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Introduction

Dr. Zakir Hussain was born to Pathan warriors but chose to
live a life surrounded by books. During the reign of Mohammad
Shah, clan of Afridi Pathans, Hasan Khan and Hussain Khan,
migrated to India in 1719 and settled at Qaimganj town in
Farrukhabad District of U.P. where earlier migrant Afghans were
settled down. Hussain Khan was respectfully known as ‘Madah
Khoon” meaning the senior Teacher. Hussain’s great grandson
was Ghulam Hussain alias Jhuman Khan who was a disciple of
Karam Ali Shah, a Sufi saint of Qaimganj and also Bans Behari,
a Hindu exponent of the doctrines of ‘Wadah al Wajud’ and ‘Suleh
Kul’. The doctrine of ‘Wadah al-Wajud’ expresses the belief that
unity of God underlies all the diversities of the phenomenal world,
while the doctrine of ‘Suleh Kul’ emphasises perfect peace
(or peace with all). Ghulam Hussain was a typical ‘Pathan’.

Easily aroused by any slight actual or imagined happening,
could provoke violence. It is said that while his house was being
built, he maltreated a labourer. When his mentor came to know
of this, he ordered him to go to take lessons in polite behaviour
from the ‘Pundits’ of Mathura. This was dutifully done. A ‘Pathan’
by nature attaches more value to honour than personal security.
Ghulam Hussain was known to be very generous compassionate
and honest. A reflection of all these character traits was to be seen
in his grandson, Dr. Zakir Hussain.
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Ghulam Hussain Khan had two sons, Ata Hussain Khan and
Fida Hussain Khan. Ata Hussain pursued the traditional career
by joining the army but Fida Hussain Khan, who was basically
of a scholarly temperament broke with tradition and opened a
shop of Moradabad brassware at Hyderabad. His scholarly nature
pursued and led to study law. He collected and collated the
Hyderabad High Court Judgements and published several books
on law. He married at the age of twenty-three by which time he
was already a successful lawyer. He had seven sons: Muzaffar
Hussain Khan, Abid Hussain Khan, Zakir Hussain Khan, Zahid
Hussain Khan, Yusuf Hussain Khan, Zafar Hussain Khan and
Mahmood Hussain Khan.

Zakir Hussain was born in Hyderabad on the 8th day of
February 1897. He was brought up in a “Sharief” Muslim tradition
of northern India. During his childhood, it was against the dignity
of the family to allow him to cross the street in front of his house
on foot or to come out of the house without being properly dressed.
He was thus put to a puritanical discipline. In his speech, and
even in sartorial choice, he exhibited a rare and refined taste.

In 1905, when Zakir Hussain was barely nine and was a
student of a school, known in those days as the Sultan Bazaar
Government High School in Hyderabad, his father died of
tuberculosis at the young age of 39. The family had to shift to their
ancestral home at Qaimganj. His mother was a lady of great
courage, sagacity and foresight. She pondered deeply over the
proper education of her children. In 1908, Zakir Hussain was sent
to a residential school of Etawah called Islamia High School headed
by a dedicated nationalist Muslim, Syed Altaf Hussain. Zakir
Hussain learnt the imperative need to sacrifice physical pleasures
for higher values of life. Syed Altaf Hussain advised him to
remember “that one could not enjoy life and still excel in the
performance of duty”. This, Zakir Hussain remembered throughout
his life and while doing a great service to the Jamia Millia Islamia,
he accepted a salary that was hardly commensurate with the
labour involved. At school, he showed great interest in current
affairs. He daily walked all the way to Etawah railway station to
get a copy of the Pioneer and would run back to his friends
waiting at the boarding house to read the news aloud to them.
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Prof. Habib-ur-Rahman, a fellow student, both at Etawah and
Aligarh, recalled that he was known as ‘Murshid’ and that he
showed an unusual urge to learn not only what was prescribed
in the syllabus but much more, viz. political developments in
India and abroad, trends in literature and discoveries in science
and technology. He raised funds for the Turkish cause making
powerful speeches when the Turks had been forcibly dragged into
the Tripoli war. Even at such an early age, he showed a typical
“righteous indignation of an Indian Muslim against a treacherous
act committed on Turkey”. During this time at school he came in
close contact with several nationalist leaders who awakened in
him a zeal for social awareness and a lasting interest in national
and international affairs.

