 whirring of the
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an exercise in history-digging too. Sreenivasan, delivering
the Second Chanchal Kumar Majumdar Memorial Lecture,
describes the early works of Lars Onsager, the Yale Universi-
ty professor who earned the Nobel Prize in chemistry in 1968.

Onsager, says Sreenivasan, hit upon a brilliant idea in
1945. Like any other youngster he requested many stalwarts
of his day to evaluate its worth. But all of them, including the
future Nobel laureate Linus Pauling, disappointed him, offer-
ing backhanded compliments like saying that they couldn’t
rise up to hislevel of understanding. Onsager, undeterred by
such caveats, pursued the idea which finally earned him the
Nobel. “Onsager’s episode comes to my mind each time I re-
ceive a paper by a young researcher,” says Sreenivasan con-
cluding his lecture. “I ask myself, Am I paying the attention
the youngster deserves?”

Sreenivasan’s concern for promoting talents isn’t simply
an elder scientist’s obligation towards the new generation. In
his case it’s a mandate, for he’s the director of the Interna-
tional Centre for Theoretical Physics ICTP). It was set up by
the Pakistani physicist Abdus Salam (who won a Nobel in
physics in 1979) in Trieste,
Italy, in 1964 with a specific
goal — to offer research op-
portunities to promising sci-
entists from the developing
countries.

Sreenivasan’s declaration
of solidarity with his peers
from countries like India
takes many forms. The an-
nouncement by the hosts be-
fore his lecture that the funds
for it was raised only through
subscriptions from some
friends of the late Prof. Chan-
chal Kumar Majumdar makes
him sympathetic to the cause.
Atthe end of hislecture,
when Prof. Jayanta Bhat-
tacharjee from the JACS of-
fers him an envelop contain-
ing the honourarium, he po-
litely says, “Please keep it
with you. And consider me a
friend in your cause.”

Born at Kolar, 40 kilome-
tres from Bangalore, Sreeni-
vasan is by training an engi-
neer. He got his bachelor’s de-
gree from Bangalore Univer-
sity (ranking first and earn-
ing Sir M. Visvesvaryaya
Memorial Prize), and masters
from the Indian Institute of
Science (I1Sc), before joining
Sydney University as a post-
doctoral fellow in 1975. Since
1977, he’s been in the US,
teaching at different institu- -
tions, including Johns Hopkins University, Yale University
and the University of Maryland.

What prompted him to become the director of ICTP in
March last year? This is what Sreenivasan had to say reply-
ing to this question from ICTP News, the house journal of his
centre, last year: “When I was about 12 or 13, my family priest
taught me a prayer and said that I was to recite it 108 times a
day: one hundred for myself and eight for the rest of humani-
ty. If 1did not find the time for 108 recitations, I should do 58;
50 for myself and eight for humanity. And if I couldn’t do 58,1
should do 33; 25 for me and eight for humanity. The point is
that no matter how much or how little one does for oneself,
one should always contribute a constant amount for humani-
ty. Coming to ICTP and furthering its causes may be my way
of contributing to the rest of humanity.”

Training in India as well as stints in the US may have pro-
vided Sreenivasan the mindset for his current assignment.
“You can understand Prof. Salam’s frustrations when he
came back to Lahore from Cambridge,” the ICTP director
tells me in an interview after his talk at the IACS. “He re-
alised he was losing touch with the international community
of physicists. He had to be in their midst, had to compete with
them in research. What’s better than to have an institute of
one’sown?”’

ICTP is a huge establishment now, with an annual budget
of 22 million euros. It operates under a tripartite agreement
between the Italian government (which provides 75 per cent
of its funding), the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), and the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). The centre now has about 27
permanent research scientists in most areas of physics and
mathematics, a number of consultants, about 50 post-docs,
and about 4,000 visiting scientists (50 per cent of them from
the developing countries) annually. “There are a few other in-

stitutions with visitor programmes similar to those found at
the ICTP—for example, the Institute of Theoretical Physics at
Santa Barbara, US, and the Newton Institute at Cambridge,
UK,” says Sreenivasan. “Yet the ICTP is unique in its man-
date, which involves not merely serving the global scientific
community but paying particular attention to the needs of
those from the developing world. We must attract and retain
the best scientific talent that we possibly can, and, at the same

time, promote world-class science in the developing world.”

