This is a response lo Peter Bowbrick's
Rejoinder. Professor Sen argues thal
Mr Bowbrick's Rejoinder continues in
the same iradition of empirical and
conceptual confusions as his earlier
article, but in addition he distorts or
ignores Sen’s replies to Bowbrick's
earlier poinis.

Amartya Sen is Drummend Professor of
Palitical Economy at Oxiord University and
a Fellow of All Souls College.

A shortened version of his Elmhirst Lecture
(‘Food, economics and enfitlements’),
given al the Triennial Meeting of lhe
|mternational Association of Agriculiural
Economisls in Malaga in 1985, was pub-
lished in the Lloyds Bank Beview, 160,
April 1986,

"Peter Bowbrick, ‘Pejoinder: an untenable
hypothesis on the causes of famine’, Food
Policy, Vol 12, Mo 1, 1987, pp 5-9.
*Pater Bowbrick, ‘The causes of faming: a
refutation of Professor Sen's theory’, Food
Policy, Vol 11, Mo 2, 1986, pp 105-124.
*amartya Sen, "The causes of famine: a
reply’, Food Policy, Vol 11, No 2, 1986, pp
125-132.
“1 shall also lake up some of the interesting
issues raised by Prolessor George Allen in
his post-morfem of the last round
{'Famines: the Bowbrick-Sen dispute and
some related issues’, Food Policy, Vol 11,
Mo 3, 1986). Professor Allen mentions that
he had advised Mr Bowbrick on his earlier
‘refutation” (and in one case, he says: "My
suggestion has started Mr Bowbrick down
this particular “path of dalliance™’ (p 263).
It is, therelore, an insider's view, but not
necessarily unfair for thal reason.
MM, Islam, Bengal Agricullure T1920-
1846, Cambridge University Press, Cam-
bridge, UK, 1978.
SG. Allen, op cif, Ref 4, p 261.

continued on page 11
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Reply

Famine and Mr Bowbrick

Amartya Sen

By this time the readers of Food
Policy must be deeply bored with the
“‘Bowhrick=Scn debate”, but since the
editors are ready 1o put up with
another round. T must respond to Mr
Bowhrick’s Rejoinder in this issue.!
Mr Peter Bowbrick's alleged refuta-
tion of my analvsis of famines® had
drawn heavily on empirical and con-
ceptual confusions as well as misde-
seriptions of my views, as | discussed
in some  detail in omy RE:pW." Mr
Bowbrick’s Hejoinder continues the
same tradition, but has the additional
characteristic of distorting many of my
responses Lo his points and of ignoring
others, 1 shall come to these misde-
seriptions and misattributions present-
Iy, but since a reader can justifiably
feel lost in a food of accusations and
counteraccusations, | should first dis-
cuss the central issues that scem to
divide Mr Bowbrick and myself*

Feserel eoutrpriat

In discussing the causation of the
Bengal Famine of 1943, 1 had used alf
the available production  statistics,
without exception. including the “un-
adjusted” and  Cadjusted” figures of
output {and current supply) presented
by the official Famine Inguiry Com-
mission, TEwas clear on that basis that
the food output per capita was higher
in the year aof the famine, viz 1943,
than in 1941, when there was no
famine.

Any set of statistics - even officially
endorsed ones — can. of course, con-
tain possible errors. Ino particular i
may be the case that ‘the primary

reparting apgencies tended to overesti-
mitte bad years and underestimate
poer] ones’, as has been argued by
MM Islam® and endorsed by George
Allen " This will. however, apply both
to 1947 andd 1o 1943, 5o that my point,
which was concerned with the relarive
picture of 1943 vis-d-vis 1941, is not
affected.

M course, general caution about
production statistics of this type is an
entirely sensible attitude. However. in
the absence of inventing our data, we
cannot do much better than using all
the statistics that can be found, which
is exactly what | did. 1 had referred
also to the later estimates of Professor
G. Blyn.” which vield a similar picture
to that given by the government statis-
tics and the Famine Inguiry Commis-
sion. and which indeed followed close-
Iy the methodology and substantive
information used by the Commission,
Mo substantial reason whatsoever has
been given by Mr Bowbrick as to why
the comparison  between 1943 and
1941, which is the point at issue, might
have heen particularly  distoried in
favour of 1943 against 1941, by the
official unadjusted or adjusted figures,

In his Rejoinder Mr Bowhrick
asserts that he had C“presented other
evidence which suggested  that the
prodluction  statistics were not - just
unreliable but wrong™ (p 5). Indeed,
Mr Bowbrick did reject the official
statistics in fvour of some alleged
data verbally and vaguoely referred to
by ‘the trade’. Rejecting the official
statistics, Mr Bowbrick had referred
to his understanding that “the trade
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comtinued from page 10

'G. Blyn, Agrictfiural Trends in India
1891-1947; Quipul Availability and Pro-
duction, University of Pennsylvania Press,
Philadelphia, PA, USA, 1966.

fBowbrick, op cit, Rel 2, p 114,
*Bowbrick, op cit, Rel 2, p 114, footnote
a3.

