineteenth-century scientific naturalists used Lyell’s 

tactics of associating science with religion and moral excellence.  Many leading Victorian 

intellectuals were members of the club of scientific naturalists, including: Herbert Spencer, 

botanist Joseph Hooker, mathematician Thomas Hirst, chemist Edward Frankland, among others.  

Best known were Thomas Henry Huxley and John Tyndall who both conducted and championed 

serious scientific research.  In Dewitt’s account, these naturalists, sought to create and employ a 

rhetoric that highlighted similarities between the “religion of science” and “religiously inflected 

science.”  Many nineteenth-century scientists, like physicists James Clerk Maxwell and Lord 

Kelvin, viewed their work as an attempt to provide objective evidence of the existence of a 

divine creator who worked in accordance with natural law.161  However to avoid creating an 

acrimonious relationship with the Church, Dewitt suggests that naturalists like Huxley adopted 

the language of a “natural theologian” calling for “a Scientific Sunday-school in every 

parish…to awaken the mind of the young to the infinite wonder and majesty of the work which 

they proclaim His, and to teach them those laws…”162  Adopting religious undertones and 

extoling the moral benefits of practicing science, such naturalists attempted to strengthen the 
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cultural authority of science and give it equal social weight with religion with science also 

providing a source of values intellectual, moral, and spiritual.163 

As the British were embroiled in this turmoil between religion and science, India, under 

the guidance of Mahendralal Sircar, was also attempting to give science and scientific study 

cultural authority.  Sircar uses rhetoric similar to that of science naturalists in Britain concerning 

the moral benefits of science and its ability to entrench the scientists’ faith in the Supreme Being.  

Whether Sircar is inspired by the British naturalists in his own philosophy of science is very hard 

to discern.  However, having graduated from the Calcutta Medical College under the tutelage of 

numerous British instructors, it is very likely that Sircar knew and read about the British 

scientists and their ideologies.  Having attended the Hindu College prior to his medical studies, 

Sircar received as thorough an education as any nineteenth-century elite British gentleman.  

Despite the uncertainty of his philosophical heritage, Sircar’s philosophy of science and the need 

to professionalize the subject closely followed the British model. 

Sircar’s conversion to homoeopathy and his subsequent ostracizing from the medical 

community gave him the opportunity to imagine science beyond the confines of colonial 

structures and institutions.  Within the history of the Indian response to modern science, Sircar’s 

Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science became a benchmark against which to measure 

all other institutions and colleges.  However, the IACS found its genesis as a response to being 

sidelined by a western institution.  Sircar understood that most scientific learning and practice in 

India was controlled by British schools and institutions.  Hence, the dogma that pervaded the 

institutions in Britain manifested itself within colonial institutions, primarily within the medical 
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community.  In order for Indians to practice and contribute to science, it was imperative to have 

the freedom to deviate from mainstream principles and methodologies.  To gain the liberty to 

practice and cultivate native science, Sircar realized that an Indian institution that was funded 

and controlled by natives for the benefit of natives was essential.  He believed that advancing 

scientific freedom from the Empire was the first step to gaining maturity and increased control 

over India’s national fate. 

4.1 Science and moral elevation 

Sircar had to work hard to convince the natives of India to invest their time and resources 

in the study of science.  Other than medical studies and rudimentary instruction on scientific 

subjects, science was a subject that was often discounted by Indian students.  Sircar, himself, 

joined the Medical College, ignoring friendly guidance to stay in the Hindu College and 

complete his tenure.  His professor at the Hindu College, Professor Sutcliffe, urged him to 

complete his courses for “his perfection of knowledge.”164  The Hindu College with its 

impressive scholastic curriculum was a more likely choice for the Indian natives, who then found 

the necessary employment within the ranks of the large Bengal administrative machinery.  

Scientific pursuit rendered Indians unemployable.  Even as doctors in government hospitals, 

Indian natives were employed in a secondary capacity, always subordinate to the European 

medical doctors.  In scientific enterprises, such as the Geological Survey of India, Indians 

remained as little more than clerks or human calculators.165  In a climate that was largely 
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dismissive of Indian scientific pursuit, Sircar had to remind Indians of the moral benefits of 

scientific education, reacquaint them with the ancient Indian scientific traditions and kindle the 

national hope of acquiring self-rule. 

To accomplish these goals, Sircar wrote several articles and speeches from early in his 

career until his death in 1904 that were aimed at convincing Indian natives to promote education 

in the Physical Sciences.  The focus of Sircar’s writings was a clarion call for the rejection of 

prejudice, dogmatism, and intolerance.  One of the first articles that Sircar wrote in his Calcutta 

Journal of Medicine, in 1869, was “On the Desirability of Cultivation of the Sciences by the 

Natives of India.”  It was his first public statement that outlined the necessity for scientific 

education for the natives and its benefits for the regeneration of the country.  He believed that the 

only way to secure this social tolerance was by the promotion of Physical Sciences.  He fervently 

believed that “absolute tolerance of all opinions should mark civilization.”  Driven by his 

negative experience at the hands of the Calcutta Medical Association, Sircar urged his follow 

scientists and students to “be fearless of the consequences of discoveries in the fields of 

knowledge.”  He wrote in his journal that “until men should learn to respect each other’s honest 

convictions, and until they should be free from all prejudice…they cannot be said to have 

become civilized men…”166  According to Sircar, knowledge was a key component in attaining 

civility.  He argued that the more people learn, the more they will comprehend their own 
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ignorance and be willing to learn from others who may know more.  He believed that this 

genuine enquiry and constant study will force individuals to shed the “unphilosophical” 

judgement of opinions put forth by other minds.   

In his quest to remove prejudice and open inquiry, Sircar promoted scientific education as 

a certain remedy, specifically, the pursuit of Physical Sciences.  In his conviction that the study 

of Physical Science could be a solution to social problems, Sircar echoes his British scientific 

brethren, most strikingly, Charles Lyell, who believed that the process of evaluating scientific 

evidence develops independence of thought and hones the powers of reasoning and thus weakens 

the authority of religious dogmas.  Similarly, Thomas Henry Huxley claimed that natural 

knowledge and the practice of scientific work can give rise to new moral laws, which are 

inherently required for scientific work.167  Similarly, Sircar states that “in the pursuit of these 

studies [physical science] there is no room for dogmatism.”  Only in studying the physical 

sciences, one is at liberty to advance opinions and hypotheses that can be verified by 

experimentation or observation.  Hence, anyone can conduct an experiment and judge the 

cogency of the hypothesis, instead of relying on tradition and dogmatism.168  To Sircar, the study 

of physical sciences which focused on objective education that emphasized observation, 

experimentation, and rationalism was relevant to align the moral center of the Indian natives.  In 

his article, Sircar argues that the “world is yet being largely governed by the despotism of 

traditional opinions, opinions which have come down from the darkest ages, which are still 
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pertinaciously held by men.”169  He regards these men as “idlers” who refuse to be objective, 

question tradition, and promote enquiry.  He not only reproaches them for the continued 

stagnation of science and morality, but also for defying God.  Sircar writes that these men “trifle 

with God’s truth and with God’s great gifts to man – his powers of observation and 

reasoning.”170  To him, these gifts would be wasted if men continued to rely on theories and 

fables born from antiquity, which could be disproved by observation and experimentation.  He 

believed that ancient philosophy and histories have to be respected, however, a civilization must 

take their ancient traditions as inspiration and continue to evolve.   

Sircar pointed out that this “despotism of traditional opinions” was severely felt in India, 

where scientific enquiry had stagnated.  India, no longer had the vibrant scientific traditions that 

once made her a great civilization.  He states, “the Hindu religion… is a chaotic mass of crude 

and undigested and unfounded opinions on all subjects, enunciated and enforced in the most 

dogmatic way imaginable.”  It was a scathing summary of Sircar’s belief that the Hindu’s relied 

heavily on tradition and cultural practices to conduct their lives, rather than one of scientific 

curiosity and intellectual openness.  He concludes that because of the Hindu religion, the Hindu 

mind “has lost its original Aryan vigor and energy, and has become more of a speculative than of 

a practical character.”  By referring to the “speculative,” Sircar is taking issue with the school 

and college curriculum in India that primarily focused on Scholastic education.  This incomplete 

education, he believed, left the Indian natives ill-equipped to participate in the global scientific 
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platform or make tools and products that served toward the betterment of the natives.  Indian 

students were primarily taught language, rhetoric, history, among other liberal arts subjects, 

along with only basic scientific and mathematical education.  This lopsided education left them 

“deficient in patient industry to observe and collect materials, too prone to hasty generalizations, 

depending more upon its own inspirations than upon outward facts.”171  Sircar blames the Hindu 

religious elements of Indian society for the continued stagnation of scientific traditions and 

leaving the people in ignorance and immorality. 

Under the formidable British governance, Sircar saw the cultivation of the Physical 

Sciences as the only way to improve the circumstance of the Indian natives.  The great defects of 

the Indian mind, inherent and acquired, can only be countered and remedied by the training 

“which results from the investigation of natural phenomena.”172  Sircar is careful to not 

completely discount Hindu religion and its myriad customs.  He acknowledges that their original 

philosophy might have a logical basis within the ancient Hindu culture and traditions.  However, 

he remarks that in its present phases, the Hindu religion is despotic and debasing.  The once 

time-honored traditions and customs do not reflect the reality of contemporary society and “have 

become mischievous in the extreme.”  He believes that the truth of the physical world is the only 
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reality that would resist the recoil of the traditional element of Hindu society.  Generations of 

Indians have been educated in the tradition of the eastern scholasticism, rendering their minds ill-

prepared to receive any scientific education.  Sircar believes that in addition to presenting the 

truths to students, their minds should also be trained with “patience and diligence,” so that they 

may discover the truths on their own.173  With this statement, Sircar is laying the groundwork to 

argue for the existence of both theoretical and practical education in the sciences.  He repeatedly 

points out that the scientific education that exists in India was largely theoretical, with no 

provision for laboratory experiments.  The existing schools and universities had minimal science 

instructions that did not excite or invigorate the students to continue to pursue science beyond 

their student years.  He firmly believes that by combining lectures and lab work, “the Hindu 

mind will be in a position to shake off its inherent indolence and apathy and to appreciate the 

laws of nature.”174 

To Sircar, understanding the physical sciences was an important step to understanding the 

nature of humans.  Since physical science encompassed the entirety of the material universe, the 

study of the big and minute uncovers the connections between everything in creation.  He states, 

“Mechanics has proved itself to be a science of the widest generality, embracing all matter within 

its scope,” whether they are large or small.175  Sircar argues that studying the objects within the 

realm of our immediate control enables humans to study and comprehend space.  The physical 
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laws that govern the existence and behavior of all matter on earth are the same that govern the 

planetary motions, movement of the sun, moon, and the universe beyond.  Thus, studying 

mechanics was a fundamental step in understanding the universe and the design that facilitated 

an intimate kinship across scales in the cosmos.   

Sircar also denotes the significance of the study of Chemistry and Biology, two other 

facets of Physical Science.  While mechanics examines the effects of matter upon matter at 

distances, Chemistry is the study of the changes on matter resulting from direct contact with 

other matter.  Sircar emphasizes the uniqueness of Biology, which is the study of living beings 

where the phenomena of mechanics and chemistry coalesce.   It is also an area of study where 

matter encounters the mind and the mind-body form a co-dependent relationship.  Thus, a 

biologist is forced to engage in the study of both matter and mind.  By examining the various 

facets of Physical Science, Sircar personalizes the study of science for Indians.  He draws a 

subtle conclusion that scientific pursuit was important for understanding ourselves.  While, 

philosophical queries were necessary, Sircar shows that minute understanding of physics, 

chemistry, and biology were also important to human existence. 

Mahendralal Sircar, in his writings, continually reconciled the connection between mind 

and matter.  He points out the unique connection between the two, where the mind studies 

matter, understands its laws only because the mind is material arranged in a specific order.  He 

believes that human mind is uniquely evolved to understand itself and transcend it limitations. 

He states that when one studies organized matter, one understands it rules and laws and is thus 

better able to control and manipulate matter.  Sircar infers that the study of the physical leads to 

an improvement of the moral, which only happens because of the physical organization of the 
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mind and its inner workings.  He, therefore argues that “a study of the physical world…must 

necessarily exert a profound influence upon the mind which pursues that study.”176   He points 

out that the discussion of the study of physical science on the effects of moral influence 

presupposes the existence of a moral nature.  He states, “if there were in existence beings 

possessed of the intellect alone, and devoid altogether of the emotions, such beings could never 

possess a moral nature, and could not therefore possibly have a moral character.”177  With this 

argument, Sircar is differentiating between human and animal intelligence.  The existence of 

emotion and its ties to morality is unique in humans. Whereas, within the animal kingdom, 

various species possess intelligence that keeps them alive, however, Sircar believes that they lack 

any emotion. No amount of contemplation of the physical world would create or develop in them 

a moral nature.  Hence, it is incumbent upon humans, who can transcend animal nature, to 

continually develop and elevate the collective moral nature.  To Sircar, because of the moral 

nature that has been endowed to us, we carry certain “duties to ourselves, duties to our 

neighbours, and duties to our Maker.”178  He emphasized that study of the connection between 

mind and matter will lead to introspection which will then cultivate and strengthen native 

morality. 

The primary duty of “man” is self-preservation and by extension the preservation of the 

human race.  Sircar believed that self-preservation and protection of the species are “regulated by 
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the strongest instincts” that is also shared by the lower animals.  However, humans have the 

means to act beyond their basic instincts by relying on instincts, emotions and sentiments.  He 

writes that humans perform actions that are dictated by a collective morality.  Furthermore, he 

believes that two of the faculties, Reason and Conscience, which he calls the “supreme 

faculties,” regulate and control human behavior and actions.  Sircar defines Reason as the faculty 

that unveils the connections between things and events.  The other faculty, Conscience 

differentiates between propriety and impropriety, between right and wrong actions.179  He states 

that Reason and Conscience control human actions and are responsible for the continued well-

being of the species.  Sircar states, however, that the fulfillment of these higher duties depends 

on the sole condition of healthy existence.  When humans are physically fit, without worrying 

about disease and ill-health, they will be able to turn to higher matters of morality.  Physical 

science controls the conditions for our healthy existence, hence, understanding their rules are 

vital to human well-being.  Sircar constructs an intertwined relationship between physical 

science and human morality – the study of science enables humans to be physically and 

intellectually fit, and elevated human morality promotes moral actions that contribute toward a 

harmonious society.  By equating the study of science, especially physical science, to the 

uplifting of human morality and cultural well-being, Sircar elevated the study of science to the 

level of respect afforded the study of philosophy and humanities that are traditionally credited 

with shaping human morality. 
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4.2 Sircar’s reconciliation between science and God 

By promoting scientific education, Sircar was undertaking a radical ideology that rattled 

Hindu orthodoxy.  Science was often viewed as utilitarian and soulless by the Indians, who relied 

heavily on scholastic education.  For promoting science and extoling its virtues of moral 

enlightenment, Sircar had to contend with public criticism.  He was accused of using science to 

erode the foundation of Hindu religion.  However, Sircar was never anti-religion, in fact, he was 

a deeply spiritual man, who placed religion and ethics above material progress.  His spirituality 

inclined him towards the tenets of the Brahmo Samaj and he shunned idolatry.  In his private 

journal entry in 1874, Sircar states that he had been reading every evening with Master Mahasay 

the Gospel of St. Matthew.  He spent many evenings alone reading Renan’s Life of Jesus.  He 

argues that the “lives of religious reformers are worth deeply studying,” because they have 

“many moral lessons.”  Sircar considers these religious leaders as examples for transcending 

human weaknesses and harnessing innate strengths.  But Sircar also criticizes these men of God 

with establishing new forms of conservatism and shackling the human mind with new 

“fetters.”180  According to proponents of Hindu orthodoxy, such holy men were considered next 

to God and beyond reproach. In Sircar’s view, by contrast, holy men were considered exemplars, 

but still fully fallible human beings.  Sircar’s religious opinions and outspoken criticism of 

various beliefs of Hindu philosophy then, naturally provoked ire from traditionalists. 
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One such example was, Sircar’s view of the Theosophy movement and its leaders, 

Madame Blavatsky and Colonel Olcott.  Per his diary entry, Sircar attended a lecture of Colonel 

Olcott on April 16, 1882.  After the lecture, Sircar was urged to speak by Madame Blavatsky and 

he writes that he “made some antagonistic remarks.”181  The next day, Sircar remarks that 

Madame Blavatsky claimed to have cured the cough of a cholera patient by occult alchemy.  

Sircar, explains that the cough subsided due to Keating’s cough lozenges, not from alchemy.  He 

was antagonistic towards Theosophy; however, his dislike did not extend to its founders.  He 

again sought out the company of the theosophists and spent the entire evening of April 18 in 

their company.  In his diary entry, Sircar writes about the exploits of the evening at the house of 

Maharaja J. M. Tagore who was hosting Madame Blavatsky.  Sircar found Colonel Olcott and 

Raja Sourendra Mohan at home, while Madam Blavatsky was away visiting Sisir Kumar Ghosh, 

the founder of the newspaper, Amrita Bazar Patrika.  After her return, the entire party went on a 

Steamer ride, which went until ten o’clock at night.182  Later in the year, Madame Blavatsky 

traveled to Calcutta and made a personal visit to Sircar, who maintained a civil relationship with 

the Theosophic Society and its members.  True to his ideology, Sircar kept an open mind to 

various ideas.  However, for Sircar, the practitioners of occult philosophy did not offer proof of 

the efficacy of occult practices, which resulted in his “antagonism” towards their beliefs. 

Sircar’s spiritualism drew him close to Sri Ramakrishna, the great Hindu savant of his 

times.  In 1885, Ramakrishna was diagnosed with cancer and became critically ill and was not 
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responding to ayurvedic treatment and the kavirajas gave up on curing him.183  Sircar was called 

for consultation and he visited Ramakrishna three times a day for close observation.  This 

episode brought two strong personalities into close contact – “the sage and the scientist” – who 

were drawn towards each other by mutual respect and discourse.  They spent hours discussing 

various subjects and neither of the men shied away from voicing their opinion.  Mahendralal 

quickly began to adore Ramakrishna because of the latter’s commitment to truth and his habit of 

practicing what he preached.  However, Sircar’s respect for Ramakrishna did not stop him from 

voicing his opposition to many of Ramakrishna’s teachings.  Sircar was opposed to the idea of 

God’s incarnation and was against the Bhakti movement which espoused the idea that worship at 

the feet of a deity was paramount to breaking the karmic cycle.  Mahendralal argued that all men 

were created in God’s image and were capable of infinite progress.  Thus, claiming that someone 

was God incarnate was divisive and categorized people into great and small.  Sircar even urged 

Ramakrishna’s pupil Vivekananda to not address Ramakrishna as a Godman, to which 

Vivekananda replied that “Ramakrishna was a Godly man if not a Godman.”  Sircar walked the 

rational path, where he would not accept “God without verification and reconciliation.”184 

To Sircar there was no division between the spiritual and the material.  He argued with 

Ramakrishna that the pursuit of material knowledge led to truth and could even lead to spiritual 

truths that unveiled a facet of the creator of the universe.  Sircar felt that both agnostic scientists 

and spiritualists who claim to have understood all about God, were practicing deceit.  To Sircar, 

                                                           
183 Ayurveda was ancient Indian system of medicine and kavirajs were the medical men learned 
in the ayurvedic system. 
 
184 Palit, Mahendralal Sircar, 52-53. 
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God was infinite and the search for God will never end.  Ramakrishna endorsed Sircar’s 

sentiment of an infinite, unknowable God.  He was a man who had his religiosity deeply rooted 

in deep research in comparative religion.  Ramakrishna had studied Hindu, Muslim, Christian, 

Shakta and Vaishanva religions and combined them in his spiritual practices.  Sircar praised 

Ramakrishna for imbibing the quintessence of all religions like the honey in a beehive.  To 

Sircar, it was a scientific way of attaining truth even in the matter of religion.   

Despite Sircar’s severe judgements about the devotional path and the general dislike of 

Ramakrishna’s Godman identity, he came to appreciate the spiritualist for many of his ideas 

about God and the nature of God.  Ramakrishna also became a great admirer of Sircar.  He 

remarked that even though Sircar was a learned man, he showed no conceit.  Ramakrishna 

congratulated Sircar on remaining grounded and not becoming arrogant like most learned men 

who become proud of their knowledge and think others to be wrong in their judgement.  Sircar 

replied that his knowledge made him realize how little he had learned.  He remarked that he is 

ready to learn anything from anyone.  True to his philosophy, Sircar never shunned anyone for 

their beliefs.  Much like his relationship with the Theosophists, Sircar continued to attend to 

Ramakrishna and have civil discourse with him and his pupils.   

It is clear from Sircar’s exchanges with Ramakrishna and Madame Blavatsky, that he was 

indeed a man who believed in God.  His spiritualism was a personal belief that he did not try to 

impose on his family.  In his work, Arun Kumar Biswas transcribes the diaries of the Sircars and 

notes that Amritalal, son of Mahendralal Sircar, inherited a deep passion for science.  But 
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Amritalal’s spirituality was prone more to bhakti185 than to knowledge, espoused by the Brahmo 

Samaj.  Amritalal’s Hindu faith was the result of his mother’s influence.  Like his mother, 

Amritalal was a worshipper of Goddess Kali.  We know this because he noted the dates of 

Kalipuja186 every year, along with many other Vaishnava festivities, related to Lord Krishna.  

These Hindu festivities that were noted in Amritalal’s diaries remained conspicuously absent 

from his father’s writings.  Although, Sircar was opposed to Kali worship or any other idol 

worship, he remained helpless in the face of his family’s piety.  Biswas states that his family 

merely tolerated his anti-Kali sentiments.187  Mahendralal had very strong Brahmo leanings but 

he did not abandon Hinduism.  Since the Brahmo Samaj and its participants played a strong role 

in Mahendralal’s worldview, Amritalal was naturally in touch with the Brahmo Society, 

particularly with the Tagore family.  There are several diary entries which note the various 

festivals and pujas (ritual prayer to worship a particular deity) held by the Tagore family.188  

Sircar family members were invited for these festivities.  From Amritalal’s writings, we can 

assume that Mahendralal, along with his relatives, attended these religious festivals.  While 

                                                           
185 The bhakti movement was a spiritual devotional trend that emerged from the social 
reformation of Hinduism in seventh century.  The movement espoused a personal and loving 
relationship with God.  Through this movement, spiritual salvation was possible for women and 
members of the lower caste and untouchables. 
 
186 Kalipuja is a festival that celebrates the Hindu Goddess, Kali that falls on the new moon day 
of the Hindu month Kartik (typically falls in the fall in the month of October or November).  It is 
celebrated mainly in the Bengal, Odisha, and Assam regions of India. 
 
187 Arun Kumar Biswas, Gleanings of the Past and the Science Movement: In the diaries of Drs. 
Mahendralal and Amritalal Sircar (Calcutta: The Asiatic Society, 2000), 123. 
 
188 Amritalal Sircar, “Amritalal Sircar’s Diaries and the IACS (1884-1894),” 143, 151; January 
23, 1885; December 24, 1890. 
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Amritalal was at ease with the Hindu mainstream religion and the Brahmo intellectuals, Sircar 

was equally part of the Hindu religiosity, albeit reluctantly.  Towards the end of his life he even 

composed several spiritual poems that praised the “Almighty as the creator and reliever of man 

from all sufferings.”189  This sentiment invoked in his poem where God is the creator and 

sustainer of the universe is a central tenet in Sircar’s life and the pursuit of science.  Mahendralal 

was not an agnostic or against religion.  Throughout his long career, he had continued to 

reconciled science with religion.   

