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Syama Prasad at a condolence meeting of Rabindranath Tagore
at Calcutta University Institute- 1940
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A AR 9" & g, a5 &l H IR A Fel a9 S OHH | IR
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Syama Prasad delivering Convocation address at Vishwa Bharati
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Syama Prasad giving awards to the students of Viswa Bharati in
the Convocation in 1950
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THE MAN AND HIS CONVICTION

. Dr. Anirban Ganguly

ma Prasad Mookerjee never bowed to Nehruvian pressures when it came
the larger good of the country

Making an assessment of Syama Prasad Mookerjee's life and personality,
sometime in 1959, S Radhakrishnan, then Vice President of India, had perhaps
come nearest to describing the essential and defining character trait of the late
leader, when he wrote that "in his public life", Mookerjee, "was never afraid of
expressing his inmost convictions."

Such a dauntless power, the philosopher statesman argued, was becoming
rare because of the rising habit in our public life of maintaining an unconcerned,
or interest-induced silence in face of oppression, injustice or plain lies. "In
silence", Radhakrishnan reminded his readers, "the cruelest lies are told. When
great wrongs are committed it is criminal to be silent in the hope that truth
will one day find its voice. In a democratic society one should speak out,
especially when we are developing an unequalled power of not seeing what
we do not wish to see."

It was his capacity to speak out and to hold out the truth against the
overwhelming and forceful unilateral blinkers that the Nehruvian
establishment sought to impose on the newly emerging democratic polity in
India, that made Mookerjee stand out among his peers and leave a lasting
impression on those who came in touch with him or formed part of his
multifaceted national action.

Mookerjee struck as outstanding even those who did not necessarily
subscribe to his politics. The legendary British Quaker, pacifist and Gandhian,
Horace Alexander, for instance, considered him to be "after Rajagopalachari",
the "ablest man in Indian politics", one of those rare leaders who combined in
himself energy, political expediency and realism. Alexander hoped that India
would rather have more of Mookerjee's kind of political realism than a certain
opacity that would soon become the hallmark of the Nehruvian epoch

His ability to strike out a new path or line against the prevailing tendencies
and notions of the age endeared him to many a leading mind of his era. An
overwhelmed Rabindranath Tagore saw the coming of "a veritable change of
climate over" the "educational world" in the country and "the dry branch that
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had withered away at the wintry touch of Western influence festively putting
forth fresh foliage", when Mookerjee, as Vice-Chancellor of the University of
Calcutta, hammering away at calcified colonial convention, invited him to
deliver the Convocation Address in Bengali in 1937.

Mookerjee's contribution in other fields, apart from politics, was striking as
well, bringing him out as a leader with a vision that was in tune with a rising
and an aspiring India. Under the exigencies and rigours of quotidian politics
and under the compulsions of an idée fixe when it comes to his ideological
formulations, these other aspects of his thoughts and contemplations have often
been overlooked or obscured.

His keenness to see cutting-edge research in the field of nuclear energy, for
example, was an expression of his will to see India self-reliant. In 1948, while
inaugurating the Institute of Nuclear Physics in Calcutta, Mookerjee displayed
a deep insight into the future of India's energy needs when he said, referring to
the "peace-time applications of atomic energy" that "it places in the hands of
man a source of power limitless in quantity, transportable to every region of
the world and usable for every need of mankind." In trying to harness this
mighty source of energy, Mookerjee pointed out, "India cannot remain a mere
spectator, particularly when she has all the raw materials in plenty for the
development of atomic energy" and especially when "within our own lifetime,
we may find the results of atomic energy research affecting all the phases of
human life."

But Mookerjee was perhaps his eloquent best when dilating on the theme
of Indian education. His convocation speeches delivered all across India and
over decades read like a veritable discussion on the challenges, potential and
future of Indian education. They reveal a mind in relentless quest and pursuit
of educational excellence in India, a mind which dreamt of re-igniting and
unleashing the deeper dimensions and potentials of the essential Indian mind,
long cramped within the confines of an alien education framework.

