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Time, personality and commitment are three
important factors which determine a man's role in
public life. When a country under bondage of
foreign rule fights for its national freedom or when
any proud and self-
conscious nationality strives
and struggles for its identity,
it naturally attracts people
with leadership qualities to
its embrace. A man's
personality and traits of his
character also shape his role
performance. A man with a
thoroughly self-centric mind-
set sans any social or public
concern hardly develops the
inward and the impelling
urge to play any role in the
public domain. Over and
above, one's sense of
commitment and dedication
to some social or national
purpose shapes his role in
society or polity.

Issues & concerns of the time - A Backdrop

Pandit Nilakantha Das was born in the 19th
century on August 5, 1884 in the district of Puri.
It was a significant period of history when Europe,
not withstanding its distance, was transcending

the spirit of forces of nationalism to Asia and
Africa. In India the English brought with them the
enlightenment of the west and inspired the Indians
to imbibe the spirit of nationalism. The formation

of Indian National Congress
in 1885 provided them a
platform to mobilize their
human resources and
express their spirit of
nationalism.1

This "stream of
nationalism" flowed to
different parts of the country
including Orissa through 'the
channel of the Indian
National Congress2 and
became a very powerful
force when Mahatma Gandhi
launched the national struggle
for freedom through his
strategy of non-violent non-
cooperation (1920-1921).

Nilakantha's personality evolved and
blossomed during this period of our freedom
struggle when he was in his thirties.

In Orissa, this force of nationalism had its
impact too where nationalism veered round the
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narrower circle of its own predicament - that of
annihilation as a distinct linguistic group.3

In this context it may be noted that Orissa,
which Nilakantha saw during his time under British
rule, was a dismembered Orissa with Oriyas being
scattered in four provinces - Bihar & Orissa, the
Central Provinces, Bengal and Madras. As a
result of this dismemberment, the Oriya-speaking
territories virtually became appendages to these
four provinces. The Oriyas were reduced to the
status of linguistic minorities and felt neglected and
dominated by the linguistic majorities of those
provinces. They particularly felt distressed when
an anti-Oriya brigade deliberately tried to abolish
Oriya language and culture.4

In 1870, a theory was propagated by Kanti
Chandra Bhattacharya (Bengali teacher of
Balasore High School) that Oriya is not a distinct
and separate language. In his view, Oriya was
the daughter language of Bengali and as such
Bengali be substituted for Oriya as the language
of the people in all schools and courts and public
documents.5

Rajendralal Mitra, a Bengali scholar also
advocated another strange theory that Oriyas as
a race were not different from Bengalis.6

This crisis of identity which Oriya language
faced in 1860s and 1870s facilitated the growth
of Oriya nationalism in the 19th century. Language
is probably the strongest cementing force to unite
a race; the crisis besetting the Oriya language
served the purpose of motivation to generate the
feelings of national unity. Starting as a cultural
movement to protect Oriya language and culture
and its distinct identity, it gradually became a
political issue in the twentieth century. As the safest
protection to their language and culture, the Oriya-
speaking people demanded a separate political
identity of their own7 or the formation of a
separate province for Orissa.

Thus, amalgamation of Oriya-speaking
tracts into one administrative unit and the formation
of a separate province for Orissa became the
Central concern of Orissa politics apart from the
question of Orissa's participation in the national
struggle for freedom at the all India level. This
was the scenario when Nilakantha's personality
grew and evolved. Utkal Gaurav Madhusudan
Das, the 'Father of Orissan Nationalism' and 'a
great man who lived and died for Orissa', was
the Chief Architect of amalgamation of various
Oriya-speaking tracts and the people under one
common administration, which partially came into
being on 1st April 1936 when Orissa became a
separate province.

Though Madhu Babu was the Prime-
mover, many institutions and individuals in their
own ways contributed to the amalgamation of
Oriya-speaking tracts and the subsequent demand
for the formation of Orissa as a separate province.
One such outstanding personality was Pandit
Nilakantha Das who apart from being a frontline
freedom fighter played a prominent role in the
formation of Orissa as a separate province.