Sircar was both a scientist and a spiritual man; to him this duality was not in 

contradiction.  He continually emphasized that both science and spirituality led to a better 

understanding of God.  Sircar draws a parallel between paradigm shifts initiated by technological 

advances and comprehending divinity using science and religion.  He argues that we cannot but 

be inspired by exalted sentiments for God and have adoration for His Almighty power, which 

authored the world.   He argues that increased knowledge of nature is like unfolding “her charms 

more and more.”190  Science was merely a means to unveiling certain facets of God’s creation, 

thus understanding the creator.  He states that the study of science “made one more moral and 

godly and aware of the Almighty.”191  To Sircar, science was a way to enhance our 

understanding of God, much like how a telescope or a microscope enhanced our understanding 

                                                           
189 Palit, Mahendralal Sircar, 56. 
 
190 Mahendralal Sircar, “Educational Value of the Physical Sciences from a Moral Point of View 
– II,” The Dawn: A Monthly Magazine 3 (October, 1901): 77. 
 
191 M.L. Sircar, “Moral influence of Physical Science” Lecture delivered at the Town Hall on 7 
Jan. 1891. 
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of the cosmic and the microcosmic.  Science was his way of recognizing the infinitesimal nature 

of humans compared to the Universe and God’s vast creation.  In a lecture delivered in a Town 

Hall in 1891, Sircar states, “science was essentially a search for Truth, the First Cause, the 

discovery of the unity of creatures and rhythm of the universe.”  He uses astronomy as an 

example that exemplifies the unity within God’s creation.  He urges his readers to reflect upon 

the order that modern astronomy has introduced into the once chaotic mass of shining orbs in the 

sky.  Modern astronomical discoveries, aided by advanced instruments, have unearthed a 

universal law that controls the movement of the planetary bodies.192  Sircar also points out that 

by understanding the properties of light and the laws of chemistry, humans have discovered the 

constitution of our Sun and that of other distant suns, thus establishing familial bonds between 

our solar system and distant suns.193 

While planetary bodies maybe too hard for some layman to comprehend, Sircar also uses 

botany to draw the message of unity across.  He asks his readers to take the case of the leaf, a 

ubiquitous substance that goes unnoticed and taken for granted as a singular unit of a large tree 

or small plant.  But Sircar marvels at the structure of a simple leaf observed under a microscope.  

He extols the importance of the perfectly constructed leaf that absorbs carbon from the 

                                                           
192 Sircar’s interest in astronomy was evoked by Father Eugene Lafont of the St. Xavier’s 
College in Calcutta.  Among his role as a physics professor at the Xavier College, Lafont was 
Sircar’s friend and aided in all the activities of the Indian Association for the Cultivation of 
Science, including lecturing on physics and astronomy.  Sircar’s first telescope was bought under 
the guidance of Father Lafont and he spent many nights observing the planetary movements with 
his telescope.  Sircar, along with Father Lafont made several journeys to participate in viewing 
celestial spectacles. See Biswas, Diaries of Drs. Mahendralal Sircar, 12, 19, 26. 
 
193 Sircar, “Educational Value – II,” 77. 
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atmosphere to convert it into energy for the parent plant.  Similarly, in the animal and human 

anatomy, small organs play crucial role in maintaining the mind and body.  To Sircar, 

understanding the functions of each aspect of nature is a way to wonder at the wisdom of God’s 

careful creations, where the smallest and the biggest parts function in unison.  He points out that 

although there is a rise in complexity from plant life to animal and human life, there is a unity 

that permeates all life.  To Sircar this unity is a “definite and certain language that there must be 

One Designer for both.”194  As the study of astronomy united the universe in an intimate bond, 

the study of living things, such as botany and zoology, have unearthed a union between the 

animate and inanimate beings.  To Sircar, this unity is proof that the universe, with its many 

different worlds, matter, and life forms “one stupendous whole.”  So, if the cosmos has a single 

design that unites it, then Sircar concludes that it has “One Supreme Intelligence as its Author, 

Upholder and Governor.”195   

Evidence of God in cosmic unity was Sircar’s resolution between the relationship with 

the material and the divine.  He states, “I can only give what my own convictions are on the 

subject.  I believe in both hypotheses, and instead of shaking my faith in the existence of the 

Deity, they have served only to intensify that faith.”196  By highlighting the common thread 

running through all things, animate and inanimate, Sircar was arguing that science does not have 

to be the absence of religion; and spiritualism and piety can arise from rationalism as well.  For 
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those not convinced by this argument, Sircar draws a parallel between the Law of Conservation 

of Energy and the Hindu ideology of Karmic cycle.  He warns that the Law is not occult or 

mysterious, but simply means that nothing is lost.  Sircar explains that matter is indestructible 

and even the most minute particle is intimately linked with all the rest in the universe.  Any 

change in one particle “will travel to its immediate neighbour, and will thus travel from particle 

to particle, till it pervades the whole universe.”197  Since the whole cosmos is connected, any 

change in a particle will live on in the universe for all time.  So Sircar applies this physical 

phenomenon to the human mind and actions.  He states, “not a thought, not a feeling, not a 

sentiment can arise…in the soul…not a word can be uttered, not a deed can be done, but will be 

felt and recorded throughout…the universe, in characters which cannot be effaced without 

annihilating the universe itself.”198  Describing the moral world, Sircar uses the words of 

Friedrich Max-Mueller from his lectures on Vedanta philosophy, “that no act, whether good or 

bad, can be lost.”199  Much like the physical world, where action and reaction change the 

properties of particles, moral or immoral actions have consequences that not only affect the 

individual, but the world around him or her.  Sircar is associating moral actions and its 

consequences to the Hindu doctrine of Karma, which means act or deed.  This philosophy 

impresses upon all Hindus that their actions will have consequences, moral actions will be 

                                                           
197 Sircar, “Educational Value – I,” 61. 
 
198 Sircar, “Educational Value – I,” 61. 
 
199 F. Max Mueller Three Lectures on the Vedanta Philosophy (New York: Longmans, Green, 
and Co., 1904), 165.  Max Mueller was a German born (1823) philologist who studied in Britain 
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rewarded and immoral actions punished.  Within the Hindu ideology, Karmic actions can 

influence the well-being of the actor, not only, in this life, but also in subsequent lives.  Hence 

Sircar saw the parallels between the idea of an individual action permeating the universe and the 

Law of Conservation of Energy.  The idea of Karma was the central tenant in the Indian 

philosophy, which was considered as the ultimate truth by all Hindus.  So, by drawing a parallel 

between this philosophy and the Law of Conservation, Sircar is presenting science as something 

familiar and explicable.  He is linking an ideology with the worldly, thus continuing the 

unification of the spiritual with the material.   

From Sircar’s writings, it is evident that his religiosity was spiritual in nature.  He had 

reconciled spiritualism and materialism, religion and rationalism.200  Sircar genuinely believed 

that science had a role in shaping the human morality and served as medium to venerate the 

Almighty.  While this was his personal philosophy, he was forced to explicate these connections 

publicly because the Hindu religious elements accused Sircar of using science to erode religion.  

The fundamentalist orthodoxy opposed Sircar, fearing the subversion of religion and the spread 

of heresy.201  The religious elements had already seen the effects of western education 

culminating in the ‘Young Bengal Movement’ in the 1820s that viscerally attacked the Hindu 

Orthodoxy and its myriad practices.  Mirroring the British scientific movement that couched its 

writing with religious rhetoric and voices, Sircar too, had to make science palatable to the 

religious groups in Indian society.  Since those segments within Indian society wielded 

significant social power, Sircar had to find an expedient means to gain their approval for his 

                                                           
200 Palit, Mahendralal Sircar, 55. 
 
201 Palit, Mahendralal Sircar, 31. 



 
 

105 
 

scientific endeavor to legitimize the project and give it social gravitas.  To appease the religious 

elements in Bengal society, Sircar gave several lectures and wrote many articles that reconciled 

religion and science.  Most notably, he delivered a lecture entitled ‘Moral influence of physical 

science,’ delivered at a Town Hall in 1891, which describes science as lifting the veil of the 

universe and finding the beauty of its creation and existence.  He states that the practice of 

science is a way to commune with nature, an additional method of worship, and a different form 

of poetry.  He also wrote several articles that extol the virtue of science and its impact on moral 

development.  Sircar continued to articulate this reconciliation between science and religion until 

the very end of his life.   

4.3 Science for nation building 

While religion, morality, and ethics were important to preserve and maintain, Sircar’s 

primary focus was the revival of the Indian society.  He believed that Indian moral evolution by 

scientific education was instrumental in national regeneration.  Scientific pursuit and its resulting 

technological advances was a key component in harnessing the national awakening.  Outcomes 

of scientific research can be harnessed to create numerous applications to sustain and develop the 

human condition.  Sircar envisioned that an institute like the IACS would prepare Indians to 

participate in their society and transcend their role as “unproductive recipients” of scientific 

achievements.  He believed that the revival of the Indian nation would begin only with the 

revival of the Indian mind.  He hoped that the pursuit of science would dispel many of the evils 

within the Indian society, such as apathy, dogmatism, idolatry, and inspire Indians to reform their 

social conditions.  Since Science was founded on “eternal truth,” it was verifiable knowledge and 

cannot be refuted on dogmatic grounds, giving Indians adequate reasoning to promote social 
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change.  Science’s intimate connection with nature ensured that the infinity of nature would 

translate to infinite scientific knowledge.202  Since nature was infinite, Sircar believed that 

science would have numerous branches and sub-divisions, where Indians could conduct research 

and experiments to unmask the mysteries of nature and apply it to better the human condition. 

One example that Sircar uses to articulate the impact of science on social reform is the 

issue of child marriage.  Sircar accuses the custom of child marriage as being “the most efficient 

cause of the ruin and degeneracy of the Hindu race.”203  According to Sircar, when couples who 

are immature are forced to reproduce, they become incapable and inattentive parents and pass on 

their immaturity to their offspring.  This process, in Sircar’s estimation, perpetuates generations 

of progressive degeneracy and imbecility.  He prescribes that understanding the science of 

reproduction and the influences of heredity would deter Indians from infringing against the laws 

of nature.  Understanding physical science would have a decisive effect on the human mind and 

moral, thus keeping a check upon “those instincts and passions which otherwise become so 

ungovernable.”204  To Sircar, the primary duty of every human was the regeneration and 

preservation of the race.  The fundamental aspect of the Indian race, the healthy procreation of 

the next generation, was in jeopardy.  In Sircar’s worldview, the pursuit of science would be an 

effective method to revive the Indian mind, which would start at the beginning, where healthy, 
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mature parents produce healthy children.  He, thus, created a cyclical relationship between social 

conditions and science, where elevation of one advanced the other.205 

Sircar’s primary intent was to provide the impetus for national regeneration.  He wanted 

Indians to educate themselves in subjects which would allow them to contribute to the world.  He 

wanted Indians to not just be consumers but also be producers of knowledge.  He believed that 

the people of the subcontinent had immense potential.  With the right education, they could 

blossom into a science-loving, productive society.  He evokes the memories of India’s rich 

traditions and beseeches the young generation to call on the greatness of past intellectual 

contributions of their ancestors and use it as a source of inspiration.  Sircar wanted the 

“cultivation of science to be a vindication of the ancient intellectual glory of India.”206  Even 

though India was politically subjugated, Sircar believed that with science Indian youth could be 

re-introduced to the glory of ancient India and find their national pride.  While grateful to the 

British for their nudge towards modernity, Sircar believed that it was time for India to embrace 

modernity and become self-reliant.  Once the East led the way for the West, however, with the 

revolution of time, it was the turn of the East to follow the example of the West.207   

Sircar was one of the first to believe that India could achieve self-rule if the natives were 

properly educated.  He believed that India was not lacking in intelligent people, they only needed 

the tools to prepare them to compete on the world stage.  His desire was that the Indian 
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Association for the Cultivation of Science would train the first crop of Indian scientists, who 

would train the next generation, making India a nation that was science literate.  His hope was 

that students would become trained in various scientific disciplines and would continue to do 

research and contribute to the vast global scientific community.  He also hoped that scientists 

would start companies and make products and bring services to alleviate suffering in the lives of 

their countrymen.  While men like Ram Mohun Roy agitated for the western education, they 

never saw Indian independence as a viable choice.  Sircar was one of the first Indian intellectuals 

to promote the Swadeshi movement, the idea of Indian economic independence, that was later 

adopted by the Indian National Congress.  To have an independent nation, it was essential to 

have politicians, engineers, doctors and other intellectuals to sustain independence and maintain 

and elevate the standard of living for all Indians.  Sircar hoped that the IACS would be the 

bedrock on which independent Indian society would be built. 

It is undeniable that Mahendralal Sircar credited science with the ability to save Indians.  

Science so completely permeated his life that even his religion and morality were driven by 

rationalism.  It is no wonder that Sircar was drawn towards the Brahmo Samaj, which promoted 

the education of the Vedantas and shunned the idol worshipping Bhakti movement that was 

prevalent within Hindu society.  Logically, then, Sircar found his initial supporters for the IACS 

among his Brahmo Samaj friends.  Social reformers like Keshub Chandra Sen, and intellectuals 

like Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, Ramendrasundar Trivedi, and Rabindranath Tagore were one 

of the first people to invest in Sircar’s Association and worked hard to promote his venture.  

Since the Brahmo Samaj group were vested in reforming the Indian society and education, they 
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were the first to see the benefits of a scientific education.208  Towards the late nineteenth century, 

Indians were immersed within the British colonial machinations.  India had been exposed to 

western education, technologies, and politics.  Technological advances such as railways and 

telegrams, which were built to sustain the well-being of the Raj were adopted and 

enthusiastically used by the Indians.  The native population saw the positive effects of 

technology, laying a groundwork for the acceptance of scientific education.  The first generation 

of intellectuals, who had been educated in the various British schools were maturing and seeing 

the benefit of scientific education, agitating for reforms and lending vocal support for those 

effecting changes.  

 The scene was set for the rise of the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science.  

Mahendralal Sircar had to traverse a tight socio-political rope to get his foundation started.  The 

idea of scientific practice promoting morality and attempting to seek the divine was a belief that 

carried Sircar through his entire life.  He tried to impress upon his countrymen the scientific 

powers of moral and social regeneration of the country.  In Britain, the slow professionalization 

of the sciences that was taking place made it possible for men to participate in scientific pursuit 

based on their merit.  The British Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS), 

organized in 1831, was a far more democratic institution than its predecessor, the British Royal 

Society that was notoriously limited to the wealthy and the privileged.  The BAAS, from its 

inception was far more democratic and offered membership to practicing scientists.  They held 

yearly meetings in various locations around Britain and organized forums and discussions on the 

                                                           
208 J. Lourdusamy, Science and National Consciousness in Bengal: 1870-1930 (New Delhi: 
Orient Longman, 2004), 49-55. 



 
 

110 
 

interactions of science and society.  Their discussions also centered on the various ways to 

organize scientific education and research and direct the necessary funds.  The BAAS became an 

organization via which the government became involved by supporting and influencing research 

with their funding.209  Sircar imagined his Science Association would reflect the principles of the 

BAAS and accomplish in India what had been done in Britain.  He wanted his Science 

Association to be a forerunner and a leader in proliferating and professionalizing the sciences in 

India.  What the BAAS had done for Britain in terms of scientific progress, popularization, and 

professionalization, Sircar wanted his Science Association to achieve in India.  To accomplish 

that goal, Sircar had to appease both the western-oriented intellectuals and the Hindu orthodoxy.  

He also had to balance the rhetoric of calling for autonomy and placating the British government.  

Sircar was the first Indian to attempt to establish an institute that had native autonomy and the 

scope to threaten the government, while traversing the complex politics of the colony.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

POLITICS OF THE SCIENCE ASSOCIATION 
 
 

In making known the wants of India in this respect, and pointing out the remedies, he has thrown 
the responsibility on the shoulders of his countrymen.  It will, indeed, be a great blot on the 
Bengalee name if the present scheme is allowed to fall through for want of encouragement. 

-Indo-European Correspondence210 
 

 Sircar’s embracing of homeopathy and the subsequent ostracizing from the Calcutta 

Medical Association culminated in the establishment of the Indian Association for the 

Cultivation of Science in July of 1876.  Sircar’s personal feelings about the moral and material 

benefits of scientific endeavor was a contributing factor in his zeal to promote science education. 

Many educated Bengali elites and newspapers supported the Association financially and helped 

publicize the project.  However, Sircar also met unwilling natives and an ambivalent British 

government who viewed his Association as an impractical dream.  Many within the Indian 

community, along with the support of the British government favored the establishment of a 

technical college which would train Indian students in practical careers.  Sircar’s Science 

Association was in complete contrast to the technical college.  He was forced to have a public 

battle with the Indian League, favoring technical education, about the efficacy of scientific 

education.  In his campaign for the IACS, Sircar was aided by the Hindoo Patriot, a weekly 

English newspaper, his staunch supporter, Father Eugene Lafont, of the Xavier College, and 

many members of the Brahmo Samaj.  Sircar’s journey to establish the IACS was mired with 

many paradoxes.  While, he espoused the “Indianness” of the Association, where the institution 
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was to be created and maintained by Indians for Indians, it had help from many quarters of the 

colonial establishment.  While Indian contributions made up the majority of Association’s 

funding, several British gentlemen also made generous financial contributions.  Not only did 

Sircar welcome the financial help from British officials and the British government, but he 

actively sought their help, with the caveat that the Association remain independent of the 

government purview.  Sircar had to maintain a delicate balance between mobilizing the memory 

of ancient India’s magnificence and supplicating to the colonial apparatus.  He had a complicated 

task navigating through the socio-political landscape of the British Raj and the turbulent and 

nascent Indian nationalism. 

5.1 Courting British and Indian patronage 

 The scope of the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science was vast and fraught 

with several dilemmas.  Mahendralal Sircar envisioned the IACS to be an autonomous 

institution, however, this institution had to exist within the colonial framework.  J. Lourdusamy 

in his work, Science and National Consciousness in Bengal, explores the issues related to science 

at the time of British colonialism and Indian nationalism, writes that Sircar’s project was 

dependent on the colonial state, where the Association needed “proper nursing and imperial 

encouragement.”211  Sircar felt that if the IACS was going to survive it needed financial help and 

judgement-free guidance from the British government, without expecting subservience.  It was 

not a small matter to establish a center for education without the help of the government.  Sircar 

needed a dedicated space for the Association, materials and apparatus for instruction and 
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lectures, and knowledgeable instructors.  Almost all the previous schools, like the Presidency 

College, Calcutta Medical College, and Saint Xavier’s College were set up by the Europeans.  If 

Indians were to be successful in creating an institution that suited their needs, British help was 

invaluable.212  However, Sircar had to be careful about seeking British help and marshalling 

native forces to mobilize the intellectual change required to awaken India to greatness.  The 

genesis and the establishment of the IACS happened during the seminal period of absolute 

British dominance of India and the emergence of political nationalism among the Indians.  

Naturally, Sircar had to negotiate the ebb and flow of the socio-politics of colonial India.  Given 

the goals he had set out for the Association and the political reality of the subcontinent, 

Lourdusamy observes, “Sircar’s attitudes towards political subordination ranged from 

evasiveness and indifference to acquiescence and gratitude.”213   

 Often in his speeches and articles, Sircar reconciles the emotions of defiance and 

gratitude for the British Raj.  He laments that everyone born in India has “inherited submission 

to a foreign yoke,” but with the same breath, Sircar praises the British rule as being inherently 

benevolent, raising the Indians from their fallen circumstances.  He states that it is unclear if the 

time will come when Indians will take the reins or even be allowed to take the reins of governing 

their country.  However, he harkens to “the inherent generosity that flows through every British 

heart,” and thanks them for dismantling the barriers between the British and the Indians.  Sircar, 

further predicts that when all obstacles are removed, politically, Indians would not be different 

from the natives of England.  He concludes that there will be a future where the current forms of 
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imperial government would fall out of favor or become “incompatible with the progress of 

times.”  But, he acquiesces that India’s current tenure under the British rule was fortunate, 

because the Indians enjoyed better right under the British rule than they did during the “golden 

ages” of Indian rule.  When it came to educational access, Sircar believed that the British 

afforded Indians the same rights as any Englishman, where Indians enjoy access to education, 

which was restricted along caste lines under the Indian rulers.  Sircar believed that he was living 

during better times, where Indians had “fuller opportunities” for developing to their full potential 

and better able to fulfil their destiny.”214  Sircar built a complex vocabulary to reflect the 

relationship between the British government and Indians.  It reflects the shame of being under 

foreign rule, the hope of independence, and the gratitude for the foreign ruler for laying the 

foundation for self-reliance. 

 While Sircar was ambivalent towards the British rule and its future in the subcontinent, 

he left no doubt that the British had to fulfill their “solemn duty,” the spread of education and the 

enrichment of all Indians.  He believed that supporting scientific education in native schools was 

the natural extension of that duty.  Sircar laments that the only scientific institution of any 

respect, was the Asiatic Society of Bengal.  While the Asiatic Society was doing everything to 

advance the cause of science in India, it did not have any facilities to encourage scientific 

studies.  He finds comfort in the fact that similar institutions in England do not have strong 

physical science programs.  However, many public institutions overcome that shortcoming by 
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hosting experimental lectures, delivered by eminent scientific scholars.215  The IACS would 

fulfill that neglect by educating Indians in science by providing a venue for scientific practice 

and education.  Sircar reminded the British that supporting the IACS would be a continuation of 

their duty to elevate the natives. 

 Sircar had to make science education not only palatable to the Indians but had to sell it to 

the British by highlighting the various benefits to the government.  He argued that the scientific 

education of the natives would strengthen the British government.  For the colonial government, 

it was standard practice to bring in scientific professionals for research and professorships, from 

England.  Professionals in various industries continued to be British or European, with Indians 

being their subordinate.  In Sircar’s opinion, educating the Indians in science and other industry 

would reduce the heavier expense of importing professional men from Britain.  He hoped that the 

government would accept graduates from his proposed institutions for many of the higher 

positions in government and education.  Sircar also hoped that graduates from his Association 

would be a source of indigenous teachers in science, which would spur the science education in 

Indian schools and colleges on a large scale.216  He further argues that training the Indians in 

science would ultimately increase the workforce for the British government, ensuring a 

strengthening of their position in the subcontinent.  While arguing for national support for the 

IACS, Sircar states, “the stability of the British Government depends chiefly, if not solely, upon 

the spread of education and the encouragement of an intimate knowledge of the Physical 
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Sciences.”217  When educated Indians were part of the British government, Sircar argued that 

they would become invested in running the country and securing the bonds between the two 

countries.  He makes the case that science education should be a priority for the British because 

it not only makes financial sense, but, fulfills their obligation towards the Indians, and ensures 

their regional stability.   

