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Abstract 

Rabindranath Tagore’s admiration for Japan and his association with Okakura Kakuzō have been widely acknowledged by 

scholars of Asian cultural modernity. Yet the pedagogical implications of their relationship remain largely unexamined. This 

paper undertakes a critical study of how Okakura’s aesthetic philosophy, ethical humanism, and educational vision influenced, 

directly and indirectly, Tagore’s alternative model of schooling at Santiniketan and Visva-Bharati. Employing archival 

research, comparative textual analysis, intellectual history, and cross-cultural pedagogical comparison, the study reconstructs 

an “unwritten dialogue” between the two thinkers. It argues that Tagore’s critique of mechanistic colonial education and his 

emphasis on artistic creativity, nature-centric learning, and spiritual self-cultivation resonate deeply with Okakura’s aesthetic-

ethical ideals. Their shared outlook, this study contends, constitutes a model of Asian pedagogical modernity, distinct from 

both Western progressive education and orthodox nationalist schooling. The findings reposition Santiniketan as part of a larger 

pan-Asian educational renaissance shaped significantly by Indo-Japanese exchanges. 
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Introduction 

The early decades of the twentieth century were marked by 

complex intellectual and cultural exchanges across Asia. As 

the continent confronted Western imperialism and the 

accelerating forces of industrial modernization, numerous 

Asian thinkers sought to recover indigenous philosophical 

traditions and articulate new models of culture, art, and 

education. Among the most influential were Rabindranath 

Tagore and Okakura Kakuzō, two towering figures whose 

works shaped the cultural imaginaries of India and Japan, 

respectively. Their interactions have been studied primarily 

in the context of pan-Asian cultural diplomacy, artistic 

modernism, and anti-nationalist critique. Yet one dimension 

of their encounter remains critically underexplored: the 

pedagogical implications of their shared philosophical 

commitments. 

Tagore’s educational thought has often been framed through 

Western interlocutors such as Pestalozzi, Froebel, Rousseau, 

and Dewey (Sen 18). Conversely, Okakura has been studied 

for his aesthetic nationalism, the Nihonga movement, and 

his seminal writings such as The Ideals of the East, The 

Awakening of Japan, and The Book of Tea (Mason 95). 

Rarely have scholars interrogated how Okakura’s 

pedagogical perspective may have shaped Tagore’s 

development of Santiniketan into an alternative educational 

institution rooted in aesthetic sensitivity, ethical self-

cultivation, and intercultural dialogue. 

This article aims to address that gap. It argues that Tagore’s 

educational philosophy cannot be fully understood without 

recognizing the conceptual proximity between his ideas and 

Okakura’s aesthetic humanism. Their shared emphasis on 

nature-centric learning, contemplative education, artistic 

discipline, spiritual-ethical refinement, and resistance to 

mechanistic modernity represents an indigenous Asian 

alternative to Western models of progressive education. 

This “unwritten dialogue,” reconstructed through textual 

analysis, archival materials, and networked intellectual 

history, illuminates the emergence of what may be called 

Asian pedagogical modernity—a model that privileges 

holistic human development over nationalist indoctrination 

or industrial preparation. 

 

Methods 

The methodological strategy adopted in this research 

integrates several interrelated approaches—archival inquiry, 

comparative textual analysis, intellectual history, and cross-

cultural pedagogy—each contributing to a deeper 

reconstruction of Tagore and Okakura’s educational 

convergence. Although these methods are deployed under 

separate subheadings for analytical clarity, they operate 

synergistically throughout the study. 

 

1. Archival Research 

Archival research forms the empirical foundation of this 

study. The absence of extensive direct correspondence 

between Tagore and Okakura necessitates a reliance on 

indirect documentary evidence, including letters, diaries, 

institutional reports, and memoirs from their personal 

networks. Materials from the Rabindra Bhavan Archives at 

Visva-Bharati University provide insights into Tagore’s 

pedagogical intentions, his communication with colleagues 

such as C. F. Andrews and Nandalal Bose, and the 

administrative evolution of Santiniketan and Visva-Bharati. 

