DHAKA FRIDAY JANUARY 24, 1992

E have had by now

more than a hundred

years of University
education in the Western
sense of the term in this part
of the world. The sub-
continent is now studded with
numerous universities. The
territory now ' known as
sh which had its first
university as late as 1921, has
at present as many as six, of
which two are professional
colleges raised to the status of
universities. Between the uni-
versities of Dhaka and Raj-
shahi, there was a gap of thirty
three years, between Rajshahi

and Chittagong. of twelve:

years, between Chittagong and
Jahangirnagar, of four years. It
is some indication of the
accelerating pace marking the
march of umiversity education
in the country. It i{s a fact of
some significance that in all
these four universities, some of
the earliest disciplines to have
been introdu belonged to
the Humanities. It should be
remembered. too, that in the
academic organization, the
broad division was between the
arts and the Sciences. and that
generally the Humanities were
not separated from disciplines
now identified as the social
sciences.

It will be stating the obvi-
ous to that the modern
universities of Calcutta, or
Madras of Bombay had little in
common with the ancient uni-
versities of Taxila and Nalanda.

Education, in India, unlike
in Europe, does not represent
a continuous tradition. During
the Muslim perfod of Indian
history. the idea of a univer-
sity, of institutionalised intel-
lect, seems to have been for-
gotten. The few theological
colleges do not measure up to
this idea. Even i places ﬁke
Nalanda pre eminently pro-
vided for theological studies.
as did many of the medieval
universities of Europe, they at
least resemble modern univer-
sities both in spirit and form.
But Taxfla and Nalanda were
little more than memories
when the first three untversi-
ties were founded in India in
the middle ol the ninetcenth
century.

Naturally,

therefore, the

Humanities., the disciplines of

Literature. History and
Philosophy. as these were in-
corporaled in our universities,
were of western origin. Over
the years the Hteratures of
India, the Indian history. and
Indtan philosophy have gradu
ally been accepted as part ol
the basic isciplines, and
somelimes even as indepen-
dent disciplines. It would be a
fascinating story to trace the
h. the metamorphosis in
ter years. of each ol these
scparate disciplines, their di
visions and amalgamations
their interpenetrations: the
history of r cross-fertiliza
tons, the growth and decline
of their prestige and Influence
But this is a subject quile be-
yond my scope All | can hope
to do within a brief compass is
o outline the present situation
in the wuniversities ol
Bangladesh of the one disct-
pline which can be regarded as
the core of the Humanities,
namely Literature | will ven-
ture to suggest that what is
true of Literature will generally
be true of the disciplines
closely allied to iU

Western Origin

| shall begin by stating that
the idea of the study of ltera-
ture as humanitas is ftself of
western Le of Graeco- Roman.
origin. It is intimately con-
nected with the concept of

Wberal ed a L we
borrowed from the Wesl. It is
to ar that the sys-
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A LOOK AT THE LIBERAL ARTS
IN OUR UNIVERSITIES

All the four 'General' Universities of Bangladesh have provision for the Humanities in their
curricula. This, obviously, is a legacy of the British Indian model of University education
introduced in the Sub-continent about the middle of the nineteenth century.

were not only various faiths
being practised by people, new
faiths were being preached
and accepted, often with im-
punity. scene suggesis a
state of religious lolerance,
and of dogmatism very much
in the background. On top of
every thing. there seems to
have been a complete lalssez-
faire in education, inspite of
the fact that primary educa-
tion was the responsibility of
the Mullah or the Brahmin.
The young scholar. starting off
with a religious schooling i.e
with Arabic or Sanscrit did not
of necessity matriculate into a
theological college. Some did.
but others did not. and the lat-
ter were probably more nu-
merous than the former. It is a
fair guess that the educated
indian in pre-British India.
without the privilege.and the
constraint. of a university edu-
cation. was nevertheless a
product of a kind of liberal ed-
ucation. He was well-versed in
scveral languages, classical and
modern. His education was
largely self-directed, institu-
tions of higher education being
virtually non-existent. The de-

cline of Buddhjsm in India re-
the only organized
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church with its monastic
orders that could sustain

places like Nalanda and Taxila
in a situation ltke this, the
Humanitics and the Sciences,
as also the technologies of the
West. must all of them have
been very unfamiliar things as
they were first introduced. For
example, when English ltera-
ture came to be studied in our
Universities, it was probably
the first literature. ancient ol
modern. Oriental or Weslern,
10 be studied in a compdrable
manner in the subcontinent
The same would be true of his-
tory and, perhaps to a lesser
extent, of philosophy

Segregation

In the sarly years of west-
ern education, the disciplines

of Sciences and Arts were not
severely segregated. The sepa-
ration came in laler years.
When the University of Dhaka
was established (1921). the
courses were on the
principle of separation. There
was little common ground be-
tween the Arts and the
Sciences. The Humanities
were all there. each single dis-
cipline being laken care of on
the administrative plane, by a
scparate Department. All the
three nts could claim
the services of some very dis-
tinguished professors, but. ap-
parently due to a combination
of circumstances, History
prospered more than any
other humane studies.

