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An Illustrious Personality

Radhakrishnan has been held up in academic circles as a
representative of Hinduism to the West. His lengthy writing career
and his many published works have been influential in shaping
the West’s understanding of Hinduism, India, and the East.

As an academic, philosopher, and statesman, Sarvepalli
Radhakrishnan (1888-1975) was one of the most recognised and
influential Indian thinkers in academic circles in the 20th century.
Throughout his life and extensive writing career, Radhakrishnan
sought to define, defend, and promulgate his religion, a religion
he variously identified as Hinduism, Vedanta, and the religion of
the Spirit. He sought to demonstrate that his Hinduism was both
philosophically coherent and ethically viable. Radhakrishnan’s
concern for experience and his extensive knowledge of the Western
philosophical and literary traditions has earned him the reputation
of being a bridge-builder between India and the West. He often
appears to feel at home in the Indian as well as the Western
philosophical contexts, and draws from both Western and Indian
sources throughout his writing.

Early Years

Rather little detail is known of Radhakrishnan’s earliest
childhood and education. Radhakrishnan rarely spoke about his
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personal life, and what he does reveal comes to us after several
decades of reflection. Radhakrishnan was born in Tirutani, Andhra
Pradesh into a brahmin family, likely smarta in religious
orientation. Predominantly Hindu, Tirutani was a temple town
and popular pilgrimage centre, and Radhakrishnan’s family were
active participants in the devotional activities there. The implicit
acceptance of Sankara’s Advaita by the smarta tradition is good
evidence to suggest that an advaitic framework was an important,
though latent, feature of Radhakrishnan’s early philosophical and
religious sensibilities.

In 1896, Radhakrishnan was sent to school in the nearby
pilgrimage centre of Tirupati, a town with a distinctively
cosmopolitan flavour, drawing bhaktas from all parts of India. For
four years, Radhakrishnan attended the Hermannsburg
Evangelical Lutheran Missionary school. It was there that the
young Radhakrishnan first encountered non-Hindu missionaries
and 19th century Christian theology with its impulse towards
personal religious experience. The theology taught in the
missionary school may have found resonance with the highly
devotional activities connected with the nearby Tirumala temple,
activities that Radhakrishnan undoubtedly would have witnessed
taking place outside the school. The shared emphasis on personal
religious experience may have suggested to Radhakrishnan a
common link between the religion of the missionaries and the
religion practiced at the nearby Tirumala temple.

Between 1900 and 1904, Radhakrishnan attended Elizabeth
Rodman Voorhees College in Vellore, a school run by the American
Arcot Mission of the Reformed Church in America. The mandate
of the Mission was to preach the gospel, to publish vernacular
tracts, and to educate the “heathen” masses. It was here, as Robert
Minor points out, that Radhakrishnan was “introduced to the
Dutch Reform Theology, which emphasised a righteous God,
unconditional grace, and election, and which criticised Hinduism
as intellectually incoherent and ethically unsound.” At the same
time, the Mission demonstrated an active concern for education,
health care, and social uplift through its participation in famine
relief, the establishment of hospitals, and education for all
irrespective of social status. Such activities were not inconsistent
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with the mandate of the Mission as they often served as incentives
for conversion. In was in this atmosphere that Radhakrishnan
encountered what would have appeared to him as crippling
assaults on his Hindu sensibilities. He also would have witnessed
the positive contributions of the social programmes undertaken
by the Mission in the name of propagation of the Christian gospel.

Thus, Radhakrishnan inherited from his upbringing a tacit
acceptance of Sankara’s Advaita Vedanta and an awareness of the
centrality of devotional practices associated with the smarta
tradition. His experiences at Tirupati brought him into contact
with Lutheran Christian missionaries whose theological emphasis
on personal religious experience may have suggested to him a
common ground between Christianity and his own religious
heritage. In Vellore, the presence of a systematic social gospel was
intimately bound up with the religion of those who sought to
censure Radhakrishnan’s cultural norms and religious worldview.

Radhakrishnan was married to his wife of over 50 years,
Sivakamuamma, in 1904 while living in Vellore. The couple went
on to have six children: five daughters and a son.

