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THE MOZART 
OF ECONOMICS
One of the most famous academicians in the world, A Nobel 
Laureate Mr. Amartya Sen manifests his perceptions on the 

theories of philosophy and economics to direct people’s attention 
towards issues such as poverty, gender discrimination that have 
been corroding the foundation of human civilization since a long 
time. From a shy Bengali boy to a globally known scholar, he has 

unfolded many layers of his intellectual personality in years

BY RASHMI SINGH  & ANAM KUMAR

mbellishing the grandeur of the hall at Trinity College, Cambridge, a 
portrait of an Indian scholar Mr. Amartya Sen hangs among the pictures 
of other former Masters. Making his country proud of his achievement, 
Amartya Sen who is an Economist, Philosopher and a Social theorist, has 

developed a personality that encourages the masses to liberate the poor and break 
the shackles of poverty, discrimination and slavery from the long-standing norms 
of the stereotypical and hypocritical society. 

Proclaiming his ideas, this Philosophical Economist once quoted, “It is important 
to reclaim for humanity the ground that has been taken from it by various arbitrarily 
narrow formulations of the demands of rationality”

E

AMARTYA SEN
Professor of Economics and 
Philosophy, Harvard University



THE INTELLECTUAL ROOTS
Mr. Amartya Sen hails from a Bengali family 
of Manikganj in the present-day Bangladesh. 
Interestingly, this great economist was born on 
the university campus of Rabindranath Tagore’s 
school Vishwa Bharati. The Bengali Poet and 
Nobel laureate, Shri Rabindranath Tagore gave 
him the name “Amartya” which means “one who 
deserves immortality”. It would not be wrong to 
say that through his scholarly works and theories, 
Mr. Amartya Sen has truly lived up to his name. 
Rabindranath Tagore’s profound influence on Mr. 
Amartya Sen fuelled his “secular outlook, passion 
for enlightenment and devotion to gender equality” 
in the upcoming years. 

Growing up in a family that belonged to the 
Bengali intellectual elite where his father Ashutosh 
Sen was a professor and grandfather Kshiti Mohan 
Sen was the Vice-chancellor of Vishwa Bharati, 
Amartya Sen too had the making of an esteemed 
scholar. 

He received his high-school education from St 
Gregory’s School in Dhaka in the year 1940 and 
moved to Patha Bhavana, Santiniketan in 1941. 
The time that he spent in Shantiniketan laid a 
strong educational foundation for his future life. 
A vast ocean of knowledge spread before him 
and he began rowing his boat in every direction 
before setting the sails to achieve the zenith of 

economics. Reminiscing those days, he said in an 
interview, “I seriously flirted, in turn, with Sanskrit, 
mathematics, and physics, before settling for the 
eccentric charms of economics.” The school, in 
turn, also fuelled his passion with its progressive 
approach towards the education system. A curiosity 
to understand the realms of economy sparked in 
his eyes and he began his research to understand 
the concepts of the concerned subjects. It was 
the schools’ openness towards the examination 
of the global concerns, that he understood the 
importance of cultural diversity. This was also the 
reason that he felt a strong inclination on Tagore’s 
approach towards the diversified culture of the 
world. 

CROSSING THE BOUNDARIES/THE EDUCATIONAL 
FLOW
After earning a B. A. in Economics from the 
Presidency College, Kolkata, Mr. Amartya Sen 

moved to Trinity College, Cambridge to receive a 
second B.A. in Economics in the year 1955 with 
distinction. While he was still pursuing his Ph.D, 
Mr. Amartya Sen was offered the position of 
Professor and Head of the Economics Department 
of the newly created Jadavpur University in 
Calcutta. He was the youngest chairman to head 
the Department of Economics which was developed 
by him only. Mr. Amartya Sen was working on his 
thesis when he got selected in a competitive Prize 
Fellowship at Trinity College. This was the turning 
point in his life for he made “a radical decision of 
studying philosophy”. Mr. Amartya Sen felt that 
the broadening of his studies into philosophy was 
important for him not just because some of his main 
areas of interest in economics relate quite closely 
to philosophical disciplines, but also because he 
found philosophical studies very rewarding on their 
own.

