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HONOURING AMARTYA SEN:
A TURNING OF THE WHEEL?

Rehman Sobhan

It is a source of immense pleasure and pride to me and many
Bangladeshis that Amartya Sen has finally won the Nobel Prize
for Economics. Amartya has by choice identified himself as an
Indian and a Bangali who comes from Manikganj, his paternal
ancestreal home. His paternal grandfather Rai Bahadur
Saradaprasanna Sen was the first Treasurer of Dhaka
University and his father, Ashutosh Sen was a Professor of
Chemistry at Dhaka University, and a senior colleague of the
late Prof. Mokarram Hossain Khondkar. His maternal
grandfather, Ksithimohan Sen was from Sonarang in
Bikrampur. He was a well known scholar of Indian religions
and culture, and was brought to Shantiniketan by
Rabindranath Tagore who held him in deep respect. Amartya
himself was, for a period, a student at St. Gregory's and stayed
at 14, Larmini Street in Wari, which he visits every time he
comes to Dhaka. Amartya thus has his roots deeply
embedded in the soil of Bangladesh and an exceptional
academic pedigree which embraces both Dhaka and
Santiniketan.

All these measures of identity are however not the entire
reason why his selection received such universal aclaim in
Bangladesh. Above everything else, Amartya’s work represents
a commitment to the peoples of Bangladesh, whom he
supported in crucial ways during a critical phase of the
liberation struggle. In his academic work Amartya has
identified himself with concerns close to the heart of
Bangladesh. He chose to use his enormous skills as an
economist to analyse the Bengal famine of 1943 and the
Bangladesh famine of 1974 and focussed on issues of poverty,
hunger, deprivation, equity, distribution and justice,
throughout his professional career as an economist. These are
all issues which are alive, unresolved and of burning concern
for Bangladesh.

Amartya could have easily trafficed in the more obscure
realms of theoretical economics, for which he indeed
commanded abundant professional skills. He is a formidable



theoretician with significant mathematical skills, which have
been recognised in the specialised community of
econometricians where he was elected President of the World
Econometric Society in 1984. He is also a philosopher of global
repute and held a double chair at Harvard in the Department
of Philosophy. Had Amartya remained embedded in this
rarefied academic world he may have reached Stockholm a
decade earlier. But by choice Amartya preferred to focus his
talents on everyday concerns of common people and to present
much of his work in a readable language which academic
economists usually avoid. Amartya has however managed to
make even his more theoretical works comprehensible, a
lesson he learned from his distinguished mentors at
Cambridge, Joan Robinson, Nicky Kaldor, Pierro Sraffa, Denis
Robertson and Maurice Dobb.

During the first decade after the Nobel Prize in Economics was
inaugurated by the award of the prize is the late 1960's to the
enormously respected Dutch economist Jan Tinbergen, the
prize went to elderly economists in recognition for earlier
works made famous long before the prize was introduced. It
was thus not till the 1980s that the backlog of the venerable
economists was cleared and relatively younger economists
such as Amartya began to be talked about as being eligible for
the Nobel Prize in Economics. Amartya's name began
appearing on the betting lists of economists being considered
for the Nobel Prize, in the early 1980's.

It was not till 1998 that he actually won the prize. It may be
argued that' Amartya’s eventual recognition in 1998 for the
award of the Nobel Prize thus represents a turning of the
wheel in economic fashions rather than a sudden burst of
creativity by him in the 1990s. It should be kept in mind that
some of the works for which Amartya has been awarded the
Nobel Prize date back to 1971 when he published his major
contribution to welfare economics, Collective Choice and
Social Welfare. His other famous work On Economic
Inequality, was published in 1973. An even earlier article The
Impossibility of a Paretian Libraral published in the
January/February, 1970 issue of the Journal of Political
Economy, was enormously influential because it challenged
one of the longest standing assumptions of modern
economics, the concept of Pareto Optimality.



Amartya’s academic work has, even in its highly theoretical
phase, focussed on ethical issues of distribution, equity and
justice, topics which were rarely in high fashion in the
concerns of all but a few of the top flight academic economists
of the contemporary era. We must remember that even the
world of Keynesian Economics was not about distribution but
about the macro-economics of growth and employment. Thus,
his work on collective choice challenged the conventional
wisdom of welfare economics that it was possible to make
rational social choices based on the preference ordering of
individuals. His work on equality similarly addresses the
variety of ways in which equality can be measured and argues
that each of these measures carries hidden value judgments
which need to be made explicit. His work on poverty
introduced the Sen index of poverty which extended the
measurement of poverty, to include the degrees of poverty
measured in terms of the distance of people from the poverty
line. The concept of identifying the hard core poor, originated
from the Sen index.

