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How Sen’s Theory Can Cause Famines

SUMMARY

The 1998 Nobel Prize in Economics has goneto Amartya Sen, Master of Trinity College,
Cambridge, mainly for his work on famine. The factua basis for this work has been
challenged.

The Classical Economists

Itis glaringly obvious that in a famine the people who die are the ones who do not have
the money to buy food. The Classica economists responded with a demand side approach
that concentrated on giving the people at risk money, food handouts, food for work etc.
inthe belief that this increased effective demand, and the market would then ensure that
enough food was made available. This proved disastrousin the Iri sh famine and in a string
of Indian famines. 1t was replaced with atwo pronged approach: government must import
enough food to feed the people then use handouts etc. to ensure that nobody starved.

Entitlement Approach

Amartya Sen revived the Classical gpproach under the name of the Entitlement Approach,
and he argued strongly againgt supply sde actions. He went further. Where the Classical
economidgts had believed that it was possible but not common for afamine to occur when
there was plenty of food, because of speculation or inflation for instance, Sen stated that
it was usud for thisto be the case, and that in the odd occasion when there was a decline
in food supply, maldistribution worsened the situation.

Sen’s theory

In his book Poverty and Famines and in many other books and papers Sen claims that
most famines are not caused by sudden declines in food availability due to droughts,
floods etc. He claims that, on the contrary, they happen when there is plenty of food
available, but one part of the population suddenly eats alot more than normal, because
of awartime boom or inflation for instance. As aresult there isless food available for the
rest of the population, so the poor starve

Implications for policy

If thisis the cause of afamine, it isformally possible to control the famine by reversing
the changein didtribution. This can be done by seizing traders stocks, imposing rationing
and giving free food to the poor. If Sen isright and this redistribution is the normal cause
of famine, organizations like Oxfam are largely redundant.

Believed only because of Sen’s evidence
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Thisideawaswidey accepted only because Sen produced a lot of evidence to show that
thisis exactly what happened in the Bengal famine of 1943 in particular. Aslong ago as
1985 it was shown in the academic press that his facts were incorrect, and were
contradicted by the facts in his sources.

How much people would have to eat

Sen argues that there was no sudden decline in food availability in 1943, and that the war
boom caused the famine. There were 100,000 new war workers, who were well paid, and
they and their families ate so much extra food that there was not enough left to go round,
and there was afamine. These people were quarter to one half per cent of Bengal’s 61
million population. Their extra consumption is supposed to have caused afamine in which
40 million people went hungry, 10 to 15 million people suff ered very serioudly indeed, and
two to four million people died. A few minutes' work with a calculator shows that to
achieve this, each of the workers, and their family members, would have had to eat 60
times as much food asin anormal year.

Another amount

Elsewhere, Sen extends this argument, saying that the wartime boom meant that the
people of Calcutta ate so much ricein 1943 (but not in 1942 or 1944) that rice was moved
from the countryside to feed them. Asaresult there was a magjor famine in the country
areas. Again, afew minutes work with a calculator is enough to show that they would
have had to eat more than three times the normal amount of food to create this shortage.

They did not eat this

Needlessto say, the facts show that they did not eat this much. There are very accurate
datistics on consumption because of wartime controls, and these show that the people of
Calcutta ate lessthan usua during the famine year.

Food did not move towards the city

Nor is Sen correct in saying that food moved from the country areas into Calcutta. Asin
previous years, Calcutta got al its grain from outside Bengal. True, there were smal |
imports from the country immediately after harvest, but this never amounted to more than
two and ahdf days supply for the districts. By the time the famine was in full flow, this
and more had been shipped back to the districts. If Sen was right about the cause of the
famine, this extra supply shipped to country areas would have stopped the famine there:
it did not.

Incorrect figures

Sen states “ In a poor community take the poorest section, say, the bottom 20% of th
population and double the income of half that group, keeping the money income of the
rest unchanged. In the short run prices of fod will now rise sharply, since the lucky half
of the poorest group will now fill their part-filld bellies. While this might affect the food
consumption of other groups as well,the group that will be pushed towards starvation
will be the remaining halfof the poorest community which will face higher prices with
unchanged money income. Something ofthis nature happened in the economy of Bengal
in 1943 This has been ahugdly influential statement.
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Again, alittle work with a calculator shows that even if the income change had taken
place (it did not), the lucky haf would have eaten very little more, only 1.8% of total
more (according to consumption surveys of thetime). This would have had no noticeable
effect, if, as Sen says, there was plenty of food available.

Contradicted by the facts

But it cannot possibly be true. It impliesthat 10% of the 61 million population doubled
their income. A maximum of one million of Calcutta's population was in the very poor
category (according to consumption surveys), so five million of them must have migrated
from the countryside to Calcuttain 1942, to make Calcutta the biggest city in the world
for thisyear only. The people must have moved to Calcutta in the months preceding the
famine, and then have suddenly disappeared the moment the next main crop was
harvested. This did not happen - wartime rationing means that we have accurate figures
on population. Cacuttaincreased in Sze by 300,000 to 500,000 between 1939 and 1943.
Sen’ sfigures are more than twelve times the true figures.

Contradicted by the facts

Nor was there any way in which the extra 1.8% could be taken away from the poorest
part of the population. The effect would have been spread over the market as awhole.
In Benga we know that 66% of the population went hungry, not just the poorest 10% as
Sen states.

Contradicted by the facts

Nor isit at al likely that war workers were recruited exclusively from the very poor .
Many of them were farmers and manual workers who normally consumed more calories
than the industrial workers, according to contemporary consumption surveys.

Boom famine not possible
At this stage, a few more minutes work with a calculator shows that a major boom
famineisimpossiblein this type of economy.

Was there a shortage?

Sen's statement that 1943 food availability was “at least 11% higher than in 1941 when
there was nothing remotely like a famine” was essential for his argument. Several
economists have used exactly the same data to show that, on the contrary, food
availability wasthe lowest in at least 15 years, and probably 11% lower than in 1941. The
latest analysis, by Dr Goswami of the Indian Statistical Institute, dissects Sen’s analysis
in great detail and confirms that Sen was wrong.

Unreliable statistics

It is surprising though that Sen should have placed so much reliance on one set of
statistics, crop forecasts, which was damned as totally unreliable by contemporary
analysts, including Professor Mahalanobis, one of the founding fathers of agricultural
statistics. The figures were wild guesses, arbitrarily adjusted by successive layers of
bureaucrats. They must be some of the worst statistics ever produced. Giving strong
weight to such bad gatistics, and little weight to more reliable evidence totally invalidates
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his results.

The Classical economists said it before

Sen has got most publicity for pointing out that some occupational groups were
particularly hard hit. This is merely stating what everybody has aways known. It is
fundamenta to the Classical approach and it had been a commonplace in Bengal since
1873 at least that it is an inevitable result of afamine. In no sense can it be construed as
an explanation of the famine.

Sen blames the Government’s diagnosis

The main thrust of Sen’swork isthat if the government had had his diagnosis of the cause
of the famine, they would have controlled it or prevented it entirely. He saysthat the main
reason that the famine was not recognized and not dealt with properly was “ the result
largely of erroneous theories of famine causation [held by the Bengal Government]
rather than mistakes about facts dealing with food availability”He says that they were
obsessed with the view that the famine was caused by major shortages, not by a war
boom.

But the Government’s diagnosis was the same as Sen’s

Thefacts are quite different. The Bengal Government had exactly the same diagnosis of
the cause of famine as Sen. They carried out a programme of seizing traders stocks,
rationing to reduce consumption in Calcutta, distribution to the affected areas, and free
food for those people who could not buy it. They imported more than enough to feed
Calcutta. If the government - and Sen - had been correct, the famine would hav e
stopped.

Their actions had no effect

In fact, their actions had virtually no effect: the famine raged unabated. The famine was
caused by severe shortages, and could only have been tackled by very large imports. The
amount they imported for the 55 million country people was only six days supply -
enough for propaganda pictures but not much else.

Theory as a cause of famine
Thisisjust one case of a famine being caused or aggravated by a government using the
diagnosis Sen recommends.

No one has denied Sen’s misstatements

Neither Sen no anyone else has made any attempt to show that the criticisms of his facts
which are presented here are in any way incorrect. It is very worrying that Sen made these
mistakesin thefirst place. Itisaarming that he did not withdraw his publications as soon
as the errors were pointed out in 1985.

What is a valid response?

The only possible challenge to these criticismsiis to produce detailed evidence with page
references to show that Sen was correct and the criticisms are wrong. So far nobody has
attempted to do so. It is easy to find people who do not think that Sen misstated hi s
evidence, but | have not heard of anyone who has checked his work and the criticisms of
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it againgt the sources he uses and who will still defend him.

Main Misstatements and misquotations

Main misstatements
Throughout the discussion Sen misstates the facts as given in his sources and presents

hypotheses which are contradicted by the factsin his sources. Four ‘big misstatements
are asfollows:

> The Benga Government did not have the ‘FAD’ view he attributes to them, nor
the estimate of available supply: on the contrary they had exactly the same
diagnosis of the causes of famine and the same estimate of available supply as Sen
did. They acted appropriately with measures that had proved successful when
there was afirst degree shortage in 1928, 1936, 1941 and 1942. Sen would agree
with these measures. In 1943 these remedies did not work.

> Rice did not move from the countryside to Calcutta, as Sen states. It moved in
the other direction. Thisinvaidates histhesis.

> It is not possible to derive Sen’s production estimates from his sources.

> There is no evidence that half the poorest section doubled their income, still less
that this would have had as much as one per cent impact on total demand.

In addition, there are repeated misstatements and misquotations from his sources - on the
‘indifferent crop’, on his conservative figures, on the number of people covered by relief
schemes, on the actions of the government of Bengal, on the Famine Commission’ s
support for his statements about speculation and hoarding, on the rice denia policy, on
the size of other famines and on Mahalanobis, Mukkerjee and Ghosh's statistics for
ingance. The evidence presented is selective. Taken together they cast the gravest doubt
on hisrigour and reliability.

Pointsthat refute hiswholethesis

Points which refute whole thesis

In summarizing the discussion, it is convenient to divide the errors exposed into those that
refute the whole of Sen’sthesis and those that ref ute only part of it. Each of the following
errors is, by itself, fatal to Sen’s whole thesis. If any one of them is accepted then hi s
whole thess must be rgjected. It is not, of course, possible to argue in economics that his
theory may be right but his facts are wrong.

o Production statistics are not accurate to within +/- 50%, and the difference
between them (which Sen relies on) is only accurate to +/- 3000%.
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Sen’s assumption of zero carryover conflicts with all available evidence.

Sen’s production and import figures do not prove his point that there was more
food available in 1943 than in 1941, but exactly the opposite.

Apart from the unreliable production statistics, all evidence (including that on
speculation and inflation) points to the fact that a) there was a short crop and b)
there was at least a second degree shortage.

If changed distribution caused the famine, some groups of the population ate
between two and six times as much as usual and paid between four and 20 times
asmuch as usud to do so. It can be proved both logicaly and statistically that they
did not.

The actions of the government of Bengal were those Sen would recommend. Their
falure to have any effect proves the misdiagnosis, and my prediction of the effect
of the misdiagnosis.

Refutations of individual hypotheses
The following points taken individually do not disprove the theory as awhole, but only
individual hypotheses:

On inflation: Sen presents no theoretical explanation of an improbable hypothess;
the evidence he does present isincorrect; and other evidence indicates a shortage.
Government procurement plus ashortage is the best explanation of the enormous
price rises. Inflation occurred in most other countries during the war, without
producing afamine.

On speculation: Sen presents no theoretical explanation; his thesis conflicts with
accepted theory; and his thesis conflicts with the evidence. The evidence plus
accepted theory suggests a shortage.

On hoarding: Sen presents no theoretical model and the facts are against him.

Changesin purchasing power are more likdly to be the effect rather than the cause
of the famine.

Imports were unnecessary under Sen’sthesis.

The boat denid policy did not reduce aggregate supply of rice. If anything, it kept
ricein the rural areas which suffered most from the famine.