As per the spirit of the time, Pandit
Nilakanth's national idealism flowered up in two
dimensions. The first and foremost of his national
ideal, was his commitment to the cause of
amalgamation of Oriya speaking tracts lying
scattered under four separate administrations and
formation of Orissa as a separate province. The
second area of his dedication was in the realm of
India's freedom struggle in which his contribution
was no less remarkable. As a patriot and as a
freedom fighter, he suffered much for the liberation
of his country. He identified himself with the 'fiery
spirit' of Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose, and like
him he was also restless for the freedom of the
country.8
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As regards Pandit Nilakantha's
conceptualization of priority, it has been said that
he considered Utkal and Bharat as "Mata" and
"Pitamahi" or as mother and grandmother (father's
mother). As 'Pindadan' or offering of worship to
ancestors is first given to mother and then to the
grandmother, like-wise his first and foremost
dedication was to mother Orissa to the cause of
amalgamation of Oriya speaking tracts and
formation of Orissa as a separate province. It
needs to be said in this connection that many in
the Congress hierarchy of Indian National
Congress could not see eye to eye or savour of
his prioritization of Orissa and its cause. But, even
then, he did not budge from his conceptualized
and decided ideal.9

Impact of Pandit Gopabandhu and Madhu
Babu

Persons and personalities with whom one
comes across and interacts in life determine one's
life - goal and injects a definite direction.
Nilakantha who joined the Puri Zilla School in
1899, came in close contact of Pandit
Gopabandhu, who was a great patriot and 'one
of the makers of modern Odisha'. Pandit
Gopabandhu's personality greatly influenced him
and shaped and moulded his subsequent life in
the public domain. As it were, sitting on the bank
of river Bhargavi, he along with 'Acharya Harihar
Das and Pracharak Ananta Mishra' took a
solemn vow under the inspiration of Pandit
Gopabandhu. As per their vow, they decided 'not
to enter any Government service after their
education and to do something for the country.
They were determined to see that their country
becomes better at the time of their death than what
they had seen during their birth.10  Here was born
the patriot of the future determined to do
something for his people, for his country and to
see it better before death.

It virtually laid the foundation stone of his
patriotism and foreshadowed his role both in the
freedom struggle and in the cause of amalgamation
of Oriya- speaking tracts and formation of Orissa
as a separate province.

Nilakantha's association with Utkal
Sammilani and Madhu Babu

Mr. M. S. Das, the architect of the Oriya
nationalist movement in the 20th century formed
'The Utkal Union Conference' or the 'Utkal
Sammilani' in 1903. This institution devoted itself
to the problem of amalgamation of all Oriya-
speaking regions under one administration. Its
activities in that direction resulted in the creation
of a separate province of Orissa in April 1936.11

This institution was the brain child of Madhu Babu
and was born out of his belief that only a well
organized joint endeavour with a greater thrust
could carry the aspirations of the Oriya people to
fulfillment.12

Nilakantha was associated with the Utkal
Sammilani right from the time of his student days
in Puri Zilla School. He attended the first session
of the Sammilani held at Cuttack in December
1903 as 'a spectator'. As per his own admission,
he was greatly inspired by the goal and objective
of the Sammilani. It is evident from his graphic
and minute description of the first session of the
Sammilani in his autobiography. Recalling back
with nostalgia, this first conference of Utkal
Sammilani in December 1903, he says : "In this
first session of the Utkal Sammilani, the famous
and reputed Maharaja of Mayurbhanj
Sriramchandra Bhanj presided. I was a mere
spectator. …….. Even to-day the eminent
personalities (Ram Narayan Mishra of Sambalpur,
Jugal Kishore Tripathy of Singhbhum, Fakir
Mohan Senapati of Balasore, Gouri Shankar Ray
of Cuttack, Kanika Raja Sri Rajendra Narayan
Bhanjdev etc.) who adorned the pandal appear
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vividly before by minds' eye. I can not just express
how I was emotionally moved by Madhu Babu's
up and going movement and by the grave and
gracious vibration of Sri Ramchandra's voice. It
is not possible for me to describe in words the
experience of that vivid memory.13

Another incident of early 1904 exercised
an impact on his soul and strengthened his
commitment to work under Madhu Babu's
leadership and realize the goal and objective of
Utkal Sammilani.

