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Starvation and exchange entitlements:
a general approach and its application to the
great Bengal famine
Amartya Sen*

On a conservative estimate, about half a billion people in the world—about one person
in eight—suffer on a regular basis from significant malnutrition.! In addition, severe
famine conditions develop in different parts of the world with distressing regularity,

slaying many and seriously debilitating many more. Several authors have recently
argued that there is evidence of increasing starvation for the world as a whole, and
there has been quite an outburst of alarm about the 'food crisis of the world'4 René
Dumont has gone so far as to say that 'the biggest famine in history has just begun'. §

It is with this context in mind that I shall examine the history of the Bengal famine
of 1943—possibly the biggest famine in the last hundred years. I believe the analysis
presented here relates to a key issue in development theory today, viz. the political
economy of starvation.
While a variety of causes have been considered in understanding the so-called 'world

wide famine', the most common approach has been that of 'too many mouths and
too little food'. || The statistical basis of the observation of a declining food availability
per capita is, however, rather weak. Not only has the trend rate of growth of population
not exceeded that of food production for the world as a whole—it has been significantly

lower—but there has been no such excess in general for the world of underdeveloped
countries either. Nor has there been such an excess for any major region of the world,
with the possible exception of Africa. f
In this paper I am not concerned with this question of current statistics, but I would
like to examine whether food availability per capita is a good way of viewing the problem
* Professor of Economics, London School of Economics. I am most grateful to the editors of this journal

and to Pramit Chaudhuri, Meghnad Desai and Tapan Raychaudhuri for extremely helpful comments
on an earlier draft, and to Mohiuddin Alamgir, Pranab Bardhan, Peter Bauer, Asit Bhattacharya, Deb
Bose, Robert Cassen, Dipankar Chatterjee, A. K. Dasgupta, Partha Dasgupta, Manasacharan Datta,
Kali Charan Ghosh, Madangopal Ghosh, David Glass, Ruth Glass, Terence Gorman, Carl Hamilton,

Leif Johansen, J. Krishnamurti, Dharma Kumar, Aran Majumdar, Ashok Mitra, Felix Paukert,
Debidas Ray, Samir Ray, Carl Riskin, Joan Robinson, Suman Sarkar, Rehman Sobhan and K.

Sundaram, for very useful discussions.

t See Aziz (1975), pp. 108 and 123.

î Cf. Aykroyd (1974), Aziz (1975), Brown and Eckholm (1974), Johnson (1975), Palmer (1972),

Power and Holenstein (1976), among others.
§ See R. Dumont, 'The biggest famine in history has just begun', in Aziz (1975), pp. 29-38.
¡I Aykroyd (1974), p. 5; see also references listed under footnote X above.

U See Aziz (1975), Table 2, p. 116. Also FAO (1976).
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of modern famine and starvation. I shall argue that
framework within which the problems of famine
seriously deficient. An alternative approach in term
be suggested. While my focus will be on the analysi
are, I believe, of some general relevance for underst

1. Food availability and exchange entitlements
The traditional—and in some ways the most obvious—approach to famines is in terms
of variation of food availability: 'a sudden, sharp reduction in the food supply in any
particular geographic locale has usually resulted in widespread hunger and famine'.f
This approach of 'food availability decline' I shall call for brevity (not premature
disrespect) the FAD view.
FAD works best when much of the food eaten by a family happens to be grown by
it without being acquired through exchange. In an exchange economy, however, the
terms of exchange constitute a factor of some importance of its own, and a family's
ability to buy food depends on the rates at which its labour and commodity possessions

can be exchanged into food. While food availability will clearly be an important
influence on these terms of exchange, other forces are also involved, and famines can
thus arise from causes other than food availability decline. In an exchange economy,
whether a family will starve or not will depend on what it has to sell, whether it can
sell them, and at what prices, and also on the price of food. An economy in a state of
comparative tranquillity may develop a famine if there is a sudden shake-up of the
system of rewards for exchange of labour, commodities and other possessions, even
without a 'sudden, sharp reduction in the food supply'.