He was hinting at a future framework and goal of indigenous education in
a free India when Mookerjee told a young audience that Indian universities, if
they were to "play their role in the rebuilding of new India, must not regard
themselves as exclusive institutions which exist apart from the currents of the
country's life" and would have to "saturate" their alumni with "lessons of India's
history and civilisation" and "instill into them unity and reason, strength and
dauntlessness, and inspire them with skill and knowledge and teach them to
apply themselves" to national service.
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It is as a tribute to Mookerjee's indomitable conviction and irrepressible
democratic spirit that for the first time since independence, this July 6, his
113th birth anniversary, the political thought and vision that he launched and
strove to establish against overwhelming odds has finally assumed unalloyed
power and primacy. Such a decisive change does present an opportunity of
finally drawing-up his vision of India in freedom.

o

Syama Prasad delivering Convocation address at Vishwa Bharati
in 1950
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Why Syama Prasad Mookerjee Is
Relevant Today

. Dr. Anirban Ganguly

e of the starkest manifestations of the Nehruvian consensus has been
e marginalisation, in our national discourse, of non-Nehruvian or non-
ongress leaders, both of thought and of politics. These were the leaders who
challenged Nehru's political methods and direction; the ones who dared to
evolve an alternative framework for national regeneration by drawing
inspiration from the deeper civilisational fountains of Indian experience.

There was a peculiar character trait of the Nehruvian system or state. Those
who spoke of a different route of national progress, or those who advocated
the need to derive direction and inspiration from our essential civilisational
and cultural self, were hardest hit or most severely attacked by the system;
their legacies or contributions in independent India largely ignored or shrouded
in a mist of obfuscation.

Dr. Syama Prasad Mookerjee, whose 114th birth anniversary falls on this
6th July, was one such stalwart whose legacy would have long been erased
had it not been for the determined struggle waged by the political party he
founded in independent India.

Rarely does one come across such versatility and such a multifarious action
packed life as Syama Prasad Mookerjee's. And that too a life, that all but spanned
tiftty-two years, only the last fourteen of which were spent in active politics.
Whether it was imparting a new direction to Indian education within the confines
of the still-prevailing colonial system; or reaching out to the wider world and
inviting its educational institutions to engage with India; or encouraging Indian
scholars to undertake excavations and promote the study of Indian history from
aliberated Indian perspective; or the setting up of a museum within the University
or encouraging the growth of Bharatiya languages, as the youngest Vice-
Chancellor of the University of Calcutta, Syama Prasad, in his tenure, succeeded
in giving an altogether refreshing and bold educational path.

While Syama Prasad's father, Asutosh Mookerjee- himself a legendary
educationist and juridical icon- going against convention, bestowed on
Rabindranath Tagore a doctorate, Syama Prasad invited Tagore in 1937 to
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deliver the University convocation address in Bengali - the first such invitation
in the annals of the University. It was a move that repositioned to some
centrality the importance of Indian languages in the cultural and political
regeneration of India. A deeply moved Tagore, in his address, referred to how
Syama Prasad's father had "carved a channel...through which the Bengali
language could flow into" the precincts of the university and how now his
'worthy son and successor" had widened that channel for which he deserved
the "blessings of his motherland." In fact, it was such unconventionality, and
non-conformism that always characterised Syama Prasad's public action, be it
in the field of politics, education or administration.

The sanctions of a colonial system, the stranglehold of the colonial education
machinery could never deter him from speaking his mind out on the
degradation of India under foreign yoke. Addressing the students of the
University of Patna, for example, on their Convocation day sometime in 1937,
Syama Prasad, unequivocally described the detrimental effects of foreign rule
on our educational direction and priorities. "We must boldly take stock", he
reminded his young audience, "of the things that we have lost and yearn for.
We find a general decay of the creative Indian arts which once triumphantly
flourished in this land, and produced the frescoes of Ajanta and the Taj of Agra,
Indian music, Indian art and architecture, and Indian literature...We witness
the decline and disappearance of the indigenous industries of India which
mainly thrived in her own towns and villages. Such cottage industries, if they
are to be revived, developed and saved from foreign competition require the
unstinted support of the state. We find also deplorable neglect of the health
and welfare of the villages of India which are today but shadows of their former
affluence and happiness. Indeed much of India's poverty and distress is traced
to systematic pursuit of an economic and industrial policy which has not been
prompted and administered in the sole interest of India and her inhabitants."

