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30th July 1986

Dear Mr. Bowbrick,

Thank you for your letter of 10th July and for enclosing your
rejoinder. I have to say that, while the tone of this whole debate
has left much to be desired - and detracted from the issue - I found
Sen's reply to your article astonishing, and I had many misgivings
about publishing it.

While I.was at pains to ensure that he had the opportunity te respond
to your arguments, I was not at all happy with the way in which he
did. I did not think he was helping his case by sinking to snide
remarks and these were edited out. Sen insisted that many of these
asides were reinstated. I don't think Sen can really answer your
criticisms so he is trying to mock them.

I think I forgot to send you a copy of George Allen's letter, which
has just been published in the August issue. 1 do apologize for this
oversight. If this has any bearing on your rejoinder, the last dead]ine

for the November issue is 13th August. You can make alterations up to
that date.

I will send Sen a copy of your rejoinder, but I do not intend to publish
anything from him on this unless it is significantly different in tone
and content from his last piece.

Yours sincerely,

Colin R, Blackman 5
Editer - FOOD POLICY _ ;

PS I have sent a copy of this letter to your Oxford address.
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~  This Is a response to Peter Bowbrick's

arllcle which appears in this Issue of
Food Policy." It is arqued that Mr Bow-
brick's alleged refutation Is based on an
affluent combination of conceptual
confusions, emplrical misstatements
and systematic misrepresentations of
the views he seeks to refute.

Amartya Sen is Drummond Professor of
Political Economy at Oxford University and
a Fellow nl All Souls College. He is a Pasl
President of the Econometric Society, and
also of the Development Studies Associa-
ion. He can be contacled at All Souls
College, Oxford, OX1 4AL, UK.

'P. Bowbrick, 'The causes ol lamine: a
refutation of Prolessor Sen's theory”, Food
Policy, Vol 11, No 2, 1986, pp 105-24,
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The causes of famine

A reply

Amartya Sen

Mr Bowbrick’s alleged refutation of my analysis of famines consists
largely of: confusing different concepts, misstating empirical evidence,
and misdescribing my views. He makes profuse use of all of these
bemusing genres. | shall take up Bowbrick's use of each of these genres,
in this reply. But 1 must also confess to a certain amount of bafflement
at the vehemence of Mr Bowbrick's presentation. 1 am, of course,
deeply flattered by the importance he evidently attaches to my writings
on famines, but he does seem to take them to be unbelievably powerful.
Even the title of the earlier version of Mr Bowbrick’s paper, presented
at the 1985 Annual Conference of Agricultural Economics Society, was:
‘How Professor Scen's theory can cause [amines' (no mean feat, that).

There is even a hint of battiness in the way Mr Bowbrick traces the
evil effects of my ‘wrong theory® 1o periods earlier than its publication.
Not only do we learn that during the famine of 1943, the povernment of
Bengal fell to ‘adopting the measures that Sen recommends’ and ‘the
result was a famine in which three million people died’ (p 122), but we
are also informed that the entire ‘Bengal Famine Code' (1895) * . ..
appears to be a reaction against the disaster caused by diagnosing the
1883 Orissa famine as a Sen-type Famine, and applying the measures Sen
advises’ (p 118). Given these beliefs, it is easy to understand Mr
Bowbrick’s intense anger — expressed liberally throughout his heady
rejoinder — in the light of his evident conviction that *Sen’s recom-
mendations’ and ‘advice’ have been stimulating famines for nearly a
century before their publication.

Conceptual confusions

Although Mr Bowbrick’s anger cannot be faulted, the same, | am
afraid, cannot be said of his arguments. Among his many confusions,
one particular one distorts his analysis throughout the paper, to wit, that
between ‘food availability decline’ (FAD) and the ‘shortage” or
‘inadequacy” of the current stock of food. To claim that a particular
famine was not caused by food availability decline docs not imply, as
Bowbrick seems to think it does, that ‘there was adequate food
available’ (p 121}, or that "there was no real shortage' (p 122). FAD
refers to a decline of food supply over time, whereas the notions of
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?Shorlage al a point of time can, of course,
be defined in many dillerenl ways, eq as
excess demand in the market or, allerna-
tively, as shortfall vis-d-vis soqne ‘require-
menl’ norms, Ambiguities in the concepl of
‘'shoriage” played some part in misdirect-
ing conlemporary official analysis of the
Bengal famine of 1943; this is discussed in
my Foverdy and Famines, Clarepdon
Press, Oxford, UK, 1981, pp 78-83.
*p.Sen, op cif, Rel 2, pp 54-5, 63-70,
75-7, 179-183; Scn, “Starvation and ex-
change enlitlements: a general approach
and ils application to the Great Bengal
Famine', Cambridge Journal of Econo-
mics, Vol 1, 1977, pp 33-59.

