THAT’S LIFE

Retirement and After

@etirement from regular
employment after superannuation is
part of life for people in India. In
Government and several public
sector services they retire at the age
of 60— plus or minus a few years.
Some feel retirement is thrust on
them and so seek another
employment soon after retirement
to make ends meet. Some want to
settle down to do what they always
wanted to do like reading, writing,
painting or listening to music. Most
of them look forward to enjoying
their retired life whatever that may
mean. People of the third type even
seek voluntary retirement offered by

Retirement does not
always lead to non-
productivity. If you have a
knack for some thing
in life you might as
well get inspired
and start a
second career
Jrom that says
V.Srinivasan.

We do not come

across any references to
retirement or pension in
the days of Chanakya,
Ashoka or Akbar. In
countries like the
United States of
America—retirement—
as practiced in India
does not exist.

some employers with added
benefits.

The Hindu dharma (way of life)
prescribes bhalyam (childhood),
youwanam (youth),
grahasthashram (married life) and
vanaprasthashram/sanyasam
(retirement/renunciation) as the
different  stages of life.
Vanaprasthashram means retiring
from regular activities to settle down
in solitude without being a burden
on one’s offspring. Sanyasam is
renunciation from the routine to
adopt a different life with reduced
desires. In the epics and puranas
we come across instances of kings,
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ministers, army chiefs and
noblemen renouncing materialism
after handing over the reins of
power to their descendants.

Retirement with pension and other
benefits is a creation of the British
in India who wanted to reward the
British and European employees
who had worked for them in their
colonies— by allowing them to
return home and ‘enjoy’ life after
their overseas service. We do not
come across any references to
retirement or pension in the days of
Chanakya, Ashoka or Akbar. In
countries like the United States of
America—retirement— as practiced
in India does not exist. Once a
person earns tenure (permanency
in service) he/she continues in
service as long as they want to—
unless found to be physically or
mentally unfit. However, many retire
and leave the service at their
convenience. Their own
investments, and social security
benefits offered by their government
take care of their expenses post-
retirement. A few, especially in
teaching or research, continue to
serve the same institution after
retirement in an emeritus status with
reduced workload and emoluments.

In the year 1994 | retired from the
American College, Madurai after 35
years of service there and a total of
37 years in teaching. | served in
colleges receiving aid from the
Government. As a result | became
eligible for a good monthly pension
and other retirement benefits from
the Government of Tamilnadu.
These are sufficient for a small
family consisting of my wife and
myself— the children having gone
away with their own families.

| was faced with the question of how
| should spend my retired life. |
looked around for models.

The first turned out to be my own
father, Mr. A. R. Vijayaraghavan. He

THAT’S LIFE

And finally at the

age of 80 when my
father’s hands became
too shaky to even hold a
pen— he took his
second retirement. He
passed away.

served the Education Department
and retired at the age of 55, the
prescribed age of retirement then.
After retirement he joined the office
of Fatima College, Madurai and
served there for the next 25 year.
He was the only earning member in
the family when he retired. Though
married at the right age his children
were born very late, as a result of
which his eldest son was still in
college—the youngest was yet to
step into nursery— when he retired!
Since his pension was a meager
amount the job in Fatima College
came as a blessing.

Fifteen years after he joined Fatima
College— his daughters were
married, his sons had started
earning and the family had built a
house of its own. He could have
voluntarily retired, but he continued
to serve the College. After 23 years
of service when he became
physically weak the College allowed
him to attend office whenever he
could. And finally at the age of 80
when my father’s hands became too
shaky to even hold a pen— he took
his second retirement. He passed
away. The message | got from him
was one should work as long as
health permits.

The second model was Dr. M. A.
Thangaraj— Professor of Physics
and Principal of the American
College. While he was in service in
the College, Mrs. Thangaraj and he

had founded Anbagam— a special
school-cum-vocational training
centre for mentally challenged
children. After his retirement— and
a couple of assignments for short
periods such as with AIACHE (All
India Association for Christian
Higher Education, New Delhi) and
the Church of South India— he
became an integral part of
Anbagam. He gave away his
retirement benefits to Anbagam;
built a home for his family in the
campus itself. He and his wife
decided to spend their life with the
children of Anbagam. He also took
care of the day-to-day
administration of Anbagam. And
with his teaching and administration
background he created a college in
Anbagam —affiliated to Madurai
Kamaraj University— it offers a
bachelors’ degree programme in
special education (B.Ed.) for
teaching mentally challenged
children. The message that | got
from this model was that serving the
society is a fruitful retirement activity.

