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Abstract

This paper examines the historical, social, and cultural significance of the Sargachi Ashrama of the
Ramakrishna Mission, recognized as the first rural centre of the Ramakrishna Order. Established on 31 August
1897 by Swami Akhandananda, a direct disciple of Sri Ramakrishna, the Ashrama represents one of the
earliest institutional embodiments of the principle of “serving God in man.”

The study seeks to analyse the process through which this spiritual ideal was translated into organized social
service, particularly in the rural context of Murshidabad, West Bengal. Drawing upon historical records and
contemporary institutional data, the paper highlights the Ashrama’s multifaceted contributions, including the
establishment of orphan care, expansion of higher secondary education, and development of vocational
training programmes aimed at fostering self-reliance among marginalized communities.

The Ashrama, presently spread over approximately 33 acres, has extended its activities across key sectors
such as education, healthcare, agriculture, and rural development. Special emphasis is placed on its role in
promoting value-based education among the youth and improving healthcare accessibility in the region.
Recognizing the agrarian nature of Murshidabad’s economy, the institution has also established initiatives
such as the Dhanyaganga Krishi Vigyan Kendra to support scientific farming practices. In addition, vocational
training programmes in areas such as apiculture, mushroom cultivation, and tailoring have contributed
significantly to local livelihood generation.

The study argues that the Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama, Sargachi, serves as a pioneering and enduring model
of integrated rural development rooted in spiritual humanism. It demonstrates that the Mission’s global
philanthropic vision is deeply anchored in the synthesis of spiritual realization and dedicated service to
humanity. Since its inception in 1897, the Ashrama has continued to play a transformative role in the socio-
economic upliftment of the Murshidabad district.

Keywords: Ramakrishna Mission; Sargachi Ashrama; Swami Akhandananda; Rural Development; Spiritual
Humanism; VVocational Education; Murshidabad
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Introduction

The Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama at Sargachi occupies a distinctive and revered position in the history of
modern Indian monasticism as the first rural branch centre of the Ramakrishna Order. Established in August
1897 by Swami Akhandananda, a direct monastic disciple of Sri Ramakrishna, the foundation of this
institution marked a significant transformation in the traditional role of Indian monastic life—from the pursuit
of individual spiritual liberation to the collective ideal of serving humanity as a form of divine worship.

The establishment of the Sargachi Ashrama was deeply rooted in the spiritual philosophy of “Shiva Jnane Jiva
Seva,” which advocates the service of living beings as the service of God. This principle, strongly emphasized
by Swami Vivekananda, provided the ideological foundation for the Mission’s activities and redefined the
scope of organized monastic service in colonial India. In this context, the Ashrama not only emerged as a
centre of spiritual practice but also as a dynamic institution of social transformation.

The origins of the Ashrama’s educational initiatives can be traced to the devastating famine of 1897 in the
district of Murshidabad. In response to this humanitarian crisis, Swami Akhandananda undertook one of the
earliest organized relief operations of the Ramakrishna Order at Mahula village. This effort subsequently led
to the establishment of an orphanage for destitute children, which gradually evolved into the Ramakrishna
Mission High School at Sargachi—widely recognized as one of the earliest educational institutions of the
Mission, formally established in 1900.

Guided by Swami Vivekananda’s vision of “man-making and character-building education,” the Sargachi
Ashrama has played a transformative role in reshaping the educational landscape of one of the most socio-
economically backward districts of West Bengal. Its contributions extend beyond formal schooling to
encompass a comprehensive approach to human development. The Ashrama presently administers a Higher
Secondary school for boys, along with several junior basic schools, thereby strengthening access to education
at multiple levels.

In addition to general education, the institution has been a pioneer in promoting vocational training in
Murshidabad. It offers skill-based programmes in areas such as weaving, carpentry, and tailoring, with the
objective of fostering self-reliance among underprivileged sections of society. Furthermore, the Ashrama
supports rural development through initiatives such as public libraries, free coaching centres, and the
establishment of a Krishi Vigyan Kendra, which contributes to the dissemination of scientific agricultural
practices among rural populations.

In the contemporary context, the Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama, Sargachi, stands as a compelling example
of the integration of spirituality and social service. It continues to bridge the gap between ethical values and
practical development, thereby contributing significantly to the educational, economic, and social upliftment
of marginalized communities in Murshidabad.