His concern for evolving a wide base of research on civilisational subjects
that would aid in articulating the Indian narrative saw forceful reiteration
years later in independent India.

Addressing the students and faculty of Delhi University in 1952, perhaps
his last educational address, Syama Prasad broached an agenda which would
remain largely unfulfilled or adversely addressed in the decades that followed.
In this articulation of his comes his essential self and world-view, that of an
educationist eager to blend India's civilisational acquisitions and repositories
with the exigencies of the present and at the same time eager to disseminate
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these to a world eagerly looking towards India for light and knowledge.

Syama Prasad consistently argued for the need to encourage research "on
subjects which have a special relation to the Indian problems of today or the
basic conception of Indian culture and civilisation. Indian History, Indian
Thought and Philosophy, Indian Art, Architecture, Music and Indian Sociology
afford field for laborious work by hundreds of scholars. The fruits of their study
and investigation are bound to produce new light which will help us in
remodeling the structure of our society and the pattern of our lives in a worthy
manner. Information on these subjects is widely sought for today by people
coming from distant lands...To unearth the hidden wisdom of our country is
not to seek benefit for ourselves alone, enabling us to appreciate our heritage,
but also to share it with the rest of the world."

His presence, his commitment to the causes he championed inspired
confidence not only among Syama Prasad's adherents and among those who
once politically opposed him but also among some of the leading minds of his
era. It is little known or discussed that it was Sardar Patel who pushed for
Syama Prasad's entry in the first cabinet of independent India. When as a
disciplined political soldier and worker, Syama Prasad is said to have asked
Savarkar on the course he should adopt over Patel's proposal, Savarkar,
displaying his essential statesmanship and vision, advised Syama Prasad to
accept the offer as it would give an opportunity to directly work for India's
regeneration. Such aspects or actions of these leaders have been conveniently
consigned to the dungeons of oblivion lest they upset the carefully crafted and
politically potent false image that has served a certain political line.

It is little known, for example, that when the son of the iconic revolutionary-
nationalist Bagha Jatin (Jatindranath Mukherjee) asked Sri Aurobindo as to what
their course of political action must be in Muslim League dominated Bengal, the
Sage of Pondicherry is said to have instructed them to join Syama Prasad and to
strengthen his work for the Hindus of Bengal. Even in his acceptance to join the
Fazlul Haq government in Bengal as Finance Minister Syama Prasad displayed
an astute political sense by ensuring, at least for a while, the sidelining of the
Muslim League and exposing the colonial Bengal administration, especially its
Governor's designs to up the ante on the communal front and keep the state on
a perennial state of uncertainty and conflict.

In a letter to the then Bengal Governor, Syama Prasad wrote, that:

"for the first time in the history of British India, whatever democratic
constitution has been handed over to us, in spite of its manifold defects, was
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sought to be worked in Bengal by Hindu and Muslims representatives who
wielded considerable influence over their own community. The success of this
experiment naturally would give a lie direct to the plea of communal
disharmony standing in the way of India's political advancement."

While the Governor and his secretariat, "particularly the British and pro-
Muslim League personnel," did "everything possible to discredit the ministry,
by putting hindrances in the way of its smooth sailing and encouraging the
Muslim League opposition to kick up communal trouble", Syama Prasad
performed as one of the best Finance Ministers. It was also a period when after
along interval, the Hindus of Bengal began feeling completely safe and assured.
The rabid Islamist elements, the Leaguers and colonial cronies were for the
tirst time sidelined in Bengal politics.

