HISTORICAL NOTE

J. C. Bose and the German scientific community: scientific and

political context

Rajinder Singh

The spearhead of Indian science, Jagadish Chandra Bose (1858—1937) was born about 150 years ago. His
discovery of the short-wave electromagnetic waves and invention of a number of scientific instruments
brought India on the international scene. His scientific work on plant physiology was novel and highly dis-
puted. During his lifetime, Bose interacted intensively with European men of science. To explore his interaction
with the German scientific community, documents of the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Bose’s corres-
pondence with the Swedish Nobel Laureate Svante Arrhenius, Encyclopaedia of Plant Physiology and other
German literature have been analysed. The results of the analysis are presented in the present note.

‘I have been asked whether the title of
the book (Leben und Werk von Sir Jagadis
C. Bose — Life and Work of Sir Jagadis
C. Bose) is really on the groundbreaker
of science, who is by chance an Indian,
or groundbreaker of the Indian science. I
replied: both’. Bose’s admirer and bio-
grapher Patrick Geddes wrote these
words'. J. C. Bose (Figure 1), the spear-
head of Indian science, was born on 30
November 1858. His first scientific work
that brought India on the international
scene, was the discovery of short elec-
tromagnetic waves™. A number of bio-
graphies deal with various aspects of
Bose’s life'*”7. It is well known that his
scientific work in the field of optics and
electricity was accepted by the European
scientific community. However, some of
his theories on plant physiology were
highly disputed. The reaction of the Brit-
ish community was positive®. In 1929, in
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its 30th issue, The Indian Review
reported that Person (USA) was unable to
observe plants pulse, which was reported
by Bose. In the middle of 1960s, in the
Handbuch der Pflanzenphysiologie (En-
cyclopedia of Plant Physiology), it was
mentioned that ‘Unfortunately Bose’s
theoretical views and his emotional style
of reporting have generated what may be
an excessive scepticism concerning the
validity of his observations’®. In the fol-
lowing paragraphs, it will be shown that
Bose’s work started appearing in the
German literature in the late 1890 and
continued for many decades. As we shall
see below, the reaction of the German
scientific community was always not
positive.

Bose’s electromagnetic radiation
station — Made in Germany

Between 1895 and 1898, Bose worked on
the properties of electromagnetic radia-
tion and published thirteen articles. He
devised an instrument to produce elec-
tromagnetic waves’ with wavelength up
to ca. 5 mm. The international scientific
community came to know about it, when
Bose introduced his ‘wave apparatus’ in
Liverpool in September 1896, on the oc-
casion of the 66th Meeting of the British
Association for the Advancement of Sci-
ence. John Murray in the report of the
Association stated that the apparatus
could be used to verify the laws of refle-
ction, refraction, absorption, interference,
double refraction and polarisation. In
Germany, a teachers’ related journal re-
ferred to Philosophical Magazine (1897,
43, 55) and gave details of apparatus'®. It
was moditied and marketed by the Ger-
man instrument-making firm, Max Kohl
A G, Chemnitz (Figure 2).
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Bose and his German visits

Indo-German relation: In order to under-
stand Bose’s visits to Germany and the
reaction of the scientific community, it
would be worth mentioning about the
Indo-German political relation in those
days.

Like other imperial powers, Germany
was equally interested in colonies. The
German newspaper Vossische Zeitung
dated 24 July 1908 reported: ‘We con-
sider the maintenance of British rule in
India as great luck not only for British
but also for other people including Ger-
many whose import from there amounted
to 407 million marks in 1907 and whose
exports to that country amounted to 105
million marks’. However, within the
German community, there were some
people who supported India’s freedom
struggle against the British colonial
power. During the time of the Weimer
Republic, the exiled Indian politicians in
Germany had won a measure of respect
that ensured good relations between In-
dia and Germany. In order to spread
knowledge about India, on 21 February
1918, the Bund der Freunde Indiens (Un-
ion of Friends of India) was founded in
Berlin. Some of its prominent German
members were Admiral Recke and
Hermann von Staden. Meanwhile, Ger-
many had lost the First World War and
among the signatures under the Ver-
sailles Treaty was that of an Indian. The
India-friendly attitude in the Germany of
the 1920s later led to the foundation of
different Indian-oriented institutions
such as Indian Information Bureau -
referred to by some historians as ‘some
kind of unofficial embassy of India in
Germany’'!. Officially the Bureau was
meant to give information to Indian stu-
dents.
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