D.D. KOSAMBI: ONE LIFE,
MANY WORLDS
By Ram Ramaswamy,
Fourth Estate, 899

iographies tend to si-

multaneously eulogise

and demystify their
chosen subjects; this one is a
rare exception as it humanis-
es two remarkable figures in
the historv of modern India
— father Dharmanand and
son Damodar Kosambi. Both
were exceptional figures in
their own right and were part
of an intellectual fraternity
that the late-19th-century
milieu helped nurture. If one
recalls men like Rahul Sankr-
ityayan, who too experiment-
ed with Buddhism and so-
cialism, or subsequently B.R.
AmbedkKar, then one is better
able to appreciate the dynam-
ics of a context wherein caste
critiques, discovery of Bud-
dhism and Marxism and ex-
posure to the United States of
America as a crucible of new
ideas were compelling deter-
minants of change.

The biography is about
two lives inhabiting multi-
ple worlds. Written with re-
markable lightness of touch,
it makes use of an array of
material including personal
correspondence and papers,
some fragments of diary
entries and biographical ac-
counts written in Marathi as
well as secondary material to
write an extraordinary his-
tory of two remarkable indi-
viduals and of the context in
which they developed their
ideas of science, philosophy
and politics. The biography
is a testimony of the vitali-
ty and the robustness of the
late-19th-century  national

A life in scholarship

and global intellectual milieu
wherein unexpected meet-
ings forged long-lasting pas-
sions and worked as catalysts
to individual transformation.
We are told, for instance, how
the senior Kosambi under-
took travels in India to learn
Sanskrit, seek out ways to
explore Buddhism, and how,
subsequently, had a chance
encounter with a Dutch mer-
chant on his way to America
who infused in him socialist
ideas and writings. These
are fascinating details that
tell us a lot about both the
dynamic temperament of
Dharmanand as well as the
richness of a living intellec-
tual tradition that engaged
seriously with Buddhism and
Buddhist learning.

The case of Damodar
was no less compelling.
We have wonderful sketch-
es of his stint in the US, at
Harvard, where he fared
badly in Physics but excelled
in English and Mathematics
and dabbled in a mind-bog-
gling array of languag-
es. Something that stands out
in the lives of both father and
son was an extraordinary
flair for language and liter-
ature, the range of readings
they engaged in, and the avid-
ity with which they pursued
their passions. ’I‘ravellmg
across the subcontinent in
search of Buddhist learning
and developing an astound-
ing range of language skillg
in the process, Damodar
Kosambi secured academic
positions in Calcutta and,
subsequently, in Harvard,
He took two of his children to
Harvard to work on their edu-
cation and it was here that the
young Damodar honed his
language and Mathematics

skills. Like many typical
undergrads, Damodar was
careless with attendance and
with the course requirements
and we have fascinating
glimpses through his corre-
spondence about university
administration.

A major part of the
book deals with Damodar
Kosambi's academic writ-
ings, his interventions, and
his institutional experiences.
In parsing his deep interest
in numismatics and material
life in then India, the author
identifies Kosambi's engage-
ment with Marxism as well
as his literary appreciation,
These worked well in the
history project that he under-
took which materialised in
the form of An Introduction
to the Study of Indian History
and marked a paradigm shift
in the understanding of an-
tiquity and Indian history. An
important and interesting de-
tail about this project was the

collaboration and support he
received from Monica Felton,

author, journalist and peace
activist, whose friendship
and association are brilliant-
ly documented. In the same
decade as Kosambi went from
strength to strength in his
history project, his output in
Mathematics and Statistics
took a back seat. From time
to time, Kosambi himself re-
flected on his limitations, on
how his Mathematics and sci-
entific activities had lagged
behind global standards.
While his position at the TIFR
had given him national and
international status, his sci-
entific instincts were under-
mined by his ideological pre-
dilections. By the 1950s, his
relations with Homi Bhabha
soured and he became in-
creasingly isolated. We have
references to his stubborn
and dogged efforts in trying

to demonstrate or critique a
theorem without proof and to
publish them. This compro-
mised his reputation at TIFR;
so much so that he did not get
an extension of tenure.

The biography compel-
lingly brings out in poignant
detail the human element.
Kosambi was an unusual per-
sonality: brilliant, tempera-
mental and passionate about
his beliefs and interests. He
,was.committed to the cause
of learning and the scien-
tific method, to constant ex-
ploration never deterred by
circumstances. He was open
to new ideas and fresh explo-
rations right through his life
and it was only appropriate
that he responded to Jeffrey
Masson’s proposal to work
on Bhasa's Avimaraka just
a year before he breathed his
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