 The cornerstone of Sircar’s IACS was independence and self-reliance.  According to 

Sircar, promoting the idea of self-reliance was a broadening of the British promise to elevate 

Indians.  While arguing for the need for the Science Association, Sircar laments that the Indians 

had lost their ability of self-sufficiency because the natives expected the government to take 

actions to improve their lives and usher in social prosperity.  He warns, “if the Government were 

to do everything for us, we shall never do anything for ourselves.”218  He urged the natives to 

wean themselves from such a dependence and encouraged the government to support this 

process.  He states that “it should be our earnest endeavour to back the efforts of Government to 

do good to ourselves.”219  Sircar wanted his Association to be independent because he believed 

that it was time for the Indians to experiment with self-reliance.  He writes that the institution 

will be “entirely under native management and control.”  He mollifies his rhetoric by adding, 

“we say this not out of vanity but simply that we may begin to learn the value of self-reliance.”  
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Sircar also adds that this self-reliance would be “in matters in which we may do it without any 

serious risk.”220  He assures the government that the Association would not affect any British 

policies, nor be involved with governing, and would dedicate itself to the process of scientific 

education.  Thus, its successes and failures would not affect governance.  Sircar portrays his 

Association as a non-threatening entity to the British Empire, which would strengthen British 

authority rather than undermine it. 

 While Sircar was courting British sympathy and support for his proposed Association, he 

was appealing to the Indians by invoking their pride as Indians.  He bemoans Indian reluctance 

to participate in the world of intellect.  Sircar calls upon his countrymen to shed ignorance and 

not be merely “charmed by the exhibitions of science,” but understand the “elaborate 

mechanisms behind the stage” that are responsible for their efficiency.  He believes that Indians 

cannot remain on the sidelines of scientific productivity and he calls Indians “idle spectators of 

the wonders of science.”  He states that the natives can no longer “remain the unproductive 

recipient” of science and continue to enjoy “the comforts daily heaped upon us as it were by its 

practical achievements.”  Sircar wanted Indians to be workers who contributed towards the 

“onward march of humanity.”  He wanted Indians to not just be consumers of science and 

technology, but be active participants in producing science and contributing to the scientific 

community.  To him, there was a difference between “civilized man and the man happening to 

live in civilized times.”  He believes that his generation is living in privileged time, and he warns 

that to remain “ignorant as the man of the stone period” was a matter of “unspeakable shame.”  
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He urges his fellow countrymen to not squander the opportunity that has been afforded them.  He 

calls on Indians to harness the tools and the means provided them and facilitate improvement.221   

 There was no doubt in Sircar’s mind of the capability of the Indian mind to learn and 

practice science or understand the mysteries of nature.  However, he did believe that science 

would restore the lost vigor of the Indian mind.  In his lecture to the Bethune Society, Sircar 

frames questions regarding the capacity of the Indian mind.  He asks, “are the natives of India 

unfit or incapable by virtue of their organization to enter on the severer duties of life?  Are they 

incapable of appreciating the revelations of science and of engaging in researches which lead to 

those revelations?”  He answers those questions with an emphatic “no!”  He believed that Indian 

youth have shown as much aptitude and love for science as the youth of any other country.222  

Sircar never questioned the untapped potential of the Indian people.  He concluded that the many 

obstacles to the proliferation of scientific education in India was political and social, not 

intellectual. 

Sircar cited the case of the Calcutta Medical College, which had been in existence for 

nearly half a century, and while a bastion of scientific education, had seen no evidence of 

original research.  He concluded that social pressures, lack of opportunities and financial 

constraints contributed to the lack of Indians taking up scientific research.  The atmosphere that 

surrounds the youth of India, Sircar states, is “the worst imaginable for the development and 

cultivation of the intellect.”  He points out that native students had to contend with “deep-rooted 
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prejudices” and “time-honored customs,” which “taxes their energies and purse.”223  Sircar also 

assigns partial blame to the government that has afforded no prospects or encouragement for the 

pursuit of science by the natives.  He writes that in the government employment, natives “must 

remain eternally degraded and disgraced as sub-assistant surgeons, excluded from all 

independent positions, and with no hope…of improving their ranks.”224  With such limited 

chances and added financial limitations students could not be expected to continue with scientific 

pursuits beyond their college degree.  Sircar believed that by removing social and logistical 

obstacles Indians had the capacity to match any European country with scientific and 

technological production. 

To drive home his point of native intelligence and perseverance, Sircar cited the 

successes of many of the Indians in the field of science and used them as a shining example.  He 

pointed to the example of Babu Kanai Lal Dey (1831-1899), who was posted in the Calcutta 

Medical College.  Dey used this opportunity to use the college’s laboratory to excel in the 

practice of Chemistry.   Without this opportunity, Sircar muses that Dey would have rotted away 

in an obscure mofussil (rural area) station.225  As David Arnold writes, Kanai Lal Dey was “the 

single most influential figure… who had risen from the ranks of sub-assistant surgeons to 

become Professor of Chemistry” at the college.  Dey became a prominent chemist and worked 
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towards bringing Indian pharmacology into mainstream drug production.226  Sircar also alluded 

to the brilliance of Babu Rajendra Lal Mitra (1822-1891), an eminent Indologist, who conducted 

extensive research in philology and archaeology.  In 1846, Mitra was appointed the librarian of 

the Asiatic Society and he remained with the Society for the rest of his life in various capacities, 

eventually becoming its first Indian president.  Mitra used the extensive resources at the Asiatic 

Society’s library and became a well-established scholar in his field.227  By exemplifying these 

men, Sircar is implying that given the opportunity and encouragement, Indian men were capable 

of intellectual growth.  They were also an example to all the native scholars to not be 

discouraged by impediments, but use any available resources to improve their knowledge. 

Sircar had abundant confidence in the latent potential of the natives of India.  He 

repeatedly pointed out that even though India was politically subjugated, it was not intellectually 

inferior, as evidence by its vast, illustrious intellectual heritage.  Sircar writes that India’s 

“intellectual achievements and spiritual developments placed her at the head of the countries of 

the world in those days and made her their instructress…”228  To Sircar, the cultivation of 

science would serve as an ultimate vindication of India’s ancient intellectual glory.  He sought to 

unearth much of the history and science that was lost from the ravages of constant “invasions and 

                                                           
226 David Arnold, The New Cambridge History of India: Science, technology and medicine in 
colonial India (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 181; Arun Kumar Biswas, 
“Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science: A Nation’s Dream, 1869-1947,” in Science 
and Modern India: An Institutional History, c. 1784-1947, ed. Uma Das Gupta (Delhi: Pearson 
Longman, 2010), 111. 
 
227 Biswas, “Indian Association,” 110. 
 
228 Mahendralal Sircar, “The right pursuit of the Physical Sciences considered from the point of 
view of individual as well as Indian national regeneration,” The Dawn 6, no. 3(October, 1902): 
80. 



 
 

121 
 

oppressions” that marked the modern age.  Sircar also wanted the younger generation to feel 

pride in their heritage, gain confidence from their histories, and know that the intellectual vigour 

of the past was “only dormant…and not dead.”  India had to win back her lost prestige by 

rekindling enthusiasm for science, and take her place among the civilized countries of the 

world.229  Sircar urged the younger generation to be worthy of their illustrious heritage and 

continue to enrich it by excelling in their crafts. 

Having dispensed with the question of capability, Sircar turned to the problem of 

feasibility.  For the IACS to be autonomous, Sircar needed generous donations from his 

countrymen.  He was confident that there was enough money in India for the Association to be 

supported.  He targeted the elites of the Indian society, mainly the landed aristocracy and feudal 

chiefs, who were liberal with their fortunes on many trivial matters.  However, Sircar had to 

educate these elites on the impact that their munificence would have on the regeneration of their 

country.  Despite his emphasis on self-sufficiency, Sircar was not averse to accepting aid from 

the Government, if it came “unhampered with conditions and restrictions.”  He urged the 

government and the governor himself to donate generously toward his noble cause.  Sircar’s 

emphasis on autonomy aside, he was aware of the ground realities of the colonial system.  As 

Lourdusamy points out, he was conscious of the limitations and pressures imposed by the 

colonial situation.  So, Sircar had to develop a very nuanced relationship with the colonial 

government.  He had to play a careful balancing game between seeking state patronage and 

asserting his independence.  Lourdusamy remarks that this posturing of distancing and 
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proximation “would turn out to be the constants of the Indian response to Western Science in the 

context of rising nationalistic aspirations.”230  Much like Sircar, his Association was built on 

contradictions, that sought help and guidance from all quarters, yet proclaimed its independence.  

The Association was the result of a culture of emergent political nationalism, yet had to traverse 

the web of colonial politics.  Where its existence had to be justified as a natural extension of the 

liberal promise of British rule. 

5.2 Prospectus and initial support 

Following the publication of his article, “On the Desirability of Cultivation of the 

Sciences by the Natives of India” in August of 1869, Sircar found instant support for his project 

from the learned elites of the Bengal society.  Newspapers like the Hindoo Patriot and The 

Indian Mirror, voiced their support for the Association and urged their educated and successful 

countrymen to support Sircar’s cause.  The Hindoo Patriot became a zealous supporter of Sircar 

and his IACS.  The weekly newspaper urged their readers, especially the millionaires and 

educated, to read Sircar’s article, citing the Calcutta Journal of Medicine.  The editor further 

states that millionaires are needed for their financial support and educated countrymen must 

make the project successful by their “industry, zeal, and public spirit.”231  The editor continues 

with a warning that the project is ambitious and its scope should not deter anyone from 

participating.  He reminds his readers that Rome was not built in a day and counsels his readers 

and Sircar to begin and continue to persevere.  The newspapers, especially, The Hindoo Patriot 

were aggressive in their support for Sircar and constantly pleaded with him to begin the 
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Association despite the lack of money or resources.  The Hindoo Patriot, along with the Calcutta 

Journal of Medicine, became Sircar’s mouthpiece.  The newspaper became Sircar’s medium 

through which he presented the needs of the Association, advertised the various lectures, and 

defended himself from adversarial members of society. 

In response to the encouragements Sircar received on his article, he published the 

prospectus for the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science in January 1870, which was 

published by The Hindoo Patriot.  The proposal was a synthesis of the article into three main 

points.  Primarily, Sircar envisioned the Association established in Calcutta to be the “parent 

Institution” that would have branches in various parts of India “according as time, necessity, and 

other circumstances will suggest.”232  Since it was Sircar’s dream to jumpstart a national 

regeneration he envisioned that his Association would be reproduced everywhere in India.   Like 

its parent, all the branches would also be independent and serve the people by popularizing 

science and encouraging scientific learning.  Sadly, the Association never expanded beyond its 

institute in Calcutta.  Sircar spent his entire life asking for funds and resources to support the 

Association.  During Sircar’s lifetime, even though the IACS was established and continued to 

hold popular lectures, it continued to struggle and he never lived to see its success in the early 

twentieth century.  Although the IACS was self-sufficient -- a huge accomplishment -- it never 

had any branches like the ones Sircar envisioned.   

Second, the IACS, as its name indicated would “encourage and enable the Natives of 

India to cultivate science” in various departments.233  In addition to popularizing scientific 
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education, Sircar had another motive, which was to focus on all things Indian, ancient and 

modern.  He wanted to bring back from “oblivion” the philosophies and methodologies that were 

practiced in the subcontinent.  In the process Sircar hoped that the Association would unearth 

early scientific wisdom of their ancestors.  He writes that “the Association will aim at editing and 

publishing the ancient records, so replete with interest and wisdom.”234  By bringing to light 

these lost texts, Sircar hoped to accomplish two things.  One, was to show the Indians, especially 

the younger generation, that Indian culture was not separate from scientific traditions.  He hoped 

that new discoveries of old works would give the young students pride in their culture and 

embolden them to contribute within their disciplines.  Second, Sircar hoped that unearthing 

ancient documents would be evidence that western science was not the only means of 

understanding the world and the universe beyond.  He felt, if India was going to be competitive 

on the world stage, her histories, traditions, and science should not be ignored.  Sircar also knew 

that bringing to light the lost Indian sources would be a point of honor for the Indians, thus 

contributing toward the national pride that was emerging within the Indian society. 

The final point in the proposal was the need for “local habitation, scientific works and 

instruments, and men able and willing to work.”235  Sircar proposed the purchase of a piece of 

land in Calcutta, to build a house to function as the headquarters of the IACS, labs and other 

resources necessary for the Association.  Within the same proposal, Sircar makes a call to men to 

join the Association.  He appeals to men who are “prosecuting their studies in especial 
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departments” and men who have graduated from any institution that was ambitious and 

interested in science, “but unable from want of means, to prosecute scientific studies.”236  The 

IACS was to become a space where scientific studies would earn young men a stipend that 

would provide for their families.  Sircar saw the IACS as an antidote to the tide of graduates 

rushing into government employment and avoiding scientific pursuit.  Sircar ended the proposal 

with a call to all the moneyed people of India who care about their country’s progress to donate.   

While Sircar laid out a roadmap for the set up and growth of the IACS, Indian 

newspapers went into a frenzied conversation with each other about the pros and cons about 

Sircar’s project.  The consensus was that the IACS was a required checkpoint in India’s road to 

progress and self-governance.  Sircar was lauded for architecting such an ambitious project.  In 

the week following the publishing of his prospectus, Sircar received unfailing support from The 

Indian Mirror, Hindoo Patriot, and The Bengalee.  The need for practical knowledge instruction 

in schools and colleges was a point that was repeated within educated circles in Calcutta society.  

The Indian Mirror while lauding the work of the Bethune Society and many others like it, 

pointed out that their primarily object was more “literary than scientific.”  While schools and 

colleges are making progress in instructing student in physiology and civil engineering, there 

was no practical value to this education.  The editor bemoans that this knowledge is “turned to 

profitable account.”  He asks if accruing wealth and comforts in life, while serving the State was 

a worthy accomplishment for the men of his country.  The editorial poses the query, if it is 

enough for a young medical student and an engineering student to apply their knowledge in 

maintaining the state that which continues to rule over them.  The editor advises against Indian 
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complacency and adds that “the country demands other services from our youths than those 

which, from the nature of their callings, they might be called upon to perform…”237  It is a clear 

call to the educated of the country to dedicate their lives to scientific research, elevate their 

knowledge, and enrich the nation.  The Indian Mirror refers to the proposed IACS as the “temple 

of science” that would lead the enquirer from “nature to nature’s God.”238  The newspaper 

repeatedly implores the young men of India to rise above their self-satisfaction and do better for 

their country. 

The Hindoo Patriot was a publication that directed the verbal assault on perceived 

imperial injustices.  It was a newspaper that came into existence before the Indian Revolt of 1857 

and often became the mouthpiece of activism.  The paper highlighted the efforts of Indian 

royalties during the revolt and sympathized with the martyrs.  In the late 1850s the paper 

uncovered and exposed the oppression of the Indian peasants by indigo planters, who forced the 

farmers to plant and cultivate indigo plants.239  It was not surprising that the weekly newspaper 

led the charge against the British government for ignoring the proper education of the Indians.   

Following the publishing of the prospectus for the IACS, the editor, Krishnadas Pal, urges Sircar 

to get started on the Association.  He lauds the educated natives for establishing the British 

Indian Association, the Bethune Society, and various other schools and colleges that have 
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succeeded in creating a national literature within the space of a quarter of a century.  But the 

editor writes that although there has been progress, it has “been one-sided” and that Indians 

“have learnt too many words without understanding or appreciating the objects around” them.  

He predicts that if science had been promoted in schools then “the nation would have progressed 

at a much more rapid pace than it now does.”240   

The paper took up the mantle of expressing the prevailing sentiment of dissatisfaction 

with the Government system of education.  The newspaper compliments its readers saying that 

“whatever our educated natives have learnt, they have…learnt in spite of it.”241  The editor refers 

to the sign of better times where the young men were paying attention to the study of science and 

natives were coming to appreciate the advantages of cultivating science.  The paper calls out the 

enlightened gentleman Babu Doorga Churn Law, who founded scholarships to encourage the 

study of the Physical sciences.  The Hindoo Patriot, draws a subtle yet powerful connection 

between Indian progress and native activism.  The myriad Associations, Societies, schools, and 

colleges came into existence because of native agitation for more, the result of native frustration 

at British sluggishness in the matters of Indian education reform.  Thus, the editor implores 

“native gentlemen” to make similar endowments, like Babu Doorga Churn Law, to continue the 

tradition of Indian defiance and autonomy. 

The newspaper urges Sircar to get the Association in “fair working order” and the rest 

will follow.  The editor takes issue with the last point in the Association’s prospectus of 

requiring a local habitation, instruments, and books.  Although a local habitation would be 

                                                           
240 The Hindoo Patriot, January 10, 1870. 
 
241 The Hindoo Patriot, January 10, 1870. 



 
 

128 
 

desirable, the editorial reminds Sircar that every major institution had humble beginnings.  The 

Asiatic Society had no principle location.  The early meetings were held at the Government 

House and many others were held at the residence of Sir William Jones, its founding member.   

Similarly, the British Indian Association had no local space for nearly fourteen years since its 

foundation.  Despite the overwhelming membership of millionaires and wealthy landholders, the 

British Indian Association met in small spaces until a house was founded for its sole purpose.  

The editor urges Sircar to approach Mr. Sutcliffe at the Presidency College to use its theatre for 

public meetings of the IACS, as the success of the Association depends on the publicity that it 

receives and the quick publishing of its papers in the Calcutta Medical Journal would attract 

favorable press for the institution.  The editor concludes, “let its usefulness be first established, 

and funds will not then be wanting for those primary ‘requisites’ on which Dr. Sircar lays so 

much stress.”242  The newspaper advises Sircar to make a humble beginning instead of waiting 

for funds that are difficult to collect. 

While the Hindoo Patriot could not contain their exuberance for Sircar’s proposal for the 

IACS, Sircar had a more steadied response to their editorials.  He reminds the readers of the 

newspaper that many of the previous societies had little to no need for a local habitation.  He 

cites the example of the Asiatic Society, where the members realized, after just a few preliminary 

meetings, that a local meeting place was essential.  Furthermore, societies like the Agri-

horticultural Society and the British Indian Association required no set meeting places because, 

by their very nature, they required no lab equipment.  The horticultural society members 
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conducted their operations and investigations in various part of the country and sent in their 

results to the various members of the society.  Sircar states that the British Indian Association 

could have done without a permanent place, since much of the work is carried on in the minds of 

its members.  The sole reason for the British Indian Association to have a place was to house 

their large and growing library and to establish permanency of the Association.243  Sircar 

reminds the readers that his Association was neither a political institute or a debating club.  Its 

needs were different from the previous institutes that have dotted the landscape of Calcutta. 

The Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science was to be a purely scientific 

institute that would carry out observations and experiments.  A serious institute where 

technological and scientific pursuits would be its motto.  For such an institute, laboratory, lecture 

halls, and necessary equipment was of essence to be fully functioning.  As Sircar states, “we 

want a chemical laboratory, we want mechanical, electrical and magnetic instruments, we want 

astronomical and meteorological instruments, we want a geological and zoological museum, we 

want a herbarium, and we want a thousand other things…”244  Without these, Sircar points out 

that it would not be possible to begin.  Scientific pursuit demands these basic supplies for its 

practice and cannot begin and wait for books and instruments to come after it gets in working 

order.  Sircar assures the editor that he has every faith in the people of his country to come up 

with the sum of one lakh Rupees (6,500 Pounds) to get the Association started.  Sircar has no 

doubt that his countrymen would raise the money quickly, as the IACS would be “for the 
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substantial and permanent use for the whole nation.”  He commends the progressiveness of his 

countrymen and suggests that questioning their “enlightened liberality” would be akin to libeling 

them.245  The encouragement that Sircar received at the publishing of his prospectus played a 

heavy part in encouraging his confidence in his countrymen and their ability to put country 

above pettiness.   

5.3 Father Eugene Lafont 

As designed by Sircar, the IACS was a vehicle to modernize India.  While many of the 

Indian men and royalty contributed to the Association, Father Eugene Lafont, a Belgian Jesuit 

priest played a significant role in sculpting the IACS.  Father Lafont was born in Belgium in 

1837 and joined the Society of Jesus in 1854.246  The Holy Orders afforded him the opportunity 

to pursue the study of Philosophy and Natural Science at Namur College.  He had an aptitude for 

atmospheric, terrestrial, and experimental physics.  His training also afforded him the means to 

synthesis his religious value systems with scientific knowledge, which was the spirit of the 

Indian revivalist movement in India and matched Sircar’s understanding of Science.247  Father 

Depelchin, a Minister of the Namur College at the time of Lafont’s studies, founded the St. 

Xavier’s College in Calcutta in 1860 and recruited Lafont to teach in the new college in 1865.  

Lafont became the rector of the college and was responsible for the physics lessons.248  In his 
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new tenure, Lafont was instrumental in popularizing science with his weekly lectures and 

founding the state of the art physical laboratory.  Under his tutelage, many Indian scientists 

found their love for science and became subject matter experts.  For the next forty-two years, 

until his death, Father Lafont held public lectures on various scientific topics, not only at the 

Xavier College, but also at the IACS.   

Father Lafont’s legacy in India is that of popularizing science and making it accessible 

for the natives of India.  As Lourdusamy points out, Father Lafont’s name became synonymous 

with the proliferation of Western Science in India and with Sircar’s IACS.249  One of Father 

Lafont’s pet projects was the building of a Spectroscopic Observatory at St. Xavier’s College, to 

map solar protuberances.  This project was suggested by the famed Italian astronomer, Tacchini 

on his visit to India, impressed by the solar observations in the clear Indian skies.  To get the 

project off ground, Lafont applied to the Asiatic Society, requesting increased subscriptions 

towards the fund for the building and necessary instruments.  He was also confident that the 

Government of Bengal would subsidize his scheme and more money could be raised from 

private subscriptions.250  The Lieutenant-Governor, Sir Richard Temple sanctioned a grant of 

5000 Rupees (330 Pounds) towards the building of the observatory, conditioned upon an equal 

sum gathered from private investors.  By the end of June 1875, the Observatory was nearly 

completed and necessary instruments were ordered from Munich and London.  Lafont’s 

Observatory was well-funded and quickly became a success and continued to grow under his 
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guidance.  He continued to collect funds with his powers of persuasion and entertaining public 

lectures.251   

Father Lafont was instrumental in bridging the gap between the western and Indian, in 

terms of fostering relationships between Western and Indian scientists, and introducing new 

inventions and discoveries from the West to the Indian population.  Lafont became so famous 

that he, along with his famed observatory, became part of the local community.  The populace of 

Calcutta relied on his methodical and precise meteorological observations and predictions.252  

Father Lafont also cultivated a reputation for holding interesting lectures.  In September of 1868 

he provided a public lecture that included scientific experiments and slide shows, which was 

received with significant enthusiasm.  After this incident, Lafont was urged to give regular public 

lectures on science, which he did for the rest of his life.  The Indo-European Correspondence 

noted that Lafont’s lecture on Physical Science was “eminently practical” and he “wisely 

eschewed anything like showiness and unnecessary technicalities.”253  The newspaper also 

remarked that his lecture was delivered without any technical jargon and could be understood by 

ordinary English-literate students.  This was reminiscent of the system of lectures delivered by 

Faraday and Brande at the London Royal Institution, which drew a variety of people to their 

lectures.  The paper speculated that Lafont’s lectures would work equally well at drawing crowds 

in Calcutta.  Through his public lectures and his observatory, Lafont awakened the public’s 
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interest in the study of science.  Father Lafont’s contribution for the advancement of science in 

Bengal was immeasurable.  As The Xaverian writes, “he was not without reason called ‘the 

Father of Science in Bengal.’”254 

Consistent with his goal of popularizing science, Lafont was eager to promote 

Mahendralal Sircar’s scheme of a Science Association.  Lafont remained implacable in his 

support for Sircar’s Association.  In response, Sircar referred to Lafont as his friend and a guide 

to traverse the “difficult paths of science,” who used his lectures to keep “the idea of the Science 

Association afloat and alive in the public mind.”255  The earliest known mention of Father Lafont 

in Sircar’s diaries was on 11th January 1873, where he attended a lecture in Xavier College, 

where Father Lafont lectured on the meteorograph and its remarkable uses.  Sircar writes that a 

meteorograph “records the temperature, the weight of the atmosphere, the direction and velocity 

of the wind, and the hour of commencement and cessation of rainfall.”  He remarks that the 

instrument was simple yet “exceedingly ingenious.”256  Lafont was responsible for kindling 

Sircar’s interest in astronomy, even procured him a simple astronomical telescope that belonged 

to Dr. MacNamara for 250 Rupees (15 Pounds).  With his new telescope, Sircar spent many 
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nights observing celestial bodies.  Within a few months, Sircar had observed Jupiter and four of 

its moons, Saturn and its rings, and tracked the transit of Venus across the Sun’s disc.257 

Father Lafont was one of the early supporters of the Science Association; he was 

instrumental in spreading the word about the Association, defending Sircar’s goals, and priming 

the Bengali society with the benefits of science.  Father Lafont did not just spread the word about 

the Science Association, but supported Sircar’s venture financially.  When he decided to hold 

lectures every fortnight, the entrance fee from the first lecture was donated to the IACS.258  

Father Lafont promoted the Association during his lectures and highlighted the eagerness with 

which the native community attended and supported various scientific activities.  Lafont remarks 

that the interest with which natives attended his and other lectures, like the lecture on electricity 

delivered at the Medical College by Babu Rajkrishna Mittra, was promising.  The native 

eagerness was proof that the native community was aware of the importance of the spread of 

science.259  The Indian Mirror referred to Father Lafont’s lectures as being “clear and graceful, 

plain and animated, rising at times to the height of eloquence…”  The paper remarks that even 

though revered institutions like the Presidency College provide students with expensive 

laboratory and educated professors, few students take up science.  The Indian Mirror calls for 

popular science lectures throughout the country to invigorate students to engage with scientific 

disciplines.  The paper points to Father Lafont and Dr. Sircar as their “choice for leaders” and 
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calls on them to lead the cause of popularizing science.260  Together, Sircar and Lafont became 

the pillars of scientific community of Bengal. 