It is in this historical and hermeneutic contexts and with these
experiences informing his worldview that Radhakrishnan
encountered a resurgent Hinduism. Specifically, Radhakrishnan
encountered the writings of Swamy Vivekananda and V. D.
Savarkar’s The First War of Indian Independence. The Theosophical
Society was also active in the South Arcot area at this time. The
Theosophists not only applauded the ancient wisdom they claimed
to have found in India, but were persistent advocates of a
philosophical, spiritual, and scientific meeting of East and West.
Moreover, the Society’s role in the Indian nationalist movement
is evidenced by Annie Besant’s involvement with the Indian
National Congress. While Radhakrishnan does not speak of the
Theosophists presence at this time, it is unlikely that he would
have been unfamiliar with their views.

What Vivekananda, Savarkar, and Theosophy did bring to
Radhakrishnan was a sense of cultural self-confidence and self-
reliance. However, the affirmation Radhakrishnan received from
this resurgence of Hinduism did not push Radhakrishnan to study
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philosophy nor to interpret his own religion. It was only after
Radhakrishnan’s experiences at Madras Christian College that he
began to put down in writing his own understanding of Hinduism.

Higher Education

Madras Christian College

In 1904, Radhakrishnan entered Madras Christian College. At
this time Radhakrishnan’s academic sensibilities lay with the
physical sciences, and before beginning his M.A. degree in 1906
his interest appears to have been law.

Two key influences on Radhakrishnan at Madras Christian
College left an indelible stamp on Radhakrishnan’s sensibilities.
First, it was here that Radhakrishnan was trained in European
philosophy. Radhakrishnan was introduced to the philosophies
of Berkeley, Leibniz, Locke, Spinoza, Kant, J. S. Mill, Herbert
Spencer, Fichte, Hegel, Aristotle, and Plato among others.
Radhakrishnan was also introduced to the philosophical methods
and theological views of his M.A. supervisor and most influential
non-Indian mentor, Professor A. G. Hogg. Hogg was a Scottish
Presbyterian missionary who was educated in the theology of
Albrecht Ritschl and studied under the philosopher Andrew Seth
Pringle-Pattison. As a student of Arthur Titius, himself a student
of Albrecht Ritschl, Hogg adopted the Ritschlian distinction
between religious value judgements, with their emphasis on
subjective perception, and theoretical knowledge, which seeks to
discover the nature of ultimate reality.

Religious value judgements give knowledge which is different
from, though not necessarily opposed to, theoretical knowledge.
For Ritschl, and subsequently for Titius and Hogg, this distinction
led to the conclusion that doctrines and scriptures are records of
personal insights and are therefore necessary for religious, and
specifically Christian, faith. This distinction left its mark on
Radhakrishnan’s philosophical and religious thinking and
resonates throughout his writing.

A second key factor shaping Radhakrishnan’s sensibilities
during this time is that it was at Madras Christian College that
Radhakrishnan encountered intense religious polemic in an
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academic setting. Radhakrishnan later recalled: “The challenge of
Christian critics impelled me to make a study of Hinduism and
find out what is living and what is dead in it… I prepared a thesis
on the Ethics of the Vedanta, which was intended to be a reply
to the charge that the Vedanta system had no room for ethics”
(MST 19).

Early Teaching and Writings

Upon the completion of his M.A. degree in 1908, Radhakrishnan
found himself at both a financial and professional crossroads. His
obligations to his family precluded him from applying for a
scholarship to study in Britain and he struggled without success
to find work in Madras. The following year, with the assistance
of William Skinner at Madras Christian College, Radhakrishnan
was able to secure what was intended to be a temporary teaching
position at Presidency College in Madras.

At Presidency College, Radhakrishnan lectured on a variety
of topics in psychology as well as in European philosophy. As a
junior Assistant Professor, logic, epistemology and ethical theory
were his stock areas of instruction. At the College, Radhakrishnan
also learned Sanskrit.