These documents illustrate Tagore’s explicit concern for 

creating an educational environment centered on artistic 

cultivation, ethical sensibility, and a living relationship with 

nature. 

Complementary Japanese archival materials—particularly 

those available through published collections of Okakura’s 

writings, the Nihon Bijutsuin records, and institutional 

documents from the Tokyo School of Fine Arts—shed light 

on Okakura’s deeper pedagogical commitments. These 
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sources reveal his belief that art education should cultivate 

moral character, refine perception, and harmonize the 

individual with the cosmos. Diaries and reminiscences of 

Japanese artists such as Yokoyama Taikan and Hishida 

Shunsō, preserved in Japanese museum publications and 

translated collections, further document the transmission of 

Okakura’s aesthetic pedagogy into the Indian context. This 

multi-site archival strategy enables the reconstruction of an 

intellectual exchange that is not directly documented but 

strongly evidenced by the parallel development of 

educational values and institutional practices. 

 

2. Comparative Textual Analysis 

To establish the conceptual convergence between Tagore 

and Okakura’s educational philosophies, the study employs 

detailed comparative readings of their key pedagogical and 

aesthetic texts. Okakura’s The Ideals of the East and The 

Book of Tea articulate a vision of education rooted in 

spiritual discipline, aesthetic refinement, and the cultivation 

of ethical sensitivity. These works function not simply as 

aesthetic treatises but as moral pedagogies aimed at 

regenerating Asian cultural life in the face of Western 

materialism. 

Parallel readings of Tagore’s My School, Sikṣā, The Centre 

of Indian Culture, and The Religion of Man reveal strikingly 

similar categories: the emphasis on joy as a pedagogical 

principle, the insistence that learning must arise from lived 

experience rather than mechanical instruction, and the belief 

that art is indispensable to the ethical formation of the 

human being. By examining the metaphors, rhetorical 

structures, and philosophical categories embedded in these 

texts, the study demonstrates conceptual affinities that go 

beyond superficial resemblance. The comparative method 

foregrounds the shared civilizational ethos underlying both 

thinkers’ educational vision. 

  

3. Intellectual History Approach 

The intellectual history framework situates Tagore and 

Okakura within the broader discursive landscape of early 

twentieth-century Asian modernity. Their ideas must be 

read against a shared historical backdrop characterized by 

colonial dominance, the search for cultural authenticity, and 

the emergence of transnational Asian networks advocating 

for civilizational renewal. The contextualist approach 

advocated by Quentin Skinner enables a reading of their 

texts as interventions within specific historical debates 

rather than isolated reflections. Pierre Bourdieu’s field 

theory provides further analytical grounding by 

conceptualizing the artistic-educational space as an 

intellectual field structured by relations of power, prestige, 

and cultural capital. 

Through this approach, the study interprets Okakura and 

Tagore not merely as individuals but as intellectual actors 

embedded within overlapping cultural fields—Indian 

nationalism, Japanese Meiji modernity, Asian Renaissance 

movements, and global artistic networks. This allows a 

more historically grounded reconstruction of how 

pedagogical ideas circulated and gained meaning across 

cultural boundaries. 

 

4. Transcultural Network Analysis 

Because Indo-Japanese interactions during this period 

occurred through complex networks of artists, educators, 

travelers, and spiritual interlocutors, the study incorporates a 

transcultural network analysis to map the channels through 

which Okakura’s educational ideals reached Tagore. 

Japanese artists associated with Okakura’s circle—Taikan, 

Shunsō, and later Arai—traveled to India, lived in the 

Tagore household, and collaborated closely with 

Abanindranath Tagore and Nandalal Bose. Their presence 

infused Santiniketan with Japanese artistic techniques, 

ethical approaches to discipline, and pedagogical practices 

emphasizing meditative concentration and the unity of mind 

and body. 

Network analysis helps demonstrate how pedagogical 

principles can travel through social relations, migration, 

artistic collaboration, and cross-cultural conversations. The 

Tagore family’s openness to Japanese visitors and 

Santiniketan’s increasingly international atmosphere created 

fertile ground for the transmission and adaptation of 

Okakura’s pedagogical ethos. 