An exchange economy implies 'entitlements' related to one's endowments; it gives
people the ability to change a unit of commodity x into a certain amount of commodity

y. These are, of course, not 'rights' in the normative sense (contrast Nozick's 'entitle
ment theory' of justice). They represent actual possibilities. With an initial endowment
x of commodities (including labour), the exchange entitlements offered by a particular
set of market configurations (in addition to direct production possibilities) can be seen
as the set S(x) of all commodity bundles that can be acquired starting from x. (Formally,
therefore, the set of exchange entitlements can be seen as a mapping S(.) from a given

person's endowment vectors to availability sets of commodity vectors.) If S(x) for
the relevant x does not include any combination of goods that would give this person
(or the family) enough food, starvation will occur. The exchange entitlements depend
not merely on the relevant exchange rates, but also on market imperfections and
other institutional barriers, as well as on the actual ability to sell or buy the com
modities in question (e.g. a frustrated sale of labour resulting in unemployment is not
to be ruled out). Also they will depend on various institutional arrangements affecting
command over commodities, e.g. 'unemployment benefits', if any.

To analyse the Bengal famine within the limits of the information available, I shall
have to concentrate mainly on exchange rates (even they pose data problems), supple
menting them in a frankly ad hoc way with whatever other relevant information we
have, e.g. on unemployment. (There were, of course, no unemployment benefits.)
Famines can be the result of fluctuations of exchange entitlements altering the rules
of the game on which the survival of different occupation groups depends. For example,
f Brown and Eckholm (1974), p. 25.
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the 1974 floods in Bangladesh, which destroyed some of the crop, immediate
agricultural labour hard, by drastically reducing the demand for labour and al
the exchange possibilities open to labourers, through the development of wide

unemployment. This, in fact, ushered in the famine that developed, preceding the d

of the output to be harvested, f Similarly, a sharp decline in the relative price
commodity vis-à-vis food can jeopardise the ability to survive of the people wh
by selling that commodity. This is especially so when the people involved are cl
the subsistence level already and when they possess very few saleable assets. It

reasonable to argue that in an exchange economy these considerations must be releva
to the development of famines, since it is through the exchange system that food f

survival is acquired by most people. The FAD approach avoids this central featu
an exchange economy.
Note that the exchange entitlements approach does not aim to provide a sin
explanation for all famines. For one thing, famines can certainly take place wi

shifts in exchange entitlements. An example is a famine affecting people who typic

eat what they themselves produce, e.g. hunters, or peasants in an economy with
exchange. Even in an exchange economy, starvation can result from loss of a
(including health) rather than from exchange entitlement variations. The exch
entitlement approach focuses on shifts in the mapping S(.) which, depends on re
values, rather than shifts in x (i.e. amounts of physical endowments). It is also
noting that, even when a famine is precipitated by shifts in exchange entitlem
the famine itself (and epidemics connected with it) will typically lead to loss of labo
power through death and debilitation of working members of families, and als
transfer of alienable assets. These in their turn may contribute to deepening an
longing the famine.
Furthermore, for famines caused by shifts in exchange entitlements, the 'ult
causes' for those entitlement shifts may vary from case to case, so that there is no
ultimate cause. The chain of causation can, of course, always be extended fur
backward, and the search for 'ultimate causes' may indeed be endless. However
line need not be drawn at the stage of exchange entitlements and there is typi
much to be gained by investigating changes in the labour and commodity ma
affecting these entitlements. The importance of exchange entitlements lies in the f
that they are involved at a critical stage in the chain of causation. In this sens
exchange entitlements approach provides a structure for analysing famines rather t
presenting a particular theory of 'ultimate' explanation.
It is this general structure that I intend to use to analyse the Bengal famine (secti
4-7). But first I shall present a brief description of the famine (section 2) and an exa
nation of the FAD view (section 3).

2. The Bengal famine

'About T5 million deaths,' concluded the official Famine Inquiry Commission (19

reporting on the consequences of the Bengal Famine (pp. 109-110). The memb

the Commission who was primarily responsible for this estimate has recently stated
now think it was an under-estimate, especially in that it took little account of roads

deaths, but not as gross an under-estimate as some critics of the Commission's r

f The Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies has investigated this aspect of the question

also Sen (1976B).
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who preferred 3 to 4 million, declared it to be' (Ay
elsewhere that the consistency of the Commission'
figure of excess deaths around 3 million (Sen, 197
deaths is not crucial for the arguments examined
it any further here.