During these years, Radhakrishnan was anxious to have his
work published, not only by Indian presses but also in European
journals. The Guardian Press in Madras published his MA thesis,
and scarcely revised portions of this work appeared in Modern
Review and The Madras Christian College Magazine. While
Radhakrishnan’s efforts met with success in other Indian journals,
it was not until his article “The Ethics of the Bhagavad gita and
Kant” appeared in The International Journal of Ethics in 1911 that
Radhakrishnan broke through to a substantial Western audience.
As well, his edited lecture notes on psychology were published
under the title Essentials of Psychology.

The War, Tagore, and Mysore

By 1914, Radhakrishnan’s reputation as a scholar was
beginning to grow. However, the security of a permanent academic
post in Madras eluded him. For three months in 1916 he was
posted to Anantapur, Andhra Pradesh, and in 1917 he was
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transferred yet again, this time to Rajahmundry. Only after
spending a year in Rajahmundry did Radhakrishnan find some
degree of professional security upon his acceptance of a position
in philosophy at Mysore University. This hiatus in his occupational
angst would be short lived. His most prestigious Indian academic
appointment to the George V Chair in Philosophy at Calcutta
University in February of 1921 would take him out of South India
for the first time only two and a half years later.

Between 1914 and 1920, Radhakrishnan continued to publish.
He authored eighteen articles, ten of which were published in
prominent Western journals such as The International Journal of
Ethics, The Monist, and Mind. Throughout these articles,
Radhakrishnan took it upon himself to refine and expand upon
his interpretation of Hinduism.

There is a strong polemical tenor to many of these articles.
Radhakrishnan was no longer content simply to define and defend
Vedanta. Instead, he sought to confront directly not only Vedanta’s
Western competitors, but what he saw as the Western philosophical
enterprise and the Western ethos in general.

Radhakrishnan’s polemical sensibilities during these years
were heightened in no small part by the political turmoil both on
the Indian as well as on the world stage. Radhakrishnan’s articles
and books during this period reflect his desire to offer a sustainable
philosophical response to the unfolding discontent he encountered.
World War One and its aftermath, and in particular the events
in Amritsar in the spring of 1919, further exacerbated
Radhakrishnan’s patience with what he saw as an irrational,
dogmatic, and despotic West. Radhakrishnan’s 1920 The Reign of
Religion in Contemporary Philosophy is indicative of his heightened
polemical sensibilities during this period.

A more positive factor in Radhakrishnan’s life during these
years was his reading of Rabindranath Tagore, the Bengali poet.
Radhakrishnan joined the rest of the English-speaking world in
1912 in reading Tagore’s translated works. Though the two had
never met at this time, Tagore would become perhaps
Radhakrishnan’s most influential Indian mentor. Tagore’s poetry
and prose resonated with Radhakrishnan. He appreciated Tagore’s
emphasis on aesthetics as well as his appeal to intuition. From 1914
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on, both of these notions — aesthetics and intuition — begin to
find their place in Radhakrishnan’s own interpretations of
experience, the epistemological category for his philosophical and
religious proclivities. Over the next five decades, Radhakrishnan
would repeatedly appeal to Tagore’s writing to support his own
philosophical ideals.

Calcutta and the George V Chair (1921-31)

In 1921, Radhakrishnan took up the prestigious George V
Chair in Philosophy at Calcutta University. As an honoured, though
hesitant, heir to Brajendranath Seal, Radhakrishnan’s appointment
to the chair was not without its dissenters who sought a fellow
Bengali for the position. In Calcutta, Radhakrishnan was for the
first time out of his South Indian element — geographically,
culturally, and linguistically.

However, the isolation Radhakrishnan experienced during
his early years in Calcutta allowed him to work on his two volume
Indian Philosophy, the first of which he began while in Mysore
and published in 1923 and the second followed four years later.
Throughout the 1920s, Radhakrishnan’s reputation as a scholar
continued to grow both in India and abroad. He was invited to
Oxford to give the 1926 Upton Lectures, published in 1927 as The
Hindu View of Life, and in 1929 Radhakrishnan delivered the Hibbert
Lectures, later published under the title An Idealist View of Life. The
later of these two Views is Radhakrishnan’s most sustained, non-
commentarial work. An Idealist View of Life is frequently seen as
Radhakrishnan’s mature work and has undoubtedly received the
bulk of scholarly attention on Radhakrishnan.

