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Allahabad physicist
wins biggest prize
money in academics

ANUBHUTI VISHNOI
NEW DELHI JULY 31

THEQRETICAL physicist Ashoke
Sen, a string theorist at Allahabad's
Harish-Chandra Research Institute,
has become a crorepati overnight.
On Tuesday, Prof. Sen became one
of the nine winners of the first Yuri
Milner Fundamental Physics Prize
‘ - — at $3 miltian (Rs 16.7 aore), the
ward thrice  most lucratise academicprize in the
Nobel's size world,

The prize, which s nearly three
times that of the Nobel purse — which is (requendy
shared by two or three winners — has been instituted by
Yuri Milner, a Russian student of physics who dropped
out of graduate school in 1989 and tater made billions as
an investor incompanies ke Facebookand Groupon. It
t aimed at recognizing contributions of younger re-
scarchers o fundamental physics.

Pref, Sen, whe has just turned 56,confirmed that his$
3million prize had been eredited tw his acoount, but said
it was still too carly for him to decide what to dowithit.
‘The physicist whose work is seenby most asrevolutionary
but questioned by some. said he did not consider the
award as an endorsement of his findings.

“} am certainly very happywith this, but an sward
docs not endorse any sdentific theory... I see it (the
awand) mare asa sort of cititkement...c ncouragement Lo
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sunger people to take in-
rerest in fundamental sci-
ence,” the professor toid
The Indian FExpress by
phone.

“At the same time, 1
would tike youngsters to
take up science not for the
glamour of an award, but
for the joy and knowledge
that it brings,” he said.

Prof. Sen & a rare scien-
tist who chosc to retum
India after post doctoral
work at prestigious insti-
tutes abroad. He said he
did not miss the rareficd
peer group that often
makes the pursuit of acad-
emics abroad enriching.

“When I came back in

1995... 1 did feel a bittle iso-
lated, but that is no longer
the case now. The Internet
iias made all possible infor-
mation accessible, and in
terms of a peer group 1
have a good academic cir-
cle among colleagues at the
Harish-Chandra Research
Institute,” he said.

“Theoretical  physics
hardly requires any re-
search funding, so I never
felt the need. The overall
government and institu-
tional support has been
good envugh for mywork.”

Prof, Scn said he is opti-
mistic about research in In-
dia.

“While onc expects

many more scicatists and
more research work, I must
add that there are several
small pockets in the coun-
try where great rescarch is
being done, and which can
replicate the success of sci-
entists in other countrics.
We do, however, need o
set up many more institutes
in order to attract more sfu-
dents to science and to
hone their tafent,” he said.

Sen studied at Kolkata's
Presidency College and did
a Master's at ITT Kanpur
before attending the State
University of New York,
Steny Brook. He did post
doctoral work at Fermilab,
Batavia. and at SLAC,

Stanford. He teturned (o
India in 1988 and joincd
the Tata Institute of Funda-
mental Research in Mum-
bai. He moved o Alla-
habad in 1995, and has
been with Harish-Chandra
Rescarch Institate since.,

Prof. Sen teceived the
Padma Shri in 2001 and
CSIR's  Shanti  Swarup
Bhatnagar Prize in 1994,
He was elected fellow of
the Royal Society of Lon-
donin 1998. and the Indian
National Scicnce Academy
in 1995.

String theory, Sen’s arca
of rescarch. is deseribed by
MIT as being curreatly the
most viable candidate for a

unified theory of physics
which describes all forces
of nature, encompassing
the physics of gravity as
well as quantum field the-
ory.

The Moscow-based Mil-
ner Foundation said the
Fundamental Physics Prizc
recognizes “ransformative
advances in the field”, anc
aims to provide “recipicnt:
with more freedom and op
portunity to pursue cver
greater future accomplish
ments”.

Seven of the eightothe
winners of the prize an
based in the US: one at th,
[nstitut des Hautes Etude
Scientifiques ouwtside Paris