Review of Literature

A number of scholarly works have examined the role of the Ramakrishna Movement, particularly the
contributions of Swami Akhandananda and Swami Vivekananda, in the spheres of social service, education,
and rural upliftment in India.

Suchitra Mitra (2016), in her article titled “Swami Akhandananda’s Contribution for the Upliftment of the
Backward District of Murshidabad: Commemoration of this Great Saint on his Birth Anniversary,” highlights
the pioneering efforts of Swami Akhandananda in establishing the Sargachi centre of the Ramakrishna
Mission in Murshidabad. The study emphasizes his role as one of the earliest proponents of organized rural
service in India. Mitra discusses the Ashrama’s multifaceted initiatives, including famine relief, primary
education, orphan care, and healthcare services. The paper further underlines how these interventions
significantly contributed to the socio-economic upliftment of marginalized communities in rural Murshidabad,
thereby laying the foundation for sustainable development through service-oriented spirituality.

Rajesh Biswas (2020), in his study “Advancement of Service to Mankind: A Case Study on Ramakrishna
Mission in West Bengal,” provides a comprehensive analysis of the philanthropic and humanitarian activities
undertaken by the Ramakrishna Mission. The paper particularly focuses on the Mission’s integrated approach
to human welfare, combining spiritual ideals with practical service. It highlights various initiatives aimed at
improving primary education in backward regions, especially in Murshidabad. The study also explores how
the Mission has played a transformative role in motivating local communities toward formal education and
social awareness, while simultaneously fostering moral and religious values among the indigenous population.
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Prodip Pal (2023), in his article “A4 Critical Analysis on the Role of Ramakrishna Mission in Relief Activities,”
critically examines the organizational structure and operational strategies of the Ramakrishna Mission in
disaster management and relief work. The study evaluates the efficiency and responsiveness of the Mission
during natural calamities such as floods, famines, and cyclones. It further analyzes how the spiritual
philosophy of service (Seva) influences the Mission’s humanitarian approach and extends beyond relief work
into long-term developmental activities, particularly in the field of education and community resilience.

Biswajit Biswas (2020), in his work “A4 Study of Swami Vivekananda’s Social Reforms and Its Relevance in
the Present Context,” explores the philosophical and practical dimensions of Swami Vivekananda’s ideas on
social reform. The study discusses key concepts such as service to humanity, national consciousness, universal
education, and social equality. It argues that Vivekananda’s vision continues to hold significant relevance in
addressing contemporary social challenges, including poverty, illiteracy, and social inequality. The paper also
establishes a link between his ideals and the functioning of institutions like the Ramakrishna Mission, which
embody his philosophy in practice.

In addition to these contemporary studies, several foundational works—such as those by Swami
Gambhirananda (1957), Swami Prabhananda (2009), and Swami Saradananda (2020)—provide detailed
historical accounts of the evolution, ideology, and service activities of the Ramakrishna Movement. These
works collectively reinforce the idea that the Mission’s unique synthesis of spirituality and social service has
played a crucial role in shaping modern Indian society.

Overall, the existing literature indicates that the Ramakrishna Mission has made significant contributions to
rural development, education, healthcare, and disaster relief. However, there remains scope for more localized
and empirical studies focusing specifically on districts like Murshidabad to better understand the long-term
impact of these initiatives.

Research Gap

1. Although the Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama at Sargachi is historically significant as the first rural
branch centre of the Ramakrishna Order, established in 1897 by Swami Akhandananda, it has received
limited focused academic attention. Existing literature largely treats Sargachi within the broader
narrative of the Ramakrishna Movement, often without in-depth, independent analysis. There is a
notable scarcity of peer-reviewed articles, monographs, and doctoral research that examine Sargachi
as a distinct subject of scholarly inquiry.

2. While the Mission’s multifaceted activities—such as education, healthcare, rural development,
vocational training, and agricultural initiatives—are well acknowledged, there is a lack of systematic
empirical research assessing their long-term socio-economic impact on the surrounding regions of
Murshidabad. In particular, quantitative and data-driven studies measuring improvements in literacy,
income levels, health outcomes, and overall quality of life attributable to the Mission’s interventions
remain largely absent.

