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“VKRV Rao as Leader”, by S L Rao

VKRV Rao was a brilliant scholar. In Bombay University he was recognized as an outstanding student of economics. He was also an activist, very active with Yusuf Mehralli’s Young Scialist League. In Cambridge, UK, where he took his Phd, he was a student of John Maynard Keynes and over almost his entire stay in Cambridge he was a member of the Political Economy Club which met every Monday night in Lord Keynes’s rooms in the College along with legendary faculty like Joan Robinson and her husband EAG Robinson, Maurice Dobb and many others. A C Pigou, the father of Welfare Economics was one of his teachers. It was inevitable that he saw a role for government spending in improving human welfare in a backward economy. 

    He was the first to develop a scientific basis for the estimating India’s national income, essential to understand deprivation and its extent so that policies could be developed to deal with it. His national income methodology is in use even today. He was a prolific researcher, writer, speaker and a charismatic person whose overpowering personality was irresistible to many. He was close to Jawaharlal Nehru who he met for the first time when Nehru visited Cambridge and Rao hosted him in the 1930’s. In later years after Rao accepted a position at the Delhi University he met Nehru at least every month after he became Prime Minister in 1946. Rao was intimately involved in the economic policies of India after independence. 

   But he is much better known as a great institution builder. He founded and directed at the outset the DSE, IEG and ISEC in Bangalore. 

His career objective was not to make money. Of course he wanted a comfortable life, good education for his children, to dress well, and so forth. But money did not rule his life and he gave up many opportunities to become really rich. Indeed he was in straitened circumstances in his old age, quite different from what it could have been if he had paid more attention to accumulating wealth. 

I have heard many really wealthy people have a similar attitude to their personal wealth. Azim Premji is embarrassed about his wealth; Narayana Murthy does not consider it important. This applies to many other  successful leaders including businessmen for whom money is incidental, not their purpose. As a cell phone network advertisement put it, they all want to “kuch karke dikhana hai”, “show the world that they can do some thing different and extraordinary”. With Dr Rao it was the passion to create world-class teaching and research institutions in India to match the best in the world. Can our educational system change the spirit of young students in a way that they imbibe the spirit of such selflessness and passion ‘to do something’? 

Dr Rao regarded economics as only one among the other social sciences. Each had to learn from and contribute to the others for a fuller and better understanding of Man in Society. Some other great social scientists have  shared this attitude to their social science specialization. Dr Rao’s vision was very simple and clear-to build world class teaching and research institutions that would apply the tools and techniques of economics with an understanding of societies and cultures so as to improve the lot of the common Indian. 
He had a large social purpose, the removal of poverty through applying learning. He was determined to show the world what India and Indians could do. Nothing could come in the way of that. This vision and purpose are to be seen through his work as a scholar and in the institutions that he built. All great leaders have this kind of vision that goes beyond numbers and results but has an overriding purpose. 

He was passionate about his institutions and all his waking and perhaps also sleeping hours were devoted to them. P N Dhar writes about how in 1946, sitting in two old military barracks that were then the Faculty of Arts, this young and first ever Professor of Economics in Delhi University, talked about the DSE as something that was already there and how it was going to match the LSE. I have noticed this trait among other great business and social entrepreneurs. For example, Shiv Nadar, who built a worldwide information technology empire in hardware and software would talk long before his great achievements as if he already had built a major company.  He always talked of what he would be doing with the company ten years hence. He lived in the tomorrow, and believed in his dream. He also knew how to go about achieving. Leaders like VKRV Rao are not mere dreamers, they not only have a clear vision and are passionate about it but have the intelligence to know how to make it come true. 

We talk today as if knowledge is a monopoly of IT and service companies only. But all great leaders have great domain knowledge. That gives them the credibility and the right to go up the ladder and lead a group. Dr Rao’s scholarship and academic achievements were incontestable. He was published in the best international journals; he was highly respected around the world for his work as an economist; everyone wanted his inputs into policy; he was a great teacher and supervisor with doctoral students. Amartya Sen was famous as teacher of choice theory and mathematical economics to his students in the Delhi School of Economics in the 1960’s. Narayana Murthy was a hands-on IT practitioner. Indeed you will find that all great leaders have enormous competence in something before they go on to greater achievements. We need to educate our students that they must start as specialists of high quality in something before they can be accepted as and become Leaders. 
They must also be able convert vision into objectives, strategies and plans; they must be entrepreneurs-in one field or the other-as well as leaders. Dr Rao showed all these qualities.