There are three rice crops in Bengal: (a) aman, sow
November and December (the winter crop), (b) aus,
in August and September (the autumn crop), and (c

harvested in February and March (the spring crop). Th

important, and the respective shares of the three cr
were: 73%, 24% and 3%. In 1942 the autumn crop was a little less than normal
(97% of the preceding four years), and the winter crop quite a bit so (83% of the
average of preceding four years). This was largely the result of a cyclone in October,
followed by torrential rain in some parts of Bengal and a subsequent fungus disease.
Further, the Japanese occupation of Burma in 1942 cut off rice imports from there,
which affected the supply to Bengal. Since the famine hit Bengal in 1943, it is perhaps

natural that its primary cause should be seen in 'a serious shortage in the total supply
of rice available for consumption in Bengal as compared with the total supply normally

available' (Famine Inquiry Commission, 1945A, p. 77). This thesis will be examined in
the next section.

The wholesale price of rice, which had been between Rs. 13 and Rs. 14 per maund
on 11 December 1942, rose to Rs. 21 by 12 March 1943, and above Rs. 30 by 21 May;
by 20 August, it had risen to Rs. 37 (see Table 1). Because of a government order
fixing a maximum price, quotations for rice transactions are difficult to obtain from
September 1943 onwards, but there are non-official reports of further rises, especially

in retail markets, e.g. in October rice being sold in Chittagong at Rs. 80 per maund
(see The Statesman, 5 November 1943; Bhatia, 1967, p. 323), and in Dacca at Rs. 105
per maund (see Ghosh, 1944, p. 42).
The economic experience of Bengal leading to and during the famine can be split
into three phases:

Phase I : from the beginning of 1942 to March 1943 ;
Phase II: from March 1943 to November 1943;
Phase III: from November 1943 through most of 1944.
The death rate reached its peak only in Phase III, but the most acute period of starva
tion had by then passed; epidemics were raging in a famine-devastated country.
Phase II is when starvation death reached its peak. In contrast, what I am calling
Phase I is usually taken to be a period when the famine had not yet begun. In a sense
that view is correct, since starvation deaths were still relatively rare, but the economic

distress that paved the way for the famine had already gripped a substantial part of
the population.
The famine revealed itself first in the districts away from Calcutta, starting early
in 1943. Its progress can be watched in the reports of the Commissioners and District
Officers all over the province. Beginning with descriptions of'hunger marches organised
by communists' on 28 December 1942, a selection of the reports include: 'people having

to go without food' (10 February); 'indications of distress among local people' (27
February) ; 'acute distress prevails' (26 March) : 'crime against property increasing,
and paddy looting cases have become frequent' (28 March) ; 'major economic catas
trophe apprehended' (27 April); 'economic conditions approach a crisis' (13 May);
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'bands of people moving about in search of rice' (12 June) ; 'deaths in streets' (12 J

'town filled with thousands of beggars who are starving' (17 July); 'passing th
the most acute stage of distress' (10 August); 'deaths still occurring' (9 Septe
'disposal of dead bodies ... a problem' (27 September) ; 'supplies arriving but no
of saving those who are starving' (25 October).f Mortality reached its peak o
December 1943 and stayed up for quite a while longer, but this was mostly the
of famine-induced epidemics, viz. cholera, malaria and smallpox (see Sen, 197
Death directly from starvation and 'famine diarrhoea' had passed its peak in
summer and autumn of 1943.

The experience was quite different in Calcutta. The official policy was based

firm conviction that 'the maintenance of essential food supplies to the industrial a

Calcutta must be ranked on a very high priority among their [the government
time obligations', and as early as August 1942 the Bengal government had expla

the Bengal Chamber of Commerce that as far as Calcutta was concerned the govern
Table 1. Wholesale price of rice in Calcutta: 1942 and 1943 (Rupees per maund)

Kalma No. 1 (mill cleaned)

Ballam No. 1
Date

Price (Rs.)

Index

Price (Rs.)