Sen’s hypothesis and facts on the rice denial policy are contradicted by his
sources. If anything, the policy increased total supply.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The problem of famines and food shortages is one of the most acute facing agricultural
economigts. Since the mid 1970s Amartya Sen’s gpproach to the economics of famine has
become influential. He has argued at some length that a mgjor cause of faminesis not a
sudden decline in food availability, but a sudden redistribution of what food is available.
It will be argued here that there are major weaknesses in his theory which mean that it is
more likely to cause famines than to cure them. It will be argued that his theory and
andysisare wrong and that there are inconsi stencies between the arguments he presents.
Furthermore, the implications of his theory are contradicted by the facts given in the
sources he uses. There are aso ubiquitous and systematic inconsistencies between the
facts he gives and the facts given in his sources.

This monograph will concentrate on Sen’s analysis of the Bengal famine of 1943, asitis
the one he gives most attention to, it is the best-documented one, and it is the one for
which his theory is most plausible. To be absolutely fair to him, the analysis will rel y
entirely on the sources he quotes and no new evidence will be presented.

This monograph is purely a refutation

The andysisis presented purdly as arefutation of Sen. It is not a complete analysis of the
Bengal famine. It would take a book to do justice to so important and so complex a
subject, and the book would not overlap with Sen’s analysisto any degree. The anaysis
will not cover the practical problems of administration, physical distribution or rationing,

though they were important in the Bengal famine. Nor will it consider the failures of long-
term agrarian and food policy which made the situation so critical and so difficult to deal

with. However, the points that are discussed are not trivial: the failure of the authorities
to understand them caused three million deathsin 1943.

Normal economic language

Thelanguage of normal economic theory will be used rather than that of Sen’s entitlement
theory. There are severa reasons for this. First, Sen himself used this language when
dedling with the Benga Famine, with his occasional mentions of entitlement declines etc.
being externa to his analysis. Second, we are concerned with what actually happened,
rather than with the labels put on some of the effects. Third, the use of the value-loaded
vocabulary of entitlement would confuse those who are not familiar with it, or who do not
agreewith it. Findly, it has become clear in discussions that different people interpret his
entitlement theory in very different ways.
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2 THREE CAUSES OF FAMINE

1. Fall in supply

Both Sen and the economists who worked in the mainstream tradition accept that famine
can arisein one of threeways. Thefirst iswhen thereis afal in the aggregate food supply
of a country or region. This may happen because of drought, flood, plant disease (the
potato blight), pests (the plague of locusts), blockade, post-harvest losses, or disruption
of production by migration, epidemic or war. Problems with storage or transport or the
manipulation of stocks by speculators can mean periods of famine even in ayear in which
there are adequate supplies.

2. Risein demand

The second way is an increase in aggregate demand. This may arise from immigration, an
influx of refugees or an invading army. It has happened that foreign buyers or an
occupying army have been able to export the food supply. A change in farmers’
willingness to sell may be best treated under this heading, as a change in reservation
demand.

3. Changein distribution

Third, a change in the distribution of what food is available between people in different
occupations may bring about a famine when there is no food shortage. For example,
hyper-inflation, unemployment or enclosures have left some people without the meansto
buy food. Changes in income distribution may mean that some people eat more, leaving
less for the others.

These changes should not be confused with changes in geographical distribution because
of transport failures etc. which would come under a fall in supply. Nor should these
changes be confused with the maldistribution that exists to a greater or lesser extent i n
every society, which may cause chronic malnutrition among the poor, but which does not
cause famine. It is atruism that the world could feed itself, so al famines are due to a
changein relative digribution, if the famine area is defined sufficiently widely. To do this
ignores redlity: there are political, social, physical and economic constraints to
redistribution which cannot be assumed away.
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The Classical Economists

The classical view on the cause of famine, expressed by Adam Smith (1776, ii p 26) for
instance, isthat, while all these causes are possible, in practice a shortage in supply was
the cause of al the famines in the two hundred years before he wrote. The moder n
mainstream view has been less exireme. It has been thought that shortage of supply isthe
most usual reason, but that other factors do, on occasion, cause famines.

Demand changes in a famine

The classical economists were emphatic that even if afamineis caused by achangein
supply aone, there will be evidence, during the course of the famine, of a change in
demand and a change in distribution. For example, a shortfall brought about by aflood
will change demand, both reservation demand and people’s expectations. It will aso
change the relative purchasing power of different socio-economic groups and will provide
astrong incentive for speculation. In fact, the sudden shock to the system can be expected
to bring to a head all those agrarian and social problems that have been festering below
the surface for decades. These are effects of the supply change, not the cause of the
famine.

Classical economists were not laissez faire

Contrary to the statements of commentators like Devereux (1993) and Ravallion (1997),
the English classical economists did not take a laissez-faire approach to famine. Adam
Smith set out the view of the English classical economists famines were nearly alway s
caused by adecline in food availability per head, arisng from a fall in supply or an increase
in the number of mouthsto feed. Government should ded with this by increasing effective
demand, so that the free market would i mport the necessary food. This could be done by
Poor Law Relief, gifts of food or money to the poor and by food for work programmes.

How they dealt with the Irish famine

This view was put into practice during the Irish famine of 1845-1849, when potato blight
reduced the amount of food available per head (Woodham-Smith 1962, 1991). The
British Government introduced a work programme to give people without incomes the
cash to buy food. However, it took several months for a price signal to result in imports
from America, and in the meantime, the only effect was higher prices, and higher profits
for speculators. People who had enough money to buy food at normal prices sold their

assets to survive, impoverishing themselves to the extent that many died when the potato
crop failed a second or third time. The Government gave money for free food and soup
kitchens, but high prices meant that most of thismoney went to speculators. Government
decreed that the Irish landlords should pay massive poor law rates to finance additiona

relief, but the money obtained was a drop in the ocean. The economists then concluded
that Snce dl the demand side measures had failed, nothing could be done. The only way
to prevent future famines was to reduce demand, by “letting nature take its course”. “‘|

have always felt a certain horror of political economists,” said Benjamin Jowett, the
celebrated Master of Balliol, ‘since | heard one of them say that he feared the famine of

1848 in Ireland would not kill more than a million people, and that would scarcely be
enough to do much good.” The political economist in question was Nassau Senior, one
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of the Government’ s advisers on economic affairs.” (Woodham-Smith 1991 pp 375-6).
He need not have worried: 2.5 million people died out of a population of 8 million.

The necessary resources were made available to stop the famine

The Irish famine could have been stopped without spending any more than was spent over
the period. Government could have banned grain exports and imported large quantities
- in fact it imported less than 1 kg per head over the whole period and it activel'y
encouraged exports. The amount available would then have been enough to keep the
whole population alive. Prices would have been within the reach of those people not
directly affected by the crop failure, and grain could have been supplied chesply for charity
- there were enormous charitable donations from Britain and the USA as well as Poor
Law relief. Also important is the fact that people could have worked on their farms
producing food, instead of being forced to work on relief schemes or to live in the
workhouse.

The policy failed elsewhere

Similar failures were noted when this demand side theory was put into practice in a series
of Indian famines. Effective demand was increased, but traders did not bring in enough
food soon enough. The main effect of government intervention was an immediate rise in
food prices. For this reason the classical approach was replaced by one taking into
account both supply and demand. Government must import enough food to feed the
population, then take demand side measures to ensure that everybody had access to the
food.

The Entitlement Approach

The entitlement approach is the same as the classical approach
A variant of the English classical gpproach is the entitlement approach, popularized by Sen
(1976, 1977, 1980, 1980b, 1981, 1981 b, 1984) and now seen to be the dominant and
correct gpproach in reviews by Devereux (1993) and Ravallion (1997). Likethe classicd
economists they concentrate amost entirely on the demand side, though they do not
present it in any greater breadth or depth than for example Hunter (1873), Frere (1874)
and Mahalanobis, Mukkerjee, and Ghosh (1946), nor do the prescriptions go much further
than the Bengal Famine Code (1897).

It says though that most famines occur when there is no food decline

The main novelty of thisapproach isthat it asserts that most famines occur when there is
no sudden decline in total food availability. For example, a boom or inflation may mean
that some people et alot more food than before, so there is not enough to go round for
the others and some die. In al famines some people continue to eat well, and the starving
may be excused for thinking that they were starving because the rich were eating mor e
than usua. Inthe Centra European hyper inflations of the 1920s and 1930s people were
seen to die because they did not have the cash to buy food, so the inflation theory of
famine became popular. It influenced the Government of Bengal in 1943 when they chose
to believe that inflation and speculation caused the famine. The theory appeared
sporadicdly in textbooks, but was introduced to the wider economic literature by Sen.

10
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Similarly, the possibility that speculation often caused famines was always popular, though
dismissed by Adam Smith, but wasintroduced to the wider economic literature by Sen (It
isshown in the appendix that thisis theoretically impossible in the sort of economies for
which it is postul ated).

The mythical FAD approach

The entitlement school asserts its difference from its predecessors by saying that they
adopt the Food Availability Decline (FAD) approach, which states that all famines are
caused by declinesin absolute availability (not in availability per head) and which ignores
the demand side. It then makes a violent attack on the FAD approach (e.g. Sen,
Devereux). The FAD approach does not appear in the literature, and is wholly mythical.
The entitlement theorists are so eager to distance themselves from the FAD approach that
they tend to avoid looking a availability at dl - indeed Senis highly critical of the Bengal
Government because they wanted to determine the degree of shortage while afamine was
raging. ("The government’'s thinking on the nature of the food problem, whg
encompassing a variety of factors, seems to have been persigntly influenced by attempts
to estimate the size of the ‘real shortage’ on the basis of ‘requirements ad
‘availability’; it was a search in a dark roon for a black cat which was not there.” (Sen,
1977, p 53.)) Oneresult of thisisthat in their discussions there is a confusion between
a famine caused by a redistribution of available food between groups, and the uneven
impact of shortages on different groups, which is seen in any famine, however caused.
The fact that some occupation groups starve while others hardly suffer is taken as
evidence that the famine is caused by redistribution (e.g. a boom famine) rather than by
areduction in supply, which is anon sequitur.

Sen uses FAD in many senses

The discussion is confused by the fact that Sen uses FAD in many different senses,
sometimes to define the mythical people who believe that only supply factors should be
taken into account in famines, sometimes to define those who believe that all famines are
caused by an absolute decline in food ability, sometimes to describe people who believe
that food availability decline could have contributed to a particular famine, and sometimes,
very confusingly, to describe all his predecessors, not least those who held a demand
oriented classical view.

Sen’s facts have been challenged

The entitlement approach is based very largely on Sen’s and others analysis of five
famines, in which, it is asserted, speculation and redistribution (i.e. a boom famine) were
the causes. The factual base of these analyses has been widely challenged. Sen’'s data has
been criticized in some detail by Goswami (1990), T. Dyson and A. Maharatna (1991),
T. Dyson (1991, 1996), Basu (1984, 1986), Kumar (1990). Dyson concludes “. . while
they are far from being complée explanations, FADS were probably involved in all five
of Sen’s famines.” Dyson, T. (1996). Seaman and Holt (1980) while not mentioning
Sen, explode one of his cases: “ In the Ethiopian case dealt with in this paper, tie
inevitability of a massive food shortage in the Vdllo Province was known to the Imperial
Ethiopian Government from a detailed qualitative crop survey completed in November
1972. The government was reluctant to declare an emergency until March 1973. Bu
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when international relief was called forward in April, it took until November for b
food shipments to begin to arrive.”

Sen believes speculation and inflation cause most famines

Sen disagrees strongly with both the classical and the modern traditions on one thing.
Since the mid 1970s he has argued at length that many or most famines are caused by a
subsection of the third type, by a change in peopl€e' s ability to buy an adequate supply of
food. He is scathing about those people who argue that a reduced supply is the reason,
and particularly about those who believe that it was a major cause of the Bengal famine
of 1943 (Sen 1976, 1977, 1979, 1980a, 19814, 1981b, 1984). He cdll s their view the Food
Availability Decline (FAD) view.

The disagreement is on frequency of different causes.

Sen is not setting out a new cause

It should be noted that Sen is not proposing a new explanation for famine. The classica
economists have aways accepted that famines could be caused by redistribution, hoarding,
gpeculation or inflation even when there was no fall in aggregate supply. The mainstream
view was that while these were possible causes, they very seldom were important i n
practice, and indeed that famines had been caused or aggravated by administrators who
thought they were important in instances where they werenot.  Sen’s novelty is saying
that, on the contrary they were usually or nearly always the proximate causes.