While Radhakrishnan enjoyed a growing scholarly repute, he
was also confronted in Calcutta with growing conflict and
confrontation. The events of Amritsar in 1919 did little to encourage
positive relations between Indians and the British Raj; and Gandhi’s
on again-off again Rowlatt satyagraha was proving ineffective in
cultivating a united Indian voice. The ambiguity of the Montagu-
Chelmsford Reforms with their olive branch for “responsible
government” further fragmented an already divided Congress.
The Khilafat Movement splintered the Indian Muslim community,
and aggravated the growing animosity between its supporters
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and those, Muslim or otherwise, who saw it as a side issue to swaraj
(self-rule). But the racial paternalism of the 1927 Simon Commission
prompted a resurgence of nationalist sentiment. While Indian
solidarity and protest received international attention, due in no
small part to the media coverage of Gandhi’s Salt March, such
national unity was readily shaken. Indian political consensus, much
less swaraj, proved elusive. Communal division and power struggles
on the part of Indians and a renewed conservatism in Britain
crippled the London Round Table Conferences of the early-1930s,
reinforcing and perpetuating an already highly fragmented and
politically volatile India.

With the publication of An Idealist View of Life, Radhakrishnan
had come into his own philosophically. In his mind, he had
identified the “religious” problem, reviewed the alternatives, and
posited a solution. An unreflective dogmatism could not be
remedied by escaping from “experiential religion” which is the
true basis of all religions. Rather, a recognition of the creative
potency of integral experience tempered by a critical scientific
attitude was, Radhakrishnan believed, the only viable corrective
to dogmatic claims of exclusivity founded on external, second-
hand authority. Moreover, while Hinduism (Advaita Vedanta) as
he defined it best exemplified his position, Radhakrishnan claimed
that the genuine philosophical, theological, and literary traditions
in India and the West supported his position.

The 1930s and 1940s

Radhakrishnan was knighted in 1931, the same year he took
up his administrative post as Vice Chancellor at the newly founded,
though scarcely constructed, Andhra University at Waltair. Sir
Radhakrishnan served there for five years as Vice Chancellor,
when, in 1936, not only did the university in Calcutta affirm his
position in perpetuity but Oxford University appointed him to the
H. N. Spalding Chair of Eastern Religions and Ethics. In late-1939,
Radhakrishnan took up his second Vice Chancellorship at Banaras
Hindu University (BHU), and served there during the course of
the second world war until mid-January 1948, two weeks before
Gandhi’s assassination in New Delhi.

Shortly after his resignation from BHU, Radhakrishnan was
named chairman of the University Education Commission. The



10 Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan

Commission’s 1949 Report assessed the state of university education
and made recommendations for its improvement in the newly
independent India. Though co-authored by others, Radhakrishnan’s
hand is felt especially in the chapters on The Aims of University
Education and Religious Education.

During these years, the question of nationalism occupied
Radhakrishnan’s attention. The growing communalism
Radhakrishnan had witnessed in the 1920s was further intensified
with the ideological flowering of the Hindu Mahasabha under the
leadership of Bhai Parmanand and his heir V. D. Savarkar.
Likewise, Muhammad Iqbal’s 1930 poetic vision and call for
Muslim self-assertion furnished Muhammad Jinnah with an
ideological template in which to lay claim to an independent
Pakistan. This claim was given recognition at the Round Table
Conferences in London early that decade. If the Montagu-
Chelmsford Reforms had in the 1920s served to fracture already
fragile political alliances, its 1935 progeny as the Government of
India Act with its promise for greater self-government further
crowded the political stage and divided those groups struggling
for their share of power. During these years, the spectrum of
nationalist vision was as broad as Indian solidarity was elusive.

The issues of education and nationalism come together for
Radhakrishnan during this period. For Radhakrishnan, a university
education which quickened the development of the whole
individual was the only responsible and practical means to the
creation of Indian solidarity and clarity of national vision.
Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, Radhakrishnan expressed his
vision of an autonomous India. He envisioned an India built and
guided by those who were truly educated, by those who had a
personal vision of and commitment to raising Indian self-
consciousness.