Index

1941
19 December

7-00-7-40

100

Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted

1942

16 January

6-25-6-50

89

6-13-6-38

87

20 March

6-13-6-38

87

6-25

87

20 February
17 April

15 May

6-25-6-38

19 June
31 July

7-75-8-00

109

9-25

128

21 August
18 September

8-00

88
111

9-88-10-38

141

30 October

9-88-10-38

141

13 November

9-25-9-75

132

11 December

13-00-14-00

188

15 January
12 February

14-00-15-00

201

14-00-15-00

201

21-00

292

16 April

Not quoted

1943

12 March

21 May

18 June
16 July

20 August

30-00-31-00

424

Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted

Not quoted
Not quoted
Not quoted

22-00-23-00
31-00-32-00
32-00-33-00
32-00-33-00
37-00

302
424

437
437
498

Notes

( 1 ) The price quotations are taken from the respective numbers of the Indian Trade Journal, a weekly
publication, for 1942 and 1943.
(2) Price data are given in the Journal typically either for Ballam No. 1 variety or for Kalma No. 1
variety, and very rarely for both. The index for Ballam No. 1 is constructed by setting the price on 19 Dec
ember 1941 as 100. Since there is no quotation for Kalma No. 1 at that time, the index value of Kalma
is equated to that of Ballam on 21 May 1943, when both prices are reported for the first time in the period
covered. This provides the base for the Kalma index.

■f See Famine Inquiry Commission (1945A), Appendix VI.
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promised to do 'all in their power to create cond
may be obtainable in adequate quantities and at reasonable prices'.f The 'Bengal
Chamber of Commerce Foodstuffs Scheme', guaranteeing essential items of food to
the grain shops of industrial concerns connected with the Chamber, came into existence
with the government's help in August 1942; it covered 620,000 employees by December
of that year. The other Chambers of Commerce developed similar schemes with govern

ment backing, covering another 170,000 employees. Public arrangements for provision
of supplies to those employed by the central and provincial governments, the railways,
the Port Trust, and the Calcutta Corporation covered another 300,000 employees.
These schemes guaranteed freedom from starvation to more than a million employees
and their dependants. In addition, 'controlled shops' were started in Calcutta in
August and September 1942, supplemented in 1943 by a scheme of'approved markets'
by which government stocks were made available to selected private shops for sale to
the public. The Government helped to feed Calcutta through three successive schemes
of procurement at controlled prices between December 1942 and March 1943, but
since they did not prove to be very successful, free purchase at market prices was
resumed in the districts from March 1943, leading to very sharp rises in the price of
rice in the districts.:}:
Calcutta saw the famine mainly in the form of masses of rural destitutes, who trekked
from the districts into the city; by July 1943 the streets were full. To start with, relief
was confined to personal charity and to kitchens organised by charitable organisations,
but by August relief for destitutes in Calcutta was accepted as an official policy. While

cautious parsimony prevailed—e.g. meals were given 'at the same time of the day in
all kitchens, to prevent destitutes from getting more than one meal'§—there is little
doubt that a destitute who had found his way into Calcutta had a much better chance
of survival than anywhere else in Bengal. Nevertheless, since the relief offered was
quite inadequate, unattended dead bodies could be found everywhere in the city—
3363 had to be disposed of by relief organisations in October alone. |j
The number of starving and sick destitutes in Calcutta was estimated to be 'at least
100,000' in October. A decision was taken by the end of the month to remove the
destitutes from the city. The Bengal Destitute Persons (Repatriation and Relief)
Ordinance, passed on 28 October, was a rather controversial piece of legislation, since
it was alleged that 'repatriation' was rather more firmly achieved than 'relief' in the
many 'destitute homes' and 'camps' set up outside Calcutta.^ For Calcutta, however,
the worst of the famine was over, and the death rate came down sharply, jf In fact,
the situation in the districts also eased as some relief reached there directly, and with the

harvesting of a good autumn crop and an outstanding winter one. The continued
increase in the death rates in the districts was largely the result of famine-induced
epidemics (see Sen, 1976A).

3. A food availability crisis?
The Famine Inquiry Commission's view that the primary cause of the famine was 'a
serious shortage in the total supply of rice available for consumption in Bengal' provides
t Famine Inquiry Commission (1945A), p. 30.
+ See The Calcutta Gazette, Supplements, over this period ; also Famine Inquiry Commission (1945A),p.40.

§ Famine Inquiry Commission (1945A), p. 71.
|| See Ghosh (1944), pp. 119-120.
If See Famine Inquiry Commission (1945A), pp. 71-72.
tf See Ghosh (1944), p. 121.
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the standard explanation of the famine. As Blyn notes in his authoritative accou
'agricultural trends in India' (Blyn, 1966), referring to the Report of the Fam
Inquiry Commission and to the Census of India 195T.\ 'In 1942-43 cyclones and f

reduced the Bengal rice crop by about a third ; this, coupled with the absence of exp