Sen’s credibility depends on his facts

Sen’sexplanation is so surprising that it would not have been given any credence at al if
he had not presented a wealth of data about real famines to support it. He presents
examples of five faminesto show this. TheBenga Famine is the one he gives most space
to, asit isthe one for which most information is available. Hiswork stands or falls on the
data he presents.

This monograph challenges Sen's facts and his theory.

The Agricultural Economics Approach

A market under extreme conditions

The traditional view of agricultura economists was that a famine situation was an
agricultural market under extreme conditions, a complex market which should be analysed
using the full power of agricultura economics and covering all the aspects usually covered
inamarket andlyss. It should not be andysed using a separate theory which only applied
to famine. It was believed that a famine occurred when there was a sudden, locaized
declinein food availability per head leading to a shortage over a discrete period of time.
This might be due to factors like crop failure, a blockade, or lack of money to import .
Equdly it might be due to a sudden change in demand arising from an influx of refugees
or an invading army, or to a rise in the export price (as when a high world price caused
the export parity price to rise above what Bengal peasants could pay (Hunter, 1873)) .
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Thefal in supply per head could be caused by a combination of factors: often thereisa
progressive decline in food security over some years until an apparently small reduction
in crop sizeisthe last straw. After the famine has struck the availability per head can
continue to change even before the next crop is harvested because of exports, imports or
fast or dow consumption of stock. This approach considers both supply and demand at
all times, and is concerned with market period, short run and medium run supply and
demand.

Some groups hit particularly hard

Whatever the cause of famine, it has aways been obvious that some groups are hit
particularly hard - often landless labourers and small artisans. They do not have the cash
or assets to exchange for food; the market for their assetsis soon glutted; and their normal
clients spend al the money they have on food, rather than on employing them. The classic
studies are those of Hunter (1873) and Mahaanobis, Mukkerjee and Ghosh (1946) .
Accordingly, free food digtribution, food for work, etc. have always been standard famine
relief practices. These effects are, of course, extreme examples of the normal responses
to aprice change, with different market segments having different elasticities. From the
1920s household budget surveys and consumer price indices were universally introduced
to monitor the effect of price changes.

Long term effects

This approach recognizesthat the land sales, sales of assets, indebtedness, etc. have long
term effect on the agricultural economy, which may be worse than the famine itself. The
Book of Genesis describes how state stocks amassed by Joseph on behalf of the Pharaoh
were used to force the people to sell their land and even themselves.

While the theoretical possibility of inflation and speculation causing famine has been

accepted for most of this century at least, they have very seldom been presented by
agricultural economists as causes of famine.
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3WHY DOESIT MATTER?

The disagreement is important

The disagreement between Sen and mainstream economists is not of mere academic
interest. It strongly influences the action a government will take to prevent famine and the
action it will take if afamine occurs. Millions of lives depend onit.

Food security is irrelevant if Sen is right

This monograph is not concerned with long-term food policy. Suffice it to say that the
traditiona food security and famine prevention measures, of producing a surplus in normal
years and building up an emergency stockpile, are not appropriate if famines are not
caused by supply shortages.

Impact of Sen’s theory

It will be argued throughout this monograph that Sen’ stheory of the causation of famines,
and the andysis he considers appropriate to it, will lead to a misdiagnosis of the cause of
famine, the degree of famine and the appropriate action to deal with the famine. It will
lead to millions of deaths.

Sen was wrong even with the benefit of hindsight

It would be easy enough to show that economists in the threatened country are likely to
misdiagnose the problem and the appropriate solution using Sen’s analysis, so causing
famine. They are not highly-trained theoretical economists. They have limited resources
and extremely unreliable statistics; they are working under extreme time pressure and
political pressure; and they have an awesome responsibility.

Instead, | propose to show that Sen himself has consistently reached the wrong
conclusion, and moreover that the bias has been one that would lead to famine. His books
and papers were not subject to the time constraint that face the economist in the field. He
has dealt with some of the best-documented famines in history and he has had the
advantages of hindsight and ex-post data. He was far better placed than the people in the
field to make adiagnosis, yet he was wrong.

Misdiagnosis worsens the famine

In the next sub-section it will be shown that the effects of misdiagnosing afamine as a
Sen-type famine are serious. The result will be that government wil | take action which may
be totaly ineffective or which may worsen the situation. Making the opposite mistake and

misdiagnosing a Sen-type famine as a Food Availability Decline (FAD) famine does not

matter. The action taken will ameliorate the famine.
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3.1 Food Availability

Degrees of food shortage

Unlike Sen, | consider that one cannot discuss famines without constantly taking into
account aggregate food supply. For thisreason | should like to distinguish several degrees
of food shortage. The definitions are in terms of the amount of food available in relation
to nutritional requirements. They are in no way related to market supply and demand.

NO SHORTAGE. If thereis plenty of food to go round, a famine can only result from
amajor change in distribution.

FIRST DEGREE SHORTAGE. Thereis sufficient food to provide a barely adequate
diet for everyone, provided that there is rationing. If there is not, some sections of the
population will suffer from serious malnutrition, or starvation.

SECOND DEGREE SHORTAGE. The population has insufficient food for long-term
survival. Rationing would leave everyone hungry and suffering from deficiency diseases,
but surviving until the next harvest, though there would be some excess mortality among
the sick, weak and old. In the absence of rationing, there will be widespread starvation.

THIRD DEGREE SHORTAGE. Insufficient food for survival. Starvation is inevitable
without imports. If there were no imports and everyone were given a bare survival ration,
food would run out before the next harvest, and the whole population would die.
Higtorically, populations have avoided this fate by leaving the young, the old and the weak
to die, so that the able-bodied adults might survive. In Bengal in 1943, the young, the old
and the poor were left to die, wives and families were abandoned, children were sold into
progtitution, and useless consumers were murdered (see for example Famine Commission,
1945g; Rajan, 1944; K.C.Ghosh, 1944). Usually a population will resort to emigration,
war or cannibaism before accepting annihilation. No doubt the human race has survived
only because our ancestors made such decisions.

Limitation on application of Sen’s theory

A critical limitation of the gpplication of Sen’s theory is that a famine can only be caused
by achangein distribution when there is no shortage, or, just possibly, when there is afirst
degree shortage. With a second or third degree shortage, there is afamine situation even
with normal distribution. Indeed, with athird degree shortage, changesin distribution are
needed if anybody at all isto survive.

3.2 Changesin the Degree of Shortage

Mismanagement can change degree of shortage

The degree of shortage, the food availability per head per day, does not remain constant
from one harvest to another. Imports can improv e the situation. So can migration, though
at an enormous social cost. Mismanagement can easily worsen things. For example, if a
government does not impose any rationing when there is a first-degree shortage, so much
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food may be consumed at the beginning of the year that a second-degree shortage i s
created. If it issues the rations appropriate to a first-degree shortage when there isin fact
asecond degree shortage, then later in the year there will be a third degree shortage, with
insufficient food for survival. Mass starvation will follow.

Government policy increases shortage
Again, if government decides that the famine is the result of hoarding by merchants (and
such complaints are made during every shortage), it might force them to release enough
grain onto the market to keep supplies and prices at the normal level. If supplieswerein
fact 25 % below average, the result would be that the food supplies would be exhausted
three months before the next crop.

3.3 The Effect of Misdiagnosis

Traditional response to famine

The view of economists from the classical economists onwards (and the view of many
earlier economists), isthat al famines should be dealt with by issuing food to the poor,
by relief works with payment in food, and by loans to prevent the impoverishment of
farmers and artisans (Appendix | gives details of the provisions of the Bengal Famine
Code). Market intervention (i.e. price control, control of stocks, seizure of stocks,
prohibition of exports etc.) is aso normal.

The post-classical economists said that in addition government should import so that
there was enough food in the region to feed everyone.

Rationing as a solution

Rationing is taken to be a possible complete solution for first and second degree
shortages, though the practical problems are such that it would be unsafe to rely on it.
There are magjor problems deriving from poor administration, corruption, political
interference or difficulties with physica distribution. There may not be sufficient
maldistribution for ‘fair shares to produce much improvement; in Bengal in 1933, for
ingtance, only 22% of the population were well nourished (Famine Commission, 1945 p6)
and since the middle classes ate considerably less rice (and more protective foods) than
the average, rationing of rice, the staple food, would not have had much effect on the
proportion of people who were well-nourished. Rationing is more likely to be effective
in reducing aggregate consumption than in producing optimum allocation.

When imports are needed
Imports are essentia for athird degree shortage and, in practice, for most second-degree
shortages.

Sen disagrees

Sen disagrees. Aswill be shown bel ow, he states that it is wrong to concentrate attention
on the degree of shortage when determining how to tackle afamine, and indeed that it is
wrong to consider degree of shortage at dl. It isformaly possible to deal with a Sen-type
famine, caused by changes in distribution alone, by the basic measures alone - issuing
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food, relief works, loans and market intervention. Seizure of stocks and a formal rationing
system may be needed. However, imports are not necessary: thisisalogical corollary of
his diagnosis. Misdiagnosis of a FAD famine with second or third degree shortage as a
Sen-type famine means (a) no rationing at al or excessve rations, and (b) no imports. The
result will be that no effective measures are taken and the situation is worsened.

Laypersons’ solutions

Unfortunately, the uninformed laymen, whether politicians or administrators, are easily
convinced that the high prices are due to something they think they understand, lik e
speculation, inflation and hoarding, and something they can deal with by administrative
action. They fed that they have acted decisively and usefully if they shoot a few
speculators and seize their stocks for distribution. There is a reluctance to accept the
horrifying responsibility of dealing with a third-degree shortage, and to accept that one
istotally powerless in the face of forces beyond one's control.
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4 THE BENGAL FAMINE

History of the Bengal famine of 1943

In 1943 Bengal suffered from a famine that resulted in perhaps 1.5 million deaths from
hunger and the same number of deaths in the epidemics that hit a population weakened
by hunger. The Commission of Inquiry that was appointed on the famine produced two
remarkably detailed reports on the famine, the efforts that were made to control it, and
the measures needed to prevent further famines (Famine Inquiry Commission - referred
infuture as FIC - 1945a, 1945b). The reports have been the main source of information
for subsequent studies. They were highly critical of the Bengal Government, the
Government of India, the Viceroy, the Imperid Government and the grain traders. Indeed
only Wavell, who took over as Viceroy in October 1943, escaped with his reputation
untarnished.

Why the report is considered to be honest

An indication of the quality of the report is that it accepted and documented nearly al the
criticisms of the authorities made in the highly critica, highly political books on the famine
written by Hindu and Mudim nationdists (e.g. Dutt, 1944; T.C.Ghosh, 1944; K.C.Ghosh,
1944; Rgan, 1944), and it added a good number of criticisms of its own. The Viceroy was
only too well aware of the political embarrassment that would be caused by exposing the
inefficiency of the administration (Wavell in Moon (1973) pp 36-7), and it was widel y
believed that the Indian Government tried to limit the damage by printing only a few
copieson inferior paper (Aykroyd, 1974). The English editor of the Calcutta Statesman,
who had done most to bring the famine to the notice of officialdom in Calcutta, Delhi,
London and Washington (defying censorship and the wrath of the local officials to do so)
commented “The Famine Commission’ s report is as complete, painstaking and balanced
an account of what happened and why, as will ever be achievable.” (Stevens, 1966).

The rice crops

Riceisthe staple food of Benga, accounting for 80-90% of the calories consumed. There
arethreerice crops. The ‘aman’ crop, harvested in November or December, provides 74
% of the rice supply, with the upland ‘aus crop harvested in August and September
providing 24 % and the ‘boro’ crop harvested in February or March providing 3 %.

December 1940

In December 1940 there was a much reduced ‘aman’ crop, and, as a result, there wer e
shortages and isolated outbreaks of famine in 1941, which were easily handled with relief
measures and market intervention. (The graph shows how these events were related to
price changes.)

December 1941 crop

In December 1941 the rice crop was well above average, but prices started high and rose
throughout the following year.

18



How Sen’s Theory Can Cause Famines

Japan enters the war

In July 1941 Japanese assats in the Empire were frozen. On 28th July Japan invaded Indo-
China. On 8th December war broke out. There were air raids on Rangoon on 23rd
January 1942 and on 7th March Rangoon fell. On 15th February Singapore fell. On 5th and
6th April Ceylon and Eastern India were bombed.