*A.Sen, op cif, Rel 2, pp 78-9; see also pp
158-9. Afler quoting this section, Mr Bow-
brick remarks: “In his reply 1o my paper at
the Development Studies Associalion
Conference 1985, Prolessor Sen slated
that his prescriplions are the same as
mine’ (p 108). This, | am afraid, is jusl not
true, though 1 quile recognize thalt Mr
Bowbrick must find il easy 1o believe that
everyone sullers from great templations to
agree with him. There are, of course,
remarks here and there in his paper that
seem very similar to things thal others say.
For example, though he is critical of my
statements (quoted by him), he in facl
does begin his concluding seclion with the
remark: “The only way to be sure of curing
a lamine, however caused, is to import
more food' (p 123). But then the next
senlence immedialely denies Ihis cause-
independant defence of food reliel (pp
123-4)

A Sen, op cif, Rel 2, p 79; see Ihe
discussion on pp 78-B2 and also Chapler
10; Sen, "Starvalicn and exchange entlille-
ment: a general approach and ils applica-
tion to the Greal Bengal Famine”, op cil,
Rel 3; and Sen, 'Famines’, World Develop-
ment, Vol 8, Mo 9, September 1980.
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adequacy or shortage — ambiguous as they may be — must refer to the
size of food supply vis-d-vis something else {eg demand or necds) at a
particular point of time, eg there being currently no excess demand at
the ruling prices.: Meither entails the other.

As I have discussed in some detail elsewhere,* there was tremendous
pressure on supply given the rapid expansion of demand during 1942
and 1943 (connected with the war efforts and related economic
activitics), but the intense excess demand was certainly not caused by
any sharp decline in food availability. Bowhbrick is quite right when he
says: ‘If one accepts that there was a shortage, the price rises are easily
explained’ (p 116). But a shortage in this sense (essentially the existence
of excess demand in the market), can occur without FAD, ie without
any decline over time of food availability, since the market demand can
sharply rise over time. That market demand rose rapidly over 1942 and
1943 is a central part of my analysis of the Bengal famine. Bowbrick’s
discussion of famines in general and of the Bengal famine in particular is
rendered rather chaotic by his persistent confusion between 1)
availability decline over time, and 2) supply inadequacy and shortage at
a point of time.

This confusion also affects Bowbrick's understanding of policy needs,
and he manages to confound the policy discussion by some additional -
admittedly secondary — confusions. In commenting on my argument for
‘a large food stock’, Bowbrick is kind enough to quote a part of that
argument (including my statement that ‘no matter how a famine is
caused, methods of breaking it_call for a large supply of food in the
public distribution system™). But he remarks that ‘since Sen does not
recognize that there is a shortage, he does not accepl that any food has
to be imported at all’ (p 108). This is a total misrepresentation of my
view. (1 had discussed in some detail the terrible folly in the 1943 famine
of not having ‘larger imports from outside Bengal’.)” But | suppose, il
does reflect Bowbrick’s own belief that if a famine is not caused by what
he calls a ‘shortage’, then there is no need for food imports.

Since Bowbrick also confuses ‘shortage” with ‘food  availability
decline’, he is led 1o the view that if the Bengal famine had not been
caused by FAD (as | claim), then there would be no need at all for food
imports into Bengal. The anti-import view - attributed to me by
Bowbrick, which contradicts what I had in fact said, reflects Bowbrick’s
conviction, on the one hand, that the case for food imports must rest on
the existence of shortage, and his confusion, on the other, between
shortage and FAD, Even if a massive expansion of demand leads to a
sharp rise in food prices and 1o the failure of many occupation groups to
command food in the market (I have argued that this was indeed the
case in the Bengal famine), Bowbrick would not accept the merit of
food imports, simply because the excess demand happencd not to have
resulted from a decline in total supply!