 

5. Comparative Pedagogy 

To analyze how Okakura’s and Tagore’s philosophies 

translated into educational practice, the study employs tools 

from comparative pedagogy. This involves examining the 

structure of learning environments, curricular goals, 

teacher–student relations, and educational rituals within 

Okakura’s artistic institutions and Tagore’s Santiniketan. 

Okakura emphasized disciplined training in brushwork, 

contemplative immersion in nature, and ethical rigor 

cultivated through aesthetic practice. Tagore similarly 

emphasized experiential learning, artistic expression, 

spiritual self-awareness, and freedom from coercive 

instruction. Comparative pedagogy allows systematic 

examination of these parallels, demonstrating not only 

philosophical affinity but also institutional resemblance. 

 

6. Triangulation and Validity 

By synthesizing archival materials, textual comparisons, 

intellectual history, and network analysis, the methodology 

ensures robust triangulation. Each source independently 

supports the central claim that Okakura influenced Tagore’s 

educational philosophy. Triangulation enhances interpretive 

validity and safeguards against overreliance on textual 

resemblance or circumstantial connections. 

 

Results  

The results of this study demonstrate that Rabindranath 

Tagore’s educational philosophy bears significant 

conceptual, institutional, and ethical resonance with the 

pedagogical vision articulated by Okakura Kakuzō. Through 

the triangulation of archival sources, textual parallels, and 

transcultural networks, five deep structural convergences 

emerge. Each of these speaks not only to the likely influence 

of Okakura on Tagore but also to the broader intellectual 

climate of early twentieth-century Asia in which both 

thinkers participated. 

The first major finding is the congruence of their critiques 

of mechanistic modernity. Okakura consistently warned that 

the West’s industrial ethos reduced human beings to agents 

of production, thereby diminishing the centrality of spiritual 

and aesthetic experience (Okakura, Ideals 6). His criticisms 

were not merely directed at Western political dominance but 

at the deeper civilizational logic that privileged material 

efficiency over contemplative life. Tagore advanced a 

parallel critique in his educational writings. In Sikṣā, he 

lamented that colonial schooling turned children into 



International Journal of Educational Research and Studies  www.multiinnovationjournal.com 

46 

“dexterous machines” who learned to obey rather than to 

think, to memorize rather than to create, and to compete 

rather than to grow (Sikṣā 78). The parallel structure of their 

arguments indicates a shared sensitivity to the dangers of 

industrial modernity and the urgency of recovering a more 

humane vision of education. 

The second result concerns the ethical-aesthetic foundation 

of their pedagogies. Okakura believed that art constituted 

the central path to moral cultivation. In The Book of Tea, he 

argued that aesthetic practice, when approached with 

humility, restraint, and attentiveness, forms character by 

instilling respect for harmony, impermanence, and 

disciplined beauty. Tagore, though rooted in a different 

artistic tradition, articulated a similar conviction. He 

repeatedly emphasized that artistic creation awakens an 

inner “harmony of the soul” that rational instruction alone 

cannot nurture (My School 22). Artistic experience, for both 

thinkers, was not ornamental to learning but central to 

ethical development. This shared view is reflected in the 

curricular ethos of both the Nihon Bijutsuin and Kala 

Bhavana, which privileged calligraphy, painting, music, and 

embodied creative practices. 

The third finding is the structural similarity between their 

institutions. Okakura’s tenure at the Tokyo School of Fine 

Arts and his role in founding the Nihon Bijutsuin reveal his 

commitment to constructing institutions that integrated 

traditional Japanese aesthetic disciplines with modern 

sensibilities. His schools cultivated contemplation, 

discipline, refined craftsmanship, and nature-inspired artistic 

techniques. Tagore’s Santiniketan and Kala Bhavana 

embody parallel principles: open-air classrooms, creative 

freedom balanced with disciplined attention, and a 

curriculum that placed art, music, and nature at the center of 

learning. Archival evidence suggests that Japanese artists 

who were direct disciples of Okakura, such as Taikan and 

Shunsō, introduced pedagogical elements—particularly 

meditative brushwork, minimalism, and the ethical posture 

of the artist—that profoundly shaped the early development 

of Kala Bhavana. 