Effect of war

This meant a serious reduction in supply to India, because Bengal and other areas such
as Madrasrelied on imports from Burmato make up their normal deficit, as did Ceylon.
Indeed, it meant that Indiahad at least a first-degree shortage which required strict control
and rationing throughout the war to prevent further famines (Aykroyd, 1974; Moon, 1973
pp 32, 174). The threat of invasion meant that many producers held onto some of their
stocks as an emergency supply. It aso caused demand to rise. There was an influx of
refugees from Burma, and at the same time consumerstried to build up their emergency
stocks. These supply and demand changes caused prices to rise throughout India. A s
Benga had had agood December 1941 crop, some surplus rice was exported to the other
areas of Indiawhich had been hit by the loss of the Burmarice.

1942 Cyclone hits Bengal

On October 16th 1942 a cyclone accompanied by torrential rains hit West Bengal, causing
wind and rain damage and flooding. Three tidal waves laid waste a strip of land seven
miles wide adong the coast and three mileswide adong river banks. The resulting high tides
increased the flooding caused by the rain. Some 4000 square miles were affected. 14,500
people and 190,000 cattle were killed; crops and grain stores were damaged. Fungus
disease and root-rot then hit the sodden crops, causing even more severe damage than the
flooding itself.

High rice prices, hunger then famine
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When this poor winter crop was harvested, prices rose rapidly, doubling within a month
in the country aress. By March 1943 there was hunger throughout Bengal, and from July
to November, the famine was in full spate. Relief measures of the kind mentioned i n
Appendix | were introduced immediately in the area affected by the famine (FIC pp 32,
65, 66, 236). They were extended throughout the country as the famine hit. The measures
were totally inadequate in most areas and were only really adequate in Calcutta.

Government thinks shortage is psychological

In December 1943 the Benga Government thought that the shortage was mainly
psychological. (See Appendix |l for a detailed description of the actions of the Bengal
Government through the famine.) They believed that there was no real shortage and that
the price rises were caused by speculators. As aresult, their main strategy throughout the
famine wasto “break the Calcutta market”, releasing imported, purchased or seized grain
on the market in an attempt to frighten speculators and hoarders into selling off thei r
surplus stocks. They had greet difficulty in buying any rice in the country areas in the first
quarter of 1943, even when officials were told that there was no limit on the price they
could pay. They were able to buy only 23,000 tons out of anormal annual consumption
of 9.6 million tons, and releasing this had no impact on market prices. A further 28,000
tonswas imported in March, which, again, had no effect. In June and July a further 90,000
tons were imported, again with no effect on prices.

Propaganda drive
In April and May there was a propaganda drive to persuade speculators and hoarders to
release their stocks, with no apparent effect.

Search for stockpiles

In June 1943 there was a house-to-house search for secret stockpiles, but it was found
that there was very little in stock, not enough to last to the November harvest. It was
around this time that the Bengal Government came to believe that there was in fact a
serious shortage.

Imports to Bengal

Throughout the famine imports into Bengal were low. Initidly, this was because the
Bengad Government thought that the shortage was no more serious than that of 1941, and
thought that it would be possible to manage with the food available. In the second quarter
of 1943 it was thought that imports of 300,000 tons would be sufficient to cure the famine
(This was the quantity eventually imported). From the middle of the year government
began to believe that much bigger imports were needed. It was found though that other
provinces refused to permit exportsto Bengd. Indiaasawhole had afirst degree shortage
and priceswere rising, so any exports from a province would cause further price rises and
would cause civil unrest. For abrief period in June and July, Bihar and Orissa permitted
exports to Bengal (after much pressure from the Indian Government), but they stopped
these when their own prices rose sharply. The Imperial Government would not provide
grain or shipping.

The closing stages
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In November 1943 the new Viceroy, Wavell, increased exports to Bengal and sent in the
army to improve the physica and organizational distribution of the grain. The September
crop helped, but the famine did not end until an exceptionally good, though rather late,
crop was harvested in December. However, epidemics now took over as the main killer,
and as many people died between November 1943 and July 1944 as in the previous
period.

How many died?

Sen says “possibly the biggest famine in 100 years”
It was estimated in the Famine Commission report that between one and two million

people starved and the same number died from disease, giving atotal of between two and
four million deaths. Sen (1977 p 33) cals this famine “possibly the biggest faminein the
last hundred years’. However, Masefield (1963 pp 12-14), who he quotes on the history
of famine, mentions haf adozen where the death toll was higher, nearly ten times greater
than the official degth toll in Bengal (which includes death by disease) in one case:

India 1876/7 5 million

China 1876/7 9 - 13 million

Russia 1920-1 “Millions’

China, Hunan 1929 2 million

Russia 1932/3 3 - 10 million.
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The Sahe Famine of the 1970s could be said to have had a smaller death toll, but only if
redefined into many small famines. He does not mention the Chinese famine of the Great
Leap Forward.

Sen contradicted by facts
Again, Sen's statement clearly conflicts with the facts in his source.

Sen’s estimate of deaths criticized

Sen’s own estimate of the mortality in the famine, 3 million deaths from starvation and
disease, has been stronglly criticized by T. Dyson and A. Maharatna (1991) and T. Dyson
(1991). Thefirstishighly critical of Sen’s data and the way he dealt with the data, and
suggests that he made a 50% overstatement of the true figures. The second shows that
other aspects of Sen’s demographic analysis of 1943-44 are wrong too.

Sen suppresses main source document

Very few people have had the opportunity to check Sen’swork against its sour ces,
and only a handful have done so - myself, my referees and a few researchers.

When Pergamon Press proposed to publish The Famine Commission Report as a
classic and relevant account some yearsago, Sen made a strong recommendation

that thereport was so flawed as not really to be worth putting out asa book. Asa
result it isstill virtually impossible for most people to check hiswork.

Other sources must be collected from specialist librariesin London, Oxford an d
Cambridgefor instance. It istime consuming and expensiveto get it. Again, it is
impossible for most of hisreadersto get hold of.

| would be very pleased to assist readers in obtaining source documents.
bowbrick@prima.net [PB 1999]

How many went hungry?

How many people were affected by the famine, apart from those who died? | am inclined
to accept that “it would probably be an underestimate to say that two thirds of the total
population were affected by it” (Department of Anthropology, Calcutta University, quoted
by Rajan (1944)). An independent estimate was made by Mahalanobis, Mukkerjee and
Ghosh (1946), based on a sample survey of the survivors. They estimate that of the 10.2
million families in the rural population, 1.6 million sold some or al of their land or
mortgaged it, 1.1 million sold plough cattle and in 0.7 million the head of the household
changed to alower-status occupation (including 0.26 million becoming destitute). These
figures are not mutually exclusive: many families suffered loss of land and cattle, and many
became degtitute because they had sold dl they had. Taking an average family size of 5.4,
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it s;emsthat perhaps 10 to 15 million people were affected in these ways. However many
more were affected in ways that would not have been recorded in these statistics. Most
went hungry; many were hit by disease; many were impoverished but kept the same
occupation; many sold al they had except their land.

Destitution

“Village labourers and artisans, at a somewhat higher economic level, sold thei
domestic utensils, ornaments, parts of their dwellings such as doors, windows ad
corrugated iron sheets, trade implements, clothe and domestic animals if they had any -
sold indeed anything on which money could be raised - to more fortunate neighbours.”
(FIC p67)
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5 CAUSESOF THE FAMINE

Causes of the famine
There are severd different versions of the causes of the famine. | will set them out here
and examine them at length later.

5.1 The Famine Commission Version

Famine Commission blames short supply

The Famine Commission argues that the basic cause of the famine was areduction in the
food supply. Thiswas due to the poor December 1942 crop, and to the fact that there was
areduced carry-over of supplies from previous years, resulting in at |east a second-degree
shortage, with insufficient rice available to keep the population healthy, no matter how it
was distributed.

Gross mismanagement

Gross mismanagement of the crisis, particularly by the Bengal and Indian Governments,
meant that nothing effective was done to alleviate it. They took only the action
appropriate to a first-degree shortage. The relief measures were totally inadequate for a
problem of this scale. There should have been massive imports. A rationing system should
have been introduced in Calcutta at least. The government should have seized all grai n
stocks and should have taken over the whole grain trade. They should have imported
grain. This brief summary does the Famine Commission an injustice. Their report isrich
and closaly argued and by no means as smplistic as | have suggested.

5.2 Professor Husain’sVersion

Husain said there was even less food

Professor Husain, a member of the Famine Commission, argued that the shortage was
even worse than the rest of the Famine Commission believed. He argued that the carry-
over of old stocks from 1942 to 1943 was very low indeed, so there was a third degree
shortage, and serious famine was inevitable in the absence of major imports.

The grain trade agreed

The grain trade generally made the same assessment, both because of their knowledge of
stock levels, and because they thought that the Department of Agriculture had over -
estimated the December 1942 crop. They invested accordingly, and made a lot of money.

5.3Sen’sVersion

Sen says there was plenty of food
Professor Sen presents his version in support of his claim that this famine and many others
were not caused by a declinein food availability, and that the Food Availability Decline
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approach to famine analysis is inappropriate. He states that there was plenty of food
available in Bengal in 1943, at least 9% more per capita than there had been in 1941,
when there had been no famine, so the famine did not arise because of adeclinein the
availability of food. In particular he doubts that there was a reduced carry-over at the
beginning of 1943, as the Famine Commission says.

Changed distribution of the food

Instead, he believes, the famine occurred because of a change in the distribution of
existing food supplies, arising from wartime conditions, particularly inflation. This
meant that some groups of the population got higher incomes and ate more, leaving
little for the rest of the population. At the same time others did not have sufficient
money to buy food.

Sen’s “causal hypotheses”
He provides the following causal hypotheses (Sen 1977 pp 50, 51; 1981a pp 75-78),
which will be considered in detail in alater section: Sen’'s ‘ causal hypotheses

2.

Demand factors related to inflation increased the price of rice in 1942.
An uneven expansion of income and purchasing power.

Impoverishment of occupationa groups not directly affected (from March
1943 on).

The change from the stable prices of 1914 to 1939 to an era of more rapidly
rising prices.

Speculative withdrawal and panic purchases were encouraged by administrative

chaos (especially between December 1942 and March 1943, but also up to
November).

“. .. demand forces were reinforced by an ‘indifferent’” winter crop and by
vigorous speculation and panic hoarding” from March to November 1943.
[Here and elsewhere his quotation marks appear to have purely rhetorical
sgnificance]

The prohibition of export of cereals from other provinces.

The policy of removing boats from areas threatened with Japanese invasion
(1980b p619).

The policy of removing excess grain stocks from areas threatened with
Japanese invasion (1984 p461; 1980b p619; 1981b p441)
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Impact of “causal hypotheses”

He seesthe first six of these explanations as having the same result, concentrating
purchasing power and food consumption on a small section of the population, so that
there was insufficient food available for everyone else.

Sen blames famine on Government’s concern with food availability

Sen’ s whole argument tends towards his conclusion that “ the failure to anticipate the
Bengal famine . . . and indeed the inability even to recognize it when it came, can be
traced largely to the government’s overriding concern with aggregate food
availability statistics.” (1984 p477) He suggests that if the problem had been analysed
using his approach, the famine would not have occurred.

Sen’s explanations were current in 1943

It will be shown in some detail in this monograph that all Sen’s explanations were
discussed in the source documents, notably the FIC. They were part of the popular
explanation at the time. Furthermore much of the policy of the Bengal Government at
the time was based on them, with disastrous consequences. It will also be pointed out
that they were popular during the 1888 Orissa famine and as far back as Adam Smith
a least. Theinflation explanation for famines was very popular after the Central
European hyper inflations of the 1930s, where they did appear to cause deaths. It was
this very popularity that encouraged the Bengal Government to adopt it. The
explanation appeared in economics textbooks in the 1950s. It even appeared in chess
books of the time: a challenger to Lasker for the world championship later died of
hunger in Austria during hyper inflation.
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6 PROFESSOR SEN’'SEXPLANATIONS EXAMINED

Theory must be consistent with all evidence

In this section Professor Sen’ s explanations for the Bengal Famine will be compared
with those of the Famine Commission. In assessing the explanations it will be bornein
mind that it is aways possible to support a hypothesis or “explain” asingle
phenomenon with two or three pieces of selected evidence and a minimum of theory.
Accordingly, the competing explanations will be examined here to seeif they arein
accord with al the facts in the sources, not just a select few. The different explanations
given will be examined to see if they are compatible with each other, with the facts,
and with economic theory.