The Faculty scems to have
been more talented than the

undcrgraduate body. And tough
there were some very famous
nimes in the Science Faculty-
notably that of Prof Satyen
Bose — no faculty enjoyed a
clear superiority over the
other, neither Science over
Arts, nor vice versa. Law re-
mained rather undistinguished
and still remains so. Among
the humanities, English main-
tained a decent standard in its
teaching side. Research was
confined mostly to History,
and, to a lesser extent to
Bengali. Partition, and the con-
sequent migration of teachers.
dealt a blow to academic stan-
dards from which the univer-
sity has never fully recovered.
All the disciplines suffered,
and for years after the parti-
tion. the Humanities remained
very weak. Both in research
and in creative teaching. the
weakness persists. Admission
figures. which continue to
swell, cannot conceal the hard
fact that the academic pulse
beats very feebly. The

nt of Bengall, by no
means hucky in the quality of
its students, was more lucky in
state patronage which enabled
it, and its sister Departments
in other universities, to bring

out sumptuous looking

journals
of ‘research. A considerable
volume of research, some -

uine. mostly trite or es-
trian, was made possible
through thls governmental
munificence. By comparison,
there was little research in
English, but students generally
were of a better grade and
showed impressive results in
the Civil Service Examinations.
Philoso sunk into obscurity.
Arabic, Persian and Islamic
Studies followed their obscu

rantist courses. Arabic, in par-
tUcular resembled more a de-
partment of theology than one
of lterature. Sanscrit rc-
mained a small adjunct of
Bengall. History, it may be re-
membered, was early btlur-
cated when Islamic History sc-

Germ of Truth

A description of the
Humanities in the Dhaksa
University. however general,

however mﬁy. contains, |
hope. the germ ol truth about
that area of knowledge not

ities are
nes and be to the

The quiet side of the Dhaka University campus

Zillur Rahman Siddiqui

legislation, to meet regional
demands, and not to embody
new academic ideas.

This situation may not be
peculiar to the Humanities in
our universities but perhaps
exists in its acutest form in
this area. Literature, too, suf-
fers from this cult of the
stereotype. Everywhere it is
compartmentalized, English
keeping haughtily oflf Bengali,
Bengali suspicious of English,
anxious to ignore Sanscrit, Pali
and Prakrit, not caring too
much about Assamese, or Oriya
or Hindi or Urdu. It is a curi-
ous situation where two mod-
ern , irrespective of
whether they belong to the
same family or not.
irrespective, too, of whether
or not share the same cul-
tural background. cannot
come close to each other, and
establish a process of transac-
tion or of mutual enrichment.
It can mean only one thing: in
the academic sense, they are
more dead than alive.

When an Eu scholar
masters an oriental language.
he discovers a new world, and
writes about it, and wusually
leaves a number of translations.
Centuries of Arabic and Persian
Scholarship in this part of the
world, by comparison. pre.
sents a picture of Utter bar-
renness. A century and hall of

scholarship has a bet-
ter record, but only slightly.

It certainly has set Bengali
literature on a new course al-

. — which tncidentally
remains its chief ry. But
when  you consider that in all
major European languages. you
can study the best works of
the other major languages. you
realize where we  stands.
Incredibly little of the best

works of English has been
translated into Bengali despite
our long and close contact
with the language.

Literature Departments in
our universtities have followed a
closed door policy. Commi-
ttees of Courses and Studies
have met and dispersed
without disturbing the courses,
without changing authors.
without touching hallowed
texts for years on end:
teachers have repeated the
same teaching: paper-setters
have set the same questions
with monojonous regularity.
From course planning to mark-
ing scrips, the routine activi-
ties have been marked by a

and dropped. due more to exi-
gencies of situation or personal
whim than any hard thinking
pointing to a change. When
Anglo-Saxon was dropped
from the Dhaka Honours
Course in English, the reason
was not any argued objection

to it. but simply the absence of

a teacher who was interested
enough to do the job if
Philosophy is no longer a sig-
nificant component of Bengali
courses, the reasons probably
are similar.