3. Although the contributions of Swami Akhandananda as a pioneering monk and social worker have
been recognized in relation to Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda, there is insufficient scholarly
focus on his grassroots leadership and institutional strategies at Sargachi. His role in organizing famine
relief in Mahula village and transforming it into a sustained model of rural service has not been
adequately analysed as a case of crisis-driven institutional development and community-based
intervention.

4. The educational initiatives of the Sargachi Ashrama, particularly its long-standing operation of a boys’
residential school, have not been critically examined from the perspective of gender inclusion. There
is a clear gap in research addressing the extent of educational opportunities available to girls in the
region and the broader implications for women’s empowerment and social mobility. Furthermore, the
Ashrama’s origin in famine relief—where orphaned and destitute boys were rehabilitated—has not
been systematically studied as a model of humanitarian response and disaster management within the
colonial Indian context.

5. In the contemporary period, the Ashrama has diversified its activities to include vocational training
centres, agricultural extension services, water testing facilities, and the production of arsenic-free water
filters meeting international standards. However, this integration of spiritual service with technical
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skill development, public health innovation, and sustainable rural practices remains underexplored in
the fields of educational policy, rural development studies, and development economics.

Research Objectives

1. To trace the historical origins and subsequent development of the Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama at
Sargachi, with particular emphasis on the humanitarian initiatives undertaken by Swami
Akhandananda during the famine of 1897, which laid the foundation of the institution.

2. To evaluate the socio-economic impact of the Mission’s activities—such as education, healthcare,
vocational training, and agricultural development—on the surrounding rural communities of
Murshidabad.

3. To examine the role of the Mission’s educational institutions in enhancing literacy rates, improving
access to schooling, and promoting skill development among economically disadvantaged and
marginalized populations in rural Bengal.

4. To analyse the famine and disaster relief initiatives of the Mission as an early and significant example
of organized civil society response in both colonial and post-colonial Bengal.

5. To study the effectiveness of the Mission’s vocational training programmes—including carpet
weaving, water testing, and the production of arsenic-free water filters—as instruments for rural
livelihood generation and public health improvement.

Methodology

Given that the Sargachi Ashrama of the Ramakrishna Mission has a history spanning more than 125 years, a
significant portion of its institutional memory remains undocumented or preserved in non-written forms.
Therefore, this study adopts a mixed-method approach, combining qualitative and historical research
techniques.

Primary data are collected through oral history interviews with senior monks, long-serving staff members of
the Mission, and elderly residents of the local community who have directly witnessed the institution’s
activities over time. These narratives provide valuable insights into the evolution, functioning, and social
impact of the Ashrama.

In addition, the study undertakes a systematic analysis of primary documentary sources, including annual
reports of the Mission, personal letters and writings of Swami Akhandananda, official publications of Belur
Math, and district gazetteers of Murshidabad. Colonial administrative reports and missionary records from the
late nineteenth century are also examined to contextualize the socio-economic conditions prevailing at the
time of the Ashrama’s establishment.

Furthermore, an ethnographic approach is employed during field visits to the Sargachi Ashrama. Through
participant observation, the researcher studies various institutional activities, including educational sessions,
vocational training programmes, healthcare services, and religious practices. This approach enables a deeper
understanding of the organizational culture, the ethos of service (Seva), and the interaction between the
monastic community and the local population.

Relief Works in Murshidabad
Table 1: Relief Activities Conducted by the Sargachi Ashrama

Relief Works Year
Famine Relief Work 1896, 1908
Fire Relief Work 1927, 1933

Source: Ramkrishna Mission Reports (1936-37) Ninth General Report

The above data indicate that the Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama at Sargachi has been actively engaged in
organized relief work since its inception, responding to both natural and man-made crises in the region.
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Comparative and Interdisciplinary Framework

To understand the uniqueness of the Sargachi model, the present study undertakes a comparative analysis by
situating it alongside other prominent centres of the Ramakrishna Mission, such as Belur Math, Narendrapur,
and Deoghar, as well as other faith-based rural development organizations in Bengal. This comparative
perspective helps identify the distinctive features of the Sargachi Ashrama in addressing rural poverty,
educational deprivation, and community development.

Given the multidimensional nature of the Mission’s activities—spanning religion, education, healthcare, and
social welfare—the study adopts an interdisciplinary approach, drawing upon insights from history,
sociology, religious studies, and development studies. To ensure the validity and reliability of findings, data
triangulation is employed, wherein information is cross-verified through multiple sources such as archival
documents, oral testimonies, and field observations.