6.1 Inflation

Inflation as a “causal hypothesis”

Sen’sfirst causal hypothesis is that the famine was set off by factors related to wartime
inflation, though the fullest and clearest statement | have been able to find in hisworks
on the subject is

“Theincreasein therice pricein Phase | [January 1942 to March 1943] was
essentially related to demand factors. . . The price increase in the phase | period,
while not confined to Bengal, was much more acute in Bengal than elsewhere (see
Singh, 1965, pp 95-99; Palekar, 1962). This was, to a great extent, the result of
general inflationary pressure in a war economy. The fall of Burma had brought
Bengal to the war front and Bengal saw military and civil construction at a totally
unprecedented scale. The war expenditures were financed to a great extent by
printing notes’ (1977 p50)

No explanation given

Sen does not explain how inflation could cause afamine: afamine is caused by people
not having enough to eat. Printing more notes does not make people less able to pay
high prices caused by inflation: it is the fact that they have more notes that pushes up
the price. If the available stocks of rice cannot be sold at a high price, because not
everyone has access to the newly-printed notes, the price will fall. If Sen is proposing
amechanism so different from normal economic theory, he should explain it in detail.

Not supported by sources

However the facts as presented in his sources give very little support for this. First,
from the beginning of the war until the cyclone hit Bengal, the Working Class Cost of
Living Index in Calcuttarose dightly less than that in Madras and Bombay. (Singh,
1965 pp 95-99). From October 1942, when the cyclone struck, it rose much faster
(See Figure 3). Sen does not explain why this inflationary pattern should suddenly
change and affect Bengal so much more seriously. Nor does he explain why the change
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should happen to coincide with the cyclone.

Sen is contradicted by his sources

Again, up to the cyclone, the rice price rise was not more acute in Bengal than
elsewhere in India. Rice prices were higher elsewhere in India and there was a thriving
export trade from Bengal (FIC pp 17, 18, 21, 22, 23, 28, 29). The United Provinces
and the Central Provinces had crops that were poorer than even the crops of the
previous year (FIC pl7). This, together with the loss of Burma imports caused prices
to rise, and would go some way to explain the price rises in Kanpur, which started
before the cyclone (Figure 3).

Were price rises caused by inflation or shortage?

To some extent inflation caused rice prices to rise. However, it must be questioned
how far the price rises even before the famine were caused by inflation, rather than by
the shortages. The Government of Indiawas, of course, obsessed by wartime inflation,
but was particularly concerned with grain prices as being a cause of inflation rather
than aresult. The Famine Commission gave a detailed and convincing account of the
factors causing the rise in the rice price during 1942. They included

. panic hoarding by farmers and consumers following the outbreak of war with
Japan;

. ashortfall of ricein India as awhole as aresult of the loss of the Burmarice;

. the loss of rice stocks in the cyclone;

. changed expectations after the cyclone; and
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. the reduction in wheat imports by Calcutta.

Their explanation of how grain prices started to rise after the cyclone had destroyed 30
% of the crop and after interprovincial trade had been banned is completely
convincing. It aso explains why the famine was confined to Bengal and to those parts
of Orissa hit by the cyclone.

Sen contradicted by his own figures

Sen himself quotes figures showing that the price of rice rose much faster than the
price of fish, umbrellas, milk, haircuts etc. in spite of the fact that the supply of fish
was much lower than usual. (1977 pp45, 46). Y et these goods were presumably
equdly hit by inflation.

Why only Bengal? Why only rice?

Sen makes no attempt to explain why the inflation should have affected Benga aone.
Nor does he provide any market mechanism to explain how the inflation was
transmitted to the price of grain - one would have expected the impact to have been
concentrated on scarce consumer goods. He does not explain how paying a good wage
to afew hundred thousand factory workers would result in an inflationary pricerisein
the grain bought by 50 million people. He himself quotes evidence that this extra
demand in the industrial sector was offset by afalling demand in the agricultural sector.

Falling demand in agricultural sector

“While in September 1942 the [agricultural] wage rate stood where it wasin
December 1941 and the price of rice stood only a little higher, a sudden upsurge of
the rice price subsequently occurred, without a matching movement of the wage rate.
In fact, while the price index of rice rose to 221 by November the wage rate actually
fell in absolute terms - against the usual seasonal pattern” (1977 p43)

More inconsistencies

On page 51, again, he quotes the Famine Commission as saying that generally the
agricultural labourers were not affected by inflation. He then talks of adeclinein
employment in the sector (p44). It is not clear from this how the inflationary pressure
would be put onto food prices, with so few people affected. Finally, he does not
explain why the inflationary effect should cease to apply on the harvesting of the
December 1943 crop.

Famine Commission gives best explanation

It must be concluded that the Famine Commission provides by far the most satisfactory
explanation of price rises both before and after the cyclone. No doubt inflation had
some effect, but it was minuscule by comparison with the rises when the shortages
began to bite (see Figures|, 2 and 3).

Sen ignores effect on prices of Government purchases

A major reason for therise in pricesin 1943, which is not mentioned by Sen, isthe
purchasing of grain by the Bengal Government. They bought grain for relief, for public
works and for “breaking the Calcutta market”. For part of the period they were
bidding against the trade without much limit on price. The danger of this practice was
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recognized explicitly by Malthus (1800) and by the Bengal Famine Code. It would not
be disastrous if there was no real shortage or afirst degree shortage - everyone would
get food, though prices would rise. However, if there is a more serious shortage, it
would lead to a never-ending price spiral, because there is just not enough food to go
round, however much money is paid. This happens both if the money is given to the
poor to buy grain, or if the government buys grain on their behalf. If the Famine
Commission’s belief that there was a shortage of grain is accepted, then this must
certainly have happened. This another major disaster brought about by misdiagnosis of
the cause of the famine.

Most of the world had wartime inflation, but no famine

In 1943, in the middle of the Second World War, there were inflationary pressuresin
most countries and throughout India. 1f Sen was right, they would all have suffered
famine.

Again and again Sen’s explanation is contradicted by the factsin his sources.

6.2 Speculation

Sen blames speculation

Sen places speculation after inflation as one of the most important causes of the
famine. He talks of “ speculative withdrawal” especialy between December 1942 and
March 1943, but aso up to November. There was a'so “vigorous speculation” from
March to November 1943 (1977 p50; 1981 p76). There is an enormous literature on
speculation, hoarding and storage dating back to Adam Smith at least. It is agreed on
one thing: that the uninformed layman’s criticisms of speculation are unfounded.

He does not explain how or why
Y et Sen does not provide a model to show why the uninformed layman’s criticisms
should be correct in this instance.

Sen misquotes his source

Instead, he quotes the Famine Commission in his support, though in fact the Famine
Commission describes a speculation which happened at another time, and which,
moreover, was aform of speculation which could not have caused the famine.

Normal Speculation

Normal speculation between harvests

By normal speculation | mean the situation where speculators (mainly grain traders)
buy up the crop after harvest and sell it throughout the year, ending the year with the
same carry over of trading stocks asthey started. Thistakes placein al years, and in
years of exceptional shortagesit can produce very high profits. If the selling priceis
greater than the purchase price plus the storage cost, they make a profit (and my own
observations in Africaand Asia confirms the theoretical prediction that they often
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make aloss). Thereisevidence that thistook place, and enormous profits were made.
The poor could not afford to buy the rice and many died. The question is whether this
was a cause of famine as Sen suggests, or even exacerbated it.

Famine Commission saw normal speculation not Sen’s speculation

The Famine Commission was concerned with this kind of speculation. As public
servants in wartime, they were concerned about speculation and profiteering and its
effects on price levels generally. As human beings, they were concerned that
Government’ s failure to introduce famine relief on a sufficiently large scale had
condemned to death those people who could not afford to pay the high prices. They
pay agreat deal of attention to the fact that traders and large farmers bought up the
crop at the beginning of the season and made enormous profits out of salling it, bit by
bit, at famine prices (and, of course, the fact that after they liquidated their stocks,
prices still continued to rise confirms that there was a shortage). It meant that the
people who starved were the poorest classes, such as landless labourers and very small
farmers, as well as those whose ability to purchase grain was altered by the famine, like
small traders, suppliers of services and employees. Those who had goods to sell
impoverished themselves to survive, and as aresult there was a further concentration
in land ownership (and Bengal is still suffering the after effects of this transfer of
resources).

There is no reason to believe this increased the death rate

However, the fact that there was this enormous transfer of resources does not mean
that speculation increased the death rate. If we accept the Famine Commission’s view
that there was at least a second-degree shortage, we accept that some people were
certain to die, in the absence of large-scale imports. The high prices determined that it
was the poor who died rather than the rich. Had the same quantity of food been sold at
aprice only 50% above the normal price, the same people would have died. There
would not have been the same enormous transfer of property, though.

It may have reduced it

In fact, given that the Bengal Government was doing nothing which could relieve a
second or third degree shortage, this speculation saved alot of lives. If traders had not
held on to stocks for a higher price, there would have been aworse catastrophe. If, at
the beginning of the year, they had released the amount of grain the Bengal
Government wanted released, the country would have completely run out of grain well
before the harvest. In the absence of any effective government intervention, high prices
are beneficial. They get everybody to reduce consumption, and to ration supplies
through the season - and during the Bengal famine prices rose so high that virtually
everyone had to restrict consumption.

Adam Smith concurs

“1f by not raising the price high enough he discourages the consumption so little that
the supply of the season is likely to fall short of the consumption of the season, he not
only loses a part of the profit which he might otherwise have made, but he exposes the
people to suffer before the end of the season, instead of the hardships of a dearth, the
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dreadful horrors of a famine” (Adam Smith, 1776)”

Abnormal Speculation

Abnormal speculation destroys, exports or carries over food

Traders might conceiveably reduce the amount of food available during the crisis
period to increase the market price. They would have to reduce the total supply, by
destroying some of the food, by exporting it, or by storing it and selling it after the end
of the famine.

Nobody has suggested this happened

There has been no suggestion in the sources that this happened, and nor has Sen
produced any argument to show that this happened. On the contrary, traders imported
all they could as soon as they saw that the December 1942 crop had failed. They
imported al they could for the three months when there was free trade between
Bengal, Bihar and Orissa. They smuggled in whatever they could throughout the
period. In addition, from September 1942 to October 1943 the trade was trying to get
the Bengal Government to import more. Since there was no suggestion that
speculators reduced the amount of grain on the market during the famine year, one
cannot argue that speculation caused the famine.

Irrational for speculators to create a famine

Appendix 4 shows that it would have been totally irrational for traders to attempt to
create afamine in thisway, and that they would not have succeeded.

Appendix 4 shows in considerable detail that if Sen’s estimate of the amount available
was correct, then

> It was not possible to create afamine in 1943 by speculation.
> It would have been irrational for speculatorsto try and create a famine because

- they would not have believed that the precondions existed,
- the financial and physical risks were enormous, and
- the enterprise was unlikely to be profitable

> The evidence does not support the hypothesis that this abnormal speculation
took place - it could scarcely be hidden

> It would be much more rational for speculators to attempt an abnormal
speculation in a shortage year

Hoarding
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Hoarding need not change consumption

Hoarding is usually taken to mean increased retentions by farmers and increased
stockholding by consumers, rather than increased stockholding by traders. It is possible
for both types of hoarding to occur without altering the supply of grain throughout the
year: farmers rather than merchants hold the stocks and consumers try to buy early in
the year rather than stagger their purchases over the year. Some market disruption will,
of course, be observed. This hoarding would not cause famine.

Sen says stocks increased during 1943

It is possible, though, that farmers and consumers would hoard by increasing their
stocks until they had a substantial surplus at the end of the year. This changein
distribution would mean that there was less available for other people, so it could be
taken as a cause of famine. Thiswould only be so if the hoarding happened during the
famine year; if it happened the year before it would mean that increased stocks were
carried through into the famine year, so it would reduce the problem. Sen states that it
did in fact happen during 1943.