Father Lafont saw his friend, Mahendralal Sircar toil for six long years to collect the 

necessary funds to make a modest start to the Association.  The money for the spectroscopic 

observatory at the St. Xavier’s College came unrestrained and from all quarters of the Indian 

society, and a large donation came from the government.261  However, Sircar’s project had 

evoked very little response from the native gentlemen or the government.  Lafont spoke 

passionately at the second meeting of the subscribers to Science Association.  He assured the 

subscribers that the natives of India possessed the “required capacity to ensure success” in 

scientific study.  He further stated that the native students were on par with other students 

regarding scientific proficiency.  He sympathized with the Indian students for their lack of tools 

and necessary teachers to execute their studies.  He assured the attendees at the meeting that the 

Science Association would meet the challenges of educating the native student and fill a long-

lasting void in the Indian education system.262  Lafont was in no doubt that Sircar’s Association 

was a necessary step for Indian prosperity and was confident of its success, if it was given a 

chance to make a healthy start. 
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Both Lafont and Sircar maintained a mutual admiration and respect for each other.  

Lafont’s support for Sircar’s IACS was followed by Catholic endorsement of his Association.  

The Indo-European Correspondence published an article that endorsed the Science Association 

and touted Sircar as the right man, who was not antagonistic against religion, to advocate for the 

spread of Physical Science.  The article compliments him on adopting western progress properly 

and not just emulating western mannerisms.  Per the article, Sircar astutely discerns “between 

what is good in western progress and what is bad” and wisely refrains from “shocking and 

startling” his Bengali countrymen.263  The editorial calls on all Bengali men to contribute 

towards Sircar’s scheme, going so far as to shame the wealthy and elite, stating that the largest 

donation of 5000 Rupees (330 Pounds) came from the Maharajah of Puttiala, while the Bengali 

men did little to help.  The Catholics applaud Sircar for his diagnosing of the problem and 

pointing out a remedy for it.  In a clever move the article put the responsibility of supporting and 

nurturing Sircar’s scheme on the shoulders of the Bengali men, thus tying the Association’s 

success and failure to the actions of Bengal society. 

5.4 Funds and the beginning of the IACS 

Sircar worked for a few years to accumulate the capital necessary for the Association and 

collected 37,000 Rupees (2,450 Pounds).  This paltry sum was inadequate to make any real 

beginning to the Association, and cast a shadow of shame on the many indifferent wealthy 

Bengali men.  In fact, Sircar spent so many years raising the money necessary for his Science 

Association, the Hindoo Patriot lamented that “Dr. Sircar’s project, to the extreme regret of all 

interested in it, is very likely to end in words.”  The newspaper was one of the most vocal 
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supporters of Sircar’s scheme, yet, the editors were losing hope of the Association ever 

beginning.  At the beginning of 1875, Sircar had collected close to 50,000 Rupees (3300 

Pounds), which the paper felt was an adequate amount to make a fair and respectable start of the 

Association.  The editor of The Hindoo Patriot states that it was not prudent to wait for public 

support.  Instead, the paper suggests that “the public must first be practically shrewn its utility 

and success, and then, and only then, will they contribute to maintain the Institution.”264  The 

paper suggests a modest start to the Association and build it up department by department, 

regulated by the influx of funds.  However, Father Lafont supported his friend, Sircar’s “prudent 

procrastination.”  Lafont favored delay until money was collected for a healthy start, rather than 

a weak start with little assurance of further capital.  The Belgian priest was Sircar’s staunch 

supporter and remained his ally and companion in all the Association’s affairs.   

Mahendralal’s initial call for funds was met with lukewarm support, as evidenced by the 

halting influx of donations.  Following his proposal in 1869, the enthusiasm generated for a 

science Association saw modest donation to the cause.  In 1870, Sircar collected 27,000 Rupees 

(1800 Pounds) from seventeen different contributions.  The next year saw reduced contribution 

with only 10,000 Rupees (660 Pounds), and in 1872 donations collected were around 11,000 

Rupees (730 Pounds).  The following two years saw no contributions from the Bengali 

community.  Sircar remained steadfast in his commitment to set up the IACS in Calcutta.  He 

even received an offer from the Maharajah of Kashmir, who was willing to patronize the 

Association and pledge three lakh Rupees (20,000 Pounds) if Sircar would move the IACS to the 
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city of Benares.  In addition to wanting the institution to have its home in Bengal, Sircar felt that 

the subscribers who had already pledged money would not pay their promised subscription and 

refused the Maharajah’s offer.265  However, 1875 saw an explosion of activities for the IACS.  

Sircar marked a small note in his diary on April 4 that the first meeting of the subscribers was to 

be held and the chair of the meeting was Babu Digambar Mitter.266  Throughout that year, Sircar 

received nearly 37,000 Rupees from various donors.  He makes a note of one such donation on 

May 16, where Raja Ram Ranjan Chakravarti of Hitampur made a 500 Rupees (33 Pounds) 

donation for the Science Association.267  However, Sircar received many small donations of fifty 

Rupees each and one anonymous donor contributed five Rupees.  By the end of 1875, Sircar had 

collected 86,385 Rupees (5700 Pounds), enough to consider making plans for the setup of the 

Association.268 

By 1875, the apparent lack of activity was causing native impatience to grow.  Primarily, 

The Hindoo Patriot urged Sircar to make a start on the Association.  Unable to ignore the urging 

of his friends and subscribers, Mahendralal Sircar called the first meeting of the subscribers, 

which was held at the Senate House of the Calcutta University, on the evening of April 4th.  The 
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meeting was attended by forty gentlemen.269  The primarily function of the meeting was for 

Sircar to lay out a plan for the Association for his subscribers.  Sircar wanted the Association to 

have sections, representing the various branches of science.  He wanted branches in 

Mathematics, Physics that would include mechanics, electricity and magnetism, optics, and 

acoustics, Chemistry, and Biology with divisions for Botany and Zoology.  He also wanted 

sections for Meteorology and Geology.  However, due to prohibitive costs for instruments and 

apparatuses, coupled with his lack of sufficient funds, Sircar concluded that he would be able to 

run at most three sections.  He also had the added problem of not having any men to head each 

section.  However, he had immediate help from his friends and zealous supporters of the 

Association.  He states that Babus Pratap Chandra Ghosh and Pran Nath Pandit were to divide 

among themselves the running of the general physics section.  Rai Kanai Lal Day Bahadur was 

to spearhead the Chemistry department.  Babu Peary Mohan Mookerjee was to handle the 

sections on Meteorology and Sircar himself was to oversee the section of Physiology.270  Sircar 

notes that, while he has help to get the Association started, its long-term prospects were not 

guaranteed.  Based on Sircar’s plans, the resolution to take immediate steps for the establishment 

of the Association was carried unanimously.  To garner public support for the plan, the Sheriff of 

Calcutta was to convene a town meeting to further consider the subject. 

                                                           
269 “The First Meeting of the Subscribers to the Projected Science Association,” In The Collected 
Works of Mahendralal Sircar, Eugene Lafont and the science movement: 1860-1910, ed. Arun 
Kumar Biswas, (Calcutta: The Asiatic Society, 2003), 108-111. 
 
270 “The First Meeting of the Subscribers to the Projected Science Association,” 108-111. 
 



 
 

140 
 

However, the necessary meeting to garner public support was never arranged.  To address 

the oversight, Sircar called a second meeting of the subscribers in November of 1875.  He 

admitted to the gentlemen attendees that the failure to proceed with the work of the Association 

was entirely his fault.  As a practicing physician, Sircar admitted to having no time or the 

requisite energy to work on the Association.  To relieve the project from his personal difficulties, 

which hindered its progress and disappointed his subscribers, Sircar proposed transferring the 

burden of responsibility from his shoulders to that of the subscribers.  To that end he suggested 

the formation of Trustees, who would be the proper recipients of the incoming funds.  He also 

proposed the formation of a Provisional Committee that would be responsible for the planning 

and organizing of the Association.271  Six men, including Dr. Mahendralal Sircar, Raja Joteendra 

Mohan Tagore Bahadur (1831-1908),272 Raja Kamala Krishna Bahadur (1820-1885),273 Ramesh 

Chandra Mitter (1840-1899),274 Pandit Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar (1820-1891),275 and Moulvie 
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Abdul Luteef Khan Bahadur (1828-1893),276 were appointed at the Trustees of the Association.  

The Provisional Committee, headed by Father Lafont as its chairman and Sircar as the secretary, 

was appointed to draw up a plan for the organization of the Science Association.277  By 

transferring the decision-making to his contemporaries, Sircar truly embraced one of the aims of 

his Association, an institute for the Indians by the Indians.  By recruiting his compatriots, Sircar 

ensured that more Indians, especially wealthy and educated men, were vested in improving the 

Indian condition.   

To ensure a speedy start to the Association, the Provisional Committee met on 16th 

December, 1875 at the Sanskrit College Library Room.  The Committee decided to make a good 

beginning with the healthy sum of capital that Sircar had already collected.  They believed that 

an Association like theirs would have incalculable benefit to the country and eventually, the 

world.  They recommended that instead of waiting to start a full-fledged institution, it was time 

to contend with just three sections for a beginning, General Physics, Chemistry, and Physiology.  

These subjects were chosen because the committee recognized them as being the most in 

demand, so much so, that these were the only branches of science which received permanent 
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professorship at the Royal Institution of London.278  The committee acknowledged that 50,000 

Rupees would be set aside for the building, which would house a lecture-theater that would 

accommodate nearly three hundred persons, along with three rooms that would serve as 

laboratories.  Additional 30,000 Rupees would be required for books, instruments, and various 

furniture.279  In order to sustain the monthly operations of the institution, the committee 

recommended the institution of One Rupee monthly subscription.  This additional income would 

not only sustain the Association, also it would present an avenue for those that could not 

otherwise donate, to do so.  But the monthly subscription would not preclude the wealthy 

members from giving larger contributions.  The committee hoped that when the Association 

became a reality, the number of subscribers would increase.   

The consensus of the Provisional Committee, Sircar, and Father Lafont was that once the 

Association was established with the three branches of science, the local community and royal 

visitors would be more likely to contribute to their noble cause.  Lafont remarked at the second 

meeting of the subscribers that when the Association becomes a reality, the visiting noblemen 

and wealthy Maharajahs to the city, when shown the national Institute, would see the various 

wants and shortcomings of the institute and would be compelled to open their purse to aid the 

noble cause of the IACS.280  The Provisional Committee recommended that the IACS be 

inaugurated at the auspicious time of the visit of His Royal Highness, the Prince of Wales.  The 
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committee speculated that the collected Rajahs, Maharajas, and Princes would be eager to 

contribute to show their loyalty towards the sovereign and to the enlightened progress.  So, the 

committee hoped for a two-fold effect that the IACS would have, primarily to honor the visiting 

Prince and simultaneously fulfill England’s grand plan for the elevation of the people of India.  

By ensconcing the dedication of the Association to the Prince’s visit, the members hoped that 

many of the British visitors, government workers, and the government itself would contribute 

and recognize the importance of the Association.  Sircar and the committee never missed an 

opportunity to take advantage of the various sentiments of their possible contributors, even if 

those sentiments were invoked by their deference to the British monarchy, rather than the need to 

invest in the Indian society. 

In his sketch of the Science Association, Sircar outlines the role that the Government 

would play in the formation of his institution.  He assumes that the function of the Government 

was to act towards the good of the governed.  Sircar states that the government is obligated to 

promote, either directly or indirectly, that which is good for the community at large.  He 

recognizes the British government as a just entity that professes to rule by the laws of justice and 

is concerned with advancing Indian civilization.  Sircar urges the government to not just be 

concerned, but to actively foster and cultivate the scientific progress of the native community.  

Hence, Sircar believes that he has a right to expect aid from not only his countrymen but from 

the government as well.  He fully realized that for the Association to function in colonial India, 

he would need the support of the British government.  By seeking help and guidance from the 

Europeans, Sircar did not believe that he was betraying his original scheme of self-reliance.  He 
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was prepared to receive help from any quarter provided that the help came unencumbered by 

foreign intrusion.   

Sircar thought that the British government had a moral obligation to remain in the sphere 

of educating its citizens.  In his submission before the Education Commission, also known as the 

Hunter Commission, Sircar stated that the government withdrawal from direct management of 

schools and colleges would result in substandard education levels.  He further advises the 

commission that each province must have at least one high school and one college under 

government control to serve as models.281  He saw his Science Association as the natural 

extension of the government’s educational program.   Hence, he urged the government to help 

local schools and colleges with provisions for science teaching.  He offers the IACS as an 

example, where the Association could serve as a central institution for teaching science 

subjects.282  Sircar states that the Association is making an earnest effort to have professorships 

endowed, and government assistance would hasten and ensure the Association’s success.   

Sircar points out that although the Presidency college offers courses in science, their 

experimental and practical courses are few or non-existent.  The IACS would fill that educational 

gap for the students of various colleges pursuing science.  He even urges the government to 

administer examinations for science courses that tests the students on their experimental 

knowledge.  This would ensure that the lectures at the Science Association would be well 
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attended and give cultivation of science a real impetus to grow.  To consistently conduct the 

lectures, the Association was in dire need of permanent professors.  In order to establish a 

permanent endowment for professorships, Sircar sought government aid of one and half lakh 

Rupees.  This would be enough to ensure the pay for two physics professors and one chemistry 

instructor.   Of course, the funds had to come free of interference and solely for the employment 

of Indian professors at the Science Association.  Sircar suggested other means of aid that the 

government could offer without intrusion, to furnish the mathematical, telegraphic, and other 

departments with instruments made at government workshops.  The government could also 

supply the institution with spare specimens from geological and other museums and provide the 

Association’s library with all copies of scientific publications.283  Sircar felt that these essential 

aids would expedite the success of the Association rather than leaving it languishing for a few 

years before finding its footing.284    

Sircar assured the government that their help would not go wasted, as the Science 

Association would be training qualified teachers and knowledgeable candidates to work in 

government services.  He believed that the recent graduates from prestigious university were ill-

qualified to teach any science in schools, primarily because they never had opportunities to learn 

and practice experimental science.  In Sircar’s opinion, without practical knowledge of 

laboratory work there is no science learning.285  He offered up the Science Association, with its 
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lectures and laboratories, as the viable place to train the next generation of teachers who would 

be capable of producing a generation of science literate students.  Sircar also suggested that the 

candidates that held certificates of completion in any scientific field and had undergone full 

courses at the Science Association be given preference in government jobs, schools, and 

colleges.  He was confident that students of the Science Association would be well versed in 

scientific theory and practice and thus be natural candidates for science-related posts. Although, 

Sircar was seeking an autonomous sphere for the Association, he was willing to place the 

Association at the service of the states.  In imploring the government to help the Association, 

Sircar argued that the British colonial government was helping itself with increasing the pool of 

their educated graduates to join their workforce.286  Sircar sought to develop a collaborative 

relationship between the Association and the government, where one aided the other in its 

functioning, yet remained separate.   

As the Association was making a beginning, Sircar applied to the Lieutenant-Governor, 

Sir Richard Temple, for his help and reminded him of the governments moral obligation towards 

its Indian citizens.  In Temple, Sircar found an ally and an eager supporter, however, the sought-

after government funding remained elusive.  Sircar wrote to Temple requesting his general 

support for the Association.  Temple even made a personal contribution towards Sircar’s 

Association of five hundred Rupees, but remained reluctant to subsidize the Association from 

government funds.  In a reply to Sircar’s letter asking for government help, Temple responded 

through his secretary, F.P. Staples, that an independent movement by the natives would be more 

valuable, have a powerful moral effect, and would yield sustained results.   Temple points out 
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that the traditional professions in public service and legal services is quickly becoming saturated 

by the abundance of Indian graduates.  The Lieutenant-Governor, instead, redirected attention to 

the fast-growing profession of land surveyors, botanists, foresters, engravers, lithographers, 

architects, medical men, and chemists.  The government placed emphasis on producing industrial 

workers, instead of scientific men.  Although, Sir Richard Temple attended the Association’s 

meetings and spoke eloquently at the importance of science education, he advised the Indian men 

to produce workers that filled the need of the Empire.  The subsequent governors and viceroys 

continued Temple’s stand on polite and symbolic encouragement of the Association without any 

meaningful help.   

5.5 IACS vs. Technical College 

One of the early threats that Sircar’s Science Association faced was from the members of 

the Indian League who wanted the emergence of a technically savvy population who would fill 

the economic needs of the Indian society.  The Indian League was one of the offshoots of the 

British India Association, that was in existence since the early 1850s.  The Indian League’s 

members constituted the landed and aristocratic members of the Bengali society.  Notable 

members of the League, such as Motilal Ghosh, Sambhu Chandra Mukherjee, and Kalimohon 

Das appealed to the government to establish a Technical College in Bengal to alleviate the 

economic situation of the new graduates who were unable to find gainful employment in the 

saturated fields of law and civil service.  In his work, Colonizing the Body, David Arnold 

highlights the tenuous relationship between Western medicine and India, remarks that the British 

government and the native aristocracy had an interdependent relationship.  In the aftermath of 

the 1857 uprising, the British cultivated their relationship with the aristocracy to consolidate their 
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position in the subcontinent.287  The Indian elite and nobility offered copious philanthropy 

towards schemes that supported Governmental policies.  Native nobility acquiesced to foreign 

rule, which was instrumental in maintaining their status and way of life in the Indian society. 

Sir Richard Temple was careful to cultivate a beneficial relationship between the British 

government and the landed and moneyed section of society.288  It is not surprising that The 

Indian League’s ideology closely resembled that of the British government’s ideas of Indian 

education.  The British endorsed the technical institute over scientific education.  The British Raj 

needed technicians above scientists to keep their Empire running and the League was eager to 

provide the government with them.  The League believed that with the rise in technical 

education, more people would become interested in science and take up science learning and 

practicing automatically.  The League proposed their technical institute as a memorial to 

commemorate the visit of the Prince of Wales to India.  To that end, they sought funding to make 

their college a success.  Their campaign was aimed to strike at the heart of Sircar’s Association, 

where a technical institute would directly undermine Sircar’s mission of spreading pure 

science.289  Hence, Sircar was forced to take on competition from his own society in addition to 

engaging the colonial government and raising sufficient capital for his Association.   

The League presented Sircar with a complicated knot to solve.  While he was not against 

the idea of a technical institute, he believed that laying the foundation for science education was 
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paramount, which would give rise to industry and produce abundant technical jobs.  However, 

Sircar did not want the technical college to exist at the expense of his Science Association.  The 

issue of technical institute vs. the Science Association became a contested issue that played out 

in the myriad local newspapers.  In general, the press showed equal regard for both institutions 

and refrained from making overt evaluations.290  However, many Bengalis felt that if the two 

groups made a unified effort and pooled their resources, they would present a strong front that 

would benefit the scientific cause.  The tide of public opinion was largely for the technical 

college that would train the local labor with technical skills.  The colonial government was of the 

same opinion, where their immediate need was for a skilled and cheap workforce and a technical 

institute would fulfill their needs.  Lieutenant-Governor, Richard Temple, while addressing the 

public meeting of the Indian League stated that nothing could be more useful to the Indians than 

the learning of practical sciences, which have raised the western nations to their heightened state 

of civilization.291  During the same meeting, the Lieutenant-Governor impressed upon the 

collected gentlemen the necessity of merging to present a united front.  Since he viewed the 

science movement to be a “matter which vitally concerns the whole population of Bengal,” he 

urged the various factions to not make a spectacle by pulling in various directions.  He counseled 
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the factions to come to a “general conclusion” and then he would be able to render assistance to 

them to his best capacity by giving “practical shape, workable shape” to their proposals.292 

During the public meeting for the technical college called by the Indian League, Babu 

Jadunath Ghose stated that in the six years that Sircar had been advocating for the Science 

Association, his efforts have amounted to nothing but a “paper project.”  He invited the 

subscribers of the Science Association to shift their allegiance to the Indian League.  He asserted 

that the mission of the technical institute was to supply science teachers for elementary and 

higher schools.  The institution would also produce “practical men, who would earn their 

livelihood by applying their scientific attainments to the purposes of every-day life.”  He also 

assured the collected gentlemen that there might be a few men from the technical college who 

would pursue scientific research.293  Many at the meeting also believed that it was incumbent 

upon the rich and the elite classes to help in establishing an institution that would ameliorate the 

plight of the unemployed youth.  Babu Piyarichand Mitra remarked that diploma holders and 

graduates were starving in Calcutta and a technical school would make accessible a vast field of 

employment, making them self-reliant.294  To that end, the members of the Indian League 

exhorted the rich men, maharajahs, and princes to donate to their cause.  They even wanted to 

name the institute the Albert Institute to mark the forthcoming visit of the Prince of Wales to 

India.  By advocating technical education, rallying the upper classes, and ingratiating themselves 

to the monarchy, the League was playing the same political game as Sircar, of straddling the 
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ruler and the ruled.  Much like the Science Association, the Indian League needed the support of 

both the government and the natives.  In return, they would get an educated, technically trained 

workforce and the native elites would have contributed towards the economic advancement of 

their country.  Every member of the Indian community was cognizant of the fact that to 

implement any institute in India, the approval and support of both the government and the native 

people was required.   