from Japanese-controlled Burma, and inadequate relief, led to famines, epide
(malaria, cholera and smallpox) aggravated by widespread starvation' (p. 98) ; see
Bhatia's well-known book on Indian famines (Bhatia, 1967, pp. 231-234).
But is this explanation really supported by the facts—even by data to be foun
the body of the Report of the Famine Inquiry Commission itself? First consider
the Commission calls the 'current supply' for a given year, obtained by addin

winter crop of the preceding year (harvested in December, and usually sold in the fo

ing three months) to the spring and autumn crops of the year in question, plu
imports. Calculated from data given in the Report of the Famine Inquiry Comm
(1945A), these are presented in columns (2), (3) and (4) of Table 2. While 1943

not a very good year in terms of crop availability, it was not by any means a disastr

year either. The current supply for 1943 was only about 5% lower than the ave

of the preceding five years. It was, in fact, 13% higher than in 1941, and there was,
course, no famine in 1941.

However, certain further calculations are needed before the FAD view ca
rejected.
Correction 1 : Adjustment of official production estimates

The official estimates of agricultural production in India have been criticised for a lo

time, e.g. by P. C. Mahalanobis. Among recent contributions, Blyn (1966) prov
fairly comprehensive estimates of agricultural trends in India, though yield dat

not given separately for Bengal, only for 'Greater Bengal', including Ben

Bihar and Orissa. But the picture of a better food production situation in 1943 comp

with 1941 is confirmed (see his Appendices 3A and 4C). Even the rice yield per
which is given separately for the Bengal province (Appendix Table 7A), is show

have been higher in the year 1942-43 than in 1940-41, despite the fact that the acrea

in 1942-43 was known to be much higher than in 1940-41.
Some corrections to the official estimates were carried out by the Famine Inq
Commission itself, on the lines suggested by Mahalanobis and others. These inc

corrections also to the trade data, to increase coverage of 'movements across the fron

by road or by country-boat'. The Commission's 'adjusted' figures from their Stateme

III (p. 215) are presented in columns (5) and (6) in Table 2. Once again, the

figure for current supply is not exceptionally low, and is higher than that for 1941.

Correction 2: Changes in wheat imports

While rice is by far the dominant food in Bengal, wheat is also consumed in consider

amounts, so that food grains availability should reflect variations in both ric
wheat. Very little wheat is grown in Bengal, but a fair amount is imported. Th

imports of wheat and wheat flour into Bengal by rail and riverborne trade are calcul
from Accounts Relating to the Inland (Rail and Riverborne) Trade of India for 1938 to

—a then current monthly publication of the Department of Commercial Intelli
t Census of India 1951, vol. 1, pp. 291-292. See also the Census of Pakistan 1951, vol. 3.
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and Statistics, Government of India, f These statist
based trade. The Famine Inquiry Commission's (1945A
in 1943 (p. 54) is 36% higher than the rail-and-river
that in the 'five years ending 1941-42, [Bengal] imp
an average of 21,000 tons a month' (p. 31) makes the

than the total of the rail-and-river net imports. To cov

from the rail-and-river data, these amounts have be
net imports of wheat into Bengal. This is almost cer
vis-à-vis 1943, but this is an acceptable bias as it favo
The rice and wheat current supply figures are giv
indices based on 1941 = 100 in column (8) in Table 2
higher than in 1941.
Correction 3: Per capita supply

Since the population of Bengal was growing over th
must be scaled down correspondingly to arrive at an
The annual rate of natural increase in population in W
1941-50 in the Census of India 1951 (vol. VI, part IB

under-estimate for our period, since the decade average
itself; also the 1941 figure was acknowledged to have be

registration of both the Hindu and Muslim commun
respective strengths in pre-partition India. A figu
reasonably safe estimate. In the last column of Table
availability (rice and wheat) are presented with an
1% per year, again with 1941 being taken as 100. Th
1943 is higher by about 9% than that for 1941.
Correction 4: Late availability of imported food in 1943

It can be argued that the availability of food grains
part of 1943; imports of rice and wheat were rathe

the last quarter. While the death rate seems to have rea

there is evidence that starvation was probably at i

of 1943.