In his personal life and political conviction Syama Prasad Mookerjee's
pragmatism, fearless commitment to the democratic spirit and polity of India and
especially to her integrity is what defined and set him apart and above many of his
peers. While Nehru spoke of crushing dissent and opposition, Syama Prasad spoke
of annihilating and crushing that mentality itself. It was largely due to his dexterous
statesmanship and vision that an opposition block could evolve and survive the
Congress's steam-rolling tendencies. In his short years in Parliament, he not only
strengthened the fledgling republic's democratic ethos but also displayed a
remarkable appreciation of the federal spirit. Perhaps he was cautioning against a
growing Nehruvian tendency when he once observed, that the function of a leader
is "to try and bring out the best among his people and not to hesitate to correct
their weaknesses - for every nation and every community has its weaknesses: [and]
if instead leaders of the people try to follow the easier course - to appeal to
weaknesses or to encourage tendencies that they know to be adverse to sound
development - then the result will be not be progress but decline and disaster."

In the end, as he once observed with great prescience, "Nations live or die
according to the character of the people. Wealth, arms, munitions, disciplined
armies and navies and air forces are of splendid service but the character of
the people, the character in to which the youth is growing, determines the life
or death of the nation."

It augurs well that in the changed political atmosphere of the last one year,
Syama Prasad Mookerjee's vision of civilisational India, and the evolution of
her present and future have greater scope for fulfillment and fruition. That
would eventually mean the complete dissolution of the Nehruvian narrative
and its debilitating expressions and effects. o

(Writer is a Director of Syama Prasad Mookerjee Research Foundation)
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Dr. Syama Prasad Mookerjee:
a heartfelt tribute

.Sama Prasad Mookerjee was born in a Bengali family on 6 July 1901 in
alcutta (Kolkata). His father was Sir Ashutosh Mukherjee, a judge of the
igh Court of Judicature at Fort William, Bengal, who was also Vice-Chancellor
of the University of Calcutta. His mother was Lady Jogamaya Devi Mukherjee.
Eminent writer and Himalaya lover Uma Prasad Mukhopadhyay was his
younger brother.

Syama Prasad grew up to be "an introvert, rather insular, a reflective person;
also an emotional person", who needed someone else by his side to give him
emotional support. He was seriously affected by the early death of his wife
Sudha Devi and never remarried.

Mookerjee obtained his degrees from the University of Calcutta. Syama
Prasad was elected Fellow of Calcutta University at the age of 23. He was
appointed member of the Syndicate of the Calcutta University in the place
fallen vacant due to the death of Sir Ashutosh and very soon it became apparent
that the mantle of his illustrious father had fallen upon his broad shoulders in
the educational sphere. He made the University his own, as his distinguished
father had done before him, serving it with single minded devotion.

He enrolled as an advocate in Calcutta High Court in 1924 after his father
had died. Subsequently he left for England in 1926 to study at Lincoln's Inn
and became a Barrister-at-Law in 1927. There, he represented the Calcutta
University at the conference of Universities of the British Empire.

At the age of 33, he became the youngest Vice-Chancellor of the University
of Calcutta, for two successive terms - 1934-38, President, Post-graduate
Councils in Arts and Science for successive years. He also held the chair of the
Dean of Faculty of Arts, Member and then Chairman, Inter-University Board.

During the four years of his service as the Vice-Chancellor, Syama Prasad
did not spare time, energy, health, convenience or anything worth having in
life; where they stood in the way of the performance of what he considered his
duty and this he did against the advice of his doctors. He initiated certain new
departments and courses and developed and improved existing ones.

In 1935, he became Member of the Court and Council of the Indian Institute
of Science, Bangalore. He also took an active interest in its development and
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smooth running of the institute. In 1937, he was elected to the Bengal Legislative
Assembly under the reformed constitution from the University constituency.
That was when he began to take active interest in Bengal Politics.