Even in his formation years, Zakir Hussain had to bear the
grievous shock of deaths in the family. When he was still a
schoolboy at Etawah, his younger brother, Zafar Hussain Khan,
and mother died of plague in 1911. His mother had not thought
it to be in the interest of the studies of her children to inform them
of her fatal illness. The ‘Pathan’ in Zakir Hussain braved the
bereavement calmly and pursued his studies. He saw some more
deaths in the family. He had to suffer the shock of the deaths of
his eldest brother Muzaffar Hussain Khan, of his second eldest,
Abid Hussain Khan and of Zahid Hussain Khan who was next
to him. They all succumbed to tuberculosis. Later, one day he was
distributing sweets to children at a function in the primary school
of Jamia. The Children were celebrating and in the middle of the
function, he was informed of the sudden death of a favourite
daughter but his high sense of duty and great love for children,
whom he regarded as ‘flowers of God’ did not allow him to
interrupt their happiness and he continued as though nothing had
happened.

The impact of his mother’s influence on him was profound.
“Those who have known both say that temperamentally the son
had taken after the mother. Dr. Zakir Hussain often observed
before his children that it was due to the deep influence of his
mother that he became conscious of his duties towards his fellow
countrymen, irrespective of any consideration of caste, creed or
religion.
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After his mother’s death, Zakir Hussain came under the
influence of a remarkable Sufi saint, Hasan Shah who was also
a distant relative. The Sufi helped him to acquire a beautiful
hand, excellent knowledge of Persian and widened the horizon
of his interests.

After having passed the Matriculation Examination in 1913
with distinction, he joined the Mohammedan Anglo Oriental
College at Aligarh from where he passed the Intermediate
Examination in Science with Biology. In deference to wishes of
his eldest brother he tried to take up a medical profession. He had
finished his premedical Intermediate with Biology and was
preparing for admission to a medical college, when he fell seriously
ill and had to discontinue his studies for a year. Having second
thoughts about the long medical course, Zakir Hussain returned to
his philosophy and economics at the M.A.O. College for a B.A. degree.

While still an undergraduate student, Zakir Hussain was
married to Begum Shahjahan Bano who was courage and devotion
personified. She always stood by him in Joy and sorrow. He kept
his private and public lives apart and was a loving father too.

While doing his B.A. with Philosophy, English literature and
Economics at Aligarh, he impressed his friends especially Rasheed
Ahmad Siddiqui and Iqbal Suhail, so much that the two started
addressing him as ‘Murshid’ as Prof. Habib-ur-Rahman called
him even when he was a student at Etawah. When Syed Abid
Hussain came to Aligarh for his M.A., he found the whole college
resounding with the fame of Zakir Hussian. Surprising everybody,
as he neither purchased nor read curricular books but often visited
the Union Reading Room and the Lytton Library, he passed the
B.A. examination in 1918 with a first division securing a position
amongst the first four and winning the coveted Iqbal Medal. As
a post-graduate student he took up Economics and Law and was
also given a junior lecturer ship. He served as the Vice-President
of the students Union and was a formidable debater. He regularly
contributed to the college magazine under the pen name of ‘Rip’.

When the non-cooperation call of Mahatma Gandhi reached
Aligarh in 1920, Zakir Hussain responded to the call with about
300 students, took the first ‘conscious decision” of his life and left
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the M.A.O. college. This strengthened the hands of Mohammad
Ali who founded Jamia Millia Islamia (National Muslim University)
on 29th October 1920. Hakim Ajmal Khan and Maulana
Mohammad Ali were nominated him as a Lecturer in Economics.