All these earlier works are argued in quite rigorous theoretical
terms, which had established his professional reputation
during the time he was a Fellow at Trinity College and as a
Professor of Economics at the Delhi School of Economics from
1963-71. Sen introduced analytical regiour into a territory
where writings were still of an empirical nature with strong
emphasis on political advocacy. During that early period of his
academic life Amartya's frequency of publications, in all the
most prestigious journals of the economics profession and
some in philosophical journals were quite breathtaking even
to his illustrious colleagues.

Amartya was not, however, without empirical skills. This may
be seen in his first book on Choice of Techniques, published
in 1960 which he developed from the original paper he wrote
which won him the prestigious Adam Smith Prize in 1955 in
his last year as an undergraduate at Cambridge. In this book
Amartya examined the comparative economics of the ambar
charkha, handlooms and millmade cloth. During his research
on this work Sen prided himself on having investigated
handloom weavers at work in Santiniketan and held
discussions with them. This volume had some impact in
validating policy support for the handloom sector in India, which



has for many years been given special assistance by the state.

Amartya moved from Delhi to the London School of Economics
(LSE) in 1971 as a full Professor; and then to Oxford in 1977,
where he was elected a Fellow at All Souls College. He was
elected to the chair of Drummond Professor of Political
Economy in 1979, a chair held for many years by J.R. Hicks
and regarded as the most prestigous chair in economics in
Britain. It may be noted that an equally prestigous chair, at
Cambridge University, the Marshall Professorship, is held by
another Bangali, Partho Dasgupta, son of the revered Amiya
Dasgupta who taught for many years at the economics
department of Dhaka University to whom Amartya dedicated
his famous book on famine. Thus in the early 1980’s the two
top chairs in Economics in Britain were held by sons of the soil
of Bangladesh.

It was during Amartya’s tenure at LSE and then at Oxford that
he committed himself to the issue of poverty and famine. Some
of his old friends and indeed his students had challenged him
that he was investing too much of his formidable talents in
theoretical debates even though they did have an impact on
issues of distribution and justice. They suggested that he
spend more time with issues of immediate policy concern for
the deprived. Given Amartya’s life long commitment to issues
of distributive justice he did not need much persuading.

In the mid 1970's Amartya took up an opportunity to do a
study for the ILO on Poverty and Famine. The core of this work
appeared in 1976 in an article in Economic and Political
Weekly on Famine as a failure of exchange entitlement, which
he subsequently presented at a seminar at Queen Elizabeth
House, Oxford in 1977 where I happened to be present. The
complete work on famine was published by Oxford University
Press in 1981 under the title Poverty and Famines: An Essay
on Entitlement and Deprivation.

Amartya’s study was to originally be published by ILO in
Geneva but they eventually declined to do so for a strange
reason. In his study, Amartya made a reference to the article
by Donald McHenry and Kai Bird on Food Bungle in
Bangladesh, which appeared in Foreign Policy in 1977 and to
my article published in the Economic and Political Weekly on
the Politics of Food and Famine in Bangladesh (Dec. 1979).



The latter cited the decision of the U.S. government to
withhold food aid to Bangladesh in 1974, on the ostensible
ground of our export of jute bags to Cuba, as a contributing
factor in precipitating the famine of 1974. Ironically, in that
citation Amartya overlooked an even more pioneering article
by his present wife, Emma Rothschild, on Food Politics, which
appeared in Foreign Affairs around 1976 and had first drawn
attention to Kissinger's deadly game of food politics with
Bangladesh.

References by Sen to an episode which showed the US
government in a somewhat uncomplimentary light invoked a
protest from the U.S. representative to ILO who wanted these
references by Sen citing the US role in the Bangladesh famine
deleted as a precondition for publication of his famine study
by ILO. It is to Amartya’s credit that he refused to do so. ILO
thereby declined to publish Sen’s work which was no loss to
him since he had publishers competing for his work and he
eventually published his work through OUP. It may be
mentioned that in his work on famine Amartya makes
generous references to the work by Mohiuddin Alamgir, on the
famine of 1974 and the work done in the BIDS research
project on the 1974 famine, from which Alamgir's book
originated. Papers by Anisur Rahman were also cited by
Amartya in his book.