Sen is contradicted by his sources

Sen's chronology conflicts with that of the Famine Commission. They point out that
the entry of Japan into the war, and the fall of Singapore and Burmatook placein
1941 and at the beginning of 1942. As early as May 1942, it was reported that
“cultivators on the one hand were becoming very cautious and unwilling sellers, and
speculators on the other hand were operating on alarger scale than in normal times
and circumstances, with only one consequence, a steady risein prices’ (FIC p28). The
bulk of the hoarding took place then.

Other evidence does not support Sen

It is difficult to accept Sen’s statement that there were panic purchases between
December 1942 and March 1943 and that there was panic hoarding from March to
November 1943. Prices were then too high for any but the very wealthy to buy in
excess of their own needs. Supplies on the market were low, well below normal levels
(FIC p11). For example, imports by Calcutta in the first quarter of 1943 were half the
normal level, and in the second quarter were still below normal (Table 1) - the figures
are readily available in the Famine Commission report - so the purchases by consumers
for hoarding were not higher than normal in Calcutta at any rate. There may have been
increased retentions by farmers out of the December 1942 crop. It is unlikely though
that people who had built up an emergency reserve in 1942 would have added to it in
1943.

In fact, hoarding may have increased supply in 1943

Allindl, it islikely that increased hoarding, in the sense of purchasing or retaining
more than one’s needs until the next crop, was largely confined to 1942. It was then
that there was a threat of invasion, it was then that the grain was available at a price
that made hoarding possible. If this were so, it would largely explain the pricerise

Table 1. Imports of grain to Calcutta 1943, compared with normal consumption and consumption under rationing.
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(Greater Calcutta)

First Second Third Fourth Total

guarter guarter guarter guarter 1943
Net imports of paddy and rice (a,b) tons 31,912 88,568 61,038 91,824 273,342
Imports of wheat (a) tons 26,000 38,000 99,000 176,000 339,000
Less: wheat sent to country (c) tons -20,000 -100,000 -120,000
Total grain available tons 57,912 126,568 140,038 167,824 492,342
E(Sjr)ain required at 1944 ration level (Greater Calcutta) | tons 118,193 118,193 118,193 118,193 472,772
Net imports as % of ration level % 48 107 118 141 104
Normal consumption (High estimate) (e) tons 181,835 181,835 181,835 181,835 727,342
Net imports as % of normal consumption % 31 69 77 92 67
Normal consumption (low estimate) (e) tons 134,310 134,310 134,310 134,310 537,241
Net imports as % of normal consumption % 43 94 104 124 91
Grain required at 1944 ration level (Calcutta tons 92,191 92,191 92,191 92,191 368,762
Trade Areag) (d)
Net imports as % of ration level % 62 137 151 182 133
Normal consumption (high estimate) (e) tons | 141,832 | 141,832 141,832 141,832 567,326
Net imports as % of high estimate % 40 89 98 118 86
Normal consumption (low estimate) (e) tons | 104,762 | 104,762 104,762 104,762 419,048
Net imports as % of low estimate % 55 120 133 160 117
Supplied through employers’ organizations tons 12,487 36,063 17,902 20,164 86,616
Supplied through controlled shops and approved | tons 6,988 18,262 14,344 10,868 50,482
markets
Total special distribution tons 19,475 54,345 32,246 31,032 137,098
Controlled supply as % of total supply % 33 42 23 18 27
Controlled supply as % of 1944 ration level % 16 45 27 26 28

Notes: a) FIC, seetext, op cit, Ref 2, pp 219-33. Based on trade statistics and figures supplied by the Civil Supplies Department of the
Government of Bengal. b) Stocks at the beginning of the year were very low because of reduced importsin 1942 (FIC, seetext, op cit, Ref 2, p
219). Paddy has been converted to rice equivalent. Bengal government figures suggest that net imports were lower by 22 000 tons. ¢) The 120 000
tons sent to country areas are assumed, quite arbitrarily, to have been exported in the last two quarters. d) Initially, it is assumed that grain
imports were spread through the Greater Calcutta area. This would not have appeared in the statistics because road traffic, personal baggage
and illegal shipments wereignored. Later the assumption that all grain was consumed in the Calcutta Trade Area is considered. This area was
assumed to consume 78 % of the Greater Calcutta total (FIC, seetext, Ref 2, op cit, p 219). €) The per capita consumption under rationing was
between 65% and 88% of the normal level, depending on assumptions about the total population (FIC, seetext, Ref 2, op cit, p 219). f) The
records for the third and fourth quarters do not include arrivals by countryboat, as no records were maintained for two months, and asthe

amounts were small for other months.
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during 1942, when there was a good crop. It cannot, however, explain the famine; on the
contrary, it means that Bengal would have gone into 1943 with a higher than usual reserve
supply in private hands.

How important was hoarding?

How important was hoarding? Who was in a position to hoard for personal consumption?
Wage and salary earners, small traders and craftsmen lived from hand to mouth and would not
be in a position to buy more than perhaps aweek or two’s extragrain. If they had
accumulated it bit by bit over 1942, buying alittle extra each month, they might have
accumulated a month’s supply - which would have been consumed early in the famine year. In
1943 high prices made any such accumulation impossible. Wedlthy traders, professionals and
large farmers could well have hoarded enough grain to last them to the end of the year, with a
couple of bags over. Some medium-sized farmers could have done the same, but most farmers
did not produce enough grain to live on, and relied on paid work to fill the gap. Many were so
seriously indebted that the bulk of their crop went to moneylenders, traders or landlords
immediately it was harvested, so they had to borrow money through the season to buy food.
They were in no position to accumulate

reserve stocks.

Not many people able to hold stocks

From the fact that only 20 % of the population was well-nourished in normal times, and that
only perhaps 1 million out of 7.5 million farming families had enough land for subsistence (FIC
p10), we can conclude that not many people were in a position to hold stocks of the order of a
year's supplies, or to hold substantial emergency reserves. Very few can have beenina
position to buy eleven months suppliesin December, enough to see them through to the
autumn crop, with a bit in hand. If they had bought three or four months supply at the
beginning of the year - amajor investment - it would have been exhausted well before the next
crop was harvested. Thisis confirmed by the fact that two-thirds of the population was hit by
the famine.

How much was hoarded?

The order of magnitude we are considering is that perhaps 10% of the population may have
stored 10 % extrain 1942 - anincreasein total demand of 1 %. In 1943 it is unlikely that as
many as 5 % did, an increase in demand of %2 %. A case could be made for a much lower
figure.

No support for Sen

This gives no support at all for Sen’s hypothesis that hoarding substantially reallocated food
suppliesin any of the periods, January to March 1943, March to June 1943 or June to
December 1943. If anything, it suggests that grain hoarded in previous periods would have
been consumed in these periods, reducing demand.

Hoarding is a bogeyman

Hoarding, like speculation, is a bogeyman invoked by politicians in time of scarcity. Because
they believe that there are large private hoards, and that there is plenty of food redly, they
take no effective action. The result isfamine.
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6.4 Uneven Expansion of Purchasing Power

Uneven expansion of income

Closely linked to the above hypothesesis Sen’s causal hypothesis that the famine was caused
by an uneven expansion of incomes and purchasing powers (Sen 1977 p 51; 1981 p77). Itis
set out most clearly as follows

Sen’s hypothesis

“In a poor community take the poorest section, say, the bottom 20% of the population and
double the income of half that group, keeping the money income of the rest unchanged. In the
short run prices of food will now rise sharply, since the lucky half of the poorest group will
now fill their part-filled bellies. While this might affect the food consumption of other groups
as well, the group that will be pushed towards starvation will be the remaining half of the
poorest community which will face higher prices with unchanged money income. Something
of this nature happened in the economy of Bengal in 1943" (Sen 1980b p618)

This change did not take place: If it had, it would have meant 1.8% more consumed, at most

This change in incomes did not in fact take place. However, it would be instructive to ook at
the implications of the model. If 10 % of the population increased their consumption from 14
0z. per day to 17 oz. per day, there would be 1.8 % more consumed in total (See FIC p204
for the consumption figuresin five surveys in the years preceding the famine). Sen states that
this 1.8 % would all come from one group, presumably those who died. This supply and
demand response is quite unlike that normally assumed in economics, where the increased
demand would affect the prices paid and the amount consumed by everybody. The effect
described could arise from armed robbery, but not from the workings of the market. Sen’s
market mechanism is not explained, nor isit explained why two-thirds of the population
should have been hit by famine as aresult of a 1.8% increase in demand.

Model does not apply in famine year

Clearly, too, there would only have been the extra consumed in a non-famine year. Once
supplies became scarce and prices rose to famine levels, this model no longer applies. If it had
applied for the first two or three months of the season only, the impact would have been even
less than a 1.8% shift.

Preferential supplies to the army etc.

Elsawhere, he states a somewhat more credible hypothesis, that the army, industries and
commercial firms got preferential supplies of food. As aresult, their employees ate more,
leaving insufficient food for the rest of the population.

The evidence is against Sen: Sen’s inconsistency

Asfar asthe army is concerned, heis clearly wrong: the army, mainly wheat-eaters, consumed
very little extrain relation to India’s supplies, and the army in Benga was supplied externally
(FIC p18). Furthermore, the soldiers would have eaten even if they were not in the army.
Indeed, elsewhere Sen himself accepts this (1976 p1279). The lack of consistency between his
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statements in different publications reflects the fact that his statements are not based on the
factsin his sources.

Sen’s claim on supplies to Calcutta
Sen says that “amost the entire normal population of Calcutta[was] covered by distribution
arrangements at subsidized prices’ (Sen 1981 b p77).

This is untrue

Thisis untrue. There were indeed preferential supply schemes for the employees of industrial
and commercia firms, but these never covered more than amillion people out of six millionin
Greater Calcutta (FIC p30). These schemes, plus the controlled shops and approved markets,
got 32% of the grain available in Calcuttain the first quarter of 1943, 43 % in the second
quarter, 23 % in the third quarter and 18 % in the fourth (See Table 1. The figures are set out
at length in the FIC pp219-233). In no sense can it be said that almost the whole population
was covered.

Calcutta also went hungry
Nor can it be said that those who were covered were fully insulated against the famine:

“ There were also many occasions when, owing to the shortage of atta and rice, reduced
issues had to be made to the Chamber, to the participating employers shops, and by the
latter to their employees with consequent discontent and hardship”(FIC p63)

It will be noted too that the issue given (3.58 seers per employee per week) was totally
inadequate for an employee with afamily.

Sen implies that Calcutta residents ate six times as much as in normal years

It is difficult to square these facts with Sen’s statement that one million employees ate so much
extra because of the special issues of food that a famine hit the remaining 59 million people of
Bengal. Thiswould imply that each and every one of them ate six times as much rice asin
normal years.

Impact of all Sen’s hypotheses on inflation, purchasing power and preferential distribution

Sen can be interpreted as presenting a third possibility, that the people of Greater Calcutta, 6
million of them, ate so much more that there was not enough food to go round for the rest of
the population. Thisis an all-embracing hypothesis. It includes the hypotheses above, that half
of the very poor got a higher income and ate more, and that industrial workers ate more. It is
the end result of al the other hypotheses, that inflation and high prices meant that one class ate
more, leaving less for the rest. It includes the hypotheses that the preferential distribution of
grain plus the disposal of public purchases and seizures on the Calcutta market meant that an
unduly large proportion of total supplies ended up in Calcutta.

This implies that Greater Calcutta ate twice as much as before or since

Again, Sen appears to be asserting that six million people ate so much more in excess of their
normal consumption that most of the remaining 54 million suffered from acute food shortages,
and three million people died. Thisimplies that each and every one of them ate twice their
normal amount of food. Indeed, since many people in Calcutta had little or no increase in
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income, and had no access to the specia schemes, it implies that the others would have
increased their consumption far more than this.

Sen implies people paid four to twenty times as much and still ate twice as much

However heis not just asserting that people were eating twice their usual ration, heis
asserting that they were willing to pay from four to twenty times the normal price in order to
get this extrafood - only afraction of normal consumption was available at special rates: the
rest would have had to be bought at famine prices. The prices reported rose to Rs.60 to 80 per
maund of rice containing 20% stones and 20 % dirt, according to the Statesman and a price as
high as Rs.120 a maund was reached at the height of the famine. It will be noted too that
industrial wages did not rise with inflation - the subsidized food was a substitute for wage
rises.