I fear that any government in a famine-prone economy that is
persuaded by Bowbrick to the view that ‘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
shortage” (p 107) is likely to come to griel sooner or later, The role of
food stocks in dealing with excess demand can be as important when the
problem arises from demand expansion as it is when it results from
supply contraction. Indeed, Bowbrick's rejection of food imports would
be mistaken not only with his own confusion of shortage with FAID, but
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The dislinction between ‘boom famines’
and ‘slump famines’ s discussed in A,
Sen, op cil, Rel 2, pp 164-5. The Bengal
famine of 1943 is a clear example of a
boom famine, whereas the Ethiopian
famine in Wollo in 1973 is almost certainly
a slump famine. Food prices rose relalively
litthe during the latter famine and in fact
food could be purchased in Dessie, the
capital of Wollo, during the famine al prices
not much higher than (and in some cases
actually lower than) belore the faming (see
A.Sen, op cil, Rel 2, pp 94-5). There is
also some evidence of food moving out of
Wollo during the famine, atlracled by
higher food prices elsewhere, Such “food
counter-movement” was an importanl fea-
ture of the lrish famines of the 1840s,
which were also slump famines (see
A.Sen, op cif, Rel 2, pp 160-1, 164-5).
Famine reliefl even in slump famines would
obviously be helped by public stocks of
food

“A. Sen, op cit, Rel 2, p 79.
%ibid, p 78-82.
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also with more sensible definitions of shortage, eg the existence of
excess demand for food. In a “slump famine’ {as opposed 1o a “boom
famine’, of which the Bengal famine of 1943 was an example®), there
may be no excess demand for food at all and prices can be stationary or
even failing, and still some occupation groups may lack the means to
command food in the market and thus be decimated. Even in a slump
famine — with no upward pressure on food prices — if there are food
stocks in the public distribution system, hunger can be substantially
reduced through food distribution programmes (eg food relief, food for
work, food-supported cash relief).

Thus, the usefulness of food stocks is confined neither to food
availability decline, nor even to the existence of excess demand in the
market. It was for such reasons that I had argued that ‘no matter how a
famine is caused, methods of breaking it call for a large supply of food in
the public distribution system'.” By failing to distinguish between
effective demand (backed by purchasing power) and real need,
Bowbrick manages to confound the usefulness of food stocks with the
existence of market shortage, and — through a further confusion — both

these are confounded by him with the occurrence of food availability
decline.

Food availability decline?

I turn now to Mr Bowbrick's empirical observations. His rejection of my
critique of food availability decline as the explanation of the Bengal
famine is central to his rejoinder (though because of the conceptual
confusion already noted, he often misdescribes my denial of FAD:
*Sen’s argument depends on his analysis of the production figures
showing that there was no shortage’, p 111). He rejects the output
figures that 1 had used, taken from the report of the official Famine
Inquiry Commission, but he does not go so far as to produce any
alternative set of production figures. Instead, Bowbrick’s disputation is
based on arguing that the official statistics are unreliable and the
calculations derived from them erroneous (with a *margin of error’, he
says, ‘of 3000%"). There is no doubt that all such figures are subject to
possible errors (though 1 shall not comment on the possibility of a
3000% error).

There are two different issues here that should be distinguished. First,
there is the question as to what government policy should have been
given the beliefs that the government had about production statistics.
For this analysis, what is relevant is the picture presented by the official
statistics, even if later analysis were to show them 1o be inaccurate. Part
of my exercise was concerned with this question.* and for this the later
corrections, if any, are not directly relevant. The second issuc concerns
the correctness of the FAD view of the Bengal famine, and for this
issue, the question of acceptability of the output statistics is indeed
relevant. It is on this latter question that 1 shall now concentrate.

Bowhrick presents two lines of attack on the production figures that |
had used to reject the FAD explanation of the Bengal famine. First, he
mentions that the Famine Inguiry Commission itsell was critical of the
official production estimates and the methodology used in that
estimation, and he supplements quotations from the Commission with
criticism from others, in particular from Professor PP.C. Mahalanobis,
the noted statistician (pp 111-2). Second, Bowbrick also cites the view
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®jhid, Table 6.2, p 61.

