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A Flagstaff of a Man
-Gopalkrishna Gandhi
Radhakrishnan made India realise that the vice-
president's office
was not a decorous redundancy but a vitally useful
acquisition

Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan has been looming large in my
thoughts. The reason is simple. India's vice-presidency, ever
since the dust settled on the names of likely candidates for the
presidency, a lesser order of attention shifted on the likely vice-
presidential candidates. Why 'lesser order of attention'? Be-
cause the president is the pivot of national pride, as no one
else is. In order of protocol, the president of India is at position
one. The vice-president is at position two, and the prime min-
ister at number three.
The vice-president's middle' position is not to be envied. | am
reminded of what Terence Huxley, the little-known middle
brother of Julian Huxley and Aldous Huxley wrote: "Each Huxley
brother is better than the other. This is the view of number
two-"
A vice-president may not arrive at a venue a minute before the
president, nor a minute after the prime minister. Being wedged
like this is a test, a trial, an unending experiment in combining
restraint with dignity, constraint with ease, promise with pro-
priety.
And yet that middle position is unmistakably dignified and yet,
unforgivingly nuanced. The vice-president is within touching
distance of the ultimate but with hands folded in the courte-
sies of penultimacy. He must have the confidence of achiev-
ing the highest but also the decorum of not desiring it. He must
have the eclat of prominence but also the unobtrusiveness of
modesty. He must impress but not overwhelm, must impact
but not overawe. He must take care to be silver before the
president's gold, agate before the president's jade, panna be-
fore the president's diamond. In other words, he must shine
but not glitter.
To be a promise that does not presume, an expectation that
does not assume, a hope that must remain mute, is no ordi-
nary challenge. It is exacting.
Tehzeeb is a gracious refinement to practice, but a most ex-
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acting formula to have to obey. As Chairman of the Rajya i
Sabha he has to watch over that House's deliberations as the :
Hon'ble Speaker and nothing else. The Crairman is Chair- :
man and also Upa Rashtrapati or Naib Sadar, when the Chair- :
man says something it is not just the Presiding Officer of the :
Second Chamber speaking but the vice-president, the one i
who has been constitutionally anocinted to step into the ¥
President's shoes if an unforeseen vacancy arises in that of- ¥:
fice till such time as the next president is elected. ¥
The vice-president must have the self-confidence of a crown i
prince but minus the assurance of succession, for the presi- i
dent is elected. He is the prince who must win, not inherit the
‘crown’. 5
Dr. Rajendra Prasad had served as the country's first presi- %:
dent from 1950 to 1952 without any vice-president. His fame
and stature were a matter of nation-wide pride. When the time %
came for the nation to elect its first vice-president, in the sum- ¢
mer of 1952, Prime Minister Jawarharlal N=hru put forward i:
the name of Dr. Radhakrishnan, those in public life might well
have wondered if India really needed a vice-president. The
world of scholarship however was thrilled, for Sarvapalli %:
Radhakrishnan's was a hugely respected name in that rar-
efied sphere. The people of India were not quite as familiar
with the name and in any case expected litt e from the occu- :
pant of that decorous office. i
And yet, within months, it was realised that the vice-president
was not only not a decorous redundancy but a vitally useful :

acquisition. We had here one who, as the Amrita Bazar Patrika 3
said in an editorial "Whatever the intentions of the Constitu-
tion-makers might have been, the people expect that his ma- i
ture wisdom and varied experience will be fully utilised by the
Government for the benefit of the country”. The people of In-
dia were not disappointed. ¥
Though not without moments of disagreement, Prasad and i
Radhakrishnan moved like the two wheels. inside a watch, i
interlocked and yet independent, keeping tim= together. Nehru  :
made it clear to state governments that Radhakrishnan should ¥
be treated on par with the prime minister when travelling out- :
side the national capital. And so when the vice-president trav- i
elled extensively and spoke with the sonorous ease of a an
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i ancient teacher, the country sat up and listened.
% He never let his growing influence go to his head, though.
: When a minister complained to him that the press had
4 misreported him, Radhakrishnan said to the minister "It's your
% own fault" and added "You make a different speech every time.
: Why don't you do as | do-I make the same speech every time
:with only minor variations-and all the newspapermen know it
: almost by heart and so | get reported correctly”.
i This deprecating humour only added to his allure. As his bi-
i ographer-son S. Gopal has said, "Radhakrishnan lifted every
% public issue to the sphere where conscience sits in language
¥ that drove itself into the minds of his audiences". As Chancel-
% lor of Delhi University, he conferred on Wilder Penfield said, "I
: would be preparzd to give up the honorary degree If | could
. get in return the text of Dr. Radhakrishnan's speech”. But it
: was not about speeches alone.
¥ His mind, steeped in tradition and in a belief in 'the bounty of
i God' was astonishingly modern and that combination helped
i him give India a sense of the vitality of its new journey in free-
i dom. He was convinced of India's destiny with greatness, but
% he did not lose his sights in the stars. He was determined to
i observe and assist the government of the day, to see the pot-
: holes ahead. was outspoken without being out of tune and
. frank without giving offence.
: He told Nehru that rapid social and economic change were
i crucial and (to quote Gopal again) "deplored the pampered
. living and confused thinking.......and warned....... against com-
. placency". Recalling the tenacity of purpose of olden days,
% he said that in social and economic affairs we must "Hurry
% up, otherwise it will be too late".
¥ Radhakrishnan was a flagstaff of a man, who embellished
% the temple of our Republic without coveting the shrine or even
¥ aspiring space in the sanctum. He did not wait in hope, nor
X fretin unhope. H2 was a tribune for the people of India before
. his elevation to the presidency made him, officially, one. He
: was the penultimate that the ultimate reached. He was the
. promise that did nor disappoint in its fulfilment.
: More than anything else, if he knew his office was siiver to the
. president's gold he also knew that his 'silver’ encased san-
¥ dalwood. The sandalwood of a Vedic detachment.