Post-independence Period: Vice-presidency and Presidency

The years following Indian independence mark Radhakrishnan’s
increasing involvement in Indian political as well as in international
affairs. The closing years of the 1940s were busy ones.
Radhakrishnan had been actively involved in the newly
incorporated UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific,
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and Cultural Organisation), serving on its Executive Board as well
as leading the Indian delegation from 1946-51. Radhakrishnan
also served for the two years immediately following India’s
independence as a member of the Indian Constituent Assembly.
Radhakrishnan’s time and energy to UNESCO and the Constituent
Assembly had also to be shared by the demands of the University
Commission and his continuing obligations as Spalding Professor
at Oxford.

With the Report of the Universities Commission complete in
1949, Radhakrishnan was appointed by then Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru as Indian Ambassador to Moscow, a post he
held until 1952. The opportunity for Radhakrishnan to put into
practice his own philosophical-political ideals came with his
election to the Raja Sabha, in which he served as India’s Vice-
President (1952-62) and later as President (1962-67).

Radhakrishnan saw during his terms in office an increasing
need for world unity and universal fellowship. The urgency of
this need was pressed home to Radhakrishnan by what he saw
as the unfolding crises throughout the world. At the time of his
taking up the office of Vice-President, the Korean war was already
in full swing. Political tensions with China in the early-1960s
followed by the hostilities between India and Pakistan dominated
Radhakrishnan’s presidency. Moreover, the Cold War divided
East and West leaving each side suspicious of the other and on
the defensive.

Radhakrishnan challenged what he saw as the divisive
potential and dominating character of self-professed international
organisations such as the League of Nations. Instead, he called for
the promotion of a creative internationalism based on the spiritual
foundations of integral experience. Only then could understanding
and tolerance between peoples and between nations be promoted.

Radhakrishnan retired from public life in 1967. He spent the
last eight years of his life at the home he built in Mylapore,
Madras. Radhakrishnan died on April 17, 1975.

Significance of Teacher’s Day

Since times immemorial, Indians have respected and idolised
their teachers. Earlier, we used to call our teachers ‘Guru’ and
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now it’s the contemporary ‘Sir’ or ‘Madam’. Nevertheless, the role
of teachers has remained the same. They were, are and will continue
to be our guiding light, creating conditions conducive to our
overall development. We will always be thankful to them for their
constructive support. It is as an expression of this gratitude only
that we celebrate Teacher’s Day in India.

Teacher’s Day is a tribute to the hard work and devotion of
the teachers all year long, to educate a child. In India, teacher’s
day is celebrated on 5th of September every year. Indian Teacher’s
Day is dedicated to Dr. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, who was a
zealous advocate of education and one of the greatest scholars and
teachers of all times, apart from being the first Vice-President and
the second President of India. As a mark of respect to this
phenomenal teacher, his birthday came to be observed as Teacher’s
Day in the country.

On Teacher’s day, students across India dress up as their
teachers and take lectures in classes that are assigned to the teachers
they represent. Sometimes, teachers sit in their classes as students,
trying to relive the time when they, themselves, were students.
Also, functions are organised in schools on the special day, where
students present dance performances, dramas, and various other
programmes to entertain their teachers. This day provides for a
healthy interaction between teachers and students as well.

Great Teacher

Dr. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan was one of the most
distinguished diplomats, scholars and teachers of India, apart
from being the first Vice-President and the second President of
the country. As a tribute to this great teacher, his birthday is
observed as Teacher’s Day across India. As a matter of fact, when
his students and friends asked him for the permission to celebrate
his birthday, it was he who asked them to celebrate the day as
Teacher’s Day, honouring the efforts of teachers across the country.

Birth and Education

Dr. S. Radhakrishnan was born on September 5, 1888, at
Tiruttani, forty miles to the northeast of Chennai (then Madras),
in South India. His early years were spent in Tiruttani and Tirupati,
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both famous as pilgrim centres. He graduated with a Master’s
Degree in Arts from Madras University. In April 1909, he was
appointed to the Department of Philosophy, at the Madras
Presidency College. From then onwards, he was engaged in a
serious study of Indian philosophy and religion, and went on to
become a teacher of Philosophy.