"Famine Inquiry Commission (FIC), Re-
port en Bengal, government of India, New
Delhi, 1945, pp 206-7. The ‘adjusted’
figures are given in Statement Il (p 215).
""See G. Blyn, Agriculiural Trends in India
18911947 Oulput Availability and Pro-
duchion, University of Pennsylvania Press,
Philadelphia, PA, USA, 1966. Though Blyn
makes a slighlly misleading summary
slatement In the direction of FAD {a sent-
ence | quoted in Poverty and Famines, op
cit, Ref 2, p 58), in lact the figures he gives
for both the acreage and the yield of rice
per acre are higher for 1942/43 than for
1940/41. Bowbrick crilicizes my reference
lo Blyn's eslimales since ‘they are based
on the same poor data’ (p 111). Blyn's
analysis refllecls the state ol knowledge on
outpul dala, laking nole inter alia of the
varipus points made during and aller the
famine. It is, in fact, no accident that Blyn
chooses 1o use whal Bowbrick calls ‘the
same poor dala’. The various sources of

information have been discussed in my *

Powverty and Famines, op cif, Rel 2, pp
58-9.

"*Famine Inquiry Commission, op cif, Rel
10, p 33. The note quoted by the FIC also
refers o ‘exaggerated reporis of exporls
from Bengal®. Only for “one or two districts’
in Bengal ks the nole ready o concede that
"high prices are probably due lo poor crop’
{p 33). In the context of the influence of
Calcutta on raising rural prices (my claims
on which are disputed by Bowbrick — a
guestion that will be taken up later), the
note refers 1o high prices in places “which
have easy means ol ransport to Calculta
and so can be easily drawn upon’ (FIC, op
cit, Rel 10, p 33).
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of some contemporary traders that the December 1942 crop was
especially small, and he quotes the Famine Inguiry Commission to the
effect that ‘the trade was talking of the worst crop in 20 years’ (p 114).

As far as the first argument is concerned, what Mr Bowbrick does not
mention is that the Famine Inguiry Commission had criticized the
official production statistics (pp 206-7) as a prelude to making its own
corrections, and the Commission presented ‘adjusted’ output and
supply figures making ‘reasonable allowances’ for ‘errors and omis-
sions’. My empirical analysis was based on examining both the official
estimates and these ‘adjusted’ figures given by the Famine Inquiry
Commission.” The corrections made by the Commission (and incorpo-
rated in my statistical analysis) included, as the Commission noted,
those suggested by ‘Professor Mahalanobis who has studied the
subject’.' I had discussed these different estimates and also those done
later by G. Blyn."" None of the estimates suggested a major decline of
food availability per capita.

It would be foolish to claim great accuracy for any particular set of
figures like these, or even for the combined picture of a number of
different estimates. But if all the available estimates point in a clear
direction (in this case against FAD), it is odd to insist on a contrary
picture without any contrary estimate at all. While all statistics may well
be doubtful, Bowbrick's preference for doing without any statistics
whatsoever is remarkable.

However, although Bowbrick does not give any statistics at all, he
does refer to the fact that ‘the trade had its own way of estimating
supplies (including stocks) and did not rely on official estimates’ (p 114).
Here we come to his second argument. Bowbrick notes, apparently
quoting the Famine Inquiry Commission, that ‘the trade was talking of
the worst crop in 20 years’ (p 114). What Bowbrick does not mention is
that the Commission's reference to this comes in a gquotation from ‘a
note prepared at that time by the Civil Supplies Department of the
Government of Bengal' and that the reference is in the context of
identifying the ‘psychological’ causes of the high price of rice. In fact,
among the psychological influences, the note discusses ‘lears as to the
result of the Midnapore cyclone and exaggerated statements as to its
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
years™ .12

It is from this interested “propaganda’ and ‘exaggerated statements’
that Bowbrick draws his “evidence’ for the truth regarding food output
in Bengal. (In his presentation, Bowbrick suppresses altogether the
context of the Commission’s reference to the “trade cireles') And it is
this picce of ‘propaganda’ by trade circles - quoted as such by the
Famine Inguiry Commission - that provides Bowbrick’s basis for
rejecting both the official estimates of food production and the Famine
Inquiry Commission’s own adjusted figures, used in my empirical
analysis. Mr Bowbrick™s faith in the gullibility of the reader is evidently
boundless.