In Nilakantha's own words : I met him
(Madhu Babu) early in 1904 in a huge meeting in
Jagannath Ballabh (Puri). Here for the first time, I
had occasion to hear him at close quarters and
his appeal touched my soul. Mr. M.S. Das
appealed for the use of Swadeshi and he wanted
us to take a vow saying "The hide and skin, the
real wealth of Orissa, is being carried by
foreigners abroad, made into shoes and slippers
there and is sent back to fall on our gentlemanly
backs again not to give us comfort, but to take
our money, the money which should have
otherwise gone to our poor shoe-makers and
other workmen." It was more than a year before
the Swadeshi movement came as a protest against
the partition of Bengal.14

In connection with Madhu Babu's appeal
of Swadeshi what deserves mention is that Pandit
Nilakantha was one of pioneers to sign the vow
of Swadeshi in the register which was circulated
in the meeting. It was ofcourse an outstanding act
of courage on the part of student Nilakantha to
come forward and sign the Swadeshi vow in the
presence of a strong contingent of red-turbaned
police force. As it were, it was the heyday of
British rule in India and even the advocates and
lawyers present in the meeting were afraid to sign
on the Swadeshi register.

Hereafter, Nilakantha became a convinced
and dedicated follower of Madhu Babu and it
foreshadowed his subsequent steps in the cause
of amalgamation of Oriya speaking tracts and
formation of Orissa as a separate province.

In 1917 Pandit Nilakantha presided over
the Manjusha session of Utkal Sammilani and
helped in strengthening the demand for
amalgamation of scattered Oriya-speaking tracts
under different administrations. Though he was
the Headmaster of the Stayavadi School at the
time, he virtually extended all-out help to the Utkal
Sammilani in all its activities including the work
for amalgamation.15

The Satyavadi School of Gopabandhu and
Nilakantha which was designed by them to be a
'man-making' factory to produce patriots and
nationalists was closely associated with the work
of Utkal Sammilani. It acted as 'a feeder of the
Sammilani' and year after year it sent teachers of
the school as delegates and students as volunteers.
In 1918, there was a session of the Utkal Union
Conference at Cuttack, and Gopabandhu joined
it with a few teachers and forty student volunteers.
Pandit Nilakantha Das along with Godavarish
were members of the subject committee and they
together with Gopabandhu impressed the audience
by their eloquence'.16

Pandit Nilakantha efficiently organized the
aforesaid conference of Utkal Sammilani at
Cuttack. The student volunteers of Satyavadi
under his leadership and direction proved to be
obedient and loyal soldiers of the Sammilani
showing an exemplary sense of discipline. As
dedicated advocates of an exemplary sense of
discipline, they did not even spare Godavarish
Babu and Sri Gangadhar Meher a free entry to
the conference without ensuring and confirming
their identity as per procedure and rules. The great
Madhusudan of legendary repute and fame
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ungrudgingly admired Nilakantha and his students
when he said : "Nilakantha, your boys are fine"17

This efficient management of Utkal
Sammilani Conference with all discipline and
decorum under Nilakanth's leadership greatly
impressed Madhu Babu.