In 1922, he left for Germany to join the University of Berlin
for doing his Ph.D. In Germany he met Mohammad Mujeeb and
Abid Hussain and obtained their promise for life-long service to
the Jamia Millia Islamia. The welfare of this institution was a
constant concern and when he was informed that due to financial
crises the Jamia was on the brink of closure, he dashed off a
telegram urging the Jamia community to keep going till his return.
He wrote his thesis ‘the Agricultural Economy of India’ under
Prof. Warner Sombart, which was approved ‘summa cum laude’
in 1926. He impressed his German professors and in turn did they
influence him. He met many great persons such as Khalida Adeeb
Khanam, the famous Turkish author, whom he impressed by the
maturity of thought. Germany was an invaluable experience. In
his own words:

“I personally owe an inestimable debt of gratitude to
a German University for my own intellectual and
moral make up. When after more than three years of
fairly hard work – for German thoroughness does not
allow work to be taken differently – Yes, after three
years of fairly hard work under masters like Max
Sering and Werner Sombart and hearing among others
Herkner and Schuhmacher, Henirich Meier and
Eduard Spranger, I took my Doctor’s Degree at Berlin.”

Apart from academic work he published the Diwan-e-Ghalib
at the Kaviar press, Berlin which he himself partly composed for
Maktaba Jamia. On his return to India, he found the Jamia Millia
Islamia in a major crisis. He promptly took up the challenge by
assuming the duties of the Shaikhul Jamia (Vice-chancellor).

The early history of the Jamia was a saga of self-sacrifice by
Dr. Zakir Hussain and his colleagues. The worst crisis was reached
in July 1928 when the leaders were demoralised to the extent of
saying “Jamia cannot be run. We are unable to do anything in the
matter. The best course is to shut it”.  With his courage, insight,
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selflessness, dedication and leadership, Dr. Zakir Hussain garnered
the unconditional and selfless support of his colleagues and
triumphed. The Jamia, with its entire rare intellectual and spiritual
dimension blossomed. Mahatma Gandhi had boosted its morale
by saying, “if money is the problem, I shall beg for it”.  Dr. Zakir
Hussain showed rare tact and tenacity in seeking donations for
the Jamia. Selfless hard work and dedication of Dr. Zakir Hussain
developed it into a centre of National thinking. Mahatma Gandhi
sent his grandson to the institution. He often said that whenever
he came to Jamia, he felt that he was in his home. In the colonial
days, the Aligarh Muslim University was a bastion of the Muslim
League. After Independence it lost much of its false luster and fell
into psychological confusion. The discerning eyes of Pandit
Jawaharlal Nehru fell on Dr. Zakir Hussain for the Vice-Chancellor
ship of this University. After he had taken over as the Vice-
Chancellor, academic departments were strengthened, the Library
equipped, co-curricular activities encouraged and “the University
earned an enviable reputation for itself in all walks of academic
and extra-curricular activities”.

In 1957, Prime Minister Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru offered him
the Governorship of Bihar, which was faced with communal
problems and caste canker. During his term as Governor of Bihar
from 1957 to 1962, he had some leisure, which he utilised in
pursuing literary and artistic interests. But, he also snatched an
opportunity to serve the cause of education. The draft of the Bihar
Universities (Amendment) Bill had reduced the universities of
Bihar virtually to minor government departments. The educationist
in him persuaded the Cabinet to amend that.

In 1962, Dr. Zakir Hussain was elected as the Vice-President
of the Indian Republic. He attributed his success to his close
involvement in educational work and to the significance of
education in the life of people. He was not a total stranger to the
duties involving this high office. He already had some experience
of this nature as he was nominated to the Rajya Sabha in 1952 and
renominated in 1956 and successfully completed both these terms.

Dr. Zakir Hussain was elected President of India in 1967. In
his speech at the time of his election to this highest position was
characteristic of the great educationist in him. He said:
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“It appears to me an unequivocal recognition by my
people of the fact that education is inextricably
involved in the quality of the nation’s life, that it is
indeed a prime instrument of national purpose.”