As one su s the field of
the Humanities. and confronts
this picture. one is led to ask
whether this is a sick imb of
our body academic, or the body

itself is as sick as this particu-
lar limb. Frankly speaking, | do
not know the answer. One can

A demonstration at the Rajshahi University

callous, unintelligent. uninspi-

ring loyalty to the stereotype.
Syllabuses have been

changed. courses introduced

hardly deny that fewer and
fewer of our talented students
arc offering courses in the Hb-
eral Arts. As is well known,

each year we have a large
number of students being ad-

mitted to the Universities who
do not have the necessary

Bengali, or Physics for exam-
ple. A change in the Civil
Service Courses, il the services
themselves continue to be as
attractive as they used to be,
may well mean change in the
fortune. for or for worse,
of some disciplines. All this
points to the that univer-
sity education, even when su-

ly liberal in concept, is
actually {and indirectly) pro-
fessional.

Another feature about the
Liberal Arts in our Universitics
is the paucity of qualified
teacher. In some disciplines
like English and Philosophy,
and to a leaser extent, in all
other disciplines too, we sim-

ply do not enough Peapl.:

lo man our Departments.
Thoughtless proliferation has
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qualifications for admission. Of

this, a larger proportion ap-

parently are drawn to the Hu-

manities and Social Sciences
than to the Physical or
Biological Sciences. Also, for
the very best there is less cer-

tainty of a first class in the
Humanities than in the exact
sciences. which keeps many
an ambitious student from dis-—
ciplines like English or
Philosophy or Bengali. The
fluctuation of fortune among

the disciplines as far as quality
of enrollment is concerned
scems to be dependent not so
much on the vitality of a par-

ticular University Department
but on purely mundane
Consideration like job oppor-

tunity.

The Civil Service courses
in the past quarter century
were so planned that students
of History. English and
FEconomics enjoyed some ad-
vantage over students of

Prime Minister Khaleda Zia

inaugurating the Khulna

-resulted in the thinning out of

available teaching talent, re-
sulting in the weakening of all
the Departments — a price we
have had to pay because of the
excessive 'Departmentalism in
our universitics. No Bangladesh
University has not yet been or-
ganized on the basis of Schools
or Colleges representing larger
arecas of Knowledge like the
Humanities and Social Sci-
ences. There is a strong case
for Schools of Liberal Arts. or
Schools of Literature in
preference to the existing
Departments. each in its wa-
ter-tight compartment, refus-
ing to share its resources with
others.

A concentration of teaching
talents, a more open door pol-
icy in sharing each other's re-
sources, a more sensible ad-
mission policy, are some of the
measures well worth trying if

we wish to infuse more like
into the Humanities.

Buddhist Heritage

UDDHISM in lhnﬂach
esh is almost as vid as
Buddhism f{tsell. The

cultural heri bequeathed

by Buddhism during the last

2000 years is intricately

interwoven in the rich mosaic

of ancient cultural past of

Lord Buddha is belteved in

:::rbul legends as having vis-
Bangladesh. Buddha Gaya.
scat of his Supreme

Enlightenment and Sarnath,
the sacred place where he
preached the first Wheel of
Dhamma in u India
and his birth Lumbind in
Nepal is not far away [rom
Bangladesh. The legend is
given credence by a pligrim's
account in ‘A lata’ —
a book of 11th Century that
Buddha had preached his new
doctrine in Bengal

Buddhism spread to this
region in the Third Century BC
under the Influence of
Emperor Ashoka who had sent
missionaries throughout the
Indtan Sub-continent as well as
across the seas and lands in
what is known as his Dhamma
expedition’. Inscriptions found
at Sanchi in Bhupal (India) in
Second Century BC and at

konda tn Third-Fourth
Century AD support prevalence
of Buddhism in ancient
Bangladesh.

Buddhism blossomed in this
region now forming Bangla-
desh as the re n of the
masses from 1t Eighth
Century to Thirteenth Century

under the patronage of
Buddhist Pala Dynasty whose
founder la was elected

period
in Eighth Century Bengal.
Under the patronage of
Buddhist kings of ancient
Bangladesh. monaste ries
ltke Nalanda, Vikramshila.
Sompuri. Odantapur! etc were
as centres of
of ist and
other aspects of ,
The most significant of
these monasteries was
Sompurt Vihar whose massive
site was unearthed at Paharpur
of Rajshahi by British archaeol-
ogists, c-n:zrutud tn Eighth
Century and under
of Pala Buddhist

pe
Kings from the Eighth o
Eleventh Century the

e —

monastery is described as the
biggest monument, south of
the Himalayas. Its architecture
influenced style of Buddhist
monuments in South East
Asia. The monumental
Borubudhur Temple of Java
had been modelled after fit.
The architectural marvel of
Omkar Wat Temple In

D P Barua

Lord Buddha is
believed in religious

legends as having
visited Bangladesh.