He implies that they then switched back to normal

He implies further that people suddenly switched back to their normal demand functions as
soon as the December 1943 crop was harvested, with wartime inflation no longer having the
same effect.

The figures in Sen’s sources contradict him

These hypotheses are ridiculous, and it might seem to be unnecessary to disprove them with
figures. However, the figures are given in some detail by the Famine Commission, Sen’s
primary source. They are presented and analysed in Table |. They give no support whatsoever
for Sen’s doubling of the grain consumption by Calcutta. They suggest afall in consumption
of 12% to 45%, depending on population estimates, to approximately the level of the 1944
ration (rationing was not introduced until 1944). Even if one makes the unlikely assumption
that there was no transfer of grain from the Calcutta Trade Areato Greater Calcutta, if one
ignores the unrecorded road traffic, and if one ignores the influx of soldiers, refugees and
starving people from the countryside, one gets a picture of sharply reduced consumption,
though at alevel above that of rationing.

Industrial working classes actually ate less rice

Table 2, again from Sen’s sources, gives further reason to doubt that a change in distribution
of incomes of the type he describes would cause the swing in consumption he states happens.
It suggests that the increase in incomes of the industrial working classes, as a result of war
industries, would actually have led to a decrease in their rice consumption.

Table 2. Estimates of per capita consumption of all cereals.

Ounces per day

Genera average rate for Bengal 17
Sectional average rates.
Rural population 17
Calcuttamiddle classes 13
Mofussil urban middle classes 13
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Industrial working classes 16
Families whose monthly expenditureis Rs 10 or less 14

Notes: a) FIC, seetext, op cit, Ref 2, p 204. The estimates were furnished by Professor
Mahalanobis, Honorary Secretary, Indian Satistical Institute, Calcutta. Professor
Mahalanobis analysed the results of five different surveys conducted at different times
between 1936 and 1942. Some of these were made at the instance of the Bengal government
and others were undertaken by the Indian Statistical Institute or the Viswabharati Institute of
Rural Reconstruction. b) The number of families whose monthly expenditure was RS 10 or
less, was 3212 as against a total of 15 409 families in the sample; and the number of persons
included in such families was 11 788, as against a total of 81 554 in the sample. c) Other
studies reviewed by the Food Grains Procurement Committee suggests a lower limit to
average per capita consumption of 15 ounces per day and an upper limit of 17 ounces.

6.5 Inequalitiesin Distribution

Sen’s argument
Sen argues that the famine was caused solely by changes in distribution. In order to
demonstrate that thisis so, he quotes evidence to show that

. the poor starved rather than therich.
. in the course of the famine some people who had been moderately well off became
impoverished and died

This is illogical

This evidence does not prove his point. The mainstream view isthat al famines, however
caused, will have these effects. Indeed both the classical and post classical economists who
Sen criticizes, spent alot of time analysing these distribution effects. | cannot accept Sen’'s
statement that a famine can occur without such changesin distribution (1977 p35). A
substantia fall in supply will inevitably change the relative amounts received by the different
classes, eveniif it is only the change brought about by rationing.

Changes in distribution that may be caused by a shortage

Some of the changes in distribution that may arise from a shortage and that were cited by the
Famine Commission, with its FAD view, are asfollows. Most farmersin Benga had a high
yield and a high price because of the famine and so were better off. Even those with a reduced
yield may have got a higher total revenue than usual. However, rura indebtedness meant that
often the crop went to a moneylender or landlord who made all the profits. The indebted
farmers had to buy back the food they had produced at the inflated price, and had to borrow
money to do so. Those families who could not or did not buy their rice at the beginning of the
season were unable to buy rice at the new price with the money they had. Consumers spent
most of their income on food and could not afford other goods or services, so traders and
suppliers of goods and services were impoverished. Many died.
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Distribution changes

The introduction of famine relief schemesin rural areas and of rationing for some employeesin
urban areas meant a change in distribution not linked to market forces. At the same time, the
collapse of traditional village charity during the famine because of the high price of foods
altered other non-market distribution (as in the Irish famine where landlords reneged on their
social and legal responsibilities for poor law relief once the need became abnormal. Rights
vanished under the pressure of scarcity).

All examples compatible with FAD

All these examples are compatible with the Food Availability Decline (FAD) hypothesis which
Sen so didlikes, so his argument falls down. Since the theoretical basis of his argument is
wrong, the accuracy of his data on changesin distribution isirrelevant.

Sen’s figures are wrong

However, his data are wrong. They are calculated from Table 4.2 and 7(A5) of Mahalanobis,
Mukerjee and Ghosh (1946). Unfortunately Sen used tables of raw, unweighted data derived
from a heavily stratified sample, rather than from the adjacent tables giving weighted results.

6.6 Selective Impact on Certain Groups

This is compatible with FAD

Sen gives as a cause of the famine the fact that from March to November, the demand for
crafts, services and “superior” foods fell, so that the people supplying them were plunged into
destitution. As shown above, the Famine Commission showed how this effect would arise as a
result of shortages. Their FAD analysis shows quite clearly why one group of people rather
than another should have starved. There is however another question that should be answered
- Why should anybody at al have starved? The Famine Commission explains this quite smply
with the fall in aggregate food supply. As Sen does not accept that there was a shortfal in
supply, he is stating that the redistribution caused shortages, not just that it aggravated the
effects of shortages. The logic is not explained.

6.7 Failureto Import

Logical error by Sen

Sen states that a contributory cause of the famine was the failure of the Bengal Government,
the Indian Government and the Imperial Government to increase Benga’ simports. Asthis
was afailure to increase supply rather than a reduction in supply, it cannot logically be called a
cause of the famine.

Logical error by Sen

The Famine Commission was highly critical of government for failing to take the only action
that could have relieved the serious shortage. As Sen does not accept that there was a serious
shortage, he cannot logically take this view either. The most he can say isthat, in failing to
import, government failed to take one of the many courses of action which would have
produced the desired effect.
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Restriction on inter-provincial trade

One argument was put to the Famine Commission which suggested that the famine was caused
by provincial governments preventing free trade in grain. Before the restrictions on exports the
economic unit was the whole of India, afterwards each province was separate. Instead of the
whole of India having a first-degree shortage, Bengal had a third-degree shortage. This
argument is, of course, at variance with Sen’s on most points. The Famine Commission is
doubtful of such a sweeping assertion, and considers that it would have been politically
unacceptable not to intervene in the grain trade.

6.8 Borderline between Two Price Regimes

This is the complete argument
Sen presents the following as a causal explanation of the famine. There is no further
elaboration of his argument.

“Finally, it is perhaps significant that the Bengal famine stood exactly at the borderline of
two historical price regimes. Prices been more or less stationary for decades (the 1941 rice
price was comparable to that in 1914), and the price rises that began in 1942 were to become
a part of life fromthen on. Institutional arrangements, including wage systems were slow to
adjust to the new reality .” (1971b p51)

This applied to nearly everywhere in the world
Why was it that Bengal aone should have been devastated by famine when the same applied
to virtualy every country in the world during the Second World War?

6.9 Boat Denial Policy

Boat denial policy

Sen considers the boat denial policy to have been a cause of the famine (1984 p4611; 1980b
p619). In May 1942 orders were issued for the removal of boats capable of carrying more
than 10 passengers from the coastal areas of Bengal in order to deny them to the Japanese if
they invaded. The Famine Commission was very critical of the Bengal Government for their
operation of the scheme (FIC pp26, 27), asit reduced fish catches and made transport
difficult, hampering relief measures. Both the Indian Government and the Bengal Government
considered that physical distribution was a serious constraint on relief measures. Indeed, the
main effect of Wavell’ s intervention with the army was that four times as much per week was
distributed (See FIC, Aykroyd, Wavell (in Moon 1973), and Mansergh 1973 p361) It dightly
reduced the quantity of food available, and to this extent it was a cause of famine. The
appalling mortality among fishermen must be put down to the fact that the compensation paid
to them, while possibly adequate when given to them, was grossly inadequate once the prices
rose.

Sen’s inconsistency

In the matter of the Boat Denial Policy, asin so much else, Sen isinconsistent. See for
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example Sen (1976 p1279) where he expresses the opposite view.

Logical error by Sen

Sen accepts the general view that the boat denial policy was of little importance in reducing
total supply. However, since Sen believes that transport problems were overstated, and since
he believes that anything hampering transport from the starving country areas to the overfed
towns was a good thing, it is difficult to see why he considers it to have been harmful.

6.10 Rice Denial Policy

Rice Denial Policy as a ‘causal hypothesis’

Among the “factors working negatively on the supply of rice” Sen talks of

“a cunning British policy of ‘rice denial’ to the oncoming Japanese [which] led to the
removal of rice stocks from three coastal districts in Bengal in 1942 (without causing much
anxiety to the Japanese, since they failed, for other reasons, to show up).”(Sen 1984 p 461)

“ The exchange entitlement mappings took deep plunges, forcing these occupation groups
into starvation. The story is made grimmer by. . . the removal of rice stocks from three
districts. . . These added to the entitlement decline. . . . but thiswas an added impetusin a
movement that was leading to a famine anyway.” (Sen 1980b p619)

Sen’s inconsistency

Curioudly enough, elsewhere (e.g. Sen 1977 p45; 1981 p 67) he quotes some of the facts
directly from the Famine Commission, and concludes merely that “it did contribute to local
scarcities’. Elsewhere, too, (1976 pl279) he states that it did not contribute to the famine
(though stating that it did result in aloss of food).

Sen’s sources contradict him

However, if one refers to the origina source, one gets a very different story, that a very small
guantity of rice was moved from a surplus area to a deficit area, in a year with arecord crop,
and that this was done in May and June 1942, well before the cyclone. The rice denial policy

implied

“ the removal from the coastal districts of Midnapore, Bakarganj, and Khulna of the rice and
paddy estimated to be in excess of local requirements until the end of the crop year. . . The
guantity bought was not large - it did not exceed 40,000 tongless than 1/2% of the total] -

and even allowing for errorsin the estimated surplus, formed a relatively small proportion of
the surplus supplies available in the districts concer ned.

It is difficult to estimate the effect of these purchases on prices, but in view of the relatively
small amount bought it was probably not great. But the purchases synchronized with a sharp
upward movement in the price level and a general disturbance in market conditions which
was occurring at about the same time in other parts of India. We shall refer to thisrisein
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prices later. There is no evidence to show that the purchases led anywhere to physical
scarcity. But, on the other hand, they brought home to the people, in the most emphatic
manner, the danger of invasion: they increased local nervousness and probably encouraged
cultivators to hold on to their grain as an insurance against invasion and isolation{Famine
Commission 1945a pp 25, 26)

‘Denial’ rice issued to public -as Sen recommends

“ At this point [July 1942] the stocks of ‘denial’ rice proved most useful. A portion of these
stocks was moved into Calcutta and distributed, partly through controlled shops to the
general public, partly through issues to employers of industrial labour who had organized
their own purchasing schemes, and partly through the Calcutta Corporation. To some extent
this eased the situation.” (Famine Commission 1945a p29)

Sen contradicted by his sources

Clearly, there are major factual discrepencies here between Sen and the source he cites.
Furthermore, it will be noted that the policy carried out was exactly that which Sen
recommends - public authorities buying surplus rice and distributing it to deficit areas.

The policy may have increased supplies

The denial rice was taken from the area which was later hit by the cyclone, which caused
extensive damage to food stores. If it had not been removed, some at least would have been
destroyed. To this, very small, extent the denial policy actually increased food suppliesin
Bengal.

6.11 Evaluation of Sen’s Causal Hypotheses

Sen presents no economic model or explanation

Nowhere does Sen present a cohesive model designed to explain all the phenomena. Thereis
no economic model in the normal sense. He does not have any model of the market or
marketing system or the institutions involved. He presents instead isolated points, each
intended to explain only alimited range of phenomena.

He presents no analysis

These points are not developed in any way. Thereis no attempt to show how inflation could
have caused arise in prices to famine level or how speculation could have caused starvation
and high prices through the year. The moment any attempt is made to develop them, they run
foul of demand theory - for example supply remains constant, demand plummets and prices
rocket.

