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Abstract

Rabindranath’s thoughts on nationalism evolved during an era characterized by colonial
hegemony and the rise of aggressive nation-states. While he championed the cultural and
spiritual awakening of colonized societies, he nonetheless subjected political nationalism to
scathing criticism whenever it degenerated into a narrow, exclusionary, and mechanistic
form of collective identity. In Rabindranath’s view, such nationalism jeopardized the very
moral and human foundations of society by prioritizing power, uniformity, and material
progress over moral and spiritual development. This paper analyzes the concept of
nationalism and internationalism embedded in the thought of Rabindranath Tagore—
situating it within its historical context —and evaluates its relevance in the contemporary
world. Writing during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Tagore witnessed
the expansion of colonial rule, the growing dominance of the modern nation-state, and the
rise of nationalist movements. While he supported the cultural and intellectual awakening
of colonial societies, he expressed deep skepticism whenever political nationalism assumed
an aggressive, exclusionary, or mechanistic form. This study analyzes Rabindranath’s
critique of nationalism and his view on internationalism, as articulated in his essays, lectures,
and literary works; in particular, it highlights his profound concern that the ‘Nation” or
‘Nation-State’ — functioning as an organized power structure — often suppresses individual
liberty, moral values, and cultural diversity. In Rabindranath’s view, true freedom did not
reside solely in political sovereignty, but rather depended upon the cultivation of a humane,
ethical, and spiritually enriched society. Underlying this perspective was a far-reaching
humanist philosophy that transcended national boundaries, emphasizing harmony, mutual
cooperation, and the unity of all humanity.
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“A nation in the sense of the political and economic union of a people,
is that aspect which a whole population assumes when organized for a
mechanical purpose. Society as such has no ulterior purpose. It is an end
in itself.”
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“This political civilisation is scientific, not human.... It betrays its trust,
it waves it meshes of lies without shame, it enriches gignatic idols of
greed in its temples, taking great pride in the costly ceremonials of its
worship, calling this patriotism.””
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“..Then again, we have to consider that the West is necessary to the

East. We are complementary to each other because of our different
outlooks upon life which have given us different aspects of truth.
Therefore, if it be true that the spirit of the West has come upon our
fields in the guise of a storm it is nevertheless scattering living seeds
that are immortal. And when in India we become able to assimilate in
our life what is permanent in Western civilization we shall be in the
position to bring about a reconciliation of these two great worlds. Then
will come to an end the one-sided dominance which is galling,””
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“Man misses himself when isolated; he finds his own larger and truer

self in his wide human relationship. His multicellular body is born and it

dies; his multi-personal humanity is immortal. In this ideal of unity, he
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realizes the eternal in his life and the boundless in his love.
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