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OBITUARY

SusHiL KuMAR MUKHERJEE (1914-2006)*

Professor Dr. Sushil Kumar Mukherjee (Jan 1, 1914 to Nov 18,
2006) was an omnifarious scholar, a polymath resembling Joseph Needham
(1900-1995), excelling in science, history of science and social consciousness
related to education, science and civilization. Both lived long, and had started
their careers with a critical admiration for Marxism, which they retained till
the end of their lives, without sacrificing their commitments to democracy
and spirituality. They were the genuine syncretists of the twentieth century.

My heart was heavy on the 18" November 2006 early morning when
I heard, over the Kolkata Doordarshan, that my
beloved teacher Sushil Kumar Mukherjee (hereafter
"~ mentioned as SKM) had suffered a terminal heart
attack at 03-25 AM and passed away. Six days
earlier, on the 12" Sunday, I had met him at his
Jodhpur Park residence. He had then a minor viral
fever, and I could not imagine that the end was so
near.

A decade earlier (in 1997), SKM had edited
The Life and Works of Joseph Needham (JN),
published by the Asiatic Society, Kolkata. I had  Sushil Kumar Mukherjee
contributed an article in the said volume as my (1914-2006)
tribute to JN, and now this sad heart-felt tribute to SKM from one of his
students who had known him since 1952.

His Early Youth

Born in the Kulgadi village (1914), Barisal, now in Bangaldesh,
SKM was a brilliant student and grew up in an atmosphere of the remnant
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patriotic idealism of the 19" century. His father was a homeopathic doctor
who would not accept any fee from his poor patients. The legendary patriot-
educationist Ashwini Kumar Dutta of Barisal, who had known Sri-
Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda, inspired boys like SKM. The young
boy Sushil found his role model amongst his teachers, and hence decided to
be a teacher, and devote his life-long energy towards nationalist education.
SKM was an admirer of Satin Sen, the great revolutionary-patriot, who
believed in armed struggle and died in the British jail. Even the British
officers admired ‘the fierce eyes of the Barisal revolutionaries’.

SKM imbibed the predecessors’ resolute patriotic spirit and was
later moulded by the great Acharyya Prafulla Chandra Ray, the doyen of
Indian Chemistry, towards the selfless service of nationalistic education and
scientific research. Securing first class first position in M.Sc. Chemisty,
SKM worked under Professor Jnanendra Nath Mukherjee for this doctoral
thesis in the area of soil science and agricultural chemistry, and thereafter
obtained his D.Sc. in 1945.

Professional Excellence

Our motherland needed a scientific infra-structure for the development
of agriculture to feed its huge population of poor masses and deliver them
from hunger. In order to master appropriate techniques first hand, SKM went
to the famed University of Missouri in USA and worked with the renowned
Professor C.E. Marshall on thermodynamics of ion-exchange reactions and
ion activity measurements by membrane electrodes. Professors S.A. Berber
and S.H. Beavers were his co-workers. The Nobel Laureate Linus Pauling
took keen interest in SKM’s work; another N.L., R.L. Synge collaborated
with him on clay-amino acid interactions. To investigate how plants interact
with soils to obtain nutrition for growth, SKM turned to the colloid chemistry
of clay minerals, macro-molecular properties of natural humus, synthetic
humic and fulvic acid studies, and clay- organic matter interaction in soil.
In his long career, SKM published nearly 200 original research papers in
reputed national and international journals. It was specially his work on clay
memberane electrodes and resin membrane electrodes which brought him
wide acclaim in India ‘and abroad.
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SKM had undertaken an Associateship Course in Soil Science and
Agricultural Chemistry at the Indian Agricultural Research Institute at New
Delhi, following which he undertook a very strenuous survey work during
1943-47 on the agricultural resources in the hilly areas of Assam, sea-costs
of East Bengal, Orissa and the forests of Madhya Pradesh. This professional
expereience enabled SKM to play a major role vis-a-vis the agricultural
policies of the nation.

Professor Mukherjee was one of the founder-members of the National
Agricultural Commission since the independence. His advice against excessive
and indiscriminate use of chemical fertilizers without appropriate testing of
soil was listened to, and eventually accepted. But when he cautioned against
the exploitation of multi-national companies like Monsanto in pushing Gene
Modified (GM) or transgenic seeds into the Indian agricultural industries
and destroying biological diversity of the country (vide his famous editorial
in Everyman’s Science, volume 35, no. 2, 2000), the Indian Science Congress
Association, which had engaged him as the Editor, politely eased him out of
the job ‘on account of his age’!

Teacher and Guide Per Excellence

Professor Mukherjee started his illustrious teaching career in the
Department of Applied Chemistry, University College of Science and
Technology, Calcutta Univeristy (1947-57), where the present author had the
blessed privilege of studying at his feet ever since 1952. Even before joining
the said College, 1 had heard from my maternal uncle Professor Chandra
Sekhar Ghosh (of 1.1.Sc. Bangalore and Roorke University) about the sterling
qualities of Professor Mukherjee. Both Ghosh and Mukherjee happened to
be the able and trusted associates of the great scientist Professor Meghnad
Saha.