The fourth result highlights the ethical humanism integral to 

both pedagogies. Okakura’s idea of the “tea mind”—a 

cultivated ethical consciousness shaped by simplicity, 

harmony, and self-restraint—resonates closely with 

Tagore’s concept of sahajata, the natural unfolding of the 

self. Both thinkers rejected education as nationalistic 

conditioning or economic training, insisting instead on its 

spiritual purpose: to awaken humility, compassion, and 

global awareness. Tagore’s The Religion of Man repeatedly 

echoes Okakura’s call for a transcultural ethical order, 

framed not by political identity but by what both saw as 

Asia’s civilizational inheritance of inwardness and moral 

poise. 

The fifth and final finding concerns the formation of what 

this study terms Asian pedagogical modernity. The 

convergences between Tagore and Okakura illustrate that 

their shared vision constitutes a distinct educational 

paradigm. Unlike Western progressive education, which 

emphasized scientific inquiry, secular rationality, or 

democratic citizenship, the Tagore–Okakura model 

grounded education in aesthetic sensibility, nature-centric 

learning, and ethical depth. Nor does their pedagogy fit into 

the nationalist model of schooling that emerged across Asia 

in response to colonial pressures. Instead, it reflects a pan-

Asian ethos that transcends national boundaries and seeks to 

restore harmony between human beings, nature, and the 

cosmos. The results thus demonstrate that Tagore’s 

educational philosophy cannot be read in isolation from the 

larger Asian intellectual world in which Okakura was a 

central figure. 

Together, these findings reveal that the influence of 

Okakura on Tagore, though indirect and partially mediated 

through networks of artists, was conceptually substantive 

and pedagogically consequential. 

 

 
 

Fig 1: 

 

Discussion 
The findings of this study necessitate a significant 
rethinking of Rabindranath Tagore’s educational philosophy 
and its intellectual genealogy. The dominant scholarly 
narrative situates Tagore’s pedagogy at the intersection of 
Indian spiritual tradition and Western progressive thought. 
Such a narrative, though not incorrect, is incomplete. It 
overlooks the transnational intellectual exchanges between 
India and Japan in the early twentieth century and the 
profound impact of Okakura’s aesthetic-ethical philosophy 
on the cultural and educational innovations emerging in 
Bengal. 

A central implication of the results is that Tagore’s 
educational model is more accurately understood as part of a 
pan-Asian intellectual movement rather than a purely Indian 
or hybrid Indian-Western project. Okakura’s critique of 
mechanistic modernity provided a conceptual foundation for 
Asian intellectuals searching for alternatives to the 
materialistic ethos of Western industrial civilization. 
Tagore’s educational writings repeatedly echo this critique, 
framing education as the cultivation of the whole self—
body, mind, and spirit. If Okakura emphasized the moral 
function of art as a path toward civilizational renewal, 
Tagore translated this ethos into the pedagogical structure of 
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Santiniketan, where learning environments were 
intentionally aesthetic, contemplative, and liberating. 

A deeper discussion must address the question of influence: 

Did Tagore consciously absorb Okakura’s ideas? The 

absence of direct correspondence between them makes it 

impossible to establish linear influence. However, 

intellectual history rarely moves through direct 

correspondence; ideas travel through shared networks, 

cultural encounters, institutional collaborations, and 

embodied practices. The presence of Okakura’s closest 

disciples in the Tagore household and at Santiniketan 

created a living conduit of philosophical and pedagogical 

exchange. Tagore’s own reflections on Japanese aesthetics, 

recorded in travel diaries and lectures, reveal his admiration 

for the ethical seriousness and spiritual grace embedded in 

Japanese art traditions (Tagore, Centre 55). The evidentiary 

triangulation employed in this study makes it reasonable to 

infer that Okakura’s foundational ideas were internalized 

and adapted by Tagore as he refined his pedagogical 

experiments. 