Professional Life

In 1918, Doctor Radhakrishnan was appointed as the Professor
of Philosophy, in the University of Mysore. Three years later, he
was appointed as a Professor to King George V Chair of Mental
and Moral Science in the University of Calcutta. Dr. Radhakrishnan
even represented the University of Calcutta at the Congress of the
Universities of the British Empire in June 1926 and the International
Congress of Philosophy at the Harvard University in September
1926. In 1929, Dr. Radhakrishnan was invited to take the post vacated
by Principal J. Estin Carpenter, in Manchester College, Oxford.

In Oxford, Dr. Radhakrishnan lectured the students on
Comparative Religion. From 1936-39, he served as the Spalding
Professor of Eastern Religions and Ethics at Oxford University. In
1939, he was elected Fellow of the British Academy. From 1939-
48, he was the Vice-Chancellor of the Banaras Hindu University.
He later held offices that dealt with India’s national and
international affairs. He was the leader of the Indian delegation
to UNESCO during 1946-52. Dr. Radhakrishnan served as the
Ambassador of India to USSR during 1949-52. He was also a
member of the Constituent Assembly of India.

His Works

Dr. Radhakrishnan penned down a number of books during
his lifetime, some of which are like The Hindu View of Life, The
Idealist View of Life, Religion and Society, Eastern Religions and
Western Thought and A Source Book in Indian Philosophy. He
had also written for some of the most reputed international journals.

Presidency of India

Dr. Radhakrishnan was the Vice-President of India from 1952
to 1962 and the President, General Conference of UNESCO, from
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1952 to 1954. He held the office of the Chancellor, University of
Delhi, from 1953-62. In May 1962, Dr. Radhakrishnan became the
President of India, a post he served till May 1967. He was honoured
with Bharat Ratna in 1954. He was also knighted by the British
government in the year 1931, but, he used only his academic title
‘Doctor’ throughout his life.

Teacher’s Day History

India has been celebrating Teacher’s Day on 5th September,
since 1962. The day commemorates the birthday of Dr. Sarvepalli
Radhakhrishnan, a philosopher and a teacher par excellence, and
his contribution towards Indian education system. Dr.
Radhakhrishnan believed that “teachers should be the best minds
in the country”. On this day, we gratefully remember the great
educationist, apart from honouring all the teachers that have
made our life much more knowledgeable and fulfilled, as serving
as our beacons of light.

The birthday of Dr. Sarvepalli Radhakhrishnan came to be
celebrated as Teacher’s Day when, one day, some of his students
and friends requested him to allow them to celebrate his birthday.
In reply, Dr. Radhakrishnan said, “instead of celebrating my birthday
separately, it would be my proud privilege if September 5th is observed
as Teacher’s day”. From then onwards, Dr. Radhakrishnan’s birthday
is observed as Teacher’s Day all across India.

Teachers’ Day is very important for all the people in India,
as the teachers act as foundation for creating responsible citizens
and good human beings. It is impossible to imagine our lives
without teachers. They are the cornerstone of our future. We can
never thank our teachers enough for their immense contribution
in our life. Teacher’s Day is celebrated to show our
acknowledgement and recognition of the hard work put in by our
teachers towards our development.

Schools all over India celebrate Teacher’s Day by allowing the
senior students to pose as teachers for a day. It is a fun-filled
activity, which is enjoyed by both the acting teachers and their
junior students. On this day, students bring gifts for their most
admired teachers as well. It is an equally special day for teachers,
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as they get to know how much they are liked and appreciated by
their students. Gifts to teachers include flowers, greeting cards
and other items. Some students also write poems and messages
for teachers.

Students look forward to Teacher’s Day with a lot of
anticipation, for the sheer spirit of the occasion. Acting as teachers,
they get a fair idea of the responsibility, so efficiently burdened
by their teachers. It requires a lot of hard work and dedication
to be a good teacher and earn the fondness of the students at the
same time. Teachers, on this day, are reminded of their school days
and feel nostalgic. All in all, it is celebration mode for everyone!