Besides his qualities of the heart, he had a remarkable
personality. His fearlessness and purity of heart, singleness of
purpose and his being a devout and true Muslim with a very
strong faith in secularism and composite culture of India were a
legend. He was a true and sincere friend. Once Gerda Philipsborn
kept the dish over for the next day’s lunch. The weather was quite
warm and there being no refrigerator, the dish turned bad. When
Dr. Zakir Hussain and a friend, Hamid Ali Khan came for lunch,
he tasted the dish and then did not allow Hamid Ali Khan to share
it. He conducted the whole affair in such a way that Gerda
Philipsborn, the hostess and Hamid Ali Khan ate freshly cooked
dishes while he himself ate the dish, which has turned bad.

In 1941, at the Second Educational Conference at Jamia, which
was presided over by Dr. Rajendra Prasad, the educationist in him
fearlessly and earnestly warned the politicians:

“Rajen Babu: How long may we plough on in these
political sands, how long shall we see the education
gasping in the smoke of suspicions and misgivings;
how long shall we tremble with the fear that our life’s
labour and love will be destroyed by some political
stupidity or foolhardiness? Our work is not a bed of
roses. Disappointments assail us and often one if heart-
broken. Then, if our steps falter where may we find
succour. Shall we seek it in this society where brothers
do not appear of one mind and no value is absolute,
where there is no song which we can sing together,
no holiday we can celebrate jointly, no wedding we
can solemnise in common, no sorrow we can share.
Please remove these difficulties and remove them
early, we are already short of time. No one can tell
what evil further delay may bring.”

There had to be something extraordinary about the man who
managed to bring together on one platform staunch opponents
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like Jawaharlal Nehru, Maulana Azad on one side and Mohammed
Ali Jinnah and Liaquat Ali, the founders of Pakistan, on the other.
He could chide them for the communal riots of 1946:

“The fire is burning in a noble humane land. How
will the flowers of nobility and sensibility grow in its
midst? Stars of the political firmament for God’s sake
sit together and extinguish the fire of hatred. This is
not the time to ask who is responsible and what is the
cause? The fire is raging. Please extinguish it. The
problem is not of this community’s or that
community’s survival. It is the choice between civilized
human life and barbarism. For god’s sake do not
allow the very foundations of civilized life in this
country to be destroyed.”

He was a man of great self-respect. When in June, 1946 he
came to know that the Congress had included his name in the list
of names submitted to the Viceroy for membership of the Interim
Government, he promptly wrote to Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru
requesting him not to do so unless his name was unanimously
accepted. In 1948 also, in spite of Pandit Nehru’s request, he did
not accept the Vice-Chancellorship of the Aligarh Muslim
University unless the university Court chose him unanimously.
Again in 1957, when offered Governorship of Bihar, his first
reaction was to decline. It was on Pandit Nehru’s insistence that
he finally accepted it. During his election for the President of India
also, he kept himself above all sorts of political controversy.

He was a passionate hobbyist and a lover of plants and flowers
and a connoisseur of art, music and culture. He had mastered, as
it were, the art of living.

There is a general consensus that Dr. Zakir Hussain was one
of the most creative thinkers on education in contemporary India.
Wherever the contemporary education scene in India is discussed,
the utterances of Dr. Zakir Hussain are treated with profound
respect. All his speeches on education taken together are full of
practical, sound, workable ideas that are the result of his deep
insight and comprehensive vision of human nature and civilization.
In all his works based on his above-mentioned speeches, the
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educationist in him can be clearly seen developing, trying out and
preaching his educational ideas in their practical perspective.
Similarly his lectures on Economics, Political Science and other
allied subjects are valuable for their originality.

Dr. Zakir Hussain was fond of reading on a wide gamut of
subjects. Being a practical man, he wanted to disseminate the
ideas of great thinkers as much as possible. Whatever interested
him, he translated it into Urdu so that the Urdu reading persons
could also be benefited from it. These efforts on his part show his
interests in wider dissemination of knowledge. This prompted
him to translate some works of great philosophers and economists
into Urdu. This was also due to his conviction that national
education should be imparted in Indian languages. His translations
proved to be premier books of their type and were pacesetters in
developing Urdu terminology. They served as models for writing
textbooks in Indian languages.