Another implication concerns the nature of Asian modernity 

itself. Scholars often view modernity through a Eurocentric 

lens that equates it with industrialization, rationalization, 

and secularization. The Tagore–Okakura convergence 

challenges this assumption by offering an alternative vision 

of modernity grounded in aesthetic sensibility, ethical 

humanism, contemplative life, and ecological harmony. 

Their educational models did not reject modernity but 

redefined it according to indigenous categories of value. In 

this respect, they anticipate later global educational 

movements that emphasize mindfulness, holistic 

development, eco-pedagogy, and creative freedom. Thus, 

the Tagore–Okakura dialogue can be seen as a precursor to 

contemporary postindustrial educational philosophies. 

The discussion also raises the question of institutional form: 

How did Okakura’s ideas shape the structure of learning at 

Santiniketan? Okakura’s pedagogical institutions blended 

traditional Japanese art practices with modern teaching 

methods, favouring small-group instruction, close 

mentorship, nature-based rituals, and contemplative 

exercises. Santiniketan embodied many of these elements. 

The open-air classrooms created a sensory-rich 

environment; the integration of music, painting, dance, and 

drama restored the unity of the arts; and the daily rhythm of 

asrama life fostered inwardness and simplicity—principles 

central to Okakura’s philosophy of the “tea mind.” 

Furthermore, the study uncovers a shared ethical foundation 

between the two thinkers. Education, for both, was primarily 

a moral enterprise aimed at forming compassionate, self-

aware individuals. This stands in sharp contrast to the 

nationalist educational movements of their time, which 

emphasized discipline, citizenship, and loyalty to the state. 

Both Tagore and Okakura rejected nationalist 

instrumentalization of culture. Okakura’s pan-Asianism, 

often misunderstood, was cultural rather than political, and 

Tagore’s criticisms of Japan’s rising militarism show his 

refusal to allow nationalism to corrupt education or culture. 

Their alliance was therefore ethical as much as intellectual. 

Finally, the discussion suggests a reorientation of global 

educational history. The intellectual histories of modern 

education tend to foreground European and North American 

thinkers—Dewey, Montessori, and Steiner—while Asian 

contributions remain peripheral. The study demonstrates 

that Tagore and Okakura articulated a model of holistic 

education years before the global rise of holistic schools. 

They placed creativity, ecological sensitivity, and 

contemplative practice at the centre of their pedagogies 

decades before these principles became fashionable in 

Western educational reform. Recognizing their 

contributions therefore challenges the Eurocentric bias of 

educational historiography and invites a more pluralistic 

understanding of global modernity. 

In sum, the discussion reveals that the Tagore–Okakura 

pedagogical relationship is not an incidental footnote in 

intellectual history but a central chapter in the emergence of 

a distinctive Asian mode of educational thought that 

continues to resonate today. 

 

Future Scope of Study 

The present study has identified substantial gaps in existing 

scholarship on the pedagogical relationship between 

Rabindranath Tagore and Okakura Kakuzō. While their 

philosophical and aesthetic affinities have been noted in 

scattered historical accounts, the educational dimension of 

their intellectual convergence remains largely unexplored. 

This research establishes that Tagore’s pedagogical model 

exhibits deep resonance with Okakura’s aesthetic-ethical 

philosophy, yet much remains to be uncovered. The future 

scope of study emerges directly from these identified 

lacunae. 

First, a comprehensive archival investigation in Japan—

particularly at the Tokyo University of the Arts, Nihon 

Bijutsuin, and the Tenshin Memorial Museum—could yield 

further unpublished materials, correspondence, or 

institutional records that clarify the extent of Okakura’s 

pedagogical influence on Indian artists and educators. The 

inability of many scholars to access Japanese-language 

archives has contributed to a major research gap, and future 

studies with linguistic and institutional access could 

significantly enrich the field. 

Second, the research gap persists in microhistorical accounts 

of Japanese students, teachers, and artists at Santiniketan. 

Their diaries, letters, and artistic outputs remain 

underexplored, yet they serve as crucial intermediaries in 

the transmission of Okakura’s educational ideals. A focused 

prosopographical study of these individuals would 

illuminate how learning practices, aesthetic values, and 

disciplinary methods were translated into the Santiniketan 

environment. 