In 1919, the Utkal Union Conference
passed a memorable resolution which went
beyond the demand of amalgamation of Oriya-
speaking tracts under one common administration
to be tagged to some other province. On the other
hand it explicitly demanded a separate province
for Orissa. It said …….. 'the Conference desires
to place on record its conviction that unless a
separate province under a Governor-in- Council
and Legislative Assembly with an elected non-
official majority be given to the united Oriya-
speaking tracts, the proper solution of the question
can not be satisfactorily reached, and the legitimate
aspirations of the people concerned can not be
fulfilled.18

This gave rise to a new sense of advanced
and progressive awakening. As it were, the people
were no more satisfied with the desire of only
amalgamating together and being tagged to
another province…. Newspapers started
expressing the desire for a separate administration
for the Oriyas.19

However, the Government was not very
much convinced by the Oriya demand for a
separate province. On 25 November 1921, when
a discussion about it was raised in the Bihar-
Orissa Legislative Council, the Governor - in
Council pointed out that there was no unanimity
among the Oriyas about this claim. Some asked
for a separate province of their own, while others
would prefer amalgamation of Oriya-speaking
tracts under one Government. While giving
evidence before the Philip-Duff Committee in

1924, many of the local chiefs in Ganjam who
were great protagonists of the Oriya cause
expressed their desire for amalgamation but
showed apprehension about the financial feasibility
of having a separate administration.20

Looking to the realities of the situation on
the issue, the newspaper forward in Calcutta,
'remarked with irony that the young men in Orissa
were satisfied with so little'.21

Resolution in Central Assembly for
Formation of a Separate Oriya Province

In this encircling gloom of a sense
diffidence, Pandit Nilakantha held out a powerful
ray of hope and confidence that Orissa could be
made a separate province. Nilakantha not only
held a confident view as regards the formation of
Orissa as a separate province; he wanted to do
something definite in that direction on the floor of
the Central Assembly when he became its member
in 1924.

In this connection, 8th February 1927 is a
memorable day for the people of Orissa. It was
on that day Nilakantha Das moved a resolution
in the Central Assembly for formation of a
separate province of Orissa. That resolution said
: "This Assembly recommends to the Governor
General in Council to be pleased to take
immediate steps to put, or publish the schemes of
putting  all Oriya- speaking tracts under one local
administration". He unequivocally stated that
nothing less than a separate province of their own
would satisfy the Oriyas and that if they were
merely attached to one existing local government
the agitation would continue.22

In this respect, it has been rightly said :
"In the prolonged course for the amalgamation of
the Oriya-speaking regions, he played a prominent
role and it was he who first moved a resolution in
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the Central Assembly in 1927 for a separate Oriya
province.23

Nilakantha advanced strong and solid
arguments in favour of his resolution for a separate
province of Orissa. Even after that he did not sit
quite and sought to build up strong public opinion
in its favour. In fact, he got many articles published
in the newspapers and journals of Bombay, Delhi
and Madras to exercise pressure on the British
administration to accede to the Oriya demand.

Pandit Gopabandhu Das acclaimed and
admired this significant step of Nilakantha with a
sense of reasonable pride. He was so happy and
so much excited that he 'started dancing',24 and
moved from place to place in Cuttack City
showing an article published in the Statesman of
Calcutta on Nilakantha's motion.

Though the idea of a separate administration
or province for Orissa was rejected by the Home
member, 'as a matter of practical politics',
Nilakantha's move did not go in-vain. As it were
it 'created a stir' in Orissa. Immediately after this
the movement for a separate province for Orissa
assumed intensity. Samaj pointed out that a
separate province for Orissa was 'the highest aim
of the Oriya amalgamation movement'.25

This claim for a separate Oriya province
'got a fillip when the Simon Commission (1927-
28) began its enquiry'. By the beginning of thirties
when Simon Commission report was published,
it became clear 'that the government had agreed
to the Oriya demand for separation' though it
excluded many Oriya regions which according to
them were not justifiable.