His other great quality was in identifying talent, attracting it to his institutions, and nurturing young talent, each of which qualities is common with all great leaders. When you read Gita Piramal about Dhirubhai Ambani you find that he was always looking for the best talent, that he respected it, nurtured it and gave it chances. R K Pachauri has built the most successful research institution in environment and energy that India has ever seen, big and multinational, with very few in the world like it. If you visit TERI you will find that the majority of researchers are young people in their 20’s, many women, and all doing highly responsible work. In my first job in 1957 I was selected to be a management trainee out of 10000 or so. The Chairman personally monitored my career growth and that of other trainees. Picking the best people, giving them experiences and trusting them with high responsibility at a young age, and keeping an eye on their work and problems, these are common attributes of Leaders. VKRV Rao exemplified this approach all his life. 
 How much sense of responsibility for the future does education in India instill in students? Dr Rao changed the university rules and fought the university bureaucracy to have three Professors in economics in the 1950’s. He brought in KN Raj when Raj was 32, as Professor. Later, he gave up his own Chair in the University for Amartya Sen. In 1955 he brought in a monetary economist from Osmania and gave him a year to study agricultural economics in the Library. A.M. Khusro became one of the best-loved and respected agricultural economists in India. Look around India and the world and you will find top economists, administrators and policy-makers who  graduated from or were on the faculty of the Delhi School of Economics, Institute of Economic Growth or the Institute for Social and Economic Change. Some companies like General Electric are a bottomless pool of talent and many major American companies have GE people at the top. But GE has a deep well of talent and does not suffer. Leaders like Rao keep looking for the best talented people, find a way to bring them into their institutions, nurture and mentor the young to become themselves great, and have no fear of youthful talent. VKRV Rao was a master at this. How do we teach our young this sense for the future and for people as the key? 

 Prime Minister Vajpayee, President Kalam, Lal Bahadur Shastri, Dhirubhai Ambani, Munjal of Hero, and so many others, the list of great Indian Leaders whose English does not sound like the BBC, is long. Dr Rao was a commanding speaker and writer of English. But he fought hard to make Hindi into a universal Indian national language and for the mother tongue as a medium of instruction. His argument was that we need to allow the lowest in the country an opportunity to grow and the mother tongue is the language that is most suited to learning. He had a well-publicized row with C Rajagopalachari (Rajaji) on the subject. We need to teach all our students to have pride in being Indians, in their own language even while they learn English, to appreciate the great things about their culture, so that they can hold themselves with pride in any society. 
  Great leaders are not ashamed about their background or tradition. They are rooted in the soil of India or their own countries. They know their environment, how to cope in it and how to change it for the better. VKRV Rao was a wonderful example of that, educated in the greatest of foreign educational institutions, at home in any international gathering, but not willing to bow down to anyone because of race or nationality. This was despite being a citizen of a British colony. 

Our education is western oriented, not rooted in our soil. We as a people are largely a patriarchal, superstitious, devout, family oriented, sentimental people who are taught as managers that we must always be rational, objective, neutral with people, unemotional and never sentimental. Many of us are in straight jackets at work since we are very different in our homes and with our families when we can be ourselves. How can we make the two congruent and when we do would we not be much more effective? Great Leaders do it. Our education (and particularly management education) does not teach us in that way. It is rooted in foreign concepts and cultures. How can we ensure that we teach Pride in being who we are and where we come from to our students? 
   Great Leaders have enormous self-confidence, irrespective of their appearance, height, their accent, language or other apparent disabilities. When Dr Rao walked into a room he was the centre of attention. This is true all over the world of Leaders, even if they are short, diffident, low voiced and not charismatic. How do you develop this except through exceptional competence that gives you such confidence in who you are that you show it in our physical stance? Along with this goes an overwhelming ego-not in the sense of putting other people down but in the belief in oneself. Leaders believe that they can do it. There is no better example of this than President Abdul Kalam whose “India can do it” song surely made many of us even today believe that we can. In 2008n Barrack Obama did it in a very different society, the USA.
A Leader is not merely a dreamer, a visionary, a communicator, with a large ego about what he can do and about his institution. He is also a master of detail, not to enable him to interfere in the work of others but because of his need to know everything and factor the information into his dreams and plans to achieve them. Dr Rao was involved in every aspect of the DSE. So have been other great educational leaders like Ravi Mathai the charismatic leader and creator of IIMA or Kasturirangan at NIAS. Leaders in all aspects of life are no different in these characteristics. Our Leaders must be developed as Indians, not in a different and foreign mould. 

VKRV Rao was a natural Leader and he used his ability to achieve extraordinary things. (2052)