Following his original work on famine Amartya made the issue
of famine and hunger one of his primary concerns and went
on to direct the global project initiated by the World Institute
of Development Economic Research (WIDER), Helsinki on
Hunger and Poverty from where he published his own
landmark volume on Hunger and Public Action co-authored
with Jean Dreze, a promising young Belgian economist, now a
Professor at the Delhi School of Economics, along with two
edited volumes on Hunger, which included one on the Political
Economy of Hunger. Amartya’s concept of entitlement
deprivation has become widely accepted as central to both an
understanding of famines and as a policy instrument to cope
with natural disasters.

Amartya Sen's other work at WIDER on Social Security in
Developing Countries took him into the territory of human
development, which has become, along with hunger and
poverty, another of his principal areas of work. It is believed



that Amartya’s theoretical work on the need to prioritise issues
of poverty and human development in the area of nutrition,
health and education, influenced his Cambridge contemporary
and close friend Mahbub-Ul-Huq to take up the issue of
human development as a development priority in the now
famous Human Development Reports published annually by
UNDP since 1990. There is a certain poignancy in the fact that
Amartya received the news of his Nobel Prize award when he
was in New York to address a memorial meeting convened by
the United Nation to pay tribute to his old friend Mahbub who
died quite suddenly two months ago.

Amartiya’s work on human development dates back to the
early 1980’'s and the WIDER project itself was initiated around
1985. I was at a seminar in Beijing around 1984 when
Amartya made a presentation on the need to prioritise human
development, which should be taken up by the least developed
countries and cited this emphasis on human development as
one of the sources of economic success in East Asia.
Subsequent to these works, Amartya has repeatedly turned to
this theme of human development and deprivation in works on
the West Bengal and Indian economy co-authored again with
Dreze and also in three lectures he gave as part of the BIDS
Public Lecture series, in 1988. Many in Bangladesh will
remember these highly stimulating lectures given before
packed audiences at the BARC auditorium.

It should be kept in mind that during the 1980’s Amartya kept
alive the notion of public action as the instrument of choice to
address issues of poverty, hunger, equity and human
development. Amartya’s work, which emphasised a pro-active
role for the state, went against the fashions of the period
because just at that time the Washington Consensus was
emerging to dominate the global policy discourse. This was the
era of structural adjustment reforms emphasizing the
supremacy of market forces, globalisation and downsizing of
the role of the government. During this era most of the Nobel
Prize awards went to economists whose work substantiated
the policy agendas of the Washington Consensus.

Amartya was recognised as one of the leading economists of
the world since 1970s. He had held the top economics chair in
England, had been invited to hold the Lamont Chair in
Harvard in the late 1980’s, had been President of the World



Econometric Society, was the first Asian to be elected
President of the International Economic Association and the
first non-American in its history to be elected President of the
American Economic Association. But Sen was not deemed
worthy of a Nobel Prize for the last two decades by the
reputedly conservative Stockholm School of Economics which
makes the selection for the Economics prize on behalf of the
Swedish Academy who chose, instead, to honour some lesser
economists in this period.

Last year, two far from well-known economists, Myron Scholes
and Robert Merton who made their reputation on designing a
model for pricing of risk which could be used by derivative
traders in the capital market and were partners in Long Term
Capital Management, a hedge fund, involved in derivative
trading, won the Nobel award, for economics. At that time
many economists believed that in a profession thus
preoccupied with the accumulation of private wealth, the
opportunity had passed for economists such as Amartya
whose work addressed distributive concerns. But the world
has changed considerably in the last year. For one, the hedge
fund with which last year’'s Nobel Prize winners were
associated, became a casualty of the global crisis, suffering a
trading loss of $ 3.5 billion and are now reportedly in search
of a bail out by the U.S. government. However, of more
universal significance, there is some indication that the wheel
of economic ideas has begun to turn. The ritualistic belief in
the universal validity of the Washington Consensus now
appears to be ceding ground towards prioritising distributive
concerns in the area of poverty alleviation, human
development and ensuring for greater inclusion of the deprived
in the development process. The concept of inclusion, is being
used today rather subjectively but could be used to address
such issues as access of the poor to productive assets, fuller
opportunities for human development as well as dccess to
economic opportunities and substantive socio-political
empowerment.

Within the UN system and the World Bank this turning of the
wheel, which has been evident since the beginning of the
1990s, with the appearance of UNDP’s Human Development
Report, appears to have accelerated in the last year. In Hong
Kong in the summer of 1997 at the annual World Bank/IMF
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