""Famine Inquiry Commission, Reporl on
Bengal, Government of India, New Delhi,
1945, p 33.

""Bowbrick, op cit, Ref 1, p 5, italics added.
Mr Bowbrick also asks lendentiously:
“Whal is the basis lor Professor Sen's
apparenl beliel that civil servanis are
always both truthful and omniscient, while
fraders always lie?". It is not my belief that
traders do always lie, nor thal civil servants
are always ftruthiul or omniscient. But
rumours in trading circles do somelimes
play a par in creating panic and, in the
conlext of the Bengal famine, this role was
particularty outlined by the Famine Inguiry
Commission in its Reporl, endorsing the
description of the Civil Supplies Depart-
ment.

ZIn his post-mortem of the last Bowbrick—
Sen round, Prolessor Allen chides me lor
this remark, since an error can be ‘inadver-
tenl’ (op cif, Rel 4, p 259). This is indeed
s0, but Mr Bowbrick's reasserfion of the
correctness ol what ‘the trade” was
allegedly ‘talking of [despite Mr Bow-
brick’s source of inlormation describing it
as just a piece ol propaganda) makes
inadvertence carry a heavy load.

"IA. Sen, Poverly and Famines, Clarendon
Press, Oxford, UK, 1981, pp 58-62.
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had its own way of estimating supplies’
and that ‘it did pot rely on official
estimates’, and he had pointed to the
fact that “the trade was talking of the
worst crop in 20 years'® The only
source of information that Mr Bow-
brick cited on the subject of what ‘the
trade was talking of” was the report
of the Famine Inguiry Commission
itself.” What Mr Bowhrick did not
mention (and what 1 did point out in
my Reply) was the fact that the
Commission’s refcrence to what “the
trade was talking of” came entirely ina
quotation from "3 note prepared at
that time by the Civil Supplies Depart-
ment of the Government of Bengal’
and that the reference was in the
context of identifying “psychological’
causes of the high price of rice. The
note quoted in the Famine Inquiry
Commission included among the
psvchological influences the following:
Tears as to the result of the Midnapore
cyclone and exaggerated statement as
to ils effects on the supply position
of the province as a whole’, and
‘propaganda, sometimes perhaps
interested, in certain trade circles,
making out that the coming crop
was to be the “worst for the last 20
vears” "™ That is where Mr Bow-
brick’s phrase “the worst crop in 20
years came from. and his ‘other evi-
dence” consisted entirely of this piece
of ‘propaganda’, quoted as such by the
Famine Commission!

In his Rejoinder, Mr Bowbrick de-
fends the trade’s alleged diagnosis of a
crop failure on the ground that “the
prediciions of the trade proved right
and those of the |Civil Supplies] De-
partment disastrously wrong™."! Since
one of the points of the entitlement
approach is to show that famines can
occur even without a food output
dechme, it s obviously a non sequitnr
to treat the occurrence of the famine
itsell as evidence Tor the view that the
crop was a particularly bad one,

It is indeed hard to put much faith in
Mr Bowbricks rejection of official
statistics and of the Famine Inquiry
Commission’s figures on the basis of
aone reference o what “the trade was
talking of, when that reference itself
describes that talk as ‘exapperated
statement” and “propaganda, perhaps
interested’. In my reply to his original

Reply
article | could not help wondering that
‘Mr Bowbrick’s faith in the gullibility
of the reader is evidently boundless™.'*
and nothing in this new Rejoinder can
prevent that speculation.

Carryover

On the subject of what was assumed
about carryover of foodgrains from
previous years, Mr Bowbrick essen-
tially repeats his earlier arguments,
taking no note of the response pre-
sented in my Reply. In my book
Poverty and Famines,"* 1 had pre-
sented various ways of estimating cur-
rent availability. One of them took the
percentage changes in current availa-
bility to be the same as the percentage
changes of output plus net imports.
This indicated that the 1943 supply
was 11% higher than that in 1941,
Ouoting this Mr Bowbrick observes
that “this calculation is based on the
assumption that there was zero carry-
over’ (p 6). This is a mistake. A
constant ratio of carryover to current
outputl plus net imports is a necessary
and sufficient condition for the two
percentages to be the same. That ratio
does not have to be zero.