The third model is Dr. G.
Venkataswamy- renowned
Ophthalmologist and the founder of
Aravind Eye Hospital. After his
retirement as Chief of the
Ophthalmology Unit of Government
Erskine (now Rajaji) Hospital in
Madurai, he stayed on in the same
field and created an eye hospital
with just 11 beds in a private home—
in 1976. In the last thirty years the
hospital has grown to be a unique
institution with a total of more than
4000 beds— with branches in
Tirunelveli, Theni, Coimbatore and
Pondicherry— serving as a model
for other eye hospitals in India and
other countries to follow. The
institution created by him not only
provides eye care but also serves
as a training centre for
ophthalmologists, optometrists,
ophthalmic assistants and hospital
administrators. Aurolab— a wing of
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the hospital— also manufactures
world-class intraocular lenses
(IOLs) and other eye care products.
These products are exported to
more than 100 countries. At 87 he
still likes to spend time in his office
every day. The message | learnt
from him was that there is no limit
to what one can achieve after
retirement.

So in my twelve years of retirement
how far have | followed these
models?

The time of my retirement coincided
with the mushrooming of private
self-financing colleges in Tamilnadu
and principals were being appointed
for those colleges. However for a
person who had enjoyed academic
and financial freedom in the
American College, these self-
financing colleges could not be a
match. | lasted as Principal of a
College for six days and of
another— sixty days. The second
one was certainly an order of
magnitude better than the first— but
still several orders of magnitude
lower than what | was used to.

Repairing instruments has always
been my hobby. During the days
when | went to other colleges as
external examiner | repaired their
instruments especially when the
college asked me to. So | decided
to enter full-time instruments’ repair
and maintenance work in the
Pankajam Instruments Clinic that |
had started in my home. My
intention was to provide repairing
service for hospital instruments—
because | felt our area needed it.
The word clinic was chosen to
appeal to doctors. Though | had the
technical skills— | discovered |
lacked business skills in finding
‘patients’ for my clinic. Most of my
customers were my own old
students serving in local schools
and colleges. They brought a lot of
laboratory instruments for servicing.
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If | were able to
influence a single
retired physics teacher
to think of starting a
similar activity
somewhere—the
motive of this story
would be complete.

Though work was paying off slowly
it was not satisfying.

Exactly a year after retirement |
called on Dr. G. Venkataswamy at
Aravind Eye Hospital to request him
to spare ‘patients’ for my clinic from
his hospital. His immediate
response was that if | wanted | could
work in the instruments
maintenance laboratory of the
Hospital and take care of his
instruments there. Then, he made
a prophetic statement about me. He
said that with my teaching
background | would also be
teaching others to repair
instruments. | got more than | came
for and joined Aravind Eye
Hospital— leaving my Pankajam
Instruments Clinic in hibernation.

Eighteen months after joining
Aravind | became the leader of a
team that created and ran periodic
short-term (6 weeks) courses to
train technicians from other eye
hospitals. The courses were aimed
to train them in the care and
maintenance of eye hospital
instruments. The courses were
modeled after the UGC -sponsored
summer institutes that | had
participated in my American College
days. The courses became an
instant success and there was a

great demand for them. In the last
ten years 43 courses were held
training 253 technicians. 187 were
from different States of India and 66
from 19 developing countries —
Belise (Central America), Jamaica
(West Indies), Ghana, Nigeria,
Uganda, Kenya, Malawi, Tansania,
Sambia, Sansibar, Pakistan, Nepal,
Bangladesh, Myanmar, Indonesia,
Cambodia, Vietnam, Philippines
and Papua New Guinea. Besides
this | was invited to establish similar
training centers in Kaduna in
Nigeria, Hanoi in Vietnam, Kikuyu
in Kenya and Chittagong in
Bangladesh where | trained a total
of 36 more technicians. | have
invitations in hand to run similar
courses in Peshawar in Pakistan,
Addis Ababa in Ethiopia and
Kampala in Uganda in the next few
months.

The department has grown from
four technicians in 1995 to thirty at
present. Their work has led to a few
inventions in the form of
inexpensive gadgets in the field of
eye care. The work has provided for
a few publications in national and
international journals and gave me
invitations to participate in
international conferences and
workshops in Hyderabad, New
Delhi, Chennai, Sydney (Australia),
Dubai (UAE) and Jamaica (West
Indies)—which is very satisfying.
My motto is- ‘an instrument repaired
is an instrument gained’. This is the
only way to beat the statistics of
WHO (World Health Organisation)
that says— at any given time 50%
of hospital instruments are not
functioning all over the world. This
percentage is more in developing
countries where the need is also
more. If | were able to influence a
single retired physics teacher to
think of starting a similar activity
somewhere—the motive of this
story would be complete.
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