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Rajendra Prasad:
Atmakatha (1947)

Rajendra Prasad (1884-1963) was the first President of the Indian
Republic, a post which he gained after years of involvement in the Indian
National Congress, and which he held from 1950 to 1962. It was under the
influence of Gandhi that he chose Hindi as the medium for his modest
output of essays and other writing; but his schooling had been primarily in
Urdu, Persian and English — all essential qualifications for his chosen
career as a lawyer — while Hindi and Sanskrit had been rather lower in his
list of priorities.

Though ‘Rajendra Babu’, as he is commonly known in Hindi sources,
did write on literary topics, and though his status ensures a degree of
critical praise for his writing skills, he had no real aspirations to
sophistication in his writing style, but rather maintained an almost
conversational naturalness and simplicity in much of his work, preferring
short colloquial words to long literary ones. His choice of vocabulary is,
nevertheless, evidence of his literacy in the three cultural languages of
Persian, Sanskrit and English._

Prasad’s autobiography, Atmakatha, was published in the year of
Independence, much of it having been written between 1942 and 1945 while
serving the jail sentence which was the lot of so many Congress politicians
involved in the Independence struggle. Much of the book is concerned,
unsurprisingly, with the narration and analysis of political developments
(including, in Chapter 115, the ‘national language’ question); but of equal
interest is the description of Prasad’s childhood, and it is from this early
part of the book that the extract is taken.

The passage begins with an account of Prasad’s initiation into the world
of literacy by the Maulvi Sahab, a humorous but rather daunting figure
who made a great impression on the boys in his charge. The second
paragraph recounts details of the Persian classes given by the Maulvi in his
little room adjacent to the family house; the daily routine started early,
with lessons before sunrise, but allowed sufficient time for relaxation and
the taking of meals; in the early afternoon the boys would rest with their
teacher in his room, secretly playing chess and other games while he slept;
after another round of lessons and relaxation there was the evening lighting
of lamps before the final lesson of the day.

A description of the recitation of the Hindi Ramayan follows in the third
paragraph. In a predominantly illiterate society, few people were able to
carry out the simplest of tasks to do with reading or writing; but a basic
literacy in the Kaithi script was imparted to some of the villagers by a
member of the Muslim weaver caste, and on the basis of such shaky
education there would be almost daily readings of the Ramayan in which
the assembled audience would repeat the Hindi verses aloud and so learn a
few stanzas and prayers by heart.

The Hindi text is taken from Atmakatha (Patna: Sahitya Sansar, 1947), pp.62-7, 8-9, and
12-13. A very loose English version, apparently translated by the author, is published under
the title Autobiography (Bombay: Asia Publishing House, 1957), the relevant passages being on

pp-7-8 and 11. For the background to Prasad’s involvement in the national language issue, see
LCND, chapter V.
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Rajendra Prasad 19

1 aksararambh: ‘initiation into literacy/schooling’ — one of the rites of passage celebrated
during childhood.

1 mere bhai: honorific p. exemplifies the respect traditionally shown to an elder brother.
2 chapre: Chapra is a town in Bihar, to the west of Patna.

3 bismillah: ‘In the name of God’, a Muslim invocation uttered at the commencement of any
new work (742); cf. the taking of the name of Hindu deities, particularly Ganesh, in the Hindu
tradition (and cf. also the phrase-verbs bismillah karna and Sriganes karna, ‘to commence’).

4  Sirni (= P $irini): a gift of sweetmeats made at the celebration of an auspicious event.

5 kutumb: ‘household’; a more commonly used term than parivar, which is more restricted in
its reference, as is E ‘family’ (and HU faimili: 922).

6 ab nahin rahe: ‘is no longer [with us]’, one of the very large number of HU euphemisms for
death.