Sir Richard Temple continued to urge the two societies to pool their resources and 

capital, which would amount to a large lump sum to make a decent beginning of an institute.  To 

see if any reconciliation was possible the members of the Science Association and the Indian 

League met twice within a fortnight.  The first meeting of the two factions was at the third 

meeting of the subscribers of the Science Association, which was presided by the Lieutenant 

Governor.  Sircar, once again advocated for his Science Association.  He likened himself to a 

husbandman who has borrowed a seed from the West and wants to plant that seed in the Indian 

soil.295  Sircar did not want to concede science to be essentially of the West.  His vision for the 

Association concerned India’s active role in science, not merely acquiring technical skills.296  

Babu Rajendralala Mitter, an early supporter of the Science Association, gave an impassioned 

speech in favor of the Association and dissuaded the committee from waiting for the right time.  

He cited the example of Lord William Bentinck, who founded the Calcutta Medical College 
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without scruples about the right time.  Mitter believed that the Science Association would play 

an important role in the “intellectual amelioration” of the Indians as the Medical College had 

done.  He urged the assembled gentlemen to teach science to the “highest extent possible” and 

teach with experiments and laboratory work, for science education learnt practically is called 

Practical Science.  He points out the misnomer of the League’s proposed institute and calls on 

them to not confound the practical science with industrial art.297  Babu Rajendralala Mittra 

asserted that science had a “higher and nobler” claim than the “narrow, utilitarian, Benthamite 

one.”  He claimed science to be a powerful “lever for progress, for the advancement of 

civilization, for ennobling the mind of man.”298   

In response, however, the members of the Indian League argued that a technical college 

would be beneficial immediately.  The technical college would not only produce a new 

workforce, but would serve as a better feeder to Sircar’s Science Association.  Students versed in 

technical education, yearning to learn the deeper mysteries of science would seek out Sircar’s 

institute.  Hence, Sircar’s Association could wait in deference to the polytechnique.  Some 

members even argued that the Science Association was redundant, since men of science in India 

have all been Asiatic Society men.  A simple addition to the State grant to the State Colleges and 

an additional grant to the Asiatic Society would yield the necessary results of educating the 

natives in science.299  Father Lafont offered his rebuttal, stating that “it would be difficult to 
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teach a nation how to apply things they did not know anything about.”300  Therefore, it was 

important to teach the sciences before their applications to the arts could be taught.  Lafont also 

accused the Indian League of trying to transform the Hindus into simple-minded mechanics who 

would be under constant European supervision, whereas Sircar sought to emancipate his 

countrymen from their colonial bondage.301  Babu Surendra Nath Banerjea noted that the 

members of the Indian League had failed to present any definite scheme with regard to the 

technical school,  whereas, Dr. Sircar’s proposal and plans for the Association have been 

presented to the subscribers and paved the way for the past six years to educate the public mind 

to  appreciate scientific studies.  Banerjea admonishes the League members for expecting the 

Association’s subscribers to change allegiance or assent to an amalgamation of the two schemes 

with very little information about the technical institute.302  Sircar, indeed, had prepared his 

followers and the people of Calcutta on the merits of his Science Association.  He found several 

of his subscribers to be his passionate advocates.  Their support established clearly that science 

education with an experimental component was more important to Indian society in the long run.  

At the end of the meeting, Sir Richard Temple proclaimed that the two schemes were indeed too 

different and there was no hope for amalgamation.  With his proclamation, Sircar’s Science 

Association found new life and the League’s technical institute remained a dream. 
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Mahendralal Sircar struggled long and hard for the cultivation of science in India.  He 

battled on two fronts, against the British government and his skeptical countrymen.  Forced to 

measure his words so that they remained deferential towards the colonial government, he 

harnessed the desires of his countrymen for autonomy and self-worth.  The Indian Association of 

Science was a curious collection of inconsistencies where it was designed to be an institute for 

the natives by the natives, while its most passionate advocate was a Belgian priest.  Sircar hoped 

that the Association would be fully funded by the natives, but was never reticent about accepting 

funds from the government.  He even urged the government to assist the Association, as it would 

be part of the British scheme to educate and uplift the natives.  Similarly, Sircar hoped that the 

government would find the graduates of the Association able scientists who would find gainful 

employment within the colonial structure.  Sircar’s complex mission finally found its footing 

after years of educating the natives of Calcutta about the benefits of science education.  The 

government could no longer remain on the side-lines as natives called for the establishment of 

proper science education.  While Sircar won the initial step of making the Science Association a 

possibility, his struggles to maintain the institution continued until the very end of his life. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

IACS: ESTABLISHMENT, STRUGGLE, AND LEGACY 
 
 

…I owe a debt of gratitude that can never be repaid.  It was the Late Dr. Mahendra Lal Sircar, 
who, by founding the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science, made it possible for the 

scientific aspirations of my early years to continue burning brightly.  Dr. Sircar devoted a 
lifetime of labour to the institution which he created and equipped in the hope that it would 

someday be utilized for the advancement of science in India.  Its doors were open, awaiting the 
arrival of some one who could utilize the resources it offered.  That arrival happened to be 

myself.  Dr. Mahendra Lal Sircar did not, alas, live to see his aims accomplished.  He sowed that 
others might reap… It is the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science which first 

afforded me labours of many of my most gifted collaborators… 
-Sir C.V. Raman303 

 
 The Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science, being the first scientific institute in 

India, had many hurdles to surpass before and after its installation.  For Sircar, the struggle to 

maintain and advance the Science Association’s premises and curriculum remained a life-long 

struggle.  While, Sircar’s dreams for the expansion of the IACS remained unmet and its daily 

upkeep and the lecturer’s compensation continued to be a challenge, its existence changed the 

landscape of Indian universities.  With his zeal for science, Sircar influenced a generation of 

scientists, who continued his campaign to broaden science education and practice in India.   

Despite Sircar’s certainty of his failure, the Science Association had transformed its premises, 

acquired the latest equipment for its laboratories, and demonstrated the transformative power of 

science to society.  And, it had accomplished some of its goals of bringing science literacy to the 

country and encouraging cutting-edge scientific research.  As Sircar had hoped, the Association 
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met its objectives with the support of wealthy Indians and rajahs, who envisioned the 

autonomous future of India. 

6.1 Inauguration and hope 

The inauguration of the IACS, in 1876, saw Mahendralal Sircar’s six-year journey come 

to fruition.  At the third meeting of the subscribers, the members of the IACS and the Indian 

League concluded that there was no scope for an amalgamation between a pure science institute 

and a technical institute.  The Hindoo Patriot, a long-time advocate for Sircar’s Science 

Association, published a jubilant announcement proclaiming Sircar’s victory.  The paper states, 

“after six years’ cogitation, agitation, and education of the public mind Dr. Sircar’s Science 

Association was formally inaugurated…under the auspices of His Honor the Lieutenant 

Governor.”304  The weekly newspaper proclaimed that there was no institution like the IACS 

before January 15, 1876.  And, if the institution was “nursed with judicious care and enlightened 

liberality” the Indian people would reap the benefits of its success.305  Many well-wishers of the 

IACS saw the struggle with the Indian League as the last hurdle that Sircar had to jump over and 

expected immediate scientific progress from the Association.  As members of the Indian League 

reluctantly accepted the establishment of the IACS, the British government too, offered their 

reluctant endorsement to the Association.  As Sircar desperately required the support of the 

colonial government, Sir Richard Temple’s promise to support the IACS was a definite boon to 

the instillation of the Association.  
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 The disposition of the government was consequential in Sircar’s ability to generate 

required capital from the wealthy elements of the Indian society.  The Indo-European 

Correspondence notes that “the Hindoos of Calcutta and its environs have the reputation of being 

exceedingly wealthy,” with their income superseding that of the British standards of affluence.306  

Despite the existence of many potential wealthy donors, Sircar suffered from a dearth of capital.  

The moneyed section’s penchant to appease the colonial state, complicated Sircar’s task of 

earning the government’s approval.  Despite the Association being an indigenous enterprise, 

designed for the benefit of the natives, Sircar had to earn the colonial state’s approval before the 

wealthy Bengali’s would support his enterprise.307  An example of the government’s power to 

bring success to an enterprise was evident in the Indian League’s ability to collect funds rapidly.  

When the colonial government identified itself with the Indian League’s enterprise, the League 

amassed close to 150,000 Rupees (10,000 Pounds) within a span of five days.  When the League 

called its first meeting in the December of 1875, an additional 131,000 Rupees (8,730 Pounds) 

was subscribed on the spot.308  Sircar, by contrast, had to toil for six years to collect a mere 

80,000 Rupees (5,330 Pounds) for his Association.  The influence of the government on the 

moneyed elements of the Indian society made the colonial government’s patronage a necessary 

component for the successful establishment of the IACS. 
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 Nevertheless, Sircar had many investors in his Science Association.  During his speech at 

the Science Convention in 1918, Chunilal Bose stated that Sircar was fortunate to get a few men 

and women who supported his cause.  Many of them were educators, others were distinguished 

professionals and philanthropists.  Sircar also had a handful of Indian Chiefs and landlords who 

were enlightened enough to support his cause.  According to Chunilal Bose, “these men truly 

represented the intellectual or the social life of the people and were looked upon as the rightful 

leaders of the community.”309  Some of the eminent contributors were:  

Pundit Iswara Chandra Vidyasagar, Raja Rajendra Lala Mitra, Rai Kristo Das Pal 
Bahadur, Babu Joykisen Mookerjee, Maharaja Bahadur Sir Jatindra Mohan Tagore, Babu 
Kali Kissen Tagore, Raja Romanath Tagore, Mr. Justice Dwarkanath Mitter, Raja 
Digumbur Mitter, Maharaja Kamal Krishna, the Maharaja of Benares, the Maharaja of 
Patiala, the Maharaja of Cooch-Behar, the Maharaja of Vizinagram, Maharani 
Swarnamoyee of Cossimbazar, Babu Sambhu Chandra Mookerjee, Babu Surendra Nath 
Banerjee, Reverend Father E. Lafont, Babu Kesab Chandra Sen and Babu Nilmony 
Mitter.310 
 

 Their contributions, both financial and moral, was invaluable to Sircar in giving a start to the 

Science Association.  However, as the ordeal with the Indian League came to an end, bringing 

government support, the IACS accrued close to one lakh Rupees (6,600 Pounds) following the 

fateful meeting in 1876, thus, giving Sircar enough funds to make a healthy start to the 

Association. 

 At the third meeting, subscribers passed the resolution to form the Indian Association for 

the Cultivation of Science and Sir Richard Temple promised government support for the project.  
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The Lieutenant-Governor released the government’s plan to help the IACS on 21st January 1876.  

The document outlined the “noble” purpose of the Association, and the government’s proposal to 

offer the institute a location and permanency.  Sir Richard Temple speculates that if the IACS is 

successful it “would serve a considerable educational purpose.”  The Association would also 

supply teachers and technical staff for schools and other scientific institutions established by the 

government.  In light of IACS’s possible benefits, Temple suggests that the project merits some 

co-operation from the Government, thus showing support for a good cause, “which the 

Association has at heart.”311  To fill the Association’s biggest need, Sir Richard Temple proposed 

that the government would purchase a suitable building and make it available for the 

Association’s use.  Temple identified a building at the junction of College Street and Bow Bazar, 

in Calcutta, and decided to lend it to the Association for occupation, free of charge for an agreed 

number of years.  The building was leased to the Association under the condition that it would 

raise 70,000 Rupees (4,600 Pounds) through donations, of which, 50,000 Rupees (3,300 Pounds) 

be invested in Government securities.312  The Lieutenant-Governor hoped that by providing the 

Association with a suitable premise in the city of Calcutta, where procuring appropriate 

accommodations was always a problem, it would solve one of the pressing problems of the 

Association.  The Committee could then devote its private resources to various other needs of the 

Association, including books, lab equipment, and wages for lecturers.   
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 The government’s donation of a permanent place to house the Science Association 

allowed the Association to officially open within six months of the subscribers’ meeting.  The 

inaugural meeting of the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science was held on 29th July 

1876.  The meeting was held in the Association’s new home, 210, Bow Bazar Street, under the 

presidency of Sir Richard Temple.  The introductory scientific lecture was given by Dr. 

Mahendralal Sircar on the various forces that govern the universe.  As the Hindoo Patriot 

reported, the inaugural meeting was well attended by the elite of native society and the votaries 

of science in the town.  The crowd filled every nook and corner of the house and many people 

were forced to leave due to cramped quarters.313  Luminaries such as Father Lafont, Dr. 

Rajendralala Mitra, Babu Keshab Chandra Sen, and Sir Richard Temple gave speeches in honor 

of the occasion.  Every speaker impressed the importance and relevance of Science education.  

Keshab Chandra Sen spoke about the inevitability of practical applications and material 

prosperity of science, but placed significance on the value of science itself.  He believed that 

science education had value because it “afforded the best discipline, to the mind, and the highest 

recreation and pleasure to the intellect.”314  Sen urged the gathered to study science for its own 

sake, irrespective of the material benefits and expansion of physical resources.  The foundation 

of the IACS was a moment of immense hope for its members.  It was the first Association of its 

kind in India and Sircar and everyone involved saw it as the first step towards national growth 
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and advancement of science.  Suffice it to say, the Bengali community expected results from the 

much-hyped Science Association.   

 At the inaugural meeting, Sircar called on the gathered group to continue their generous 

contributions.  He, specifically addressed the European gentlemen as his brethren, who set a 

noble example for him to follow, to whom he owed his thanks.  He singled out the men of 

science and thanked them for their support and continued efforts to make the brand-new 

institution a success with their “friendly and kindly aid for its actual work.”315  While the IACS 

had made a healthy start with the aid of the government, it still needed continued support to 

sustain its operations.  It needed additional funds to secure knowledgeable lecturers and offer 

scholarships to students to support their scientific works.  Although, the building that was offered 

to the Association was of immense help, it lacked a lecture hall to hold large number of attendees 

and sufficient space for laboratories.  Thus, the Association required further capital and support 

from the natives and the government to meet their original plans.   

 To make the Science Association functional, the laboratories had to be equipped with 

essential equipment and books and scientific magazines collected for the library.  To that end, in 

1878, Kally Kissen Tagore of Bengal made a significant donation of 25,000 Rupees (1,660 

Pounds) to improve the IACS laboratory.  Sircar mentions the donation in his diaries and calls it 

the “Instrument Fund.”  The sub-committee on Instruments, sanctioned the whole amount for 
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tools already received and for any additional purchases.316  Several pieces of equipment were 

purchased and the bulk of the donated money was given to Father Lafont to purchase the latest 

instruments from Europe.  A large assortment of instruments from Europe arrived in batches.  On 

August 21, 1879, the Association received three cases from France that included “Faraday’s 

great apparatus for diamagnetism, Foucault’s apparatus for the action of magnetism upon 

revolving copper and other electrical and some acoustic apparatuses.”317  Father Lafont’s return 

to India was postponed due to ill health, but he rendered great service to the Science Association 

by securing useful and relevant laboratory equipment. 

Overall, instruments useful for electrical, optical, thermotic (instruments to study the 

propagation of heat), and acoustic experiments were procured for the Association.  Father Lafont 

also purchased a complete set of chemical apparatus for the IACS.  Amritalal makes a note in his 

diary about the instruments purchased by Father Lafont.  In July of 1880, two years after the 

donation for improved laboratory was made, Amritalal notes “a case of instruments has arrived 

to-day.”  He was joined by Father Lafont and Mahendralal Sircar in unpacking the new 

equipment.  He further notes that “all the instruments have come safely” and that “they are very 

beautiful.”318  During the seventh annual meeting of the Association, Sircar lists some of the 

noteworthy instruments that the Association procured over the first few years: “Apparatus to 
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show the changes of seasons, the eclipses, and the progression and retrogression of planets.”  

Additional astronomical instruments included “a universal sundial; Mauperin’s indicator; 

terrestrial and celestial globes according to Ptolemaic and Copernican systems,” along with 

many other equipment for the chemistry and physics laboratories.319 Due to Kally Kissen 

Tagore’s princely donation, the IACS was able to equip its laboratories with the state of the art 

tools and apparatus. This generous donation made the Science Association one of the premier 

institutions for scientific study.  With its new laboratory and library, the IACS was one of the 

two leading institutes of scientific research in India, while the government colleges languished 

without proper support.320 

It took the IACS close to three years after its inaugural meeting to start functioning 

smoothly.  The lack of equipment aside, the Association also had a lack of available lecturers.  

One of the first and the Association’s most consistent lecturer, Father Lafont took up the subject 

of general physics.  Mahendralal Sircar filled the rest of the requirements in physics with his 

lectures on frictional electricity, magnetism, and dynamic electricity.  Both men started their 

lectures in 1878.321  They conducted, between twenty to thirty lectures each year as their health 

permitted them.  Babu Kanailal Dey, a medical graduate of the Calcutta Medical College was 
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requested to hold lectures in chemistry, but could not start at all.  In his place, Babu 

Taraprasanna Roy, an assistant examiner of Chemistry at the Calcutta University was invited to 

be a lecturer.  Roy started his lectures in 1878 and made successful lectures until 1885, 

delivering close to more than two hundred lectures during his tenure.322  Father Peneranda of St. 

Xavier’s College began his lectures on astronomy in 1880.  His talks included topics on 

Planetary System, Kepler’s Laws, and Newton’s Laws.  Father Lafont also gave several lectures 

on the motion of earth, eclipses, comets, and galaxies.  In 1887, Pramatha Nath Bose delivered a 

series of six lectures on Geology, but was unable to continue with regular lectures due to his 

demanding work at the Geological Survey of India.323  The same year, Babu Girish Chandra 

Bose started the department of Botany, that covered vegetables, cells, tissues, stem structures, 

roots, and leaves, which enjoyed high levels of popularity among students.  While lectures on 

many scientific subjects were attempted, the popular subjects remained Physics, Chemistry, and 

some Biology.  The lack of available lecturers severely crippled the IACS’s ability to promote 

less popular scientific subjects. 

One of the primary aims of the Science Association was to popularize science and since 

the beginning the Association conducted scientific lectures that would both instruct the layman 

and the scientifically literate.  The lectures at the IACS began in 1878 and the first year saw a 

total of 68 such scientific demonstrations.  Each year after saw a progressive increase in the 

number of lectures.  In 1880 the IACS had a total of hundred and eleven lectures, with 
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Taraprasanna Roy giving close to fifty lectures that year.324  The Association held, on average, 

100 lectures yearly, attended by many members of the Calcutta society.  These eminent lecturers 

made sure to illustrate the concepts that they introduced with interesting experiments, as it was 

one of the core tenets of the Association.  As Sircar believed, understanding the theory and its 

practice led to “the proper mastery of the scientific truths.”325  The entertaining and highly 

educational lectures garnered interest and led to the public’s enthusiasm to witness such 

experimental demonstrations.   

These demonstrations were attended by students of the various Calcutta Colleges, 

members of the Association, and by the general public, among whom there was often a small 

sprinkling of Europeans.326  The audience members were varied, not only economically and 

socially, but in some instances, they were co-ed.  In the Eleventh Annual Meeting, Sircar 

reported that students from women’s colleges like La Martiniere and Bethune attended the 

lectures.  Several women from the Calcutta Medical College also regularly attended the lectures 

in Chemistry, triggering special practical demonstrations in the subject for them.  At the twelfth 

annual meeting, Sircar reports that Miss Sarala Ghosal, a student at the Benthune College, who 

attended the Physics lectures, passed the F.A. examination of the Calcutta University with high 
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marks.327  In the beginning, the Science Association captured the imagination of the city and 

each lecture was well attended.  Sircar notes at the ceremony for the laying of the foundation 

stone for the new Lecture Hall, the number of audience members for each lecture varied from 60 

to 100.328  However, by the year 1884, Sircar notes a reduction of attendance down to 40 to 60 

people.  However, the Association, during the early years was functioning with limited space, 

sparse equipment, and insufficient number of lecturers, which could account for the number of 

limited attendees.   

6.2 Lecture Hall and Vizianagram Laboratory 

Sircar believed that the issue of low audience could be solved by a commodious lecture 

hall.  Since the building that housed the IACS lacked a hall spacious enough to hold hundreds of 

people, that was a central aim of the Association.  The building acquired by the government for 

the IACS was in poor condition, described by Sircar as being “old and dilapidated” and “ill-

suited” to hold scientific lectures.329  Additionally, the main building that contained the 

laboratory, library, and office had leaky roofs and walls were split by cracks.  In the report of the 

ninth annual meeting, Sircar mentions that “unless subjected to thorough repairs…there is danger 

of [the building] coming down during a strong wind and heavy rain,” which would cause 

considerable damage to new and valuable instruments housed in the laboratories.330  While the 

building needed considerable repairs, better lab space, and library, the committee’s immediate 
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concern was the building of the lecture hall to conduct proper experimental lectures and attract a 

larger audience.  Since the Association was faltering to maintain itself since its strong start in 

1876, the committee believed that attracting more students to work in the laboratories and 

expanding the lectures would trigger increased donations and subscriptions.   

Although the building in Bow Bazaar Street was purchased and loaned to the IACS, it 

continued to be the property of the Government.  The leasing agreement prevented them from 

making any changes or repairs to the structure without government approval.  To circumvent the 

problem, the committee applied to the government and bought the building for 30,000 Rupees 

(2,000 Pounds).  Once the Association had complete control of the structure, they resolved to 

build a lecture hall that would accommodate nearly 500 people and an observatory to house the 

large, seven inch, equatorial telescope that was presented by the late Kumar Kanti Chandra Singh 

of Pykepara.331  The cost of the buildings was estimated at 30,000 Rupees, where half of the cost 

was raised by public subscriptions and the other half came from the capital fund of the 

Association.  While the plans for the buildings were being discussed, the Government of India 

directed the Association to submit their plans to be approved by Colonel Trevor and Mr. Martin, 

who were government contractors.  Taking into account some of the suggestions made by the 

government contractors, the contract for the construction of the building was awarded to Messrs. 

Mahendralal Chunder & Co.  The foundation stone was laid with great pomp and ceremony by 

the Lord Ripon, the Viceroy of India on March 13, 1882.  He also inaugurated the newly 

constructed building two years later, on March 12, 1884.332  Following the opening of the lecture 
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hall the Association resumed their public lectures, where some lectures were attended to full 

capacity. 

The new Lecture Hall breathed fresh life into the proceedings of the Association, but the 

work of its founder was far from over.  The building needed additional work to meet the 

requirements of the Association.  While the lectures were held in a commodious place, the 

laboratory quickly became dilapidated.  The Association’s committee feared for the expensive 

lab equipment and instruments housed in the increasingly rundown lab.  In an appeal for 

additional funds, Sircar states that “the old building…is in a tottering condition, and is absolutely 

unsafe as the depository of these valuable articles.”  Sircar added that “unless taken down at once 

[the structure] is sure to come down of itself at any time, and bury in its ruins the 

instruments…also some of the Assistants and servants.”333  These unsafe conditions were a 

detriment to any scientific research.  Fearing for the safety of the scientist and the instruments, 

majority of the lab equipment were removed to the Lecture Hall.  Additionally, the committee 

recommended that the offices and the library also be removed from the old building and 

relocated to the new lecture hall.  This move effectively stopped the weekly lectures, bringing 

the activities of the Association to a complete halt.  Sircar argued that to continue the steady 

march of science, the IACS must be in a working order and a new laboratory was essential for 

that cause.334  However, by this time, the donors were weary of the constant demands of the 

Science Association and were less forthcoming with their funds. 
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Sircar had made it clear that donations from all sectors of Indian and British society were 

welcome.  While, many Benagli people and other native men were contributing to the IACS, 

Sircar attempted to mobilize the affluent aristocracy by manipulating their obsequious sentiments 

for the British royal family.  As most of the capital for the new lecture hall was collected through 

subscriptions, Sircar hoped that the new laboratory would be funded by a wealthy endowment or 

several modest donations.  For the new building of the new lab, Sircar wanted a “lump sum at 

once,” because monthly donations would be insufficient to get the project started.  To encourage 

people to donate funds to his cause, Sircar proposed that the new lab be named after His Royal 

Highness Prince Albert Victor, to commemorate his visit to India in 1889.335  Sircar hoped that 

donating to the lab would serve a dual purpose for the aristocratic donors, where they would be 

contributing towards the prosperity of a science institution in India and simultaneously show 

their reverence for the British monarchy.  Sircar hoped to mobilize the royal and the landed 

within the Calcutta society, as they traditionally cultivated favorable relationships with the 

British government and advanced the cause of the British monarchy.  Sircar anticipated that 

commemorating the lab with the royal name would open the wealthy wallets to a cause that 

would help show their veneration for the empire.   