Following the publication of the Simon
Commission Report an Oriya All Parties
Conference was held on 22 May 1931. Here
Nilakantha reiterated his stand and commitment
for a separate Oriya province without any ifs and

buts. He pointed out that the two issues of Oriya
movement; amalgamation and separation should
not be confused. Even he went further and stated
that amalgamation was not needed without
separation.26

Impact of Nilakantha on Indian National
Congress

Nilakantha's uninterrupted effort for the
formation of a separate province for Orissa
became evident again in 1928. During that year
the Congress had appointed a committee under
Motilal Nehru which took up the question of a
separate province for Orissa. It was
recommended that Orissa may be made a
separate province only if it can have enough funds
or if it could be economically viable. This
recommendation of the Congress Committee
which was given to Govt. in the month of
December 1928 disappointed Oriyas.27

This provision of economic viability as a
condition precedent for formation of Orissa as a
separate province was vehemently objected to
by Pandit Nilakantha. He argued that Orissa being
often subjected to floods droughts and famines,
there should be no conditional support from the
Congress on this issue. It is said : "He tried to
bring an amendment in the Calcutta session of
the Congress …… The President Pandit Motilal
Nehru ruled it out. Nilakantha staged a walk out
along with all the delegates from Orissa and
brought out a procession in the Calcutta streets
next day. Gandhiji intervened. Motilal expressed
regret. Later the Congress agreed that Orissa
would be the first province to be formed on
linguistic basis. Not a small achievement for
Nilakantha and his leadership.28

O' Donnel Boundary Commission & Pandit
Nilakantha

As a result of all this, the question of a
separate province for Orissa was considered in
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the cabinet of Government of India and led to the
formation of O' Donnel Boundary Commission
in 1931. As the President of the Provincial
Congress Commit tee, he gave a long
memorandum to the Commission. But
unfortunately he could not give evidence before it
due the orders of Rajendra Prasad, the Zonal
Congress head who instructed him to boycott the
Commission as the local Congress President.

It has been said that Nilakantha's failure to
give evidence before the O' Donnel Committee
Boundary Commission led to the non-inclusion
of Oriya speaking areas of Singhbhum and
Midnapore in Orissa when it was made a separate
province on 1st April, 1936. May be, his
convincing and irrefutable arguments would have
influenced the members of the Commission
whereby Orissa would not have lost those areas
for ever.29

In this connection what deserves mention
is that Nilakantha Das along with Godavaris
Mishra, Niranjan Patnaik, L.N. Sahu and
Jadumani Mangaraj had extensively campaigned
in Midnapore. They conducted meetings, formed
associations and toured extensively asking the
Oriyas to join their nationalist movement for
amalgamating Midnapore with Orissa.30 Pandit
Nilakantha along with Sashibhusan Rath also had
taken up the case of Singhbhum. They moved in
the area in May 1931 addressing the people and
impressing upon them to amalgamate with Orissa.

As regards Pandit Nilakantha's work in
Singhbhum it is said : "The famous Congress
leader of Bihar  Dr. Rajendra Prasad was not
happy about Nilakantha's  frantic efforts to
amalgamate Singhbhum in Orissa. In spite of his
attitude, Nilakantha never showed any trace of
cowardice like many other Oriya leaders. He also
never relaxed his demand. Subsequently even
though Orissa became a separate province,

Kharasuan and Sadheikala got excluded from
Orissa due to some selfish Oriya leaders.31

British proposal of a sub-province for Orissa
& Nilakantha

During this time, the British colonial
administration mooted the lesser idea of a sub-
province for Orissa after amalgamating Oriya-
speaking tracts. On behalf of the Government of
India, the Finance Secretary Muddyman
persuaded Nilakantha to agree to this proposal.
Even he came down to his residence and had
several rounds of discussions. However, when
Nilakantha did not budge from his dedication for
a separate full-fledged province for Orissa,
Muddyman Saheb held out the temptation of
conferring him the title of 'Sir' in case he agreed
to the sub-province proposal. Pandit Nilakantha
was however not the man to surrender himself
and sacrifice the cause for which he and his people
worked so assiduously over the years. He
showed his strength of character and courage of
convictions when he said in no uncertain terms
"you have come to a wrong door". 32

Hereafter, the British design of making
Orissa a sub-province failed and government was
virtually forced to declare for Oriyas a separate
province. It was certainly an achievement of
Pandit Nilakantha Das, whose personality foiled
this British design to hoodwink the Oriyas by
giving them the lollipop of a sub-province.