Third, there is a need for comparative pedagogical studies 

examining Santiniketan alongside contemporary Japanese 

institutions shaped by Okakura’s thought. Such comparative 

research could reveal structural similarities in curriculum, 

teacher–student relations, and aesthetic training, thereby 

strengthening the argument for a shared model of Asian 

pedagogical modernity. 

Fourth, the relationship between Tagore and Okakura 

invites future exploration through digital humanities 

methodologies, including network mapping, text mining of 

Japanese periodicals, and visual analysis of digitized 

artworks. These approaches would allow scholars to track 

how Tagore was discussed in Japanese cultural discourse 

and how Okakura’s ideas circulated in Bengal. 

Finally, the broader concept of Asian pedagogical 

modernity, proposed in this study, offers fertile ground for 

further theoretical development. Scholars could extend this 

framework to include other Asian thinkers—such as D. T. 

Suzuki, Ananda Coomaraswamy, Liang Qichao, and Nitobe 
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Inazō—whose works intersect with aesthetic education, 

spiritual humanism, and critiques of industrial modernity. 

Such an expanded comparative approach would not only 

deepen the field but also challenge Western-centric 

narratives of global educational history. 
In sum, the research gap identified in this study—namely 
the lack of sustained pedagogical analysis of the Tagore–
Okakura relationship—opens a rich horizon for future 
interdisciplinary research involving archival studies, 
comparative education, art history, digital humanities, and 
transcultural intellectual history. 
 

Conclusion  

This study set out to examine an understudied dimension of 
the Tagore–Okakura relationship the pedagogical 
convergence between their educational philosophies. 
Through a comprehensive methodological strategy 
involving archival research, comparative textual analysis, 
intellectual history, and transcultural network analysis, it has 
demonstrated that Okakura’s aesthetic humanism exerted a 
substantive influence on Tagore’s development of 
Santiniketan and Visva-Bharati. 
The findings suggest that Tagore’s educational model 
cannot be interpreted solely through Indian philosophical 
traditions or Western progressive pedagogy. Instead, it 
emerged within a cosmopolitan Asian intellectual milieu in 
which Okakura played a formative role. Tagore’s belief in 
education as the cultivation of inner harmony, ethical 
refinement, and creative freedom resonates deeply with 
Okakura’s vision of art as a path to spiritual and 
civilizational renewal. Their shared critique of mechanistic 
modernity, coupled with their emphasis on nature-centric 
learning and contemplative practice, reveals a coherent 
paradigm of Asian pedagogical modernity grounded in 
indigenous categories of value. 
The implication of this conclusion is substantial. It 
challenges Eurocentric narratives of modern education; it 
enriches our understanding of the transnational foundations 
of the Bengal Renaissance; and it situates Santiniketan not 
simply as an Indian or syncretic institution but as a profound 
expression of pan-Asian educational collaboration. Future 
research may extend this analysis to other Indo-Japanese 
networks, including Buddhist educational exchanges and 
parallels between Tagore, Okakura, and later Asian 
pedagogues such as D. T. Suzuki. The intellectual legacy of 
Tagore and Okakura continues to illuminate the possibilities 
of an educational philosophy rooted not in nationalism or 
industrial rationality but in the ethical-aesthetic cultivation 
of the human spirit. 
 
References 

1. Bose, Nandalal. Nandalal Bose: My Reminiscences. 
Visva-Bharati, 1990. 

2. Mason, Penelope. History of Japanese Art. Pearson, 
2005. 

3. Mukherjee, Prabhat Kumar. The Japanese Influence on 
Bengal Art. Calcutta University Press, 1957. 

4. Okakura, Kakuzō. The Book of Tea. Dover, 2008. 
5. The Ideals of the East. Evinity, 2009. 
6. The Awakening of Japan. Project Gutenberg, 2008. 
7. Sen, Amartya. “Tagore and His India.” The New York 

Review of Books, 1997. 
8. Tagore, Rabindranath. My School. Macmillan, 1918. 
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