Political Career

Syama Prasad Mookerjee started his political career in 1929 as member of
the Legislative Council of Bengal, as an Indian National Congress candidate
representing Calcutta University but resigned the next year when Congress
decided to boycott the legislature. Subsequently, he contested the election as
an independent candidate and was elected.

He became the opposition leader when the Krishak Praja Party - Muslim
League coalition was in power 1937-41 and joined the Progressive Coalition
Ministry headed by Fazlul Haq as a Finance Minister, but resigned within a
year. He joined the Ministry as Finance Minister, Bengal and served the
Progressive Coalition Ministry from 11.12.1941 to 20.11.1942. This was the
first and the last Hindu-Muslim joint ministry in Bengal, and his earnest effort
to get Bengal rid of communal administration perused by the Muslim League
Ministry.

Syama Prasad gradually drifted into the fold of the Hindu Mahasabha,
which he galvanized into new life as an instrument for the service of the country
in general and Hindus in particular. He took prominent part in the 21st session
of the All India Hindu Mahasabha at Calcutta under the Presidentship of Veer
Savarkar. In 1940 he became working President of All India Hindu Mahasabha,
Bengal and also President of Hindu Mahasabha in 1944.

Syama Prasad's association with the Hindu Mahasabha was the outcome
of his strong reaction to the communal politics of the Muslim League and the
anti-national and disruptive forces let loose by it. Mookerjee adopted causes to
protect Hindus against what he believed to be the communal propaganda and
the divisive agenda of the Muslim League. Mookerjee and his future followers
would always cite inherent Hindu practices of tolerance and communal respect
as the reason for a healthy, prosperous and safe Muslim population in the
country in the first place.

Mookerjee was a political leader who felt the need to counteract the
communalist and separatist Muslim League of Muhammad Ali Jinnah, who
were demanding either exaggerated Muslim rights or a Muslim state of
Pakistan.

The Bhagalpur session of the Hindu Mahasabha was banned by the then
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Governor of Bihar. Dr. Mookerjee, as President, preceded to Bhagalpur to defy
the ban and was arrested and detained under the Defense of India Rules and
later released.

Dr. Mookerjee took part in Cripps Mission deliberations, first among the
political parties to reject the Cripps offer which gave support to Muslim
League's demand for the partition of India on a communal basis.

Syama Prasad Mookerjee was initially a strong opponent of the Partition of
India, but following the communal riots of 1946-47, he strongly disfavored
Hindus continuing to live in a Muslim-dominated state and under a
government controlled by the Muslim League.

He wanted the Hindu Mahasabha not to be restricted to Hindus alone or
work as an apolitical body for the service of the masses. Following the
assassination of Mohandas K. Gandhi by Nathuram Godse, the Mahasabha
was blamed chiefly for the heinous act and became deeply unpopular.
Mookerjee himself condemned the murder.

Calcutta Killing

His views were strongly affected by the Noakhali genocide in East Bengal.
On the failure of the Cabinet Mission to solve the problem relating to the
transfer of power to Indian Leaders, the Muslim League under the instruction
of Jinnah and "guidance" of H. S. Suhrawardy, launched the "direct action"
against Hindus in Calcutta on 16th August, 1946. Rampant looting, killing &
arson went on for four days.

This was followed by a gruesome series of massacres, brutal rapes, abduction
and forced conversions of Hindus and looting and arson of Hindu properties,
perpetrated by the Muslim community in the districts of Noakhali in the
Chittagong Division of Bengal in October - November 1946-a year before India's
independence from British rule.

Syama Prasad resigned from the Ministry of Bengal as a protest against the
Governor's policy of repression in Midnapore and elsewhere in connection
with August 1942 quit India Movement.