Referring to this sub-province idea and the
subsequent developments which culminated in the
formation of Orissa as a separate province on
1st of April 1936, Pandit Nilakantha has written
in his autobiography "Possibly in 1929, Muddiman
Saheb made correspondence with me regarding
the idea of a sub-province for Orissa after
consideration in the cabinet. Following discussion
on it, the Finance Minister of Government of India
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persuaded me to accept the proposal of making
Orissa a province with a Central grant of Rupees
Forty lakhs. I insisted on 80 lakhs to be given for
Orissa's progress and development. However, I
was pressurized by Bhubanananda Babu to accept
this condition in the assembly. I accepted the
condition almost as a matter of compulsion. This
was the incident of 1933-34. As per the O'
Donnel committee Report the British Government
decided to form the province of Orissa comprising
Puri, Cuttack, Balasore, Sambalpur and Ganjam
with Jeypore. It was carried out on 1st April
1936".33

After the formation of Orissa as a separate
province, Nilakantha mooted the idea of
establishing a University in Orissa. While
demanding a separate province for Orissa in the
Central Assembly he had said "we want a full-
fledged province, we need a separate university
and a separate High Court". He was determined
to see it established. For that, he countered the
inhibiting factor of financial constraints raised by
the Government of Maharaja of Parala through
his convincing and powerful arguments. He
convinced the government about the rationality
and feasibility of the proposal. At the end, he got
the Utkal University established in 1943 through
Godavarish Mishra, the then Education Minister
of Orissa.

Conclusion

To sum up Pandit Nilakantha Das was
greatly inspired by Utkal Gaurav Madhusudan
Das and the goal and objectives of the Utkal
Sammilani. He showed an exemplary sense of
dedication to the cause of amalgamation of Oriya-
speaking tracts lying scattered under different
provinces and worked uninterruptedly for the
formation of Orissa as a separate province. He
demanded for the first time a separate province

for Orissa on the floor of the Central Assembly
on February 8, 1927.  In a way, this move of
Pandit Nilakantha facilitated the formation of a
separate Oriya province. Under its impact, the
struggle for a separate province for Orissa
assumed greater intensity and vigour.

He was uncompromising in his opposition
to make economic viability a condition precedent
for formation of Orissa as a separate province
and crossed swords with Motilal Nehru. He tried
to move the Congress in favour of his demand at
the Calcutta session of Indian National Congress
in 1928. He succeeded and later the Congress
agreed that Orissa would be the first province, to
be formed on linguistic basis'. He was a proud
Oriya with a self-confident personality. It is his
strong personality and character which foiled the
British design to hoodwink Oriyas by giving the
lollipop of a sub-province. His dream and
sustained efforts to bring under Orissa Oriya-
speaking tracts like Midnapore and Singhbhum
remained unfulfilled due to a multiplicity of factors
and constraints beyond his control. But he tried
well and did his best. Madhu Babu chose him as
his heir in Orissa. But he was not there in life to
see the formation of a separate province on 1st
April 1936 nor was Gopabandhu there having
been dead since long. Pandit Nilakantha honoured
the other prominent maker of Orissa Sri Krushna
Chandra Gajapati, the Maharaja of Parala by
installing him as Chief Minister of Orissa and
Pandit Godabarish as Education Minister in 1943.
Along with those great and patriotic leaders,
Pandit Nilakantha Das will be ever remembered
and respected by the Oriya people as one of the
makers of Orissa.
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