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The range

of the book
and the
memoirist’s
interests is vast
and varied,

as is Sen’s
intellectual
peregrinations.
Dhaka,
Mandalay,
Santiniketan,
Cambridge,
Calcutta, Delhi,
Massachusetts,
California,
Boston and
where not?

Sen is an
indefatigable
traveler,
somehow
managing

the time in
between his
scholarly
pursuits and
teaching
assignments

to travel also
for travelling’s
sake all over
India, Europe
and the United
States.
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Home in the World:

The Autobiography of a
Well-Known Bengali

FAKRUL ALAM

The dust jacket cover of Amartya Sen’s
absorbing and remarkable memoir shows him
as a young boy, with his sister and a cousin
at home, looking out at the world. An apt
cover image of a fittingly titled book about
someone who would be always taking in the
world as he went all over it! As a student and
a teacher—but also as an exceptionally gifted
person endowed with a seemingly insatiable
appetite for knowledge—he would make
himself at home in the world mentally as
well as physically. Not even past adolescence,
we find him absorbed in a whole lot of issues
as an economist, a social scientist and a
humanist. As he matured, he would range
over issues such as capability, social choice
and social welfare, poverty and [amine,
and disciplines such as mathematics and
economics. Advocating internationalism
and highlighting the pitfalls of nationalism,
Sen has written a truly enlightening book. As
well, it shows the making of the future Nobel
laureate through a very readable narrative.
In short, this is intellectual autobiography
at its best—readable, thought-provoking and
continuously engrossing.

The range of the book and the memoirist’s
interests is vast and varied, as is Sen’s
intellectual peregrinations. Dhaka, Mandalay,
Santiniketan, Cambridge, Calcutta, Delhi,
Massachusetts, California, Boston and where
not? Sen is an indefatigable traveler, somehow
managing the time in between his scholarly
pursuits and teaching assignments to travel
also for travelling’s sake all over India, Europe
and the United States. He seems to relish
too being part of addas, discussion groups,
reading circles, seminars and lecture sessions.
Indeed, here is someone temperamentally
at home in the world, a citizen of it bent
on picking up whatever he gleans from his
contacts with peoples and places. Always, Sen
seems intent on transforming whatever he
sees and learns from his contact with people
and immersion in places and his scholarship
into ideas that will be of use to others.
Everything he observes and does appear grist
for the mill of an extraordinary intellectual on
the make in what is surely the first volume of
his memoirs.

Of his chief homes discussed in Amartya
Sen’s memoirs, I would like to focus on the
five main ones here. His earliest memory of
home is associated with Dhaka, although
he was born in his Nana Bari or maternal
grandparents’ home in Santiniketan. Because
his father taught Chemistry at the University
of Dhaka, he was brought to the city soon
after his birth. Quite understandably, he finds
present-day Dhaka as “lively, sprawling and
somewhat bewildering city,” but remembers it
from his childhood days here as “a quieter and
smaller place.” Home then was Wari and the

school he initially went to was St. Gregory’s.

wThe second of the homes this citizen of
the world treasures is that of his maternal
grandparents. Kshiti Mohan Sen, a
formidable scholar and linguist and close
associate of Rabindranath Tagore, was his
maternal grandfather; he taught Sanskrit
at Visva-Bharati. It will not surprise anyone
who knows of Rabindranath’s fondness for
naming babies that the name “Amartya”
was given to him by the poet. At his mother
Amrita Sen’s’s insistence, Sen soon left
Dhaka to be a student at Rabindranath’s
school. During partition, and when his
parents finally moved to India, this became
Sen’s permanent “home.” Though he would
move to Calcutta for graduate studies and a
teaching stint later, Santiniketan remained
the still point of his ever-turning universe; his
citizenship too would remain Indian. Indeed,
the book ends if not in Santiniketan, with a
reference to Rabindranath, whose thinking
and example as well as school seemed (o have
been immensely formative in his thinking.
Specifically, the reference is to the poet’s
last public lecture, delivered at the height of
World War Il in 1941, which he translated into
English as “Crisis in Civilization” with the help
of his grandfather. His grandfather had the
responsibility of reading it out on behalf of
the poet. The message of the speech—to opt
for internationalism and not be hemmed in
by nationalism—was germane to the thinking
of the writer of Home in the World. So was
Visva-Bharati’'s motto— “where the world
meets in a single nest.”

The third of Amartya Sen’s homes that he
dwells on at considerable length is Calcutta.
He stayed here first for a long stretch of
time when he did undergraduate studies at
Presidency College before moving to Trinity
College, Cambridge for more advanced
studies. When he had finished writing his
dissertation by the end of his first year—
incredible as this may sound to anyone who
has gone through a graduate program—and
had submitted it for review, he was offered a
job as the head of department of Economics
at Jadavpur University. As Sen puts it with
wry humor, he was then not yet 23 years old
“unsuitably young for that job.”