Further, this was only one of the
bases of my assessment of probable
availahility. In an alternative method
of dealing with the problem of car-
ryover, | had used moving averages
over time. This had indicated roughly
comparable foodgrains availability in
the period ending in 1943 compared
with that ending in 1941, if we take
three-year moving averages. With mo-
vear moving averages, the period en-
ding in 1943 had more than 6% higher
per capita availability than the period
ending in 1941,

Mr Bowbrick now complains that if
I had meant the ‘moving averages to
be taken seriously. rather than being
ignored”, then 1 *would have said that
current availability of food was 1%
higher in 1943 than in 1941, not 1%,
and that “this would have removed all
the impact of his dramatic thesis” (p
). This is all very conlusing, since the
statement about the 11% difference
was on the basis of one assumption
{constant carryover ratio). whereas
the moving averages figured in the
calculations under a different assump-
tion. The proposition was being tested
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“In his pest-mortem, Professor Allen re-
marks that "he did not find this persistency”
{op cit, Ref 4, p 253). | had given several
examples where this confusion had occur-
red, and this new Rejoinder by Mr Bow-
brick conlaing other examples.
"Bowbrick, op cit, Rel 1, p B.

"itany other points that Mr Bowbrick has
presented (eg those dealing with his ‘'mod-
el’, the purchasing power of the Calculla
population, the role of speculation, and the
importance of food imports), are essential-
Iy no different from what he staled in his
first ‘refutation” and which were deall with
in my Reply, | have not rediscussed these
issues, in order to try 1o keep this note
decently short. However, in the confexi of
restating my views, Mr Bowbrick has man-
aged to misrepresent them quile seriowsly
in many cases, and in the examples of
distortion to be given later on in this nole,
some of these misstatements will be refer-
red to.
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on the basis of several assumptions,
and the inclusion of any one of the
procedures does not imply that the
ather procedures were not being
“Yaken seriously’. The point of using
different methods was 1o show that el
of them - without exception — indicate
that the availability in 1943 was no
lower than in 1941, when there was no
famine. That is the point at issue, If it
is true that the availability in 1943 was
only 1% higher than in 1941, the point
would still hold. It does not make one
iota of difference to the argument as
to how “dramatic” the excess of the
availability might have been in the
famine year 1943 compared with that
in the non-famine year 1941,

In addition to these mistakes about
the analytical and empirical points
involved in the disputation regarding
carryover, Mr Bowbrick also seems to
miss the methodological point. which |
did belabour in my Reply {pp 129-
130, that no full analysis of carryover
can be done without bringing in de-
mand considerations as an integral
part of the story. In fact, if carryover
fell because of a rise in demand and
this caused a famine, this would give
little comfort tooa purely supply-based
theory of famines such as FAD. I
there is no substantial decline in out-
put, but nevertheless a decline in
supply due to a reduction of carryover
from previous periods due to an ex-
pansion of demand, then the explana-
tion is importantly demand-based in
much the same way as a famine caused
by current expansion of demand with
unchanged carrvover would be. The
possible influence of demand factors
in the penesis of famines was one of
the points emphasized in my book,
Poverty and Farmines.

Food shartage and FAD

In my Reply I had complained of Mr
Bowbrick’s persistent confusion  he-
tween “availability decline over time’
and ‘supply inadequacy and shortage
at a point of time”." Mr Bowbrick
denies that he made this confusion.
Presumably to assure us that he under-
stands the distinction clearly enough,
Mr Bowbrick gocs on to say that "it is
necessarily true that if there is no FAD
[food availability decline]. there is no
“shortage”, but it is not true that any

FAD must imply a “shortage™'."