7 ham log uthkar maktab meh cale ate: ‘we would all get up and troop in to the schoolroom’.
The habitual nature of the actions described in this and the following sentences is underlined
by the ptc. (ate etc.) without auxiliary. A maktab is a mosque school (722), the Muslim
equivalent of a paths$ala which teaches the rudiments of Hindu learning.

9 takhtpos: a low wooden frame with a cloth covering.
10 pahle ka parha hua sabak: ‘the previously learnt lesson’ (541).

11 amokhta (= P amoxtd): a P ptc. meaning ‘learnt’, used in the context of U education for
going over or revising a learnt lesson.

11 jo jitnd jald.. . usko utna hi jald: once one relative-correlative construction has been set up,
it can readily carry a second in parallel.

13 yah karte suryyoday hokar kuch din bhi nikal ata: ‘while [we were] doing this, the sun
would rise and a little daylight would appear’. The delightful word-economy of this sentence is
made possibly by typical HU ptc. usage (karte and hokar in their distinct functions).

24  usl jamane meh kabhi Satranj khelna bhi a gaya: ‘it was sometime in those days that I
picked up how to play chess’; bhi has little emphasis here, but provides a link with the .
previous sentence as do the words ‘it was. .. that. ..’ in the E sentence. (542b)

25 sepahar: ‘in the early afternoon’: this P compound (825) is common in U but not in H,
which has tisra pahar as the standard form.

26 ghanta-derh-ghanta din rahte: ‘while an hour or so of daylight remained’.

27 cirag-batt jalte: ‘with the lamps burning’. The compounding of P cirag ‘lamp’ with barti
‘lamp, wick’ is generalizing: ‘the various lamps’.

29 adab karke: ‘making a salutation’; the A word adab, the p. of adab, is central to the
complex Muslim code of good manners and etiquette.

30 ramayanpath: ‘reciting of the Ramayan’, which by default refers to the ‘Hindi Ramayan’,
i.e. the Ramcaritmanas of Tulsidas. This is the one text with a truly universal currency
throughout the H area; its dual attraction is its strong narrative line and its depiction of the
characters in the story as ideal models for human life and behaviour. The text is widely used
both for straightforward recitation, or as the basis of the Ramlild, the enormously popular
dramatic enactment of the Ram story performed by semi-professional troupes throughout the
H-speaking area.

33 kaithl: the Kaithi script is a simpler version of Devanagari, without Devanagari’s
characteristic top line, used particularly in Bihar and also in U.P. Its main use is in accounts
and record-keeping, and it is usually the special province of the Kayasth writer caste (which
gives it its name).

33 jati ke julaha: ‘by caste a Julaha’. Most North Indian members of this caste were converts
to Islam. Most famous of all was the fifteenth century H poet Kabir.

34 dyaurha: ‘half-as-much-again’, the reckoning of interest at 50%.
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19 Rajendra Prasad

34 man-ser ki bikri: ‘selling prices by the “maund” and “seer”. A ser is just over two
pounds, a man is forty ser. These traditional measures of weight have now been largely
replaced by metric units (kilo etc.), though they live on in idiom just as the ana does in
expressions of currency.

35 khol rakhi thi: khol rakhna means ‘to set up’, rather than simply ‘to open’, modal rakhna
adding a sense of ‘establishing’ to the main verb.

37 math: a place where sadhus live, sometimes having a formal organisational structure
under a mahant or ‘abbot’, but often (as here) a rather more informal institution.

38 caupai, and 41 doha: the prevalent metres of the Ramcaritmanas, and early H literature
generally. The caupai is particularly well suited to prolonged recitation, being a quatrain with
a regular rhythm and a strong rhyme; rhythmic and structural variation is provided by the
doha couplet (2).

39 vandana ka hissa: that part of the text comprising verses of praise and dedication, rather
than dealing with the narrative itself.

41 barjaban: (P; 843c) ‘on the tongue’, i.e. learned by heart and able to be recited. Cf. S
kanthasth ‘situated in the throat’, with the same sense.
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