Isn’t the brightest of the lot from the developing world
ending up at the best labs in the West already? I ask Sreeni-
vasan. “Yes, they are going there,” he says, “for example, re-
searchers from the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research
(TIFR), Mumbali, or IISc, Bangalore, don’t find it that difficult
to land assignments there. But what about researchers from,
say, Shillong University. Who'll help them? I think we at the
ICTP have an obligation towards them. Besides, there are po-
litical compulsions that often complicate
situations. What happens to a brilliant re-
searcher belonging to a university in Iran?
He can’t go the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT) or California Institute
of Technology (Caltech). He should have a
place to do world-class research.” b

Sreenivasan is well aware of the mala-
dy facingbasic research in India today. The
brightest of the youngsters are not attract-
ed to it in the way they were along time ago.
They are now going in for engineering
streams. Will this trend not tell upon
India’s progress in science and technolo-
gy? “It will,” he comments, adding, “but
please don’t blame our students alone. Our
system do not encourage science that
much. You see, in countries in Europe or
North America, scienge research is trans-
lated to wealth. Which is why people there
do not mind huge investments on R&D. That’s not the case in
India. People here don’t think it’s an area that should see a lot
of investments. And politicians’ acts only reflect a common
man’s thoughts.” -

Sreenivasan says during his stay at the IACS he has had

“You need to
appreciate the
system under which
science flourished in
those times. C.V.
Raman wasn’t even a
full-time researcher,
yet he had access
to a laboratory
where he did a
world-class worlk’

discussions with some physicists here. “I know some good
work on nanotechnology is being done here,” he comments.
“But those doing the work have no idea how to take it to the
market, and there are none to guide them in this direction.
That’s not the case in the West.”

Told that a common man’s idea of excelling in science is
only bagging Nobel Prizes, and that Indians mostly think that
their scientists aren’t just good enough to figure in the
thoughts of the selectors in Stockholm, Sreenivasan says he
doesn’t think so. “There are Indian scientists of world-class
calibre,” he remarks. “Not many of them are there, but a
handful, definitely. I don’t know whether they will earn No-
bels or not, but certainly there are talents for that.”

Wasn't Prof. Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar, a Nobel lau-
reate in physics, right in claiming that the emergence of stal-
warts like Jagadish Chandra Bose, C.V. Raman, Satyen-
dranath Bose or Meghnad Saha was essentially the phenome-
non of our defiance against the British rule? Sreenivasan
doesn’t buy the hypothesis. “I don’t think you need to be
under foreign rule to excel in science,” he quips. “Youneed to
appreciate the system under
which science flourished in
those times. Raman wasn’t
even a full-time researcher,
yet he had access to a labora-
tory where he did a world-
class work. R&D didn’t enjoy
large-scale state support
then, yet we had outstanding
scientists. Somehow, that en-
vironment has to be revived.”

ICTP is planning to cele-
brate its 40th anniversary in
October in a big way. “I wrote
to around 200 scientists, in-
cluding many Nobel laure-
ates, to write briefly on what
excited them, and hooked
them to science, early in their
life,” says Sreenivasan. Many
of those men and women, in-
cluding Egyptian scientist
and Nobel Prizewinner
Ahmed Zewail, have respond-
ed to his request and the ICTP
plans to bring out a booklet
comprising their comments
during the forthcoming cele-
brations.

The events, says Sreeni-
vasan, will be marked by the -
announcement for a new
prize from the ICTE. “We have
the ICTP Prize already for
outstanding physicists below
the age of 40. Now we’ll have
another prize, this time one
for mathematicians below 40.
It'1l be called the Ramanujan
Prize, after the math genius Srinivasa Ramanujan.” Won’t it
be like the Fields Medal, the award that mathematicians the
world over used to call their Nobel until the Norwegian gov-
ernment announced the £475,000 Abel Prize in-2002? The Ra-
manujan Prize, says Sreenivasan, will be like those two
prizes. “I believe our awardees will attract the attention of
the selectors of those two prizes.”

Aggressive though for hawking the R&D from the develop-
ing countries, Sreenivasan is typically modest about his own
achievements. He made headlines when he
showed that turbulence, the phenomenon
that is responsible for the uniform disper-
sal of sugar as we pour it in our tea and
stir the brew, could help us understand the
nature of the leftover radiation from the
Big Bang, the cataclysmic birth ef the Uni-
verse. I ask him if his findings have been
accorded adequate praise. No, he says, the
reception can be called “lukewarm”. Only
a few cosmologists have shown some
interest. .

Now that he is a science administrator,
alot of his time must be devoted to mana-
gerial work. Doesn’t it make him sad?
Sreenivasan says administrative work at
the ICTP doesn’t take away all his time. “I
stay alone in Trieste,” he tells me, “my
family is still in the US. My wife, Sudha, a
practising psychiatrist, is there with my
two sons. My elder son, Kartik, is attending college, and
younger son Aditya is in school in Connecticut. AsIstay so
far away from them, I've alot of time left to myself. AndI
make the most of it. You see, I've time for administrative as
well as scientific works. I couldn’t have been more lucky.”