Any great thinker who would cogitate on the social, political
and economical problems of his time would soon realise the truth
of the dictum “catch them young”. Indeed, grown-up people
become so much accustomed to their environment and addicted
to their prides and prejudices that it is futile to attempt to persuade
them to give up the old habits and take to new ones; Only children
are amenable to any radical change.

Therefore, it is universally acknowledged that reform must
begin with proper education of children. Dr. Zakir Hussain fully
realised this and devoted the best of his energies to the problem
of proper and adequate education. He rightly perceived that the
quality of education of people is determined by the care taken on
the education of children. According to him, the best minds should
dedicate themselves to evolving a system of education for children,
which would unravel and develop their inherent potential without
curbing their natural propensities. A child is naturally curious
and inquisitive and the modern rickety education does nothing
better than to kill his quest for the knowledge. Therefore, it can
hardly be over-emphasised that only those, whose hearts are
kindled with the flame of love and who are educators by avocation,
can deal with children in the desired manner. Dr. Zakir Hussain
was an ideal educator in the above sense and he reserved his
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loving care and dedicated energy for the education of the young.
His two books out of three deliberately written and not based
upon his lectures and speeches contain beautiful and ennobling
stories written for children.

Actually at that time there was a paucity of good children’s
literature. He was a keen observer of child behaviour. He was
fully conversant with the various genre employed in the history
of story telling for children. According to him, children’s stories
constitute a more permanent form of literature and one can indeed;
say quite a lot through them. He adapted the old literary forms
popular in ancient India and Greece in which the protagonist is
either an animal or a bird. These stories portray a constant battle
between virtues and aversion to vice in children.

In these stories, whereas lion and lamb represent the virtues
of courage and innocence, wolf and fox represent the virtues of
greed and deceit. This shows that he not only had the skill of
writing fascinating stories for children but was also well versed
with the dynamics and psychological basis of such stories. He had
his own mature ideas on writing children’s literature, which he
often shared with others. He firmly believed that the touchstone
of good literature for children is the fact that whatever a writer
has written for the young mind should affect the mind of the
writer himself; it should give him a thrill, a joy or a sorrow.

No worthwhile literature for children can be cooked in “a
pressure cooker of irrelevant opinion prescribing a “Controlled
vocabulary’, and anxious to teach moral lessons pompously set
in advance in an unreal and inconveniently rarefied atmosphere”.
Another thing, which comes in the way of writing good literature
for children, is our ‘adult complacency’. Adults think that they
know what is good for children. Zakir Hussain warned the writers
of juvenile literature against treating children as ‘Mewing morons
in matters of the mind’. To make this point clear Dr. Zakir Hussain
once quoted the following words of an angry precocious boy:

“The trouble with grown-ups is that they don’t
understand we are different. Different the way a cat
is from a dog. They don’t live in our world and we
are sure we don’t want to live in theirs. And when
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they try to understand us with their experts and their
tests and analyses, they are like a lot of elephants
thumping about on an ant-hill with their big noses
stuck down into the ground trying to figure out what
the ants are thinking.”

And Dr. Zakir Hussain found a great deal of truth in what
this boy said. According to him, a good story for a child must
please the writer in telling it to them who want to read the
adventure of living in its diverse manifestation. Children always
want to understand the world into which they grow – the physical
world as well as the social world. But at the same time, “they want
understanding and not the bare bones of facts”. Indeed, they want
to read about “living pulsating characters and not such as are all
dead before they were ever alive.” It shows that Dr. Zakir Hussain
had thought enough about writing for children before he actually
did so.

The themes of his stories for children were relevant to the
socio-political conditions of those times. He tried to teach simple
values for freedom, courage, clean living, mother’s selfless love,
kindness to pets, charity, love, faith in God, freedom, etc. Besides,
his stories have elements of nationalism, like boycott of foreign
goods, evil of foreign rule, shortcomings of dominion status, etc.
which he used in building up the plots of these stories. These
stories speak of his keen practical knowledge of child psychology
as well as his creative and literary skill. The settings of these
stories are so much relevant to the present times that even now
they look fresh and even adults love to read them. Most of the
writers used to consider writing children’s stories and literature
for children as second-class literature, but when Dr. Zakir Hussain
associated himself with this art, it acquired respectability.