The study of Philosophy proved to be very 
edifying for him as he started penning down his 
interpretations and ideas into various papers on 
epistemology, ethics and political philosophy. 
His interesting amalgamation of economics and 
philosophy resulted in exceptional works that 
received attention from the masses. In 1963, Mr. 
Amartya Sen came to a decision of moving to Delhi 
and join Delhi School of Economics as a Professor 
of Economics. It was one of the most challenging 

times of his academic life. Along with K.N. Raj, 
he went on to establish an advanced school of 
economics and then left Delhi to join London 
School of Economics. 

Moving up to different places & new academic 
spaces, he  strengthened his hold on his areas of 
interest. From Shantiniketan to Harvard University, 
Mr. Amartya Sen’s transformational avatar became 
a global inspiration for everyone.

THE GENESIS OF THOUGHT
Even though Mr. Amartya Sen travelled across 
the world and spent most of his years abroad, the 
memories of his childhood remains fresh till day. 

Born in the era when Britishers ruled the 
Land of India, Mr. Amartya Sen witnessed it all. 
The atrocities, brutal incidents and the pathetic 
conditions of the lower-class Indians left a deep 
scar on his innocent mind. Those memories still 
wander in his mind as if it was just yesterday 
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that he saw the destruction that communal riots, 
famine and poverty brought with them.

As a child of nine years, he was alarmed with the 
destructive famine of 1943- which killed more than 
two millions of people. He remembers giving out 
food to the starving people of Bengal. 

Another incident that rips apart the heart of this 
compassionate and empathetic social activist also 
has its roots in his childhood days. During 1940s 
Hindu-Muslim riots, he also witnessed the brutal 
murder of a Muslim laborer Mia who had sought 
work in a Hindu area during a time of communal 
rioting. 

Years later, these memories urged him to take 
serious steps in addressing the problems of poverty 
and famines through his great analytical works. 
His 1981 book Poverty and Famines: An Essay 
on Entitlement and Deprivation, came as an eye 
opener for many. In the book, he examined famines 
as broad “economic” problems. His theories and 
conclusions helped him in the creation of the 
United Nations’ Human Development Index, which 
has become the most authoritative international 
source of welfare comparisons between countries. 

His connection to his homeland became 
stronger with his anticipation of the social issues 
that lingered in the country. After winning Nobel 
Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences, the desire 
to do something for his country sparked ferociously 
in his heart. Sen set up The Pratichi Trust with the 
prize money to address issues such as literacy, 
basic health care and gender equity. 

THE SUCCESS CHART 
Entitled with the name the “Conscience of the 
profession” and “the Mother Teresa of Economics” 
for his work on famine, welfare economics, 
the underlying mechanisms of poverty, gender 
inequality, and political liberalism, this literary 
elite has been felicitated with more than ninety 
honorary. degrees from the universities across the 
globe. Mr. Amartya Sen’s distinguished works such 
as Choice of Techniques (1960), Growth Economics 
(1970), The Standard of Living (1987), Development 
as Freedom(1999), The Idea of Justice(2009), have 
been translated into more than thirty languages 
due to their worldwide success and appraisal.

Mr. Amartya Sen’s outstanding work and selfless 
contribution towards the social and educational 
aspects of the society has accorded him with 
numerous awards. He won the Nobel Memorial 
Prize and Bharat Ratna in 1988 and1999 respectively 
for his work in welfare economics. Some other 
awards that acknowledged his contribution are 
Commandeur de la Legion d’Honneur (France); 

the National Humanities Medal (USA); Ordem do 
Merito Cientifico (Brazil).

Turning the “happy blend of the evolution of 
Amartya Sen’s theories as an Economist and 
Philosopher” into a well-weaved story, Filmmaker 
Suman Ghosh directed Amartya Sen: A Life 
Reexamined is a 56-minute documentary in the 
year 2012. Being one of the first documentaries 
that focus entirely on the Nobel Laureate, it is 
filled with the complex details of Sen’s Welfare 
Economics and Social Welfare Theory.

Merging the ideas of reality, existence, society 
and knowledge, this Indian Economist and 
Philosopher comes up with theories that question 
the notions of the existing society and  evoke the 
sense of enlightenment among the readers.

AMARTYA SEN
Professor of Economics and 
Philosophy, Harvard University
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