Carryover variations in ‘rescuing’ FAD

Mr Bowbrick says that in calculating food availability 1 assumed ‘zero
carryover’ (p 123), and apparently *he [Sen] states that there was no
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Yo fact, Bowbrick attribules a truly
enigmalic sel of stalements to me: [Sen]
slates that there was no carryover from
year 10 year, or il there were, which he
denies, there was a larger carryover into
1943 than into 1941° (p 113). Two imagin-
ary statements, both attribuled to me
without any evidence, are not made credi-
ble by their evident internal contradiction.
4. Sen, op cit, Rel 2, Table 6.2, pp 61-3.
8| have discussed Ihis question in Poverly
and Famines, op cil, Ref 2, pp 82-3.
"Famine Inquiry Commission, ap cil, Rel
10, pp 15, 77. In my study of the Bengal
famine, | found no occasion for rejecling
any major statistical table of the Commis-
sion. (The only exception was the Com-
mission’s figure for famine mortality, which
had to be substantially raised - from 1.5
millign 1o around 3 million. But this was
done by a procedure very similar lo the
Commission’'s own, using data that only
became available later, eg the 1951 cen-
sus; see Appendix D of Poverty and
Famines, op cil, Rel 2.) The Commission's
slalemenls on camyover were quite infor-
mal and the Commission was obviously
quite unwilling to make up guantilative
stalistics when none exisled. My diller-
ences with the Commission are in mallers
of economic analysis and general qualila-
live conclusions drawn, and not about their
statistical statemenls. See FPoverdy and
Famines, op cil, Rel 2, pp 57-63, 75-83.
A Sen, op cil, Rel 2, p 2.

"®lbid, pp 75-78.

"®Ibid, pp 54.

*0ibid, pp 62-63.
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carryover from year to year’ (p 113)."* Not only did I not make any such
statement, nor any such assumption, I had in fact made extensive use of
maoving averages over two-year and three-year periods respectively to
take note of possible variations of carryover from year to year.'!

The purpose of my doing the moving-average analysis (over two and
three years respectively) was 1o avoid making an arbitrary assumption
about carryover on which no direct data exist for the relevant years. It is
because of the absence of statistics on carryover that the Indian
government could later make an entirely arbitrary assumption regarding
variations of carryover’ to adjust availability figures sufficiently to
remain faithful to a FAD explanation of the Bengal famine, despite the
production and import data that suggested otherwise. '* Even the
Famine Inquiry Commission's qualified support of a FAD explanation
of the famine came from making untested and largely untestable
statements about carryover changes.'® My point was not that there was
‘zero carryover’, but that we cannot just arbitrarily make those
assumptions about carryover variations that would be needed for the
validity of FAD and then, on the basis of those dreamed-up assump-
tions, assert that FAD is okay alter all,

On the positive side, 1 had :lrgued that *a reasonable way of looking at
the carryover problem in the absence of direct information is to examine
moving averages over two or three years ending in the year in
queslinn‘." It was for this purpose that I had calculated the moving
averages of the *supply’ figures (output plus net import) given by the
Famine Inquiry Commission (hoth ‘official’ and ‘adjusted” ones). These
time series gave no support whatever to the FAD explanation of the
Bengal famine.

I should emphasize that | do not believe that moving-average analysis
is a pood method of dealing with carryovers in all contexts. For one
thing, it ignores the effects of demand variation and concentrates only
on production (and net import). It is possible that there may be a
smaller carryover from a larger output if current consumption and
demand are relatively larger. In fact, such a possibility cannot by any
means be ruled out for carrvover from 1942 to 1943, since demund was
rising sharply already in 1942, for reasons that 1 have discussed.'®
Despite the high food output for 1942 (December 1941 had produced a
bumper harvest), rice price had roughly doubled already between
December 1941 and December 1942," and the explanation of this has to
be based on taking note of sharp increases in demand.