The reluctance to aid Sircar’s Science Association was influenced by the tendency of the 

landed aristocracy to support the establishment of a technical college to prepare natives for 

lucrative jobs in technical fields.  Encouraging these donors to re-think and re-direct their funds 

to the Science Association, Sircar argues that any technical college would require substantial 

funds to succeed and offers the Science Association as a viable alternative.  He states that “with 
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inadequate funds there may be mere mockery in the name of technical education, but not 

technical education…”  For a such a college to function, it would require a good collection of 

instruments and lab for teaching elementary principles of science for each subject in the 

curriculum.  But Sircar points out that the Science Association already has the requisite resources 

required for a sound technical education.  So, an attempt to establish a separate technical school 

would be “un-economical.”  Sircar points out that “as the Science Association has for one of its 

objects the carrying on of Technical Education, any contribution to the Association, would in 

reality be a contribution to the cause of Technical Education.”336  He reminded his listeners that 

he was never against technical education, but supported the teaching of fundamentals of science 

to build a strong scientific foundation for the native industry to rely on for expertise.  Sircar 

reiterates that the IACS was already engaged in theoretical and technical instruction, which was 

beyond the scope of any technical institute.  So, he pleaded to the donors that the money that was 

being given to a non-existent technical school be redirected to the IACS for the building of a 

better lab. 

Despite Sircar’s earnest and clever begging for four years, the IACS received very few 

donations for the building of a new laboratory.  The committee of management of the IACS 

made a yearly mention of the dilapidated nature of the buildings since the 1886 Annual Report.  

But the Association continued to suffer from want of funds to commence the building of the 

laboratory.  To ameliorate the situation, Maharaja of Vizianagram offered a princely sum of 

25,000 Rupees (1,600 Pounds) for the building fund, where 5,000 Rupees (330 Pounds) was paid 
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immediately by the Maharaja to enable the committee to begin work.337  However, it was 

estimated that the Association needed twice the sum to complete the building, which was not 

forthcoming from subscriptions or endowments.  In an attempt to secure more funds, Sircar 

petitioned to the Prince Albert Victor Reception Fund in 1889, appealing to their nationalism and 

volunteering to name the new edifice in honor of the Prince.  Even this move did not produce the 

necessary funds.  Finally, the Maharaja of Vizianagram decided to bear the entire cost of the 

laboratory building in1890. As evidenced by his attempts to gain financial support, Sircar hoped 

the money for the upkeep of the Association would come from the Indians, but was not shy about 

exploiting the Indian sentiments for the British rule to raise the necessary funds.  As evidenced, 

the Association’s growth was primarily facilitated by wealthy and educated Indians who gave 

generously. 

The foundation stone for the new laboratory building was finally laid by the Viceroy, 

Lord Lansdowne, on March 27, 1890.  At the ceremony, the Viceroy complemented the Science 

Association for its independence, where the Association had never depended on assistance from 

the government or upon the countenance of government officials.  He states that the Institution’s 

“history has been one continuous record of private generosity, and of the untiring effort of a few 

men who had faith in their cause and courage to support it.”338  The Science Association 

undertook the construction of a new laboratory and named after its benevolent donor, the 

Maharajah of Vizianagram.  The Vizianagram Laboratory was completed in 1891 at the cost of 

                                                           
337 Report of the Thirteenth Annual Meeting of the IACS, 9. 
 
338 “The Laying of the Foundation-Stone of the Vizianagram Laboratory of the Indian 
Association for the Cultivation of Science,” in The Collected Works of Mahendralal Sircar, 
Eugene Lafont and the Science Movement, 1860-1910 (Kolkata: The Asiatic Society, 2003), 350.  



 
 

172 
 

40,000 Rupees (2,600 Pounds), rivaled St. Xavier’s College’s laboratories, and quickly became a 

sophisticated laboratory in Calcutta, which attracted scientists, researchers, and students from all 

sections of the subcontinent.  The building contained three central rooms and ten additional 

rooms on the ends, distributed on the east and the west sides.  One of the central rooms and the 

five side rooms on the west were for the chemistry laboratory.  The other rooms were given to 

the physical section.  The state of the art laboratory was connected to the lecture hall by a 

spacious platform with a roofed passage in the middle.339  The new buildings allowed the 

Science Association to direct its efforts to fulfilling its original aim of popularizing science and 

conducting original research.  As the previous Governors-general reiterated the importance of 

autonomy to avoid government involvement in the Association, the IACS managed to begin, 

expand, and sustain itself by the support of the natives, both ordinary and the wealthy. 

6.3 Struggle for paid professorship 

It took the Association a few years to get started due to lack of equipment and qualified 

lecturers and an additional decade to have commodious space to reach its full scientific potential.  

The laboratory, research, and lectures quickly established the Science Association as one of the 

prestigious institutions of Calcutta.  However, since its inception, the lecturers had rendered their 

services for free.  Father Lafont who conducted lectures in physics, Tara Prasanna Roy who 

lectured in chemistry, and Sircar himself who made many physics demonstrations conducted 

their lectures for free, while maintaining their actual professions. Sircar continually sought 

money for sponsoring a professorship.  He states, “we want money for another and perhaps the 
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most important purpose, namely, the endowment of Professorships, which would constitute the 

real life of the Institution.”340  The committee were reluctant to tap into the existing funds for 

compensating the lecturers, since their primary concern was repairing the structure and acquiring 

suitable equipment.  But Sircar warns that even though the current lecturers were “rendering 

their services gratuitously, out of pure love of science, and out of regard for the advancement of 

the natives of this country,” they cannot continue to do so for very long.341  He hoped that the 

IACS would make it possible for scientists to practice science and continue to provide for their 

families.  He states that the current lecturers could not be expected to continue their lecturing in 

an honorary capacity as it puts a strain on their lives.  Additionally, Sircar points out the actual 

purpose of the Association where “men [are] continually at work, observing and experimenting 

and investigating, within the walls of the Institution, in fact devoting their lives to the Cultivation 

of Science, in order that we may have natives of this country contributing to the advancement of 

human knowledge.”342  It was imperative to have well-funded professors, in addition to large 

premises and new equipment, to complete the foundation of the Science Association.  The 

scientists could not be expected to conduct original research at the IACS while maintaining their 

actual vocation to earn their livelihoods.  Sircar believed that science should provide sustenance 

for the practitioner’s mind and stomach. 
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While the Association was sustaining itself by honorary lectures, it was paying a nominal 

fee to lab assistants and other personnel.  Sircar records in his diary comments about the lack of 

funds to compensate the lab workers and the lecturers.  In one instance, Ram Chandra, an 

assistant to Tara Prasanna Roy, threatened to quit if the Association would not pay him 20 

Rupees per month.  Sircar writes that he was able to assuage Ram Chandra’s fears that from the 

following month he would receive 16 Rupees per month.  Sircar observes, “he was not quite 

satisfied, though he said he will not leave the Association.”343  Ram Chandra was a student of the 

Campbell Medical School and was appointed an assistant in the Chemical laboratory of the 

Calcutta Medical College and on the recommendation of Rai Tara Prasanna Roy Bahadur, was 

appointed his assistant.  From his humble position as an assistant, Ram Chunder rose to become 

a competent and able practical chemistry lecturer, who stayed with the IACS until his untimely 

death in 1899.344  Due to 16 Rupees a month, Ram Chunder stayed with the Science Association 

and rose through its ranks and even became a respectable science lecturer. 

While, lab assistants like Ram Chunder were given small remuneration, lecturers 

remained gratis until well after Sircar’s tenure.  Sircar speculated that to sustain a single 

professorship, the Association would need an endowment of one lakh Rupees (6,600 Pounds).  

Ideally, he wanted an endowment for professorships for all the subjects, but he settled on having 

at least two such endowments.  With great hope that he would get enough funds for one 

endowment, Sircar suggested that they connect the first professorship to the name of Viceroy 
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Lord Ripon.  The Ripon Professorship was hoped to inspire subscriptions that would give 

stability to the Association, while simultaneously honoring the name of a Viceroy who had 

garnered much love from the people of India.  Sircar believed that there were men in Bengal who 

could very easily fund a single professorship and not feel the lack of money.  In spite of the 

apathy of the wealthy, Sircar aimed his hopes on the middle-class of Bengal.  In urging his 

compatriots to donate, Sircar states that “there are hundreds who can easily pay a thousand 

rupees each, and there are thousands who can as easily pay a hundred rupees each, and there are 

hundreds of thousands who can pay a rupee each,” to fund not just one but all the necessary 

professorships at the IACS.345  He never doubted the wealth of Bengali men and their capacity to 

help in the enlightenment of their country.   

Sircar, however, found that even the name of a beloved Viceroy of India did not open the 

purse strings of the wealthy.  The IACS instituted an additional professorship attached to the 

name of David Hare, a prominent educator and founder of the Hare School in the early 

nineteenth century.  Many Bengali’s harbored affection for Hare, who was responsible for 

educating a generation of Bengali men.  Despite the favorable view of the two men, the 

professorships started in their names languished and Sircar grew tired and weary of waiting for 

subscriptions for their permanent endowment.  The appeals for these funds did not merely come 

from Sircar or Father Lafont, numerous Viceroys and Lieutenant-Governors added their earnest 

appeals to the natives of Calcutta.346  The Ripon professorship, established in 1884 collected less 
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than 25,000 Rupees during Sircar’s lifetime.  Despite the poor collection for both professorships, 

after the death of Queen Victoria in 1901, Sircar proposed a professorship in her name.  Calling 

the Victorian Era preeminently an era of science, Sircar suggests that a professorship, in her 

name, in a science institution which was first of its kind in India, would be a fitting memorial to 

perpetuate her memory.347  He argued that if millionaires in Calcutta were contributing liberally 

to the All-India Memorial for the late Empress that was led by Lord Curzon, then they have a 

duty to give liberally to the noble pursuit of learning that marked the reign of Queen Victoria. 

While the professorships named after British personalities languished during Sircar’s 

tenure, the Maharaja of Cooch Behar made a monthly contribution for a permanent professorship 

of the committee’s choosing.  The planning committee at the meeting held in May 1890 decided 

that the Professorship would be for the chemistry lectures and re-christened it the Cooch Behar 

Professorship of Chemistry.348 The committee was unable to find anyone suitable and willing to 

accept 100 Rupees a month for their services.  The monthly money from the Maharaja started 

accruing, so the committee suggested that the present gentlemen who were gratuitously doing the 

lectures be remunerated until a competent man could be found.  In their capacity as lecturer and 

assistant, Babu Taraprasanna Roy and Babu Ram Chundra Dutt, were finally paid for their 

services.  Even though the remuneration had been inadequate, the money from Maharaja of 

Cooch Behar had a stimulating effect on the material life of Babu Ram Chundra Dutt.  After 

being given some compensation for his loss of time, Dutt was able to deliver eighty lectures and 
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over a dozen practical demonstrations, thus giving complete courses on Chemistry.349  Chundra 

Dutt’s example proved Sircar’s theory, where an Indian mind could grow and prosper given the 

right monetary and emotional incentive.  Paid professorship was the quickest route to encourage 

innovative research and prepare a scientific literate populace, the central tenets of the IACS.   

6.4 Transforming the landscape 

While the IACS became a renowned institute in Calcutta, Sircar remained unhappy about 

the lack of funds, contributions, and the low attendance for the lectures.  Since, Sircar saw it as 

his life’s mission to educated Indians in science, the low turnout at the lectures led him to believe 

that his IACS was failing in achieving one of its core tenets.  He knew that Indians would not 

take to science just for the love of science.  He was aware that the natives had to “be convinced 

of its positive, palpable, tangible, material advantages,” before they would take to the pursuit of 

science.350  Indians had to be shown the material and social benefits of science before they could 

be convinced to engage in its cultivation.  The lectures with demonstrations were designed for 

this purpose, where novices, students, and experts could engage in appreciating science and its 

myriad wonders.  However, the natives, while benefiting from scientific progress, could see no 

advantage to pursuing science.  The colonial state was the largest employer of scientists in India, 

which remained largely European in nature, giving Indians little to no chance in joining the ranks 

of government scientists.  Those men who found their way into government employment faced 
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low pay and intense criticism.351  Even though Sircar propounded the benefits of scientific 

pursuit for national regeneration, the British machinery was working against him by closing itself 

to native scientists.  This, naturally, led the natives to view scientific pursuit as a lost cause. 

The general apathy for science and its practice reflected in the shrinking financial and 

intellectual support for the IACS.  The dearth of attendees for the public lectures was a central 

theme in all the annual meeting reports.  Sircar also remarked on being disheartened from the 

low numbers at the lectures, and noted the lack of attendance in his diaries.  In the early 1879, 

when the public lectures began in earnest, Sircar expressed his sorrow that the IACS was not 

attracting the local populace.  In one diary entry, Sircar remarked that only 20 students were 

present for a chemistry lecture by Tara Prasanna Roy, stating that “this is really very 

disheartening.”352  On one instance, Sircar went looking for students and found just one student 

and he was indifferent.353  The early apathy could be attributed to several causes, primarily, the 

IACS was a new institute compared to the already established institutions like the Presidency 

College, Xavier College, and the Calcutta Medical College.  The lectures were also conducted in 

cramped quarters, making it inconvenient for large numbers of people to attend.354   

However, the trend of low attendance continued well after the IACS was firmly 

established.  Even though the newly constructed lecture hall could comfortably seat 400 people, 
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the lectures barely had a few dozen attendees.  In the tenth annual meeting, the committee noted 

with regret that the proceedings of the IACS created no enthusiasm among the Bengali 

community, their meetings drew no audience, and their lecturers frequently instructed to a dozen 

or two students.  The committee recorded their disappointment and admitted that they had hoped 

that by now the IACS would have been successful in driving away the native apathy for 

science.355  The low attendance did not just affect the Chemistry lectures but also affected the 

Physics lectures that traditionally drew a large crowd.  The fifteenth annual meeting was opened 

with the depressing news that the attendance at the physics lectures were low compared to the 

previous years.  The session tickets purchased never exceeded one hundred, which was near half 

of the usual turnout.  Despite the low turnout, the IACS kept attracting students from many 

different backgrounds and schools.  There was regular attendance from the students of the 

various women’s colleges, prompting a special lecture series for women.  The IACS had a well-

established laboratory and as the only research institute of its kind in India, attracted many 

scientists, the most famous one being, Jagadish Chandra Bose, who studied the properties of 

short wavelength and their utility in wireless communication.356  The younger generation of 

researchers added to the output of the IACS by conducting lectures in their respective fields.  

Even though Sircar and the IACS committee lamented the reduced lecture audience, the IACS 

was attracting innovative researchers, involved in cutting-edge research, and offering science 

literacy to unlikely members of the Calcutta society. 
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The emergence of the IACS and its innovative methods of teaching science with 

theoretical and practical instructions, propelled a change in surrounding Calcutta institutes, 

triggering tougher competition for the attention of science students.  Colleges in Calcutta, 

following the example of the IACS, slowly acquired “apparatus for imparting instruction in 

physical science.”357  Nearly one and a half lakh Rupees (3,300 Pounds) were invested in the 

Presidency College, updating its science laboratory to rival the best equipped laboratories of the 

world.  The College also acquired new chemistry laboratory, renewing and redoubling activity in 

the field of chemical researches.  The College of Engineering in Sibpur also was being renovated 

and students at their practical workshops supplied machines to all the industrial schools in the 

country.  Even the popular Medical College had been rebuilt at great expense and had received a 

brand new anatomical section to the school.358  And students who were already pressed for time 

and for the sake of convenience and economy preferred the facilities of their own institutions, 

instead of trudging their way to the IACS.  Although, Sircar was quick to note that the 

Association’s “facilities for the experimental illustration of the facts and principles of science are 

much greater and fuller.”  Facilities at the other institutions were “inadequate and imperfect,” 

and merely satisfied the needs of the students and was easily accessible to them.359  While Sircar 

                                                           
357 Report of the Fifteenth Annual Meeting of the IACS, 2. 
 
358 Arun Kumar Biswas, Gleanings of the past and the Science Movement in the diaries of Drs. 
Mahendralal and Amritalal Sircar (Calcutta: The Asiatic Society, 2000), 264-266; Report of the 
Eighteenth Annual Meeting of the IACS (Calcutta: IACS, 1895). 
 
359 Report of the Seventeenth Annual Meeting of the IACS, 14. 
 



 
 

181 
 

was dismayed about the poor attendance at the lectures, he admitted that it was a matter of pride 

that the other colleges were following in the path set out by the Science Association.   

Although the lack of students was irritating to lecturers who were conducting lectures and 

demonstrations to nearly empty auditorium, Sircar’s Association was changing the intellectual 

landscape of Calcutta.  The renaissance of colleges in Calcutta was a vindication of the Science 

Association’s teaching methodologies.  The mirroring of the IACS shows their appreciation for 

“the value of the experimental teaching of science, which without exaggeration may be said to 

have been brought about mainly by the initiative taken by the Science Association.”360  In 

affecting change in other educational institutions, the Science Association was also forced to 

change its own strategies of attracting students.  It was no longer enough to advertise themselves 

as the sole institute that holds both theoretical and practical lectures in various scientific subjects.  

The Committee suggested that the Science Association could provide for two series of lectures, 

one consisting of lectures that were lighter for creating a taste for science among the masses; the 

other, lectures consisting of results from the recent experiments and discoveries for advanced 

students.361  These series of lectures were contingent upon the Association getting enough 

revenue to support full-time lecturers, since the current lecturers were already rendering their 

services for free, while meeting the demands of their own careers.  Despite the Science 

Association’s struggles with funds and exposure, it played an instrumental role in changing the 

course of science education, not only in Bengal, but in all of India.   
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The loss of popularity of its lectures, reduced enthusiasm of the subscribers, and the 

general apathy of the elite towards the IACS, forced the Association committee to reassess its 

approach to keep the institute relevant.  Sircar’s goal remained to scientifically train men who 

formed a broad substratum of Indian Society to help build its institutions and industries.  But the 

lack of public support for the Science Association forced him to think of using the Association to 

solve some of the immediate, tangible problems within India.  To carry the message of science’s 

benefits to a wider audience, the committee decided to address some of the practical needs of the 

people.  Sircar highlighted the need to combat famines and epidemics that were plaguing the 

nation.  The Association sought to harness the appropriate study of meteorology, botany, 

chemistry, medicine, and agriculture to address some of these issues.362  Since the government 

was responsible for preventing or combating these issues, Sircar hoped that the Science 

Association’s efforts would garner support from the government.  Famine and plague were 

detrimental to human life and affected the economy, addressing these deleterious issues was of 

utilitarian value.  It also required extensive scientific research, for which the IACS was equipped 

with laboratories, instruments, and scientific men.   

Sircar, who fought against the Indian League to divest the Science Association from 

technical education, was never against the concept.  His goal was to produce a generation of 

well-trained scientific men who would use their training for practical purposes.  The first stage 

for Sircar was to produce a broad scientific populace, which would provide a pool of expert men 

for the technical class to rely on, rather than depend on “external intervention or imported 
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expertise.”363  Sircar believed that native scientists were ready to solve the problems that plagued 

the country by investigating root causes and applying scientific measures to mitigate calamities.  

At the twenty-first annual meeting, Sircar outlined the methodology to diagnose, research, and 

solve the causes of famine and epidemics that were sweeping the country.  Taking the case of 

famines, Sircar deduced that the failure of crops stemmed from a lack of rainfall, which 

destroyed crops and left millions starving.  Predicting early and accurately the pattern of rainfall 

and monsoons would help with planning the storing of food reserves to feed famine-affected 

areas.  Sircar blamed the current famine related problems on insufficient progress in the study of 

meteorology, as he stated, “here is a science which ought to be sedulously cultivated and…it will 

yield most satisfactory results.”364  Sircar suggests the diligent study of not only the atmosphere, 

which controls the immediate weather patterns, but also the solar system, which may also have 

certain effects on the various systems on Earth.365   

While Sircar recommends studying the principles of meteorology and conducting 

scientific research on weather patterns to predict the possibility of famine, he suggests that 

science also be used to combat famines that take place despite the best attempts of meteorology.  

For that, Sircar urges the study of systems of agriculture and the development of weather 

resistant crops.  These food sources would help Indian society be largely independent of 

unfavorable meteorological accidents.  To build robust food systems, Sircar recommends 
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developing the subjects of Botany and Chemistry.366  With confidence, Sircar believed that the 

Indian scientists could not only solve the problems of famine, but also stop the endemic spread 

of diseases, which had defied “all the resources of medical and sanitary sciences.”367  This kind 

of scientific practice would bring the practitioner in contact with the farmers, health workers, and 

other members of society, bring science out of the laboratory and into the everyday sphere. 

Practical science was taking precedence in India, spearheaded by the British government, 

especially since their experiences of famine from 1866 onwards.  After the devastating cyclone 

that affected Calcutta and the repeated famines in Orissa, the government was forced to extend 

its commitment to science, especially meteorology.  In 1875 the government set up its own 

Meteorological Department, headed by H.F. Blanford.  Later, colonial India saw an explosion of 

astronomical and meteorological work that tracked the solar activity and recorded the seismic 

activity of the Earth.  By the 1880s India had close to one hundred meteorological observatories.  

The members of the Madras observatory prepared a catalogue of 5000 stars and postulated that 

sunspots were responsible for weather fluctuations on Earth, creating droughts and famines.  In 

response, the government invested more into the study of astronomy and obtained the 

observatory founded at Kodaikanal that had a reputation for the study of solar physics.368  

Sircar’s appeal to implement practical science to solve social and communal problems was in 
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line with the governmental policies on science.  However, Sircar’s appeal was for Indian 

scientists to solve the social problems of India, instead of relying on the British institutes and 

scientists.  He judged that if science was properly cultivated and applied, it would positively 

affect the lives of millions of Indians.  Sircar believed that affecting practical solutions to visible 

problems would not only culminate in attracting more students to the pursuit of science, but 

would also draw investors and subscribers to the Association.   

In keeping with the practical application of the sciences, the new head of Chemistry at the 

IACS, Dr. Chunilal Bose proposed a scheme for opening practical classes for commercial 

chemical analysis.  This practical class was designed to educate students to prepare soap, ink, 

paper, perfume, and other pharmaceutical products.  While this scheme was greeted with great 

enthusiasm by Sircar, the practical classes did not become established or become an integral part 

of the Science Association.369  Additional lectures required paid professorships for which the 

IACS was unable to gather the requisite funds.  Despite the lack of funds for the lecturers, the 

IACS had numerous provisions for scholarships and prizes to encourage students in science.  