Mookerjee supported the partition of Bengal in 1946 to prevent the inclusion
of its Hindu-majority areas in a Muslim-dominated East Pakistan. He also
opposed a failed bid for a united but independent Bengal made in 1947 by
Sarat Bose, the brother of Subhas Chandra Bose and Huseyn Shaheed
Suhrawardy, a Bengali Muslim politician.
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Post-Independence career

Although he was an ardent believer in the integrity of the country that he
loved so much, when he found that the division of India had become imminent
and the emergence of Pakistan inevitable, he joined hands with similar minded
leaders in demanding a division of Bengal using the same logic as applied to
the rest of India. Thus a portion of Bengal, now named as West Bengal, was
saved from the clutches of the Muslim League and remained with the Indian
Union.

India's first Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru inducted him in the Interim
Central Government as a Minister for Industry and Supply. Dr. Mookherjee
was widely respected by many Indians and also by members of the Indian
National Congress and Sardar Vallabh Bhai Patel, one of its chief leaders.

On the issue of the 1949 Delhi Pact with Pakistani Prime Minister Liyaqat
Ali Khan, Mookerjee resigned from the cabinet on April 6, 1950. He was firmly
against Nehru's invitation to the Pakistan PM, and their joint pact to establish
minority commissions and guarantee minority rights in both countries. He
wanted to hold Pakistan directly responsible for the terrible influx of millions
of Hindu refugees from East Pakistan, who had left the state fearing religious
suppression and persecution aided by the state. Dr. Mookherjee considered
Nehru's actions as appeasement, and was hailed as a hero by the people of
West Bengal.

After consultation with Madhav Sadashiv Golwalkar, leader of the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, Dr. Mukherjee founded the Bharatiya Jana
Sangh on October 21, 1951 at Delhi and became its first President. In the 1952
General Elections to the Parliament of India, Dr Mookerjee and Bharatiya Jana
Sangh won 3 seats.

Jan Sangh criticised favouritism to India's Muslims by the Nehru
administration and promoted free-market economics as opposed to the
socialism in Nehru's economic and social policies. Bharatiya Jana Sangh also
favoured a Uniform Civil Code for both Hindus and Muslims, wanted to ban
cow slaughter and end the special status of Muslim-majority, Jammu and
Kashmir. He opposed the Congress decision to allow J&K to be a special state
and have its own Flag, Prime Minister. No one, including the President of India
could enter into Kashmir without Kashmir's Prime Minister's permission.

In order to oppose this, he once said "Ek desh me do Vidhan, do Pradhan
aur do Nishan nahin chalenge"(One country cannot have two constitutions,
two Prime Ministers and two National Emblems).
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Last days

Syama Prasad Mukherjee went to visit Kashmir in 1953, and went on a
hunger strike to protest the law prohibiting Indian citizens from settling in a
state in their own country and the need to carry ID cards and was arrested on
11th May while crossing the border along with Guru Dutt Vaid and Tekchand
Sharma.

Syama Prasad Mukherjee was kept under detention under the rule of Sheikh
Abdullah, the then Prime Minister of Kashmir and a close friend of Jawaharlal
Nehru. In less than two months under detention, he passed away on June 23,
1953 under mysterious circumstances.

His death in custody raised wide suspicions across the country and demands
for independent enquiry including earnest requests from his mother, Jogmaya
Devi to the then Prime Minister of India, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru.
Unfortunately no enquiry commission was set up and his death remains a
mystery.

Dr Syama Prasad Mukherjee will be regarded as having died a martyr's
death in Kashmir. It is a grim tragedy that a great patriot of his stature should
have died a premature and unseemly death while in detention without trial.
Syama Prasad, in order to foil the evil design of Sheikh Abdullah, the self-
proclaimed Premiere of Jammu and Kashmir, not only gave up his precious
life for the sake of the country but forced the Government of India to accept
that there must beOne Nation, One Nishan, One Vidhan and One Pradhan in
India.

o
Courtesy: httpy//indiafacts.org/dr-syama-prasad-mookerjee-heartfelt-
tribute/

www.spmrf.org



Dr. Syama Prasad Mookerjee
Research Foundation

. https://fweb.facebook.com/spmrfoundation

. httpsy//twitter.com/spmrfoundation



