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In 1982,  Sharmila Sen’s family arrived 
in Cambridge from Calcutta with six 
bags and $60, dressed in their best 
clothes. In India, they were upper-
caste Hindu Bengalis, Anglophone-
educated and downwardly mobile, 
their privilege precarious. They would 

soon learn that the United States had its own hi-
erarchy. Not Quite Not White: Losing and Finding 
Race in America (Penguin Books, $16) retraces that 
journey, its comic scenes from girlhood—studying 
Hawaii Five-O, whipping up no-bake Jell-O desserts 
every day—cut with wry observation.

America gave Sen ’92 new manners (“The Prop-
er Use of Salt and Pepper”; “The Blessed Sneeze”; 
“The Indoor Voice”); more deeply, over time, she 
also “got race”: “I got race the way people get 
chicken pox. I also got race as one gets a pair of 
shoes or a cell phone. It was something new, 

something to be tried on for size, something to be used to communicate with others. 
In another register, I finally got race, in the idiomatic American sense of fully compre-
hending something. You get what I’m saying? Yeah, I get you.”

In this passage, Sen, now executive editor-at-large at Harvard University Press, 
recalls the flush of humiliation she felt as a 12-year-old when people asked why her 
family had immigrated:

We weren’t chic expats  or political 
dissidents with lofty ideologies. We were 
three people moving from a country with 
fewer resources to one with greater re-
sources. I doubt we added glamour or 
value to our surroundings.

“Why did your parents 
come to America?”

“For better jobs.”
To this day this small ex-

change—repeated endlessly 
throughout my years in the 
United States—instantly de-
termines the social hierar-
chy between my interlocu-
tor and me. I wish I could say 
my parents possessed some 
extraordinary professional 
skill for which an American institution 
wooed them. We did not hold noble po-
litical or religious convictions that were 
at odds with the government of India. 
There was no war raging in my city and 
we were not being resettled. Homo eco-
nomicus has a duller, more prosaic story 
to tell.

“Why did your parents come to America?”
“For better jobs.”
The native-borns nod and feel pleased 

that they are citizens of a country that of-

fers better everything—jobs, homes, food, 
schools, music. I would feel the same if I 
was in their shoes. It must feel good to be 
born in a country that has more wealth 
than other places, to have the hardest cur-

rency in your wallet. It must 
feel good to be generous and 
invite others—after intense 
vetting and preselection—to 
share in this plenty. Even 
though I had no say at all in 
my family’s decision to emi-
grate, I felt my shoulders 
weighed down with the plen-
itude of the host country. 
This plenitude of which I was 
to be the grateful recipient 
was evidence that white peo-

ple were superior to people like me. How 
else could one nation be so wealthy and 
another be so poor; one country have so 
much to give and another stand in a queue 
to receive? The inequality of nations was 
surely a sign that some races were morally, 
physically, and intellectually superior to 
others. The inequality of nations surely had 
nothing to do with man, but was shaped by 
Providence.

“Why did your parents come to America?”
“For better jobs.”
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teacher told her she’d “never be an artist,” 
no matter how much work she made or how 
many professional marks she hit.

True, pure toil didn’t get Painter much 
closer to her first dream, of artistry through 
technical perfection. But the boot-camp-
style cycle of effort and dejection (a “cir-
cuit of torture,” she writes) did help her find 
a niche: a convergence of art and history. 
With her thesis project, “Art History Ac-
cording to Nell Painter,” she collaged images 
of figures from black cultural history with 
paint-daubed fields of bold color and ab-
stract patterns, distorting them with digital 
photo-manipulation tools, and obscuring or 
illuminating them with text. The project has 
echoes of Jacob Lawrence, Romare Bearden, 
and Faith Ringgold, but dodges nostalgia by 
being, simply, weird.

“I’ve been skirting expectation for some 
time already,” Painter says. That began, ar-
guably, with The History of White People, pub-
lished in 2011, when Painter was in the midst 
of her M.F.A. Though the book sold in a way 
most academic historians only dream of, 
some critics called it “grandiose,” “superfi-
cial,” and “too ambitious.” To Painter, these 

criticisms were attempts to keep her within 
bounds: let the black historian write black 
history. Her ambition was a “problem” for 
the art world as well—her desire to work 
the material of her scholarship into images 
was deemed excessively academic or literal. 

Nevertheless, since graduating, Painter 
has steadily cleared the bars of professional 
achievement—gathering a handful of gallery 
shows, fellowships, residencies, and com-
missions. More importantly, she has staked 
out her own territory on the border between 
art and history, transmuting the figures and 
events that populated her old life with the 
tools of her new one. A project called The 
Odalisque Atlas builds on material from 
The History of White People: one imagined map 
transforms the geographies and stories of 
young women’s enslavement, drawn from 
across the globe and throughout time, into 
a single dense composite; labels and arrows 
swirl around the Black Sea. Also recently, 

“I’m standing up for 
my right to be myself,” 
Painter says. “And that 
can seem odd.”

Sharmila Sen

S
H

A
R

M
IL

A
 S

E
N

60     September -  October 2018

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746