The historical analysis is structured through a periodisation framework, dividing the evolution of the
Ashrama into distinct phases:

e Founding and famine relief phase (1897-1902)
e Consolidation and educational expansion phase (early 20th century)
e Post-independence growth phase

e Contemporary developmental phase

This framework enables a nuanced understanding of how the Mission’s priorities and strategies have evolved
in response to changing socio-political contexts.

Contribution of Sargachi Ramakrishna Mission to Education in Murshidabad

One of the most significant contributions of the Sargachi Ashrama lies in the field of education, particularly
in the training of future teachers for rural Bengal. The institution runs a Primary Teachers’ Training Institute
(PTTI), admitting approximately 50 candidates annually. This fully residential programme offers a two-year
Diploma in Elementary Education (D.EI.Ed.), thereby contributing not only to student education but also to
improving the overall quality of primary education in rural areas of Murshidabad.

The Ashrama’s educational institutions emphasize holistic development through regular activities such as
yoga, recitation, music, and National Cadet Corps (NCC) training under the 9 Bengal Battalion. Equal
importance is given to physical education, including athletics, cricket, and football. Various student clubs—
such as Science Club, English Club, Heritage Club, Consumer Club, and Philately Club—play a vital role in
enriching students’ intellectual and cultural growth.

STUDENTENROLLMENT DISTRIBUTION
(1933)

% DaySchool M NightSchool

Source: Ramkrishna Mission Seventh General Report-1934, Belur Math, Howrah

The ‘Swami Akhandananda Science Cultivation Centre’ further promotes scientific temper among students.
The inspiration behind these multifaceted educational initiatives can be traced to Swami Akhandananda,
whose life of austerity and service transformed the remote village of Sargachi into a vibrant hub of educational
and philanthropic activities. In a district historically marked by poverty and illiteracy, this sustained
commitment to education over more than a century holds exceptional significance.
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Charitable Healthcare Initiatives

The Ashrama operates a charitable dispensary that provides free or subsidized medical services to
economically disadvantaged populations. Serving as a primary healthcare centre for thousands of rural
residents, it offers integrated treatment systems, including allopathy, homeopathy, ayurveda, and
physiotherapy—an uncommon facility in rural Bengal.

A major scientific contribution of the Ashrama lies in addressing arsenic contamination in groundwater, a
serious public health issue in West Bengal. The Sevavrata sub-centre manufactures UNICEF-approved
arsenic-free “Nirmal Water Filters,” providing safe drinking water solutions to affected communities. This
initiative is particularly crucial given the severe health risks associated with arsenic exposure, including skin
diseases, cancer, and neurological disorders.

In addition to regular services, the Ashrama organizes specialized medical camps, including eye and ENT
camps, addressing common yet often neglected health issues such as cataracts, refractive errors, and ear and
throat infections.

Charitable Dispensary new cases
treated(1931-32)

12846 Cases

14814 Cases

m 1931 = 1932 1933

Source: Ramkrishna Mission Seventh General Report-1934, Belur Math, Howrah

The Ashrama has been involved with the health activities of the local populace since its beginning, providing
service uninterruptedly for more than a hundred years. Among its most important health activities have been
its eye camps as well as its ENT camps, which have helped tackle diseases like cataract, refractive errors, ear,
as well as throat infections, which are common but often untreated among the poor of rural areas because of
the absence of specialist care.

Voluntary Services and Community Welfare

The voluntary services of the Sargachi Ashrama are deeply rooted in the spiritual philosophy of Daridra
Narayana Seva—the service of God in the form of the poor. Unlike purely secular organizations, the Mission
integrates spiritual ideals with social service, viewing humanitarian work as a form of religious practice.

Among its ongoing initiatives, the Ashrama distributes free milk daily to approximately 120 underprivileged
children from nearby villages, addressing issues of malnutrition. It also continues its long-standing tradition
of caring for orphaned children, a practice initiated by Swami Akhandananda during the famine of 1897.

