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Bangalore: The Infosys Science Prizes, each carrying prize money of Rs 50 lakh (more than $100,000), will be presented in New Delhi on January 4. 

The winners 

Prof Abhijit Banerjee of MIT (Poverty Lab) for Economics and Prof Upinder Singh of Delhi University for History Prof Thanu Padmanabhan of Inter University Centre for Astronomy & Astrophysics, Pune, for Physical Sciences Prof Ashoke Sen of Harish Chandra Institute, Allahabad, for Mathematical Sciences Prof K Vijayraghavan of National Centre for Biological Sciences, Bangalore, for Biological Sciences. No winners were selected in the area of Engineering Sciences.
  
It was 11 months ago, on February 4 last year, that Infosys Technologies announced the establishment of the Infosys Science Foundation and the endowment of five Science Prizes. These were in the areas of engineering sciences, including computer science, mathematical sciences, economic sciences, biological sciences, and social sciences, including history. 

Several elements of these prizes distinguish it from others that India has seen. 

The prize amounts are huge. The largest science prize in India till now has been Rs 5 lakh; that makes the Infosys prize ten times larger. The corpus for the prize does not come from Infosys alone; many of Infosys’ co-founders have individually contributed to the initial fund, and Infosys is expected to contribute a small percentage of its profit in future years. 

The jury appointed to select the winners for 2009 had excellent credentials. It was an international jury of eminent scientists. 

The chairpersons of the jury included Nobel Laureate Prof Amartya Sen of Harvard (for social sciences), Prof Shrinivas Kulkarni of California Institute of Technology (for physical sciences), Engineering dean Prof Subra Suresh of MIT (for engineering sciences), Abel Prize winner Prof Srinivasa S R Varadhan of Courant Institute, NYU (for mathematical sciences), and Prof Inder Verma of Salk Institute (for life sciences). “The jury chairmen are such outstanding individuals that the prize gets a stature comparable to the Nobel prize,” says Prof S Sadagopan, director in International Institute of Information Technology (IIIT), Bangalore. 

The Foundation says the objective of the prize is “to elevate the prestige of scientific research in India and inspire young Indians to choose a vocation in scientific research.” Infosys founder N R Narayana Murthy says India needs bright minds in academia, government, business, military and society to strive for global excellence. It is academia, he says, that provides bright minds for all areas in any society. “Research is an important dimension of excellence in academia. This award honours outstanding researchers who will make a difference to India’s future,” he says, explaining the reason for the award. 

Sadagopan thinks the award is also a “positive answer” to the “undue” criticism from the scientific community that the IT industry has damaged the country’s scientific infrastructure by drawing away all talent. “For the past two decades, most youngsters were ‘lured into’ computing and IT, thanks to lucrative jobs, career growth and other creature comforts, including global postings/offerings. In the process, scientific establishments suffered. Laboratories such as CSIR, DRDO, ISRO, DAE and public sector R&D oriented organizations like BEL, ECIL, HAL, C-DAC, C-DOT could not attract the best talent. Most universities and colleges could not attract talented youngsters for teaching. In this context, the establishment of the Infosys Science Prize is commendable,” says Sadagopan. 

PM keeps off function 

The award ceremony was to be presided over by Prime Minister Manmohan Singh. But keeping to his standards of probity in public life, the PM declined when he came to know that one of the winners was his daughter (Upinder Singh). Vice-President Mohammad Hamid Ansari will distribute the awards. 