The facts refute the hypotheses

In addition, the moment any attempt is made to check these hypotheses against the facts, they
are shown to be incorrect. It is necessary to show that the defence workers ate six times as
much as usual or that the citizens of Calcutta ate twice as much as usual - and paid up to
twenty times as much as the usual price for their food. The statisticsin Sen’s sources show a
substantial fall in consumption instead. Time after time, it is seen that the factsin Sen’s
sources do not support the implications of his hypotheses. Time after time there is no mention
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of those facts in the source documents which do not support his hypotheses. Time after time
the facts in the source documents conflict with those that Sen gives. Time after time thereisa
conflict between the facts as cited by Sen, and the facts as given in the document he gives as a
source for those facts.

Two statements basic to Sen’s thesis

For this reason, in the next section | shall examine the factual accuracy of the two statements
which are basic to his whole argument

1. that the Bengal Government adopted a Food Availability Decline approach in handling
the famine.

2. that there was at least 9% more food per head in Bengal in 1943 than in 1941
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7. WHAT THE BENGAL GOVERNMENT BELIEVED AND DID

Sen blames the famine on the theories of the Bengal Government

The main thrust of Sen’s argument is that the overriding cause of the famine was the approach
of the Bengal Government. He claims that they adopted the FAD approach, acting on the
belief that the famine was caused by a sudden sharp decline in food availability. As aresult,
they failed to anticipate the famine; they failed to recognize it when it came; and there were
disastrous policy failuresin dealing with it.

“ The failure of the government to anticipate the famine and even to recognize it when it
revealed itself, seems to have been the result largely of erroneousheories of famine
causation, rather than mistakes aboutfacts dealing with food availability” (Sen 1977 p55)

This is untrue in all respects
This isuntruein al respects, asis shown in Appendix Il which gives a detailed description of
the Bengal Governments actions.

The Bengal Government made the same assessment of food supplies as Sen

The sources are agreed that the Bengal Government made much the same assessment as Sen
of food availability (until, in July or August, when the famine was reaching its peak, they
started to realize that there was a mgjor shortage). They believed that there was only afirst-
degree shortage. Surprisingly, in support of his claim that the Bengal Government was
obsessed by the FAD approach, Sen gives two pages of evidence showing just the opposite:
that the Bengal Government was firmly convinced that there was adequate food available, and
that the hunger was due to changes in distribution (1977 00 53,54; 1981 pp 80-82).

They also had the same theory of famine

They aso had the same theory of famine causation, and of the appropriate way of dealing with
the famine. They believed that lack of purchasing power rather than lack of food caused
starvation. They believed that price control was necessary under wartime inflation to prevent
certain groups getting more than their fair share. They believed in public relief schemes. They
believed that alarge supply of food had to be distributed through the public distribution
system. They believed that some degree of rationing was desirable. They believed that
speculation and hoarding were major causes of the famine. They attempted therefore to
provide the population, and particularly the population of Calcutta, with the purchasing power
necessary to obtain the food. They instituted public relief measures. They intervened on the
market. Had they been right in their assessment of food supplies, and on the cause of the
famine they might have been successful. However, they held the same views as Sen, and they
acted accordingly. Millions of people died.
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If the Government had had the theory Sen claims, they would have imported

If they had held the FAD view, as Sen states, their logic would have been asfollows: “Thereis
widespread hunger and even starvation. Under the FAD approach, the only possible reason is
a shortage of food. Ergo, we must import one and a half million tons immediately.” Whether
their analysis was right or wrong, their response would have saved millions of lives.

7.1 Monitoring the Shortage

Sen says Government should ignore supply
Sen isindignant that the government should have spent any time at all on monitoring available
supply, once it had been decided that the famine was due to maldistribution:

“ The government’ s thinking on the nature of the food problem, while encompassing a variety
of factors, seems to have been persistently influenced by attempts to estimate the size of the
‘real shortage’ on the basis of ‘requirements’ and ‘availability’; it was a search in a dark
room for a black cat which was not there.” (Sen 1977 p53).

This is arecipe for disaster

| must disagree in the strongest possible terms. The effects of treating a serious food shortage
as merely a change in distribution are horrendous. It would be criminal negligence to treat any
famine as merely afirst-degree shortage without constantly reconsidering the possibility that
either initial estimates were wrong or the degree of shortage had changed. The negligence
would put millions of lives at risk. This at least the Bengal Government was not guilty of.

8 WASTHERE A SHORTAGE?

Sen says there was no shortage

Sen is emphatic that the shortage in food supply was not a cause of the famine. He says that
there was at least 11 % more food available than in 1941 when there was no famine, and he
ends by saying “It seems safe to conclude that the disastrous Bengal famine was not the
reflection of aremarkable overall shortage of food grainsin Bengal.” (1977 p42) The view of
the Famine Commission, on the other hand, was that the food shortage was the major
precipitating cause of the, famine, and other people, such as Professor Husain, himself a
member of the Commission, thought that the Commission had underestimated the shortage.

Summary of section

In this section it will be shown that the data available were so bad that the Bengal Government
were criminally negligent to base their decisions on it. Evidence will be presented which
suggests that official estimates understated the degree of the shortage. Sen’s refusal to believe
in reduced carry-over stocks will be examined. It will be concluded that the figures available
cannot be used as meaningful evidence in favour of Sen’s hypothesis. It will be shown that Sen
can be read as overstating the reliability of his data, and so, in effect, overstating the probable
amount of grain available in 1943. It will be shown that Sen misrepresents the factsin his
SOurces.
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8.1 The Size of the Har vest

Decisions should allow for quality of data

In view of the catastrophic effects of underestimating the degree of shortage, decisions should
not be based on the assumption that best guesses at production, stocks, consumption, etc. are
correct. They should take into account the effects if these figures happen to be optimistic. It
would be appalling irresponsibility rely on best guesses when deciding how much to import or
what rationsto issue. Accordingly | shall be examining here the reliability of the data on
which the Bengal Government acted, and the data on which Sen bases his calculations.

The key information was the crop forecast

The key information for dealing with the famine was the estimate of the December 1942 crop.
This was based on the crop forecast, not on a post-harvest estimate. It was based on
subjective estimate of how a) yield, and b) area deviated from the norm. As the estimates were
based on area planted it is not clear to what extent the forecast would have alowed for
damage from disease, flooding and cyclone. There would have been a much bigger
discrepancy than usual between planted acreage and harvested acreage, and both reporting
error and failure to modify the estimates right up to harvest are probable.

Sen’s source emphasizes the inaccuracy
Sen got his figures from the Famine Commission, which is at pains to state how unreliable they
are:

Forecast methodology explained

“ For instance the following is the method followed in the province of Bengal. Each Circle
Officer (a gazetted revenue officer with jurisdiction over three or four ‘thanas’ [i.e. 400 sq.
miles (FIC 1945a p7)]) ascertains from personal inspection and by questioning other local
officers and cultivators, the relation which the area under the crop bears to the normal
acreage of that crop in that area, this normal acreage being determined in accordance with
certain instructions. The Circle Officers send their estimates to the Subdivisional Officer
who, after making such corrections as he considers necessary, either from his own
knowledge, experience and observations or by enquiry, sends a consolidated estimate for the
subdivision to the District Officer. The latter, in his turn, makes such modifications as he
thinks necessary on the basis of his own experience and information obtained from the
District Agricultural Officers and other sources, and forwards the district estimate to the
Director of Agriculture. Clearly, acreage estimates prepared in this manner cannot be
accurate.” (FIC 1945b pp 44, 45)

There had been no attempt to measure accuracy or bias

No attempt ever appears to have been made to check these results against anything else, or to
amend them in the light of experience, so nobody knew if they even indicated the direction of
change. It would in any case have been difficult, as only a proportion of the crop was
marketed, and as the marketing system was not monitored. The cyclones, tidal waves and
disease outbreaks which caused so much damage in 1942 had never occurred before, previous
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famines being due to drought in other areas of Bengal. As aresult there was no experience on
which to base estimates of their effect. It isjust conceivable that the system might have given a
rough indication of the percentage change in total production - but only if al areas of Bengal
were equally affected by low rainfall etc. In 1942, however, areas were differentially affected,
so there would have been major aggregation errors, if, for example the worst affected areas
were high-yielding areas, densely populated areas or areas where the acreage was accurately
known.

Even the normal procedure was not carried out

The collectors of statistics did not know the normal acreage or yield, only peopl€’ s estimates
of the deviation from the norm, so there was a substantial error in the estimate of total
production, as well as an unknown aggregation bias. At the time parts of Bengal, notably
those hit by the cyclone, were smmering on the verge of an insurrection, and the army was
active, burning villages etc. Under these circumstances, it is doubtful whether the collection
procedure was reliable.

Government had refused a sample survey

There was a sample survey of the commercialy valuable Bengal jute crop, but not of therice
crop. “ Although by that time, owing to Japan’s entry into the war, the food situation in
Bengal had already become difficult, | failed completely to persuade the Government to
extend the sample survey to cover the paddy crop in Bengal. The Bengal famine occurred in
1943. Since that year we have had the opportunity of carrying out a sample survey of both
jute and rice crops throughout the province.” (Mahalanobis, 1946 p333)

Lack of knowledge

The Governor of Bengal, in adocument cited by Sen (no. 158 in Mansergh, 1973), talks of
“the dubiety of all available statistics and therefore lack of accurate knowledge of what the
real shortageis’.

Some ex-post adjustments were made

The Famine Commission changed the official Bengal Government acreage figures by 20% and
adjusted the yield figures, because Mahalanobis' s sample survey, conducted after the famine,
produced very different figures to the official figures, figures which may well have been more
accurate. Of course this did nothing to correct the aggregation bias.

Enormous discrepancies between sample surveys and other estimates

Desai (1953 p8) gives a useful review of the agricultural and other statistics of this period, and
his rigorous use of them is an exemplary. He compares the official estimates and those
obtained by scientific sample surveys carried out by Mahaanobis. He shows that the
discrepancies are large, with survey estimates being between 47% and 153% of the official
estimate. The discrepancies aso vary from year to year, with the sample estimate of the jute
crop being 2.6 % above the official estimate in 1941 and 52.6% above it in 1946. Since there
was no sample survey of rice carried out in Bengal until after the famine, we have no real idea
of the accuracy of the 1942 Department of Agriculture estimates, except the belief that the
error was greater than 20%. Thereis no way of correcting it with hindsight. Desai’s
assessment may be compared with Sen’s statement that “the Rgj was, in fact, more or less
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right in its estimate of overall food availability.” (Sen 1977 p53; 1981b p80)

Upward bias of subjective methods

Aswell asthis error in area and aggregation procedure, an upward bias in subjective eye
estimates of prospective yield of agrowing crop may be expected. Mahalanobis (1946) talks
of an upward bias even with controlled sampling methods on a mature crop, because
enumerators tend to select the best fields and the best areas of damaged fields. Again, the bias
would have been very different in ayear of cyclone, tidal wave and disease damage like 1942.

Quality of data
We must also be concerned with the quality of the data entering the system. This was bad even
in the better organized studies:-

Apathy of administrators
“ ... the apathy of the administrators and the peculiar difficulties in which statistical work
has to be carried out in India has to be experienced in order to be properly appreciated.

Recording errors

“1 may perhaps quote one concrete example. In 1939 the Government of Bengal decided to
prepare a complete record, plot by plot, of the land sown with jute. After these records were
prepared the Government arranged to have certain portions checked by permanent
Government officers. The primary records, when checked, were found so unreliable that the
Bengal Government ordered all the records to be destroyed.”(Mahalanobis, 1946)

Pressure to suppress or alter evidence

There is also amore serious form of bias: the scale of incompetence and corruption was so
vast that virtually every politician and administrator had cause to want evidence suppressed or
altered. Thereis some indication that pressure was brought on statisticians to do this:-

“. . .thepolitical pressure resulting in an inaccurate census, the hint of the virtual
suppression of an unpalatable report” (Elphinstone commenting on Mahalanobis 1946 p 374)

“ The average administrator in India expects the scientific or statistical technician to supply
evidence or proof in favour of what the administrator thinks to be right, rather than to give
independent advice on objective grounds. Intellectual dishonesty, to which Major
Elphinstone has referred, would in such circumstances be an actual advantage in securing
promotion in official posts. Thisiswhy | have never favoured the idea of the Statistical
Institute being run as a Government department or under predominating Government
control.” (Mahalanobis 1946)

Partial suppression of report

It was a'so strongly rumoured at the time that the Indian Government had deliberately printed
only afew copies of the Famine Commission report, to lim