FLASH BACK: The Thai King Bhumibol and Queen Sirikit

visited

Buddist monastery in Dhaka in 1962. The

author and the Governor of the then East Pakistan Gen
Azam Khan are seen with the Royal couple.

Cambodia 18 also said to be In-
fluenced by the fascinating
style of Sompuri Vihara.
Archaeological excavations
in Mainamati in the Comilla
district led o the discovery of
a picturesque centre, locally
known as Salvana Vihara,
which 18, in fact, the ruins of
the historic Kanastupa Vihara
The ruins scattered along the
11-mtle-long range of
Matnamati Lalmai hills speak of
a NMourishing Buddhist civiliza-
tton from the 9th to the 13th

The ancient Mahasthangarh
in Bogra was the seat of
J Vihar, also known as
Agrapuri Vihara. A number of
other monasteries referred
in Tibetan writings and travel
datries of Hieun Teang are the
Vikrampurt Vihara ol the
Vikrampur region of the Dhaka
distriet, the Dhammarajika
Vihara of the Dhaka district
and the Pandita Vihara ol
Chittagong. the greatest centre

of Buddhism somewhere in
Chitiagong as the major estab-
lishment of the Tantric
Mahayana School. Atish
I:Hp-n{u T:xun the out-
standing entury saint
and tlosopher, who had
P Buddhism in Tibet
Tiopa o Tilopad of Chittagong
Tilopa or

who had preached Buddhism

to invitation
ing of Tibet to visit Tibet for

. revival of Puddhism there. He

made hazardous journey on
foot across the snowy
Himalayas to Tibet. where he
revived Buddhism and contin-
ued preaching the compas-
sionate teachings of Lerd
Buddha to mould a new reli-
gon there until his death. He
wrote more than 100 r::pbu-
and tloso al books on
Budd:n:m h are sull pre-
served in ancient temples of

in Béng

Tibet.

Mahayana Buddhism in an-
cient Bangladesh had flour-
ished in the mystical philo-
sophical moulds of Vajrayana,
Kalacakrayan and Sahajayana.
Monks created a new lorm of
Bengali language about 1000
years ago {rom the crust of
prevailing Prakrit . In
the year 1906, great Bengali
scholar Mohomohopadhyaya
Haraprashad Shastri discov-
ered this language in some an-
cient manuscripts which had

been lying buried in the
monasterics of Nepal.
Monks of those days known

as Siddhacharyas sitting in the
cloistered monasteries of an-
cient from 10th to 13th
Centuries slowly but surely
created this new language
closer to the language spoken
by the common folk which has
come to be recognised as the
first-ever germination of to-
day's Bengali language. These
Siddhacharyas in their lyrical
verses expressed ideas about
Nibbana. Citta, Sunyata,
Karma, Karuan. Prajna and
such other Buddhist concepts.
Side by side with these.
also described contemporary
social life and made pic-
turesque portrayal of riverine
clouds and sunshine in
Nature's cycle of six seasons,
happiness and woes of com-
mon folk as well as life around
as seen by them.

This period witnessed the
development of a remarkable
school of art comparable to the
Gupta school of art as mani-
fested in the standing Buddha

images of Mathura and “T
Gandhara images of Tailla
modelled on sublime Hellendc

adesh

beauty. The Bengal School dis-
tinguished itself by the cre-
ation of Buddha s In me-
diation mainly in the
"“Bhumisparsa Mudra” or earth
touching attitude. with his
right hand touching the
Mother Earth as witness to his
attainment of Supreme
Enlightenment in the lace of
Mara's onslaught. Among the
numbers Mahayana and Trantic
gods and goddesses,
‘Avalokiteswar’ in particular in-
spired the artists who de-
picted him as the presiding
Bodhisattva of the times look-
ing upon mankind with infinite
compassion and not to
seck Nibbana for himself until
all human beings are liberated
from the bondage of suffering.
That was precisely how the
Mahayana ideals were ex-
pressed in their art of ancient
Bangladesh.

. Buddhism was finally wiped

out of ancient Bangladesh with
the masses converted into

Hinduism while a microscopic
section of Buddhists is bc-
lteved to have survived under
various camouflages in areas
adjoining Mainamati ranges of
hills of present-day Comilla
and Chittagong closer to hilly
areas. The surviving priests es-
caped into neighbouring Nepal
and then acrosas the snowy
Himalayas to Tibet with their
religious scriptures and litera-
ture. The Tantric Buddhist
tradition survived in those
countries for hundreds of years
and were assimilated with in-
digenous beliefs and tradition.
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