To sum up, Dr. Zakir Hussain, realising the urgency of educational
reform, had to involve himself quite early in the practical and
administrative educational dimensions to promote effectively the
cause of national education. He could not give as much time as
he might have to creative writing. Had he done so, he may have
written notable philosophical treatises on educational and social
philosophy. But whatever he has written, spoken or translated,



13Introduction

speaks volumes for his literary talent, beautiful style and rich
thought.

The determined scholar and the man of virtue will
not seek to live at the expense of injuring their virtue.
They will even sacrifice their lives to preserve their
virtue complete. Confucius

He was a great teacher and educationist. Like his predecessor,
he rose to eminence as the First Citizen of India. His life was
replete with altruistic acts. His motto was to make others grow,
in spite of his self-induced pain. He was humility personified.
Humorous instinct was inborn in him. While he was a professor,
a past student requested him to use his office and promote a
matriculate student, who pitifully failed for the third time. The
erudite smilingly told him that he would do something more than
what was requested and added that instead of making the student
pass the examination, he would as well recommend an admission
for the boy to join straight in the B.A. course. That was sample
of humour with a definite punch. Having understood the deep
meaning behind the statement, the man seeking favour blushed
and retraced his path with head down.

The above anecdote is one in plenty, to describe the light-
heartedness of a serious person. To know more about his other
facets is an education by itself. In the pages to follow, let us
traverse through the life history of Dr. Zakir Hussain, the third
Indian President. It is going to be a story of a person, who stood
for great virtues; a story of a soul, who saw vicissitudes in life and
accepting them with equanimity. History unfolds very few samples
of such great personalities.

Like the two earlier Presidents, Dr. Zakir Hussain was simple
and amicable. He was a lover of gardening. Like Jawaharlal Nehru,
he loved roses in particular. He gained so much knowledge that
he could even advise horticulturists on several aspects of rearing
flowers. During his tenure as Governor of Bihar, the Raj Bhavan
at Patna was smiling with beautiful flowers and wonderful garden
and so also the Rashtrapati Bhavan.

The oratorical fecundity developed in the school days, put
him as a prominent speaker in every forum that he participated



and it was evident in his Presidential address and beyond. In the
year 1944, he delivered the prestigious Kikabhai Premchand lecture
at Delhi University and the subject was “Capitalism - an essay in
understanding”. He had also delivered several lectures on
“Economics - Aims and Objects”, arranged by Hindustan Academy
at Allahabad. His speech on the occasion of Silver Jubilee
celebration of Jamia was masterly. So too his Presidential address,
while taking oath. These few samples are more than sufficient to
talk of his oratorical prowess.

Apart from gardening. Dr. Zakir Hussain had some rare
hobbies of collecting fossils, paintings, curios and samples of
calligraphy. These hobbies with his innate brilliance, made him
as a holistic personality. Frank Moraes rightly dubbed him as “a
great gentleman who recognised that knowledge had no frontiers.”

As an academic par excellence, he had translated Plato’s
“Republic” and Cannon’s ‘Elementary Political Economy’ in his
mother-tongue Urdu. During his stay in Germany, he wrote a
book entitled ‘Die Botschaft des Mahatma Gandhi’ in German
language. Friedrich List’s ‘Nationalockonomic’ was also translated
by him.

Dr. Zakir Hussain was adept in writing fine stories for children
and was responsible for contributing to literature for children in
a great measure. While the titles were many, Aquab, Kachhwa Aur
Khargosh, Usi Se Thanda Usi Se Garam.

Some are born great

Some achieve greatness

Greatness thrust on others

The above lines form a quotation from William Shakespeare.
It would be no exaggeration to state that the scholar would well
fit into the opening line.


