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Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan 
 
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan was born in Tirutani on September 5, 1888 into a poor 
brahmin family. His father Sarvepalli Veeraswami was employed on a meagre salary in 
the zamindari. His mother's name was Sitamma. It was difficult for Radhakrishnan's 
father to educate him with a meagre income and a large family to take care of.   
Radhakrishnan went through most of his education on scholarships. He initially went to 
school in Tirutani and then to the Lutheran Mission School in Tirupati for his high 
school. He joined the Voorhee's College in Vellore but switched to the Madras Christian 
College at the age of 17. He chose philosophy as his major and attained a B.A. and 
M.A. in the field. He was afraid that his M.A. thesis, "The Ethics of the Vedanta" would 
offend his philosophy professor, Dr. A.G. Hogg. Instead, Dr. Hogg commended 
Radhakrishnan on doing an excellent job. Radhakrishnan's M.A. thesis was published 
when he was only 20. Radhakrishnan was married to Sivakamuamma at the age of 16 
while still in Vellore. Radhakrishnan accepted an Assistant Lectureship at the Madras 
Presidency College in 1909. While at the College, he mastered the classics of Hindu 
philosophy, namely the Upanishads, Bhagvad Gita, Brahmasutra, and commentaries of 
Sankara, Ramunuja and Madhava. He also acquainted himself with Buddhist and Jain 
philosophy. At the same time he read philosophical commentaries of Plato, Plotinus, 
Kant, Bradley, and Bergson. Later on in his life, he studied Marxism and Existentialism.   

In 1914, in a strange twist of fate, Radhakrishnan met Srinivasa Ramanujan, the 
mathematical genius. Srinivasa was leaving for Cambridge for studies and had come to 
seek Radhakrishnan's blessings because a goddess came in his dream and told him to 
do so before undertaking the trip. The two never met again.   

In 1918, Radhakrishnan was selected as Professor of Philosophy by the University of 
Mysore. By the time, Radhakrishnan had written many articles for journals of repute like 
The Quest, Journal of Philosophy and the International Journal of Ethics. He completed 
his first book "The Philosophy of Rabindranath Tagore." He believed Tagore's 
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philosophy to be the "genuine manifestation of the Indian spirit." Radhakrishnan's 
second book, "The Reign of Religion in Contemporary Philosophy" was published in 
1920.   

Radhakrishnan's books and articles, drew the attention of Ashutosh Mookerjee, Vice 
Chancellor of Calcutta University. He nominated Radhakrishnan to the prestigious 
power through force. Who knows that might happen to you also." Radhakrishnan was 
referring to Stalin's infamous "bloody" purges. Stalin smiled and replied, "Yes, miracles 
do happen sometimes. I was in a theological seminary for five years!"   

On April 5, 1952, a few days before Radhakrishnan's departure for India, Stalin called 
on Radhakrishnan. Radhakrishnan records Stalin's face being bloated. Radhakrishnan 
patted him on the cheek and on the back. Stalin said, "You are the first person to treat 
me as a human being and not as a monster. You are leaving us and I am sad. I want 
you to live long. I have not long to live." Stalin died six months later. Radhakrishnan's 
legacy in Moscow was a firm and friendly understanding between India and the Soviet 
Union. A relationship which has flourished over the years and has become even 
stronger.   

Radhakrishnan was elected Vice-President of India in 1952. The Vice-President 
presides over the Rajya Sabha (Upper House) sessions, much like the Speaker does in 
the Lok Sabha (Lower House). Often, during a heated debate, Radhakrishnan would 
intervene with slokas from the sanskrit classics or quotations from the Bible to calm the 
charged atmosphere. Nehru commented later, "By the way in which Radhakrishnan 
conducted the proceedings of the Rajya Sabha, he had made the meetings of the 
House look like family gatherings!"   

Dr. Radhakrishnan was honored with the Bharat Ratna in 1954. Around the same time, 
an 883-page compilation titled "The Philosophy of Dr. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan" was 
released in America.   

In 1956, Radhakrishnan's devoted wife, Sivakamuamma, passed away after sharing 50 
years of married life. The couple had five daughters and a son.   

After serving two terms as Vice-President, Radhakrishnan was elected President of 
India in 1962. Radhakrishnan's tenure as President was marked by the disastrous Indo-
China war of 1962, his state visit to the United States in 1963, the end of the Nehru-era 
with Nehru's death in 1964, and India's victorious performance against Pakistan in 1965 
under Lal Bahadur Shastri. Radhakrishnan guided each of the Prime Ministers wisely 
and helped see India through those trying years safely. Radhakrishnan refused to 
continue for another term as President after his term ended in 1967.   

At the age of 79, Dr. Radhakrishnan returned to Madras in May 1967 to a warm 
homecoming. He spent his last years happily at his house "Girija" in Mylapore, Madras.   

Dr. Radhakrishnan died on April 17, 1975 


