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FATHER FELIX RA)J COMPLETES 50 YEARS OF SERVICE IN CALCUTTA

A Jesuit inspired by Tagore and Vivekananda

DEBRAJ MITRA

Calcutta: A young man who traces
his roots to Tamil Nadu came to
Calcutta in June 1973 with “a lot of
eagerness”.

He was inspired by Rabindranath
Tagore and considered Swami
Vivekananda his “guru”.

In June this year, he complet-
ed 50 years of Jesuit service in
Calcutta.

Father Felix Raj, founder
vice-chancellor of St Xavier’s
University and former principal of
St Xavier’s College, Calcutta, arrived
in the city when it was a go-to desti-
nation for many. Now, Calcutta faces
an exodus of the young.

Father Felix Raj shared some of
his experiences with Metro.

Father Felix Raj

No politics, please

When Father Felix Raj came to
Calcutta, (barrister, diplomat
and Congress leader) Siddhartha
Shankar Ray (1920-2010) was the
chief minister of Bengal. The violent
Naxalite movement was thriving.
“There was a lot of unrest and vio-
lence, especially in universities and
colleges. That disturbed me,” Father
Felix Raj said.

The Chhatra Parishad, the

b

A young Father Felix Raj with Mother Teresa

formidable students’ wing of the
Congress, was keen on opening a
unit at St Xavier’s College.

One day, members of the Chhatra
Parishad barged into the Park Street

* campus and were preparing to paste

posters on the walls inside. The
team, and the students’ wing, were
led by Priya Ranjan Das Munsi, one
of the tallest Congress leaders from
Bengal who passed away in 2017.
“When Das Munsi entered the col-
Father Panl Joris (1904-1991) standing
in his white habit. Father Joris calmly
asked Das Munsi to paste a poster on

his robe before pasting more on the
walls. Das Munsi was taken aback,”
Father Felix Raj said.

He went on: “The news reached
Siddhartha Shankar Ray, the chief
minister and a former student of the
school. Soon, Ray sent a messenger
with a very blimt message: ‘No pol-
itics in St Xavier’s. Please donot in-
terfere in my alma mater.’ It worked.
Das Munsi and his team retreated.”

Mini-Europe

St Xavier's was like a “mini-Europe”
when Father Felix Raj arrived.

“A majority of the fathers were

LOOKING BACK

Dr JOHN FELIX RAJ, SJ

m Born in Sengudi near
Maduraiin 1954

B Arrived in Calcutta for the first
time in June 1973

B Underwent Jesuit training in
Caleutta, Patna and Chennai
between 1973 and 1984

= Father Felix Raj's career began in
1984 as an economics lecturer at
St Xavier's College

® In 1986, Calcutta welcomed Pope
John Paul 1l, who addressed the
city’s populace on the St Xavier's
College grounds. Father Felix Raj
oversaw security and media
arrangements

B He was appointed vice-principal
of the morning commerce
department in 1997, a role he

held for 12 years

B He was appointed rector of St
Xavier's College in 1996. He was the
Yyoungest rector of the college since

Independence
B Appointed principal in 2009

W In 2010, Father Felix Raj ushered
in the celebrations of St Xavier's
College’s 150th anniversary. The
then Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh was the chief guest

B Founded St Xavier's University,
Kolkata, in 2017. It was inaugurated
by chief minister Mamata Banerjee
and steel tycoon Lakshmi Mittal, an
alumnus of St Xavier's College

Belgian. There were only a couple of
Indians,” he said.

Calcutta itself had an
“Anglicised, Western vibe”.
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“It was home to a large num-
ber of Anglo-Indians, Chi-
nese and many non-Bengalis.
Calcutta was very cosmopol-
itan. The Bengali population
included a large number of

wealthy businessmen. In the
1970s, Bengalis were con- |

trolling a lot of businesses. !

That image of Bengalis having !

a lot of business acumen has
now changed.

“The number of Anglo-In-
dians and Chinese has dwin-
dled. They have migrated.
Not only them. Bengalis and
non-Bengalis are also look-
ing for better opportunities
outside Bengal. In the 1970s,
students from neighbouring
countries would come to St
Xavier’s for higher studies.
That included students from
royal and other aristocratic
families. Now, there is an exo-

dus from here. More and more |

young people are moving out,”
said Father Felix Raj.

Loss of face

The academic and intellectual

face of Bengal and Calcutta
haslost sheen, he said. Thelack
of private investment in the
education sector is to blame,
according to the educationist.
He linked it to the policies of

the Left regime, which came to

power in Bengal in 1977.

“Back then, there was no
private university in Bengal
because of the Marxist policies

of the government. Even today, !
there are only a dozen-odd |
private universities in the |

state. States like Tamil Nadu,

Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka '

and Madhya Pradesh have over
80. Private imvestment in the ed-

ucation sector started very late

in Bengal. That is a big reason
for the exodus of young peo-
ple,” Father Felix Raj said.

He also criticised the Jyoti
Basu government’s decision to
drop English as a compulsory
language for primary students.
“It was a major setback. Gener-
ations have suffered because of
that decision,” he said.

Female force

The “focus on the feminine
dimension to divinity” is
“unique” to Bengal, feels Fa-
ther Felix Raj.

“The way Goddess Kali
and Goddess Durga are wor-

shipped here is a testament |
to that. Not only that. Think |
of Mother Teresa. Had it been |

Delhi, Chennai or anywhere
else, she would not have been
declared a saint. Calcutta had
made her a saint even before
the Vatican announced her
sainthood,” said Father Raj.

Even if Calcutta is not the
city of yore, it still retains its
pluralist character, feels Father
Felix Raj. “Tt is open to any cul-
ture, religion. It learns, accepts
and adapts. This is the richness
of the Bengali ethos,” he said.