I[JRAR26A3581 International Journal of Research and Analytical Reviews (IJRAR) www.ijrar.org | 151



© 2026 IJRAR March 2026, Volume 13, Issue 1 www.ijrar.org (E-ISSN 2348-1269, P- ISSN 2349-5138)

i, AP = aal == o, 3 &
s = — ' B o _ : = . = [

F 250

Platel: A (Swami Akhandananda-Relief works in Khetri and Murshidabad), B (Plague relief in Kolkata 1899)

The Sevavrata sub-centre further contributes to public welfare through a water testing laboratory and the
production of arsenic-free water filters. In addition, vocational training programmes—such as carpet weaving
and textile production—support livelihood generation and skill development among rural populations.

The Ashrama also maintains libraries at multiple locations, which serve as important centres of knowledge
dissemination in regions where access to educational resources is limited. These libraries significantly
contribute to the intellectual and cultural development of the local community.

Findings

The Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama at Sargachi has developed into a comprehensive centre for education,
healthcare, and rural development in Murshidabad. The institution currently operates a Higher Secondary
school for boys (Classes V—XII), three junior basic schools (Classes 1-1V), a fully residential Primary
Teachers’ Training Institute (PTTI), three student hostels, six coaching centres, and eight units of the Gadadhar
Abhyudaya Prakalpa.

Founded in 1897 by Swami Akhandananda, the institution is presently affiliated with the West Bengal Board
of Secondary Education and the West Bengal Council of Higher Secondary Education. The Mission
accommodates around 65 residential students, with representation from each class between V and X. Its
foundational objective has been the holistic development of socially and economically disadvantaged children
through value-based, “man-making” and character-building education.

In the field of healthcare, the Ashrama operates a charitable dispensary offering integrated treatment systems,
including allopathy, homeopathy, ayurveda, and physiotherapy. Its outreach activities include a mobile
medical unit, 48 eye camps, 44 ENT camps, and 9 general health camps, catering primarily to underserved
rural populations. Additionally, free milk is distributed daily to approximately 120 underprivileged children
in nearby villages, addressing nutritional deficiencies.

The Mission has also established an extensive vocational training framework aimed at enhancing
employability among rural youth. Training programmes include tailoring, food processing, fibre-reinforced
plastic manufacturing, nursing and medical assistance, media skills, automobile repair, electrical work, air
conditioning and refrigeration, information and communication technology (ICT), electronics, fitting, and
plumbing. In 2016 alone, more than 500 trainees were enrolled in these programmes. Additional training is
provided in agriculture-related fields such as animal husbandry, handloom weaving, horticulture, and
scientific farming practices, thereby strengthening rural livelihoods.
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The Ashrama also undertakes a wide range of welfare activities, including the distribution of milk, educational
materials, financial assistance, clothing, blankets, and winter garments to economically weaker sections. It
continues to care for orphaned children, currently supporting around ten boys, thereby sustaining its original
humanitarian mission.

The findings further indicate an emerging pattern of institutional collaboration, including linkages with higher
educational and research bodies, which facilitates knowledge transfer—particularly in areas such as
agriculture and rural development. This reflects an advanced model of integrating traditional service with
modern technical and institutional support systems in a backward rural region.

Conclusion

The Sargachi Ashrama of the Ramakrishna Mission, established in 1897 by Swami Akhandananda during a
devastating famine in Murshidabad, stands as a pioneering example of faith-based social service in rural India.
As the first branch centre of the Ramakrishna Mission, its origin was not the result of a pre-planned
institutional framework, but rather an immediate humanitarian response—when Swami Akhandananda
rescued orphaned children and initiated service activities from a modest thatched shelter in Mahula village.

Over more than a century, the Ashrama has evolved into a well-organized and multifaceted institution,
addressing the needs of marginalized communities through education, healthcare, vocational training, and
rural development. Its activities—ranging from running schools and dispensaries to organizing relief work
and skill development programmes—are deeply rooted in the spiritual philosophy of serving God in humanity,
as articulated in the Ramakrishna—Vivekananda tradition.

The Sargachi Ashrama exemplifies a unique synthesis of spiritual conviction and practical service,
demonstrating how religious ideals can be translated into sustainable models of community development. Its
long-standing contribution to improving the socio-economic conditions of the rural poor in Murshidabad
highlights the transformative potential of value-based institutional initiatives.

In conclusion, the Sargachi Ramakrishna Mission represents an enduring and inspiring model of integrated
rural development grounded in spiritual humanism. Despite its significant contributions, it remains
underrepresented in academic discourse. There is a pressing need for greater scholarly attention and policy
recognition of this institution as a benchmark for faith-inspired, community-based development in modern
India.
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