This, 1 am afraid, is simply wrong.
There may be no food availahility
decline ar all, but still demand could
expand so much that there would be a
shortage. (Indeed, that is, T claim, an
important part of what exactly hap-
pened in the Bengal Famine of 1943.)
Supply being short vis-d-vis demand
may push prices up, and this can lead
to the inability to purchase enough
food on the part of those who are
badly squeered by the price rise.
Shortages can occur without a decline
in food availability. Mr Bowhrick's
confusion is reflected in the fact that
he takes market shortage as evidence
of food availability decline {on the
basis of his belief: 'no FAD. . .. no
shortage’). but this just misses the
point that shortages can be initiated
on the demand side,

The FAL thesis

The *Bowbrick-Sen” dispute happens
to be primarily concerned with two
different. though related, issues. One
concerns the specific causation of the
Bengal Famine of 1943, The other is a
general question as to what causes
famines as such., On the first, T have
indicated why Mr Bowbrick presents
no sustainable reason for supporting
the FAD explanation of the Bengal
Famine." On the question of the
general validity of the FAD thesis (not
necessarily applied to the Bengal
Famine of 1943), there is not a great
deal that Mr Bowbrick savs in his
Rejoinder, except perhaps to restate
his mistaken belief that “if there is no
FAD. there is no shortage” (p 8).
However, in his post-mortem of the
Bowbrick-Sen dispute, Professor
Allen has discussed the question
rather extensively and, in many ways,
illuminatingly, 1 would like to take this
opportunity 1o comment on a few
points on which there may be some
misunderstanding of what 1 was claim-
ing and why.

Professor Allen criticizes Mr Bow-
brick’s claim that my attitude-to FAD
as a thesis is ‘scathing’. but he points
out — presenting several quotations —
that my attitude to FAD ‘is not exactly
complimentary”,'" e is, of course,
guite right, and this is not at all a point
at issue. 1 did argue against the FAD

FOOD POLICY February 1987




allen, op eif, Ref 4, p 258.

"®*The focus of the entitlerment analysis is
on the gueslion of ownership of food
(including initial endowment as well as
production and trade), and by s very
nature the analysis has to be eonducted in
group-specific terms, examining the way
each group eslablishes command over
load, It is in emphasizing the relationship
between people and food thal the entitle-
menl analysis differs from the supply-
centred view represenied in the FAD
thesis. The subslanfive analyses pre-
senled by such authors as Mohiuddin
Alamgir, Keith Grilfin, Roger May and
Radha Sinha (cited by George Allen) can
be sensibly accommodated within this
picture of ownership and acquirerment, and
| had of course relerred to their works in
FPoverty and Famines.

""Bowbrick, op cif, Ref 1,

*Sen, op cf, Rel 3, p 130. | had also
added a foolnote pointing 1o the fact that
‘there are, however, some conceplual
problems with arbitrary imagination, eg the
meaning of negalive stocks (minus 1,056
million tons of rice in November 1943) in
Bowbrick's Table 1 (p 114). Imagination
can, | suppose, run wild.”
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thesis that famines can be caused only
by a decline in food availability. But
this does not, of course. imply (and
should not be taken to imply) that
food availability decline cannot play
an important part in the causation of
famines, FAD as a thesis has 1o be
distinguished from the phenomenon of
food availability decline (sometimes
also abbreviated s FAD) and its
non-unique, but possibly important,
relevance, Food supply clearly must
have some effect on prices, which
would affect the entitlements of those
who have to purchase food. Also,
food production is the source of in-
come and purchasing power of many
occupation groups. These various re-
lationships were extensively discussed
in my Poverty and Famines, chapters
O-10. Some of the famines studied
were indeed accompanied by sharp
declines in food availability, eg the
famines in the Sahel countries in the
early 1970s (Chapter 8) and the 1974
(as opposed to 1973) famine in
Ethiopia (Chapter 7),

I did point out, further, that “even in
those cases in which a famine is
accompanied by a reduction in the
amount of food available per head,
the causal mechanism precipitating
starvation has to bring in many vari-
ables other than the peneral availabil-
ity of food' (Poverty and Famines, P
154}, Much of the book was concerned
with discussing these causal mechan-
isms, and food availability is one of
several variables that can play a part in
the causation of famines. In some
cases, famines can take place without
any food availability decline at all (see
chapters 6. 7 and 9, while in others it
may dnfer alin be quite important
(chapters 7 and &),

My complaint against the FAD
approach was not only that it takes 3
single-causation view of famine, but
alsar that ‘the FAD approach gives
litthe clue to the causal mechanism of
starvation, since it does not go into the
relationship of people to food” (p 154).
It is that relationship (involving en-
titlements, ownership and exchange)
that has to be investigated. in my
judgement, to understand why and
howe famines develop, and why some
groups of people are affected by it
while others are hardly touched ™ 17 1

Reply

understand correctly what Professor
Allen intends to emphasize, T do not
sec any real reason for serious dis-
agreement,

Distariions hy Mr Bowbrick

Finally, 1 would like to note briefly a
number of misdescriptions of my
views present in Mr Bowbrick's Re-
joinder in this issue." The profuse
presence of these distortions makes it
difficult to decide how to handle par-
ticular critical points made by Mr
Bowhbrick, which very often are pre-
ceded by serious distortions of my
views or arguments. The list here is, |
am afraid, far from exhaustive.