SKM taught us the nuances of colloid chemistry, electrical double
layer theory, surface chemisty, statistical thermodynamics, partition function
and so on, but his forte was to inspire in our young minds the dormant love
for the motherland and its eternal golden culture. At that time he was a
bachelor (not yet wedded to Madam Dr. Krishna Kamini Rohatgi), and
would spend almost all his money for the poor students, emulating his
teacher Acharyya P.C. Ray, and bear the cost of research for doctoral aspirants



280 INDIAN JOURNAL OF HISTORY OF SCIENCE

who worked hard till late at night without any fellowship. SKM would never
take any credit for his superlative guidance, and would insist that his students
be the sole authors of their research papers. Three decades later in 1989, the
grateful students of Applied Chemistry celebrated the 75" birthday of their
great teacher, and I had the privilege at that time of editing in his honour the
multi-authored felicitation volume, Frontiers in Applied Chemistry, published
jointly by Narosa Publishing House and Springer-Verlag.

Professor Meghnad Saha inducted SKM into the leftist-oriented
Association of Scientific Workers of India (ASWI) and the editorship of its
journal, Vijnan Karmee. At that time during the 1950s, Dr. Subrata Ganguly
(later belonging to ICI, IPCL, ACCI etc.) and myself had the privilege to
serve the editorial board of the Vijnan Karmee under the leadership of SKM,
who had also founded Calcutta University Teachers’ Association (CUTA)
for ensuring quality and securing justice in the educational infrastructure.
Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru had become the Patron of the ASWI, but later
dissociated himself in 1957, when criticisms were mounted against his
government! Thirty years later, SKM’s trenchant criticism against the National
Policy on Education 1986, which had ugly commercial overtones related to
privatisation, Capitation Fee etc. annoyed Rajiv Gandhi’s government.

Half a Century for the Whole World (1957-2006)

The UNESCO appointed SKM as its Consultant and later as a
Professor for the establishment of the Universitas Andalas in Indonesia (1957-
60), where he wrote scientific text-books in the Indonesian language. He
came back to India at the invitation of Professor Satyendranath Bose to
become a Professor in the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science
(IACS), Kolkata and then held the position of Acharyya P.C. Ray Professor
of Agricultural Chemistry, University of Calcutta. Subsequently, he became
the Director, Bose Research Institute and Vice-Chancellor of two Universities:
of Kalyani and Calcutta (1976-78), President of the IACS, Vice-President of
the Asiatic Society etc. Earlier, he had served as the Secretary of the Indian
Chemical Society till 1957; a member of the Cabinet Committee on Science
and Technology, Government of India (1968); Member, National Commission
on Agriculture (1970-75); President Indian Phytobiology Society; Editor
(1983-92) of the Indian Journal of History of Science (1THS), Vice-Chairman
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(1979-81) of the National Commission for Compilation of History of Sciences
in India (NCCHSI) under the Indian National Science Academy (INSA) of

which he was a Member of the Council (1988-90), Additional Member for
seven more years of Council, and so on.

For this journal (IJHS), it is necessary to record a special note on
SKM’s profound interest in history of science. SKM inherited a strong passion
for the subject of history of science and civilization from his teachers and
elders such as Acharyya Prafulla Chandra Ray, Priyada Ranjan Ray, D.M.
Bose, Meghnad Saha, Satyendranath Bose, A.C. Ukil, Joseph Needham, J.D.
Bernal etc., and transmitted his enthusiasm on the subject to many junior
scholars such as Samarendra Nath Sen, Debiprasad Chattopadhyay, B.V.
Subbarayappa, A.K. Bag and myself. I recall how devotedly he used to edit
this journal in the premises of the Asiatic Society hallowed by James Prinsep
and many others, and also in the Indian Institute of Chemical Biology,
Jadavpur, before the editorial office was finally shifted to New Delhi. To the
Kolkata school of scholars in history of science, he was truly the father
figure. He not only introduced me to the Kolkata city milieu after my
retirement from LLT. Kanpur in 1995, but also took profound interest in my
research on IACS, Mahendralal, Lafont, James Prinsep etc., of which he
made appreciative remarks in his Asiatic Society 218" Foundation Day
Oration on 15 January 2001.

During the bicentenary celebration of the Asiatic Society in 1984, the
then Prime Minister of India, Shrimati Indira Gandhi made the Society an
‘institution of national importance’, and then SKM established therein the
History of Science School in Kolkata, with S.N. Sen and Shantimoy Chatterjee
as Professors (later 1995 onwards myself as the Mahendralal Sircar Research
Professor in History of Science), and Amitabha Ghosh, Ashish Lahiri, Santanu
Chacraverti, Sravani Sen etc as promising scholars. Many useful publications
have emanated from this school which conducts even now, periodic courses
in the subject.