Babu Joykrishna Mukherjee and Babu Gurudas Banerjee donated a modest sum of money to 

fund five scholarships of ten to twelve Rupees for each successful student.  Babu Jadunath 

Mukherjee donated a microscope for a student who excelled in Biology.  At the end of the 

century, the managing committee introduced the Woodburn medal for students conducting 

original research in Physical Science.370  The IACS had instituted many programs designed to 
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attract students to their lectures and laboratories.  However, the ability to hire and pay professors 

remained an elusive dream to Sircar and the managing committee of the IACS.  To his great 

sorrow, Sircar never saw the professorships fulfilled and lamented that the men of the 

Association remained at their posts out of the goodness of their hearts.   

By the 1890s Sircar became increasingly dejected and was convinced that his scheme of 

popularizing science had failed.  Sircar berated himself because he saw himself as having failed 

in inspiring his countrymen to participate in their improvement and regeneration.  Above all else, 

Sircar states that he was not successful in mobilizing the right community to garner the proper 

impact on the IACS.  He states that he had “not succeeded in inspiring the general educated 

community with love of science, far less with missionary zeal and enthusiasm for its 

propagation.”371  He blamed the apathy of the Indians for the perceived limitations of the IACS.  

Showing his gratitude to the many educated countrymen that came to his aid, Sircar states that 

“the number of those who have so helped is few… compared to the number who may be said to 

have received a liberal education.”372  He laments that most of the educated community were not 

awakened to their sense of responsibility towards their country.  He believed that he had attracted 

only a fraction of the Bengal elites to contribute to the Science Association because he was not 

able to “reach the mind and the heart of that community which alone can influence the 

country.”373  Sircar saw his IACS as a failure and believed that he was instrumental in that failure 

by not doing enough to enlighten his countrymen to help themselves.   
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By the end of his life, Sircar was convinced that he had spent a wasted life and expressed 

his deep frustration for having accomplished very little.  During one of his last speeches 

delivered at the twenty-fifth annual meeting, Sircar was saddened that he had not fulfilled a task 

that he had imposed on himself and for which he had solicited the co-operation of his 

compatriots.  Despite his best efforts, he was unable to get the necessary funds to establish 

professorships, which would have enabled the scientists at the Association to have the leisure 

time to practice science without the responsibilities of an added job.  Sircar admitted that he 

could not account for the apathy of the Indian people towards the cultivation of science.  He 

confessed that he had made a mistake in starting the Science Association.  He lamented for his 

wasted life in attempting to make the Association a national institution.  Sircar speculated that 

instead of expending his energies on the IACS, he could have excelled in his medical profession 

and left a legacy in homeopathic medicine and amassed enough wealth to equal the amount of 

money he had collected in the thirty years for the Association.374  Although Sircar was saddened 

by the lack of Indian response to his IACS and could not account for the apathy of the educated 

people, he never doubted the ability of the Indian people.  He believed that a day would come 

when India would “of her own accord, unaided and unsolicited, will equip and send out scientific 

expeditions.”375  He envisioned that scientific men from India would be there to observe and 

record any phenomenon in the heavens or under the earth.   
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6.5 Legacy 

By the end of the nineteenth century, as Sircar was becoming increasingly ill and losing 

his strength, educated Indians were becoming open to the importance of science to the 

regeneration of the country.  In 1885 with the founding of the Indian National Congress, a 

political party, the call for better scientific and technical education increased dramatically.  The 

changing political climate of the country gave rise to the militant Sawdeshi Movement, which 

emphasized the need to strengthen India’s drive for industrial self-reliance.376  Additional 

emphasis on industrial education and autonomy became a slogan for the nationalists.  At the turn 

of the century, several technical and engineering colleges were founded in Bengal, such as the 

College of Engineering and Technology at Jadavpur and the University College of Science in 

Calcutta.  Several institutions also reserved funds to take on scientific research, which was a 

rarity in the Indian universities.  Indian philanthropy also took on an active role in funding 

scientific research in universities.  This new focus on science was because science had earned 

greater legitimacy within the nationalist discourse by the active participation of scientists in the 

political movement.377  Often the funding was directed at creating department chairs in colleges 

and universities.  The landed elites and wealthy Indians provided much needed scholarships and 

endowments to offset the indifference of the colonial government and to reduce Indian 
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dependence of colonial finances and psychological support.378  Mahendralal Sircar was a witness 

to the awakening of the country to the importance of science education, without reaping any of 

the benefits from the movement.  But by the end of the century, he had fallen sick and was 

unable to devote the requisite time for his Science Association.  The patrons of the IACS, once 

donated with great hopes, had to manage their unmet expectations of scientific discoveries and 

progress.379  To Sircar’s frustration, the IACS needed more funds to meet with the aspirations of 

its patrons and subscribers.  Rather than back an institution that was floundering, newer schemes 

were the focus of renewed philanthropy in India. 

An example of Indian philanthropy during Sircar’s lifetime was the scheme put forth by 

the famed Parsi industrialist Jamsetjee Nusserwanjee Tata.  The industrialists had built a large 

industrial empire and towards the end of his life bequeathed a substantial part of his family 

property towards the cause of science education in India.  Tata hoped to build an Indian 

University of Science emulating the renowned Johns Hopkins University in the United States of 

America.  The new university would rival the Imperial Institute of London and become a premier 

research institute in India.  Tata, being an industrialist, desired that the university would conduct 

research on various scientific fields, but required that these innovative researches would be 

directly relevant to the needs of Indian industry.380  To this end, Tata proposed to the 
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Government of India that he would donate part of his property worth three million rupees 

(200,000 Pounds), which would fetch one and quarter lakhs of rupees (8,300 Pounds) per annum.  

However, the envisaged university would need at least thirteen lakhs of rupees (86,600 Pounds) 

on the outset and an annual expenditure of three lakhs (20,000 Pounds).381  The total sum 

required exceeded the generous donation from Tata and had to be supplemented by contributions 

from wealthy Indians and the Government.  The vision of Tata was substantial and promised to 

be one of the bigger undertakings in the matter of native education. 

Mahendralal Sircar had mixed feelings about Tata’s vision for an Indian University.  

Sircar hailed the scheme with delight and gave the Honorary Secretary of the Provisional 

Committee for Tata’s scheme, B.J. Padshah, a warm reception during his visit to Calcutta.  The 

secretary had been sent by Tata to further lobby for the university and mobilize the public in 

favor of the scheme.  Tata also asked Padshah to meet and consult with the various dignitaries in 

Calcutta.382  As Sircar was an important member of the Calcutta elite, Padshah graciously 

consulted with him and was given a tour of the Science Association in January of 1899.  Sircar 

also attended a meeting at the India Club where Padshah spent an hour explaining Tata’s 

scheme.383  Mahendralal was genuinely happy that a wealthy man like Tata was investing in the 

future of the country by promoting science education.  However, he had serious doubts about the 

chances of such a grandiose plan.  As someone who had spent a lifetime collecting funds to 
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realize the potential of the IACS, Sircar feared that the scheme envisioned by Tata was doomed 

to fail and urged moderation. 

Even though Sircar welcomed a new scheme that advocated the advancement of scientific 

research, it was a matter of disappointment to him that the IACS remained neglected.  While the 

two schemes had identical objectives – to promote the cultivation of science education and 

research in India – only the newer one was hailed with enthusiasm and the other left to languish.  

Sircar felt that Tata’s proposal was too extravagant, and it called for the employment of foreign 

professors.  The new institute would also include courses in philosophy while neglecting the 

subjects of Astronomy and Geology, which, Sircar felt, were necessary for an institution 

intending to be a post-graduate research facility.384  Sircar pointed out that the IACS was already 

accomplishing everything proposed by Tata, and doing it economically.  The IACS, which 

boasted of its institute’s autonomy, advocated for the employment of low-paid indigenous men 

of science, who were as capable as European men.  It was a matter of some sorrow for Sircar that 

his Association, in existence for nearly thirty years, was neglected in favor of a new scheme that 

purported an identical philosophy.  Sircar admonished his critics for not properly funding the 

Association and expecting miracles from unpaid lecturers and scientists who were bound by their 

essential duties.385  Tata’s scheme was yet another event that intensified Sircar’s impression of 

his failure.   
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As Sircar became increasingly despondent over the fate of the IACS, he called for the 

next generation of thinkers to take their rightful place and carry on the work that he had started 

and was leaving unfinished.  In one of his last speeches at the gathering at the IACS, Sircar 

reiterated to the younger generation that the renewal of their country was at stake.  And he 

remarks that “the country has arrived at a stage when self-reliance for one and all has become a 

paramount duty.”386  While Indians had enjoyed liberty of thought and action, the report of the 

Universities Commission was threatening those freedoms, affecting millions of Indians.  The 

commission was appointed by the Government in 1902 to make a comprehensive study of the 

universities and make recommendations for its overhaul, which culminated in the Universities 

Act of 1904, enacted by Lord Curzon, the Viceroy of India.  The Universities Act endowed the 

universities to appoint their own academic staff, manage educational endowments, and to erect 

and maintain their laboratories, making them centers for teaching and post-graduate research.  

The Act enacted stricter monitoring of university affiliations and the implementation of 

curricular reforms.387  As Sircar had predicted in 1902, if the recommendations of the 

Universities Commission were enacted, most of the existing colleges would have to close, 

narrowing the field of general education and leaving out the poor of the country from a decent 

education.  As predicted, the measure directly impacted many of the small colleges that had ties 

to major universities of Calcutta, Bombay, and Madras, who followed a curriculum of their 

choosing.  The reforms were taken as an attack on Indian autonomy by deregulating indigenous 

institutions by the nationalists.  The heavy-handed legislation of Lord Curzon was instrumental 
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in transforming mild nationalist sentiment into resentful revolutionary movement. Using the 

imminent recommendations of the Universities Commission as a rallying point, Sircar called the 

younger generation to harness their bitterness into action.  He reiterated his call for increased 

donations and urged its proper use by equipping the smaller colleges to compete with 

government colleges.   In Sircar’s opinion this was the only way for Indians to gain control of 

their education. 

By the time the Universities Commission released their report, Sircar was too sick and 

weak to carry on the work of the Science Association.  In his last note to the IACS, Sircar called 

his existence “a living death.”  With his dying words, Sircar reiterated his call to the younger 

generation to participate in the regeneration of their country.  While, he was disappointed with 

the progress of the IACS, Sircar never questioned the capacity of the new generation of scientists 

that were emerging.  He had the good fortune to witness the success of Jagadis Chandra Bose, 

Prafulla Chandra Ray, and Ashutosh Mukerjee, who all became leading figures in their 

respective fields.  Sircar regarded their accomplishments with fatherly pride and rejoiced in their 

success as steps in the right direction for India.  He celebrated the success of Jagadish Chandra 

Bose, who had spent some of his early scientific career conducting experiments in the halls of 

the IACS.  His scientific paper, entitled “Polarisation of electric rays by double refracting 

crystals,” published in the Asiatic Society’s Journal, garnered international recognition and 

“pushed India into the arena of modern scientific research.”388  Bose was among the first 
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scientists that found international acclaim from his original research and was invited to lecture in 

various institutes in Britain.   

Sircar found some happiness even in the successes of other universities.  He commended 

the work of Prafulla Chandra Ray, who, in the new Chemistry laboratory of the Presidency 

College discovered mercurous nitrite and published his findings in the Journal of the Asiatic 

Society of Bengal.  In the same lab, Joyti Bhusan Bhaduri did groundbreaking work on the action 

of chlorine on sodium hydroxide and won the Elliott Prize, named after Lieutenant Governor, Sir 

Charles Elliott who sanctioned the remodeling of the Presidency laboratory.389  Sircar noted 

these achievements in the annual report of the IACS and praised their innovative research.  He 

also noted that these achievements were possible because these scientists had the advantage of 

working in the laboratories of the Presidency College equipped by the Government.  Sircar was 

pointing out that money and leisure time was necessary for scientific achievement.  While the 

Indian scientists were engaged in scientific work there was no native mechanism for them to 

publicize their works.  The Asiatic Society played a significant role in promoting scientific 

research in India.  The Journal of Asiatic Society of Bengal published many of the scientific 

papers authored by Indian scientists.390  Even though Indians were making strides in the 

scientific sphere, their continued dependence on British institutions was evident from the cases 

of Bose and Ray.   

Mahendralal Sircar found solace in the emergence of Indian scientists who were making 

international strides.  Many of them got their scientific encouragement in the halls of the IACS.  
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Sircar was an inspiration for many of the younger scientists, especially Asutosh Mookerjee, who 

was a lecturer at the IACS from 1887 to 1891.  Mookerjee shared his love of books with Sircar 

and often advised Sircar on plans to raise funds for the IACS.  Sircar was extremely fond of 

Mookerjee and treated him as a son.  Mookerjee was the first native to penetrate the colonial 

educational stronghold, when he became the Vice Chancellor of the Calcutta University in 1906 

and was able to articulate his vision of science and nationalism.  At the Calcutta University, 

under the Indian Universities Act, Mookerjee promoted Scientific and Technical education and 

hired the best Indian talents for newly instituted professorships.  He hired 6 new Indian 

professors to head up the various departments of the University.  P.C Ray was hired as the 

professor of chemistry and C.V. Raman was hired for the physics department, along with many 

other notable scientists.391  Sircar’s vision for India was slowly realized by the next generation of 

Indians.  Men like J.C. Bose, Asutosh Mookerjee, and P.C. Ray were true successors of 

Mahendralal Sircar.  As many of them had been educated in England and had experienced an 

open scientific community, upon their return, they were subjected to racial discrimination in the 

European-dominated services.  Educated Indians were taken on grudgingly and at low pay.  This 

experience added to the scientists’ determination to transcend the prejudices of the colonial 

world and dedicate themselves to nation and science.  While these scientific men were waking up 

to the importance of science, they drew their inspiration from Sircar and relied upon the IACS as 

a trustworthy blueprint.  Each of them was instrumental in carrying forward the vision of Sircar 

by promoting science in India and gaining international scientific acclaim.   
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It was a sad fact that the fruits of Sircar’s labor ripened after his death in 1904.  Through 

his final illness and a letter sent to the IACS from his deathbed, Sircar continued to urge the next 

generation to practice science and regenerate Indian society.  To make science an integral part of 

Indian education, Sircar wove its importance into the fabric of Indian nationalism.  By the turn of 

the century and towards the end of Sircar’s life, science had become an integral part of Indian 

socio-political dialogue.  Industrialists and wealthy patrons exhibited their nationalism by 

playing leading roles in building and sponsoring Universities that promoted scientific research.  

Sircar tried for almost thirty years to loosen the purse strings of the wealthy men of society but it 

took a paradigm shift within the Indian politics that changed the rational of Indians in favor of 

scientific education.  The international successes of the first generation of scientists gave an 

immediate push for more colleges and universities within India. 

The call sounded by Raja Ram Mohun Roy in the 1830s for increased scientific education 

in schools and colleges was heard by Sircar who continued the call for science education and tied 

scientific literacy to the renewal of Indian traditions.  Mahendralal Sircar struggled against a 

resistant Bengal populace and a reluctant colonial government, but his Science Association came 

to fruition and survived the turbulent colonial politics of the late nineteenth century.  He 

successfully built the first autonomous scientific institute funded solely by elite and middle-class 

Indians.  Some of its major donations for new buildings and professorships came from rich 

Indians.  While, many of the British administrators like Ripon, Elliott, Mackenzie, Woodburn, 

and others made personal financial contributions to the IACS, the government refrained from 

contributing to the Association.   Despite Sircar’s display of autonomy, the Association relied 

heavily on British moral support, as the posts of patron and the president of the Association were 
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reserved for the Viceroy and the Lieutenant Governor of Bengal, respectively.  As government 

aid remained non-existent, the tradition of British influence in the IACS continued until 1912 

when Rajah Peary Mohan Mukherjee became its first Indian president.392  The dichotomous 

relationship that Sircar cultivated with the British and the Indians was to navigate the tumultuous 

relationship between the ruler and the ruled.  The IACS balanced the temperamental climate that 

saw British dominion solidify in the subcontinent and the Indian response of nationalism and 

increased criticism of the colonial government.  With the IACS, Sircar sought to be deferential to 

the government by seeking their aid and opinions, but used the Association as a vehicle to stoke 

the embers of nationalism in India.  Sircar’s nationalism manifested in a search for self-reliance 

for Indians and not a critique of colonialism.393  This ideology helped Sircar straddle the chasm 

of the colonial climate.  But the turn of the century saw an increase in radical nationalism that 

manifested itself in support for nationalist ventures in opposition to the British colonial 

government. 

In this quest to build a competitive India, the Indian Association for the Cultivation of 

Science remained, until 1895, one of the only two institutes with state of the art laboratory and a 

place for innovative lectures.  For nearly two decades, the IACS blazed a path forming a new 

approach to science and forced a permanent change in the landscape of Indian science, when 

government supported universities adapted their laboratories to attract students.  Despite its 

contradictions, IACS was the first of its kind, and hence served as a training ground for many of 

the future scientists and served as a model for their scientific institutions in the early twentieth 
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century.  The IACS was designed to educate Indians in western scientific traditions and prepare 

them to rebuild India in opposition to the British.  For his vision, Sircar is known as the father of 

science in India, who articulated the relationship between science and nationalism, which 

eventually became a rallying cry for the leaders of the Indian independence movement. 
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EPILOGUE 
 
 

On the occasion of Foundation Stone of new buildings for the Indian Association for the 
Cultivation of Science being laid I send you and your Association my good wishes.  The 

Association has a fine record of past work in the field of Scientific Research.  May it excel this in 
future. 

-Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru394 
 

 Mahendralal Sircar succumbed to his final illness on February 23, 1904.  His passing was 

mourned by all the scientific luminaries in the country.  He died reiterating his plea for more 

money for the beleaguered Association, not understanding how else he could have argued to 

mobilize his countrymen into action.  Sircar was rightfully proud of the enormous strides the 

Science Association had taken in the three decades of its existence.  The IACS was equipped 

with a new lecture hall, a new laboratory equipped with scientific instruments and apparatus for 

physical, chemical, and biological research.  Adding to its research capabilities, the IACS also 

held, on average, hundred lectures every year that encompassed various scientific topics.  

Despite the numerous strides that were made at the IACS, Sircar remained disappointed that he 

did not have enough resources to appoint a full-time paid lecturer or endow professorships.  And, 

he believed that he had failed in producing a generation of Indian scientists.  For the IACS’s 

shortcomings, Sircar laid the blame on the shoulders of the people of Bengal, especially the 

wealthy Bengalis, for not providing enough support to the Association that they helped build.  As 

Sircar had designed, the IACS was for the Indian by the Indians and he felt justified in asking his 

fellow Indians to support his efforts.  But the plutocrats of Bengal grew tired of donating funds to 

a Science Association that was not producing any new research and they failed to realize that 
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honorary lecturers could not be expected to devote the requisite hours to scientific research 

without neglecting their livelihoods.395 

 From the very beginning of the Association, Sircar bemoaned the lack of response to the 

IACS.  In the early 1880s Sircar complained that the Science Association has not been met with 

sympathy and support from the natives as it deserved.  The zeal and the enthusiasm that was 

exhibited at the beginning for its establishment was lost now that support was needed for its 

maintenance and permanency.  Sircar noticed that it was the character of the time, where his 

countrymen lost enthusiasm for matters that did not bring immediate return or benefit.396  In an 

effort to console Sircar, then Viceroy, Lord Ripon pointed out that the scope of the IACS was 

such that it would transcend generations before fulfilling Sircar’s agenda.  Ripon states, “we may 

not live to see the day when this Association is doing work such as that which is done in the 

Royal Institution in London.”  But he urged the members of the Science Association to set their 

aims high and pursue them with patience, then “our children, or at least our children’s children, 

may see the day when this Association may rival some of the foremost scientific institutions of 

the Western World.”  Ripon also called attention to all the progress that the Association had 
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made so far and encouraged the IACS’s steady progress for it was “much better than a rapid rush 

which cannot be maintained.”397  Father Lafont, who was its first lecturer, remained a constant 

champion of the IACS and Sircar’s great friend, also believed that the scope of the IACS was too 

big for one man.  At the twenty-ninth annual meeting Lafont declared that Sircar’s “ambition 

was so comprehensive that not the life of one man, not even 20 men, will ever fully realise it.”398  

A dying Sircar who was convinced of his failure, and myopic in his view of the Association’s 

failures, could not see how his Association was the catalyst that changed the scientific movement 

in India. 

 But the change that Sircar wished to see during his lifetime was realized years after his 

death.  His dream of Indians receiving international exposure came when Chandrasekhar 

Venkata Raman became the first Indian to receive a Nobel Prize in science in 1930 for research 

that was primarily conducted in the laboratory of the IACS.  When it was clear that the IACS 

was never going to receive the sum required to endow professorships, Amritalal Sircar, the new 

secretary of the Association, in 1906 redirected the existing funds to support scientists engaged 

in research.  This move paid off for the Association when C.V.Raman came to Calcutta as an 

officer in the Finance Department of the Government, joined the IACS in 1907 and conducted 

research in its laboratories in his spare time.  In 1917 Raman resigned his Government position 

and joined the Calcutta University as the first Palit Professor of Physics.  After the passing of 

Amritalal Sircar, son of Mahendralal Sircar, Raman was elected the Honorary Secretary of the 
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Association.  All the while, Raman continued to conduct his research at the IACS and the 

University College of Science.  During his tenure, Raman became the first editor of the 

successful Indian Journal of Physics, published by the IACS, which continues to make scientific 

publications.  In 1930, C.V. Raman was awarded the Nobel Prize for his discovery in Physical 

optics, which was aptly named the “Raman Effect.”399  He was also elected a Fellow of the 

Royal Society in 1924 and knighted in 1929.  Raman’s international acclaim breathed new life 

into the IACS and vindicated its founder. 

 After the success of Sir C.V. Raman, the IACS saw an explosion of scientific activity and 

an influx of donations.  In 1933 a dual post for a full-time Research Professor and Director was 

created under the name of Mahendralal Sircar.  The professorship was made possible by the 

donation of one lakh Rupees (6,600 Pounds) from Rai Bahadur Bihari Lal Mitra, a wealthy 

citizen of Calcutta.400  The first appointment to the new post went to Dr. K.S. Krishnan, former 

associate of C.V. Raman.  Krishnan, who had worked closely with Raman on his Nobel Prize 

winning research, received international recognition for his research in “Crystal Magnetism,” 

and was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1938.401  Dr. Krishnan continued his work, 

collaborating with several other Indian scientists on studying the properties and structures of 

crystals, at the IACS until 1943.  By then, the Central Government extended a central grant to the 

Association.  After the Indian Independence in 1947, the Government of India increased the 

amount of its annual grant.  With government sponsorship, the Association looked beyond the 
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confines of its limited space and acquired new land in Jadavpur.  Under the Directorship of 

Meghnad Saha, the first full-time salaried Director, the IACS became fully operational in its new 

location in 1952.402  Since then, the Association continues to be a premier research institution in 

modern India.  The Association, once struggled to exist, finally found its footing after the Indian 

political elements turned increasingly radical and agitated for self-reliance.  Proponents of the 

Swadeshi Movement argued that India should produce its own goods rather than rely on British 

imports and called for industrial self-reliance.403  These elements identified the need for India to 

have a strong scientific and technical footing, urging increased technical and scientific education 

and lauded every scientific achievement as a victory for India.  The nationalistic rhetoric that 

failed to incite the donors for Sircar in nineteenth century, strangely became a rallying point for 

the politically subversive elements in pre-independence India.  This was in part because many of 

the scientists played significant roles in the Indian political movement.  As Pratik Chakrabarti 

points out, while individual experiences differ for each person and their career, “almost all 

scientists of this period have to be analysed in terms of a dual commitment – towards science and 

towards the nation.”404  Thus Sircar’s call for increased and effective science education for the 

regeneration of the country that positioned scientists as nation builders, was, not only, ahead of 

his time, but also prescient.   
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 In the early twentieth century, centers that urged research in science dotted the landscape 

of Indian cities.  The first to emulate the IACS was the Indian Institute of Science (IISc), 

brainchild of the industrialist, J.N. Tata.  The industrialist was encouraged by the famed Swami 

Vivekananda, when they meet on their voyage to America.  Vivekananda endorsed Tata’s plan 

for a scientific institute and also guided the project during its initial stages.  Vivekananda, a 

disciple of Ramakrishna, had met and had numerous dialogue with Mahendralal Sircar when the 

latter came to treat Ramakrishna for his cancer, also while attending some of the Annual 

Meetings of the IACS.  B.J. Padshah, the honorary secretary of the Provisional Committee for 

the Tata Scheme also met with Sircar and toured the IACS premises.  The guidance of 

Vivekananda and the moral-support seeking mission of Padshah to Calcutta made their 

impression on the formation of the IISc.  As the IACS was the only research institute of its kind 

in India, the IISc’s mission bore a remarkable similarity to its predecessor.  The institute was 

built in Bangalore, located in the Mysore state.  Although the location was remote, the climate 

was pleasant, and the Mysore state was prepared to contribute to the cost of building the 

institute.405  The Institute was eventually opened in 1908, staffed by Europeans, with 

departments for biochemistry, inorganic chemistry, and electrical technology.  Despite its 

colorful beginning, the Institute floundered for number of years from lack of students, and was 

criticized by nationalists for failing to meet the need for technical education and applied science.  