:......................u...u................E...-....................:......................................................................................J :
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Swami Vivekananda
& The Making of Modern India

-Amiya Prasad Sen
In several ways, the life and work of Swami Vivekananda (1863-
1902) mark the historical process of India rediscovering her-
self in modern times. These are also emblematic of the ways
in which a tradition modernizes or creates alternative forms of
modernity. Today, as the nation celebrates the 150th birthday
anniversary of the Swami, it is only apt that we critically reflect
on his life and legacy.
Generally speaking his countribution to India and to the larger
world may be summed up in four ways. First, in modern India,
it was Vivekananda who first emphasized that our everyday
lives would become more meaningful only when spiritualized.
It was in this spirituality that he re-discovered, as it were, India's
message to herself and to the world. For Vivekananda, this
spiritual self-realization led to people more fully realizing their
own potentialities. Especially in the context of a colonized so-
ciety like that of 19th century India, this was tantamount to
men and women locating greater selves. The human soul being
free, suggested Vivekananda, more than compensated for the
loss of political freedom.
Second, even though the Swami rejected political praxis and
West-inspired social and religious reforms, his essential mes-
sage was the empowerment of the people: through educa-
tion, collective thought and action but above all, reazing he
underlying unity of all human existence. In the Hindu tradition,
ascetic detachment from the world had been criticized even
before Vivekananda but it was he who first actively joined the
idea of individual renunciation to committed social service. In
this sense, he gave new meaning or signification to the very
idea and institution of sanyas. The Remarkrishna math and
Mission is today, an active embodiment of this legacy.
Third, there is the love that Vivekananda consistently exhibited
for the socially marginalized and oppressed. He could be
equally at home in poor homes and princely quarters, be sump-
tuously hosted by the rich and the powerful and also share the




cobbler. It is he, who even before Gandhi, reinvented and effectively
used the older religious idiom of God especially residing in the lowly
and the poor (daridranarayan). Vivekananda anticipates Gandhi in yet
another aspect and that lies in his prioritizing social amelioration to
political work. In this sense, he is critique of the Indian National Con-
gress representing only a handful of priviledged men anticipates later
day criticism. Like the Mahatma again, he insisted on first closely ac-
quainting himself with the people of India before his launching any
schemes of social or political work. Through this he hoped to under-
stand pressing contemporary problems, to energize a nascent nation-
hood and to restore to man, his innate dignity and selfconfidence. 'Man-
.making, 2¢ it has been often said, was Vivekananda's first mission,
This, | find, has some contemporary relevance inasmuch as the
Swami's project absolves the state from invariably taking the first step
towards bringing education, enlightenment and progress to the com-
mon man. In his perception, the movement had to originate in the com-
mon people and benefit such themselves. Vivekananda always insisted
on grass-roots reforms, not agendas imposed from above of which
the common man had little or no understanding.
Fourth, it was the Swami's consistent desire to bring back India's pride
of place in the assembly of nations, as a civilization which, notwith-
standing momentous historical changes, had yet retained subterra-
nean threads of commonness and unity. At the same time, like his
guru, Sri Ramakrishna, Vivekananda fully believed in universality, cos-
mopolitanism and compassion. As he saw it, mutual kindness and
compassion between man and man was more important than that
coming from a distant God.
The Buddha was his ishta (favoured ideal), he once admitted, for he
was so readily compassionate towards fellow-men.
It is quite usual to have polarised perceptions of Swami Vivekananda
either as a patriot or a prophet. Apparently, this is based on the com-
monplace assumption that at least in the Hindu world view, politics and
religion are two distinct, unbridgeable worlds. | would say, however.
that his life and work believe such polarization. Vivekananda took pa-
triotism out of its political confines and vested it with larger possibilities
and meaning. Similarly, he took religion not to be some private feeling
or idiosyncracy but that which was socially committed and respon-
sible. Freedom for him was really a larger concept; it had more to do
with the freeing of the mind from the body. The Swami pinned his faith
in individuals, not institutions and hence chose a path the was silent,
indirect, organic. One can only hope that the more enduring aspects of
his life and work continue to inspire us in the days to come.

Jamia Milia Islamia, New Delhi
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Oh God Alm|ghtly, possessor of rlCi'IeS’"YOU are Imp oeon all.
Oh Bestower of fortune You are the Accomplisher of all
endeavours. Oh, Adorable one, kindly protect us intensively by

% granting us the right understanding. Oh (Bhaga) producer of

§ wealth, kindly make us to prosper with cows and horses. Oh
prosperous one, may we, by Your grace, be associated with
good people. We also pray that our good repute may spread
far and wide and that there may be no cause for anybody to
censlre us in this world.
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