A Crusader for Science and Education in the Society

Professor Sushil Kumar Mukherjee’s scientific standing and ability
for leadership were the reasons for which the Government of India selected
him as the nominee as a member of the Delegation which was sent to
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Vietnam for the International Conference of Chemical Weapons to report on
the extent of damage caused by the U.S. chemical bombing during the
Vietman war. Prime Minister Indira Gandhi urged him to visit Africa for
groundwork for the Afro-Asian Conference held in New Delhi.

Inheritance of the Swadeshi spirit and intense social awareness urged
and surged SKM into positive conscientious role in the cross-currents of
societal struggle. During the 1930’s, SKM had been associated with the
‘Student Power’ anti-fascist movement which had originated in France. An
avid reader of Marxist literature in original German, he urged the student
community to be ‘true humanist Marxists’ and participate in social activism
for justice and education in a selfless fashion, not hankering after political
power. He was deeply influenced by the writings of Comrade Shibdas Ghosh,
the founder of All India Democratic Students’ Organization; incidentally, it
was this AIDSO which promptly published at the end an obituary monograph
of 79 pages in his loving memory on the 30" November 2006 on the occasion
of the Memorial Meeting.

SKM always came forward to meet and serve the people’s cause. He
refused to compromise with the erroneous establishment and degenerative
forces in education such as ugly commercialization of education, saffronization
of history, anti-Computer and anti-English pseudo-patrotism etc. Naturally,
he was unpopular with the political parties which were hankering after
absolute power and servility from the followers. When the AIDSO celebrated
SKM’s 90* birthday on 01 January 2004 with him on the dias, the eminent
humanist and scholar Dr. Rabindra Kumar Dasgupta, Ex-Director, National
Library, sent the following message: “I have noted how fearlessly Dr. Sushil
Kumar Mukherjee functioned as the Vice-Chancellor of the Calcutta
University....He was the last independent minded V.C. of West Bengal”.

The omniphilic humanist, the polymath, SKM associated himself for
six decades with around thirty (30) organizations in different spheres of
activity and movements. During the last three decades, though squeezed out
of positions of power, he was yet President of the Primary Education
Development Board (PEDB); Vice-President, All India Save Education
Committee (AISEC); General Secretary, All India Anti-Imperialism Forum
(AIAIF). He remained actively engaged with the Raman Centre for
Interdisciplinary studies and Research, Calcutta Centre for Advanced Study
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in Science and Philosophy, Ramakrishna Mission Seva Pratisthan (Director,
Managing Committee), Calcutta Heart Clinic & Hospital (President), Blind
Persons’ Association, establishing a Braille Press, Breakthrough Science
Society (Chief Advisor), numerous Committees celebrating the centenaries
of Sarat Chandra Chatterjee, Kazi Nazrul Islam, the martyr Kshudiram Bose,
Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose etc.

Professor Sushil Kumar Mukherjee was honoured with J.B. Chatterjee
Memorial Medal, 1980; Indian Society of Soil Science Golden Jubilee Award
1984; Indian Chemical Society J.C. Ghosh Medal, 1987; INSA Silver Jubilee
Commemoration Medal, 1988; D.Sc. (h.c.), Universities of Kayani and
Burdwan.

The Last Journey

The passing away of Prof. Sushil Kumar Mukherjee on 18 November
2006 marked almost the end of that era whose self-effacing pioneers identified
themselves with science awareness and the highest standards of free education,
primary to post-graduate. His mortal body was taken from his Jodhpur Park
flat to ‘Peace Heaven’ in Park Street for overnight preservation, and on the
19" laid at the feet of the statue of Iswarchandra Vidyasagar in the College
Square facing the Calcutta University Sénate Building. Professor Dhruva
Jyoti Mukhopadhyay wrote in a touching obituary, published in the Bengali
newspaper Bartaman, dated 28 November 2006, that the sight of SKM’s
body at the feet of Vidyasagar’s statue made him ponder that ‘the era of the
intellectual renaissance initiated by Rammohun and Vidyasagar had come to
an end, the last lamp of idealism and selfless sacrifice for education was
now extinguished’.

The body was taken in a long mournful procession starting from
College Square in Central Kolkata and ending in the Keoratala cremation
ground in the southern part of the city where I bowed to his lifeless body for
the last time, 54 years after my first salutation to him.

On the 30" November Thursday, there. was mammoth memorial
meeting at the Mahajati Sadan once founded by the poet Rabindranath Tagore
and Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose. The magnificent hall and its outlying
precincts were overfilled with young and earnest people; it was a spectacular
sight. The young members of AIDSO, AISEC, PEDB, AIAIF etc were tearful
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and solemn in paying homage to their departed friend, philosopher and
guide. Then it dawned upon my consciousness that ‘there are still legions
who are forging to carry forward the mission of Professor Dr. Suhshil Kumar
Mukherjee, who lives in the spirit aflame in their hearts’.
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