The Europeans themselves criticized the Institute for poor organization and management.  

However, in 1933, Sir C.V. Raman, fresh from his Nobel win assumed the directorship of the 

Institute and re-established it as a premier research center in physics.  Like the IACS, Tata 

                                                           
405 Arnold, Science, Technology and Medicine, 161. 



 
 

205 
 

desired the IISc to be a bastion of scientific research and progress.  And much like the IACS, the 

IISc continues to function as a premier university in modern India. 

 The other institution to find inspiration from the halls of IACS was the Bose Institute.  

The institute was the brain child of Jagadis Chandra Bose, a physicist, founded in 1917.  Bose, 

born in Eastern Bengal, attended local village school and entered St. Xavier’s School in Calcutta, 

followed by the St. Xavier’s College, where he met Father Lafont and graduated in 1875.  To 

enhance his education, Bose attended Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, where he studied 

physics under Lord Rayleigh, physiology under Michael Foster, embryology under Francis 

Balfour, and botany under Sidney Vines and Francis Darwin.406  Having pursued physical 

science under such eminent scholars, Bose returned to India in 1884.  He wanted to take up a 

career in education and sought a teaching position at the Presidency College, however, the 

president of the College hesitated to employ an Indian to teach science.  Eventually, at the 

insistence of Lord Ripon, Viceroy of India, Bose was accepted at the physics department as a 

temporary appointee, with half the salary.  Undeterred, Bose continued his research in Physics 

and earned an international reputation.   

His research into short waves even led him to study plant physiology and he conclude 

that there is unity in the responsiveness of the animate and the inanimate, thus the chasm 

between the animate and inanimate was not impassable.407  Bose embraced the Hindu Vedantic 
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heritage and metaphysics, which accepts the theory of abiding unity running through all 

existence.  Bose was of the opinion that Indians, with their unique heritage, could contribute to 

modern science and broaden and enrich its methodology and world view.408  In an effort to 

widen the view of modern science, Bose sought to encourage the rise of Indian Science by 

associating with Indian institutions and Indian scientists.  Recognizing Mahendralal Sircar as 

promoting Indian nationalism, Bose became a member of the IACS, conducted some 

experiments in the IACS lab, and was also a frequent lecturer.  In his quest to set up his institute, 

Bose stated that “the advance of science is the principal object of this Institute and also the 

diffusion of knowledge.”  Much like the IACS, he wanted the Bose Institute to work for the 

“advancement of knowledge with the widest possible civic and public diffusion of it.”409  Also, 

like Sircar, Bose led by example and donated his personal savings to his institute. Unlike the 

IACS, Bose negotiated a government subsidy for the Bose Institute but retained the freedom of 

the institute to function purely under Indian administration.  The Institute was Bose’s expression 

of his nationalism.  He was committed to supporting the revival of India’s ancient heritage and 

he used science to proliferate this wisdom.  He saw himself as an intellectual successor of Raja 

Ram Mohun Roy, but he drew his inspiration of scientific nationalism from Mahendralal Sircar 

and his IACS.  In describing the ideals of the Bose Institute, J.C. Bose expressed the institute’s 

dedication to selfless and disinterested search for truth.  Those were the hallmarks of the ideals 

of the Asiatic Society and the IACS.  Like the IACS, the Bose Institute also had a social 

commitment to the nation, where “the advancement of science [was] the principal object of this 
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Institute, as well as the diffusion of knowledge.”410  Bose called on people with strength of 

character and determination to participate in the infinite struggle to “win knowledge for its own 

sake and see Truths face to face.”411  Bose saw science within the confines of his understanding 

of Vedanta and sought to unify scientific knowledge with ancient Indian wisdom, severing ties 

with Western metaphysics and materialism.412  This approach to science was inherently 

nationalistic which promoted an Indian science and drew its inspiration from ancient wisdom.   

The onward march of science in India continued with the founding of the Indian Science 

Congress.  Although the initiative behind the Science Congress were two Europeans, Professor 

P.S. MacMahon and Professor J.L. Simonsen, it quickly became a medium for Indian scientists 

to showcase their research works.  As Arnold points out the Science Congress gave “a firmer 

institutional basis for science” than the Asiatic Society had done until then.  The Science 

Congress quickly became a vehicle for Indian nationalism, when P.C. Ray became its President 

in 1920 and C.V. Raman took over as its Secretary.  It became a channel for Indian scientists to 

commune and expand their research ideas, bringing a fresh infusion to the many research 

Universities and became a bastion for national science.  The Indian Science Congress became as 

important to Indian national science as the Asiatic Society had been for colonial science.   

The light of scientific rationalism that had been lit by Ram Mohun Roy, given shape by 

Mahendralal Sircar, adapted by P.C. Ray and J.C. Bose had culminated in the Indian Science 

Congress.  As Sircar had dreamed, practicing science for the sake of science had become a 
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reality.  Sircar’s aim was to influence Western civilization and for that the East had to morally 

revive itself through Western science and rationalism.413  Sircar’s resolve to regenerate India 

came to fruition in the post-Independence era.  Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru advocated for 

the large-scale industrialization of the country and created a portfolio for scientific research 

within hours of India’s freedom in 1947, symbolizing his deep commitment to science and 

technology and its role in shaping Indian modernity.414  Nehruvian vision of science was 

intended to lift India out of the “incubus of custom and overcome deprivation and 

backwardness.”415  The Prime Minister recognized the important role of science in state planning 

and industrializing the country.  To organize rapid change, Nehru installed science as an arm of 

the Indian government that directed funds and facilitated research according to the needs of the 

country.416  In 1948 the department of Scientific Research was established and India’s medical 

corps and research was redesigned.  The Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) 

that was established in 1942 played a defining role in industrializing India post-independence.  

The CSIR was an autonomous body that was responsible for dispersing the Research Fund 

created by the government.  Its function was to promote, guide, and coordinate scientific and 

industrial research in India.  The CSIR was responsible for financing and guiding specific 

researches, with special attention paid to the problems affecting industries and trades.  It was also 
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charged with the responsibility of establishing, maintaining, and managing laboratories and other 

places of industrial research.  In 1950, under its leadership, six laboratories for various scientific 

researches were inaugurated.417  To this day, CSIR continues to set its vision on making 

scientific impact for the benefit of India.  In 2007, then Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, also 

the president of CSIR stated in his remarks that the modern CSIR would “fulfill the aspirations 

of modern India.”418  Currently, CSIR controls a dynamic network of thirty-eight national 

laboratories, and their goal is to continue to strive for scientific global impact as a catalyst for 

economic development for the people of India.  This modern-day vision echoes the pre-

independent goals of Sircar and his successors.  From the late nineteenth into the early twentieth 

century, the role of science within society was redefined from a moral pursuit to a state 

sanctioned regeneration tool.  After independence, the new Indian government adopted and 

nurtured science for the purpose of nation-building, a scientific ideology that was harnessed at 

the height of British power in India when Sircar was the prime mover of that scientific 

movement.419  Since then, other Indian scientists such as J.C. Bose, C.V. Raman, S. 

Chandrasekhar and many others who are recognized globally for their scientific contributions 

have worked to realized Sircar’s vision for Indian science. 
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In the twentieth century, state policies that sanctioned scientific and industrial research 

reflected Indian national goals and gave rise to the Indian Atomic Energy Commission, Indian 

Space Research Organization (ISRO), and Green Revolution that improved agricultural yields in 

India.  The scientific and industrial boom after 1947 was supported by the government’s policies 

and was directly tied to the agitation for increased scientific education by men of science during 

the pre-independence era.  Post-independence India saw a vigorous rise in scientific industry that 

drew its inspiration from nationalist scientists like J.C. Bose and Meghnad Saha (1893-1956), 

and their ideas amplified by politicians like Nehru and Subhas Chandra Bose (President of the 

Indian National Congress in late 1930s).  Additionally, Indian institutions like CSIR and ISRO 

claim their vision is to practice science for national well-being and scientific progress, while 

making impact on a global scale.  The important status of Indian science was recently 

demonstrated by ISRO launching 29 nano satellites from 14 other countries into space in 

2017.420  India’s modern scientific successes, both internally and globally, is strong evidence of 

Sircar’s dedication to scientific education and represents a realization of his call to create a 

scientifically literate generation of Indians.  The continued existence of the Indian Association 

for the cultivation of Science and the scientific awakening in India is a lasting and meaningful 

testament to Mahendralal Sircar’s perseverance and tenacity.  
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     APPENDIX A 

RAJA RAMMOHUN ROY’S LETTER TO LORD AMHERST ADVOCATING 

SCIENTIFIC STUDIES421 

 
To His Excellency the Right Honourable William Pitt Lord Amherst. 
 
My Lord, 
 Humbly reluctant as the natives of India are to obtrude upon the notice of Government 
the sentiments they entertain on any public measure, there are circumstances when silence would 
be carrying this respectful feeling to culpable excess.  The present Rulers of India, coming from 
a distance of many thousand miles to govern a people whose language, literature, manners, 
customs, and ideas are almost entirely new and strange to them, cannot easily become so 
intimately acquainted with their real circumstances, as the natives of the country are themselves.  
We would therefore be guilty of a gross dereliction of duty to ourselves, and afford our Rulers 
just ground of complaint at our apathy, did we omit on occasions of importance like the present 
to supply them with such accurate information as might enable them to devise and adopt 
measures calculated to be beneficial to the country, and thus second by our local knowledge and 
experience their declared benevolent intentions for its improvement. 
 The establishment of a new Sanscrit School in Calcutta evinces the laudable desire of 
Government to improve the Natives of India by Education, a blessing for which they must ever 
be grateful: and every well wisher of the human race must be desirous that the efforts made to 
promote it should be guided by the most enlightened principles, so that the stream of intelligence 
may flow into the most useful channels. 
 When this Seminary of learning was proposed, we understood that the Government in 
England had ordered a considerable sum of money to be annually devoted to the instruction of its 
Indian Subjects.  We were filled with sanguine hopes that this sum would be laid out in 
employing European Gentlemen of talents and education to instruct the natives of India in 
Mathematics, Natural Philosophy, Chemistry, Anatomy and other useful Sciences, which the 
Nations of Europe have carried to a degree of perfection that has raised them above the 
inhabitants of other parts of the world. 
 While we looked forward with pleasing hope to the dawn of knowledge thus promised to 
the rising generation, our hearts were filled with mingled feeling of delight and gratitude; we 
already offered up thanks to Providence for inspiring the most generous in Asia the Arts and 
Sciences of modern Europe. 
 We now find that the Government are establishing a Sanskrit school under Hindoo 
Pundits to impart such knowledge as is already current in India.  This seminary (similar in 
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character to those which existed in Europe before the time of Lord Bacon) can only be expected 
to lead the minds of youth with grammatical niceties and metaphysical distinctions of little or no 
practicable use to the possessors or to society.  The pupils will there acquire what was known 
two thousand years ago with the addition of vain and empty subtleties since produced by 
speculative men, such as is already commonly taught in all parts of India. 
 The Sanskrit language, so difficult that almost a life time is necessary for its perfect 
acquisition, is well known to have been for ages a lamentable check on the diffusion of 
knowledge; and the learning concealed under this almost impervious veil is far from sufficient to 
reward the labour of acquiring it.  But if it were thought necessary to perpetuate this language for 
the sake of the portion of the valuable information it contains, this might be much more easily 
accomplished by other means than the establishment of a new Sanskrit College; for there have 
been always and are now numerous professors of Sanskrit in the different parts of the country 
engaged in teaching this language as well as the other branches of literature, which are to be the 
object of new Seminary.  Therefore their more diligent cultivation, if desirable, would be 
effectually promoted by holding out premiums and granting certain allowances to those most 
eminent Professors, who have already undertaken on their own account to teach them and would 
by such rewards be stimulated to still greater exertions. 
 From these considerations, as the sum set apart for the instruction of the Natives of India 
was intended by the Government in England, for the improvement of its Indian subjects, I beg 
leave to state, with due deference to your Lordship’s exalted situation, that if the plan now 
adopted be followed, it will completely defeat the object proposed; since no improvement can be 
expected from inducing young men to consume a dozen of years of the most valuable period of 
their lives in acquiring the niceties of the Vyakaran or Sanskrit Grammar.  For instance, in 
learning to discuss such points as the following: Khada, signifying to eat, Khadati, he or she or it 
eats.  Query, whether does the word Khadati taken as a whole, convey the meaning he, she, or it 
eats are separate parts of this meaning conveyed by distinct portions of the word?  As if in the 
English language it were asked, how much meaning is there in the eat, how much is the s? and is 
the whole meaning of the word conveyed by those two portions of it distinctly, or by them taken 
jointly? 
 Neither can such improvement arise from such speculations as the following, which are 
the themes suggested by the Vedanta: In what manner is the soul absorbed into the deity? What 
relation does it bear to the divine essence? Nor will youths fitted to be better members of society 
by the Vedantic doctrines which teach them to believe that all visible things have no real 
existence, that as father, brother, etc. have no actual entity, they consequently deserve no real 
affection and therefore the sooner we escape from them and leave the world the better.  Again no 
essential benefit can be derived by the student of the Mimansa from knowing what it is that 
makes the killer of a goat sinless on pronouncing certain passages of the Vedas, and what is the 
real nature and operative influence of passages of Veda etc. 
 Again the student of Nyaya Shastra cannot be said to have improved his mind after he 
has learned it into how many ideal classes the objects in the Universe are divided, and what 
speculative relation the soul bears to the body, the body to the soul, the eye to the ear etc. 
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 In order to enable your Lordship to appreciate the utility of encouraging such imaginary 
learning as above characterized, I beg your Lordship will be pleased to compare the state of 
Science and Literature in Europe before the time of Lord Bacon with the progress of knowledge 
made since he wrote. 
 If it had been intended to keep the British nation in ignorance of real knowledge the 
Baconian philosophy would not have been allowed to displace the system of the schoolmen, 
which was the best calculated to perpetuate ignorance.  In the same manner the Sanskrit system 
of education would be best calculated to keep this country in darkness if such had been the 
policy of the British Legislature.  But as the improvement of the native population is the object 
of the Government, it will consequently promote a more liberal and enlightened system of 
instruction, embracing mathematics, natural philosophy, chemistry and anatomy with other 
useful sciences which may be accomplished with the sum proposed by employing a few 
gentlemen of talents and learning educated in Europe, and providing a college furnished with the 
necessary books, instruments and other apparatus. 
 In representing this subject to your Lordship I conceive myself discharging a solemn duty 
which I owe to my countrymen and also to that enlightened Sovereign and Legislature which 
have extended their benevolent cares to this distant land actuated by a desire to improve its 
inhabitants and I therefore humbly trust you will excuse the liberty I have taken in thus 
expressing my sentiments to your Lordship. 
 
Calcutta,                          I have etc. 
The 11th December, 1823.             Rammohun Roy. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

OUR CREED422 
 

 
 It might have seemed strange, if not absurd, in a Journal devoted to the interests of any 
other science than medicine to start life with a confession of faith.  In medicine, as in religion – 
its spiritual sister, this is not only excusable but absolutely necessary, in as much as there are 
more than one faith amongst its votaries.  The face of truth in medicine is obscured by denser 
clouds of ignorance than in any other branch of knowledge.  These clouds are dispersing, but not 
at one point.  Hence the insight we have into the truth, which is undivided in itself, is not through 
one but many and varying openings some of which are closing, and some expanding at the 
expense of others.  Hence the diversity of views which divides the medical world.  Hence all the 
strife and angry contention amongst the members of a profession preeminently dedicated to the 
sacred interests of suffering humanity. 
 To the eternal honour of the profession it must, however, be acknowledged that medical 
men prove so uncharitable towards one another only because of their unbounded charity towards 
their fellow-men.  It is this noble and charming feature in the profession which ought to be an 
ample excuse for all its shortcomings and which ought to command the respect of all.  And it is 
because of our sincere conviction of this point that we have striven to shake off all jealousy and 
narrow-minded bigotry, and be charitable to all the branches of the profession. 
 We have of course our own creed and our own opinions, but we shall not only tolerate 
but show due respect towards the creed and opinions of others, whenever sincere and 
temperately expressed.  We do not pretend to have the monopoly of wisdom and of truth.  We 
shall not ignore facts which we cannot account for, or which clash against our pre-conceived 
ideas.  Facts such as these will only serve to stimulate us to further and more careful inquiry, and 
we shall always allow them to exert upon us the wholesome influence of moderating our 
dogmatism. 
 Thus in recognizing the law, but imperfectly expressed by the phrase, Simila Similibus 
Curantur, as the best guide-law yet discovered for the selection of remedies, we do not look 
upon it as the ultimatum of therapeutical science.  We do not overlook the action of other laws in 
the process of cure. 
 Nor in admitting the efficacy of extremely attenuated forms, the so-called infinitesimal 
doses, of medicines, do we deny the efficacy of massive doses administered after a different 
principle, or assert that these can only be used by inflicting serious mischief upon the 
constitution.  The question of ‘dose’ is still an open one in all the systems of medicine. 
 Nor again, in giving preference to the single remedy, would we swear that an alteration, 
or even a mixture of medicines, has not been efficient in bringing about recovery in a given case 
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 The fact is, we have seen recoveries, and most remarkable ones too, under all sorts of 
treatment.  We make this admission after a most careful observation for a number of years, 
having invariably endeavoured most scrupulously to eliminate the essential from the accidental 
elements in the various modes of treatment.  This fact, instead of shaking, has only confirmed 
our faith in the powers of medicines.  It only shows the extent and the depth of our ignorance, 
points to the necessity of absolute toleration, and is but one of the ten thousand proofs of the 
truth of the Shakespearian adage, “there are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of 
in our philosophy.” 
 As matter’s [sic] stand at present, practicably we cannot, and we ought not to be wedded 
to any particular system of treatment.  Even if convinced that a certain law is the absolute law of 
cure, still from our inability to apply it in all cases, we must not sacrifice the interests of our 
patients, simply because we cannot get hold of a remedy to work according to the law. 
 It is indeed beautiful and may appear truly scientific to be able to effect cures by single 
medicines.  But when we fail in this, when from the paucity of our provings , or from our 
imperfect knowledge of the Materia Medica, we are unable to hit upon the right medicine to be 
prescribed after the law, must we stand paralyzed, and remain idle spectators of the extinction of 
life, even if we knew that a certain drug or a mixture of drugs has been used in similar cases with 
success, simply because we happen to be unacquainted with the separate pathogenetic actions of 
those drugs? 
 The physician, if he is aware of the solemn responsibility of his calling, and at the same 
time sensible of his imperfection in the application of what he thinks to be the absolute law of 
healing, is bound to avail himself of the accumulated clinical experience of the world, which is 
too valuable a treasure to be altogether thrown overboard.  Until the time of the immortal 
Hahnemann, we must remember that chance, and not science was the discoverer of the most 
potent drugs which we daily use, and with success.  However highly enthroned, therefore, on 
science we may be, we must not disdain to profit by whatever chance or an over-ruling 
providence offers to us. 
 We are aware of the charge of inconsistency that may be brought against us of 
encouraging, if not entertaining, a variety of conflicting beliefs on the same subject.  But 
consistency, in our humble opinion, in a progressive science, is but another name for the 
mischievous compound of obstinacy, prejudice and ignorance.  Rightly understood, the only 
consistency admissible in matters of this nature is not to make a Procrustes’ bed of our 
generalisations, however we may deem them to have been carefully and accurately formed; in 
other words, always to allow facts to modify our opinions, and not our opinions to distort facts. 
 We hope that after this statement of our views we shall not be misunderstood as to the 
motive and the objects with which we have started in our new career.  It is no spirit of rivalry to 
the excellent Journals already in existence, that has brought us to the field.  We simply propose 
to supply a want that we have ourselves long, felt: the want, namely, of a Paper for the record 
and utilization of all the available facts in medicine. 
 We are aware of the too pigmy size of our Journal for the nature of the task we have 
proposed to ourselves.  Our sole dependence is, however, upon the profession and the public, and 
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upon their mercy we thrown our bantling, in the firm belief that under their fostering care it will 
arrive at maturity and develope [sic] into adult proportions, so as to be able to fulfil the high 
functions we have intended it for.  And we need hardly say that if we had thought of depending 
upon our own unaided efforts, we would never have made the attempt.   
 

 
 



217 
 

APPENDIX C 
 

PROSPECTUS423 
 
 

Mahendra Lal Sircar’s Proposal For the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science (IACS) 
(Hindu Patriot, January 3, 1870) 

 

1. The cultivation of Sciences by the Natives of India being deemed particularly desirable, it 
is proposed to establish in Calcutta an Institution for the purpose to be called the Indian 
Association for the Cultivation of Science.  This is to be the parent Institution; branches 
will be established in different parts of India according as time, necessity, and other 
circumstances will suggest. 

2. The object of the Association will be, as its name indicates, to invite, encourage and 
enable the Natives of India to cultivate science in all its departs.  A correlative object will 
be to rescue from oblivion whatever is connected with India, ancient or modern.  Thus 
the Association will aim at editing and publishing the ancient records, so replete with 
interest and wisdom. 

3. The chief requisites to the formation of the Association being a local habitation, scientific 
works and instruments, and men able and willing to work, it is proposed to purchase a 
piece of land in Calcutta and to build a suitable house thereon; to purchase scientific 
instruments and standard works on the various branches of science; and to invite to join 
the Association men who are either already prosecuting their studies in especial 
departments, or who are just out from our educational institutions- ambitious, but unable 
from want of means, to prosecute scientific studies. 

For such and all these purposes, money is the one thing needful.  All well-wishers of Progress 
and of India are therefore solicited to contribute their quota in furtherance of the project which 
has been so feebly and imperfectly set forth. 

 

                                                           
423 Published in the Hindoo Patriot and appears in Arun Kumar Biswas, ed. Collected Works of 
Mahendralal Sircar, Eugene Lafont and the Science Movment: 1860-1910. (Kolkata: The Asiatic 
Society, 2003), 46. 
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