The possibility of such a process cannot give any comfort to the FAD
theory, since that process — unlike food awvailability decline - is
thoroughly dependent on demand variations. In general, the analysis of
carryover would have to go into demand as well as availability, which is
in line with the general approach outlined in my book. However, in
critically examining an availability-centred hypothesis about famines (in
particular FAD), the moving averages of output (plus net import)
provide a pood approach to assessment, precisely because FAD
concentrales on the supply side only and treats demand variations as
irrelevant. 1t was in the specific context of FAD that moving averages of
output (plus net imports) were used, and no support for FAD could be
found in the time series of moving averages.™

Mr Bowbrick has nothing to say on the procedure of moving averages
used in my examination of FAD for the Bengal famine - in trying 1o
make do without carryover statistics, which don’t exist in any case. Mr

129

BT RTL e TR T A SRR £ T TR A MG, s



The causes of famine: a reply

NThere are, however, some conceplual
problems with arbilrary imagination, eq 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.

22Bowhrick is reticent in explaining how he
has done this, bul circumstantial evidence
suggests that he has simply laken the
demand eflects of income rise as the same
as the diflerence belween average con-
sumptions of two dillerent groups (p 117).
#4. Sen, op cif, Rel 2, p 77.
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Bowbrick does actually present figures alleged 10 be for ‘stocks of rice in
Bengal' for the relevant years, in his Table 1 (p 114). One's expectation
is, thus, aroused about the possible existence of some hitherto unknown
source of data on carryover. However, it turns out that there are no new
data on carryover. The support that FAD apparently gets from
Bowbrick’s table comes entirely from what Bowbrick himself *arbitrari-
ly" introduces in the figures. These involve a peculiar (and oddly
undefended) set of consumption assumptions and, as he confesses, an
‘arbitrarily chosen’ carryover figure (‘I have arbitrarily chosen a
carryover of 8 500 O tons at the beginning of 1941, 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
issue is whether the figures thus imagined have any empirical basis at all.
Bowbrick provides none. His silence on the actual procedure that 1 had
used to deal with data unavailability regarding carryover in examining
FAD is matched by his complete silence on the empirical basis of his
‘arbitrarily chosen’ figures regarding carryover. It is only when
misrepresenting my claims (eg 'Sen’s assumption of zero carryover’, p
123) that Bowbrick manages to move from silence to eloguence.

Uneven expansion of purchasing power and Calculta

In arguing against my view that the Bengal famine was related to the
‘uneven expansion of purchasing power', Mr Bowbrick begins by
taking, out of context, an illustrative example used in a paper of mine to
outline the general nature of the conflict {(which can be between one
group of the poor against another) involved in a boom famine. Since |
had made the general remark that ‘something of this nature happened in
the economy of Bengal in 1943, Mr Bowbrick promptly takes the
illustrative figures to be evactly those of Bengal in 1943, Then by
producing unsupported income elasticities of demand.™ he concludes
that those illustrative numbers would be quite inadeqguate in generating
the total excess demand needed to explain the Bengal famine from this
cause alone (p 117). It is hard to decide whether to prolest more at
threadless arguments (eg treating simple illustrations of analytical points
as if they were meant to be exact figures for Bengal 1943, or taking
contributory factors as ‘the’ cause), or at baseless calculations (eg using
im:iginr:vdT income clasticity figures, or ignoring price elasticitics).

Mr Bowbrick then examines the role of demand pull from Caleutta in
the development of the famine. Despite quoting my statement that
increased demand came from several sources, eg ‘those involved in
military and civil defence works, in the army, in industry and commerce
stimulated by war activities, and almost the entire population of
Calcutta’,*® Bowbrick tries to work out how much more the Calcutta
population would have had to eat for this alone to be single-handedly
adequate for the necessary excess demand, as if the other groups had
not even been mentioned (p 117). The necessary expansion of Calcutta
demand for this to happen would, not surprisingly, be very large, but
since | had not suggested that this was the only cause of the increased
demand, the calculation is of no relevance to my thesis about the
causation of the Bengal famine.

Regarding the actual demand pressure from Caleutta, Bowbrick
argues that ‘the preferential schemes [of food distribution] never
covered more than a quarter of the population® (p 117). and this scems
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