The fourth of Sen’s homes was Trinity
College, Cambridge. Instead of doing a M.A.
in Calcutta, he preferred to study as an
undergraduate at Cambridge, He then did a
M.A. and Ph.D. there. In course of time, he
also became an Assistant Lecturer, a Senior
Scholar and finally a Master of the College.
The Cambridge years were very [ormative
for the budding economist because here he
came into contact with fellow scholars and
teachers who shaped his initial thinking
decisively. Among the fellow scholars he
made f[riends with is our very own Professor
Rehman Sobhan, whom he claims as

“probably the closest lifelong friend” he ever
had. He and Sobhan, and the distinguished
Pakistani economist Mahbub ul Huq, were part
of the lively Cambridge “maijlis” which would
assemble here for addas. But in Cambridge he
met his chief mentor, the Italian economist
Piero Sraffa and friend of Antonio Gramsci,
the distinguished English Marxist economist
Maurice Dobb, and other famed economists
such as Joan Robinson and Denis Robertson.
Sen tells us that in this fertile ground of
economic thought he was drawn to them all,
but not necessarily because their ideas were
indispensable to the evolution of his economic
thought. He would forge his own path through
this intellectual maze created by contesting
economic beliefs of “the neo-Keynesian and
the neoclassical schools,” not to mention the
Marxist one.

The fifth of Amartya Sen’s home would be
in Boston, for he was offered a visiting teaching
position at MIT’s department of Economics,
coincidentally when his first wife Nabaneeta
Dev Sen, of Jadavpur’s Comparative Literature
department, would be doing research at
Harvard. Sen, would later become Thomas W.
Lamont University Professor and a professor
of Economics and Philosophy much later. As
always, he made good use of his first period of
extended stay in Cambridge, Massachusetts,
to exchange ideas with Nobel prize winning
Economics laureates such as Paul Samuelson
and Robert Solow and other economists who
met in MIT’s Faculty Club regularly. Here as
in Santiniketan, Calcutta and Cambridge,
he profited from an atmosphere where
“intellectual stimulation” would be combined
with relaxation. Indeed, his first stay in
Cambridge made Sen, as he puts it so drolly,
“academically greedy” so that henceforth
he would opt for what he calls “a mixed life”
divided between India, England and the United
States.

Home in the World is thus an extended
portrayal ofabrilliant polymath-—an economist,
and social scientist—as a young man, but
dispersed through the autobiographical
narratives are fleeting accounts of his personal
relationships—with his parents, first wife, his
children and friends. But Sen writes also about
the few dark stretches of his life, such as the
time during his Calcutta student days when
he had to contend with the onset of cancer—
for the first time. But his is, nevertheless, a
very engaging portrait. A Bangladeshi reader,
surely will be particularly pleased to read the
narrative of an international celebrity who
answered spontaneously to a question about
the language he dreams in, “Bengali, mostly.”
But it is, above all, delightful to read this lucid
account of a true citizen of the world as well as
a leading global intellectual.

Fakrul Alam is Supernumerary Professor,
Department of English, University of Dhaka.
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FROM...

MALIHA HUQ
I am from age-old pickle jars, and dusty ancestral
bookshelves
[ am from dried rose petals sneaking out of a love
letter, and late-night ice cream

that leaves you with a sore throat

I am from the 19 houses in 15 districts, none of
which could become
“my home, sweet home”

[ am from the fruity summer breeze, the plea of
petrichor, the bright autumn sky,

the crimson of spring
[ am from marigold, dahlia, tuberose, frangipani
I am from the mountain rows afar as though
giant waves rising from earth

I am from honor, from pride, from tiresome
might
I am from vacillating faith-disbelief, hope—
despair

I am from eye floaters and déja-révés, anxious
stims and idiosyncrasies

I am from the smell of spice, rice morsels and fish
gravy, and the stubborn
stain of turmeric

[ am from the clumsy photo frames never hung
on the wall

[ am from a preterm birth with a termless soul
I am from the unfaltering loyalty of a love that
never returned

I am from a space yet to be discovered

Maliha Hugq is an engineer who loves reading books
and (sometimes) enjoys writing essays and fiction.

Ritual

SNATA BASU

Morning sun, and its endearing ardor
swathes my spent body, I awake a ghost.
Today, I'm forgiven, I have forgiven

all my criminal torments... almost.

[ rise and decide that today’s a good day,
I rise like a phoenix,

I eat a good meal.

In the mirror, eyes, impassive,

coldly stare back at me.

Void of passion, these dark eyes,

No life breathes within;

Today is a good day, I have decided,
And so I must begin.

I take my hair and my limbs,

Gently place them in the bath,

Icy, biting water lulls my horrors away
I float like Ophelia, I almost sink

I come alive - I blink, blink, blink.

[ rise again, my battle skin in my arms,
I awaken,

I awaken

Like the morning sun.

Snata Basu is an aspirant poet from Dhaka,
Bangladesh. Her work mostly centers on passionate,
personal bindings. She is currently pursuing Bachelor
of Arts in English Literature at North South University.