1) On page 6, Mr Bowbrick says: ‘1
have presented a model showing that
even if Sen's production and import
figures were correct. the stock posi-
tion in Movember 1943 would be the
lowest for 17 years at least. He does
not challenge the validity of the model
nor that it is a possible explanation for
the famine." What 1 had in fact said
wis:

The support that FAD apparently gets
from Bowbrick’s table comes entirely from
what Bowhrick himsell “arbitrarily’ intro-
duces in the figures. These involve the
peculiar (and oddly undefended) ser of
cansumption assumptions and, 35 he con-
fesses, an ‘arbitrarily chosen’ carryover
figure (1 have arbitrarily chosen a carryov-
er of 8500 D00 tans at the beginning of
19417, p 113). It is, of course. not surprising
that figures could be ‘imagined’ that would
support FAD; no one has disputed the
power of imagination, The real issuc is
whether the figures thus imagined have any
empirical hasis at all. ™"

The validity of Mr Bowbrick's model
and its role as a ‘possible explanation
for the famine’ had. in fact. been
disputed on several grounds,

2) On page 7 Mr Bowbrick says: ‘In
discussing Sen's explanation of uneven
expansion of purchasing power, | used
the only analysis he gave. He now tells
us that it was purely illustrative, and
not meant to refer to reality,” What 1
had in fact said was that the illustrative
figures were not meant to be cxact
representations of what happened in
Bengal in 1943, which is a different
statement from the figures not being
‘meant to refer to reality’. {Also, the
figures Mr Bowbrick gave in his ear-
lier article, some of which he repeats
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in his Rejoinder, actually distort the
quantitative picture that would have
emerged from the illustration T had
outlined.} Furthermore, uneven ex-
pansion of purchasing power and its
causation had been extensively discus-
sed in my book, and the illustration
was far from ‘the only analysis’ T had
given.

3) On page 7 again, Mr Bowhrick
says: “He repeatedly implics that a
famine can occur because of an in-
crease in demand. even if this is not
accompanicd by any change in con-
sumption.” Mot only had T not said
anything like that anywhere, T fail to
see how anyone can possibly think
that a famine can take place without
a decline in consumption of the
affected  section of the population
{usually some occupation groups)!

4) Still on page 7. Mr Bowbrick
says: ‘Sen says that his “cauvsal hypoth-
esis” of speculation was not meant o
indicate the cause of the famine but
merely to indicate “an influence”. |
make no apology for treating every
point that was presented as a “causal
hypothesis™ as though it was meant to
be taken seriously.” What [ had said,
in fact, was that ‘Bowhrick seems to
identify every attribution of influence
as an assertion of “the” causation” (p
132). An influence can be ‘taken
seriously” without it being taken to be
‘the’ causation. One reason for my
complaint was that in his so called

refutation Mr Bowbrick had  attri-
huted to me belief in various differemt
and  contradictory  causations, eg
wwitches in distribution |of purchasing
power] caused it {p 118); ‘the famine
was caused by speculation” (p 120); “he
also talks of panic hoarding from
March to Movember 1943 as being the
cause of the famine” (p 120).

5) On page 8. Mr Bowbrick says:
‘His attacks on FAD appear to cover
any cconomist who has so much as
sugpested that there could have been a
decline in food availability in any
faminc.” In the footnole reference o
this point, Mr Bowbrick cites a work
of his own. rather than one of mine.
But the view attributed to me is clearly
absurd, not merely because 1 have
never stated it, but also because sever-
al of the famines studied in detail in
my Povertv and Famines had actually
involved inrer alia a substantial decline
in food availability preceding or dur-
ing the famine period (see chapters 7
and R).

There are. | am afraid, many other
misatiributions by Mr Bowbrick of my
arguments and claims. Indeed, accura-
cy does not seem to be one of Mr
Bowbrick’s more conspicuous con-
cerns. But the important point is not
so much that Mr Bowbrick greatly
distorts the position he attacks, but
that his alleged refutation does no-
thing to undermine the attacked posi-
tion.
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