During the last quarter of 1943, Bengal imported 100,000 tons of rice (as opposed
to an average of 55,000 tons per quarter earlier in the year), and 176,000 tons of wheat
(as opposed to an earlier average of 54,000 tons) 4 To bias the figures as much as possible

against 1943, the amounts by which rice and wheat imports during the last quarter
of 1943 exceeded the averages for the three previous quarters may be simply deducted
from the total 1943 figure. This yields a current supply of rice and wheat of 9-068 million

tons in 1943, with an index value of 109 for food grains supply and of 107 for per capita

food grains availability. The former is still fully 9% and the latter nearly 7% higher
than the values for 1941, for which no deduction whatsoever for the last quarter is made.
t The figures for Calcutta are given separately from Bengal in these Accounts and the net figures presented

here are computed as 'imports into Bengal' plus 'imports into Calcutta', less 'exports out of Bengal' and
'exports out of Calcutta'. Note also that 'wheat' and 'wheat flour' are given separately and have to be
added together for each month.
t See Famine Inquiry Commission (1945A), p. 54.

This content downloaded from 128.59.222.107 on Thu, 04 Jan 2018 20:32:47 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

Starvation and exchange entitlements 41

o ,

d

K<J •«-, Sm O

r-^ © co o o co co m in m en co co co

CO^ V § bOjtf
fe "§ 'd

IN M W O CO O CM (N •-<•-< -—i CM r—« ,—< r—i

~ <\§ >
W3

c

JX

d

u

to

Eh

COODNO-h-h OO-nifi-H .—1 CO CO 't

Oh

(N ^ N O CO -h CM CM *—< >—< CM

0

T3

W2

o

<2
i: >>
d Tv

ill
«|s

CO
CO

lO
CO

CM

GO

CM

O
o

GO
GO

CM

CD

^ co m m
cn CO CO CM O

o

CO

O

GO

o

GO

GO

O O GO GO GO

CM
CO
CO

m
GO

GO
CO

CO

iO

GO

GO

2

CM

co

CD
GO

O

GO

,_i

CD
GO

t^

r—<

CM

T3 <L)

r^

CM

r^

CM

O O ^ CO m

D rt Sh
O

u

3

O

j>s

E<
Oh
0

"2
4-»
CD

o

Crt

3

-M

'u

4)

O

0

CO
GO

GO

CD
GO
CO

6

r^»

CO

GO

CO

r^

GO

CD
CO

CO

LO

O

CM

CO

CO

GO

GO

CO

GO

GO

GO

(D
O

CO
GO

CD

CO

CO

,—1

CO

CO

GO
o

LO

CO

CO

CO

CO

GO

CO

in

CO
O
CM

GO

GO

3

o

4)
O

T3 "C

CO

V ^

3°

CO

«—'

GO

GO

o
lO

o
CO

O

CO

O V d 4>

CO

S|££
a
•w O O '-fl

o

^i

y—i

CO
LO CD

CD CM
CO

CD

t^»

o

CO

GO
GO

GO

CO

CO

CD

GO

CM

CO

CO
CM

GO

CO

<t
o

Eh
a
o

CO

0

40

£

40

r—1

#o

*Vh
<+-H

CM

GO
CO

r^

to

CM

CD

-t1

CM
GO

CM

CM

CO

r^.

CO

CO

CO

CM

cp

0

U

_ cu u -S -y

CO

©

CO

lO
CO CM

CM

o

CD

CM

>—1

CM

o

O

CD
CO

CO

o

o

©

CM
CM
GO

CO
CM

CO
CD

CO

CD

oj — on

£ u
C+H ^
O *rJ c/5
O <n

2-2 S

ts

cb r^

3 40 -m

o

U

<D

O

40

fin

Table2.FodgrainsvlbitynBegal1938-4[unit=1mlonts,frcolumns(2)-7;194value=10for(8)and9]

CM

CM

CD

GO

co

<N

e

TJ

CM

„ q CO O —' CM CO O »—• CM CO

■^cooio-wm ae®? "T "T T "T "t "T T

►v, CO CO Th ^ ^ cti n -h rlr do no d Jh

§222222 'S m ° ^ J ™ m 3

s» yO GO GO GO GO GO ^ GO GO GO GO

^

^

5

This content downloaded from 128.59.222.107 on Thu, 04 Jan 2018 20:32:47 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

42 A. K. Sen

Correction 5: The question of 'carry-over' of old rice

The figures presented so far take no account of the
the December harvest of the previous year. The Fa
thought that one cause of the famine was 'a shorta
forward from 1942 to 1943' (p. 77). Indeed it argu
stantially smaller than in 1941 (p. 15), and gave this
the famine (p. 77). But it gave no data on this, an
of the Commission, noted in his 'Minute' : 'Absolute
the stock position of rice (or any other food grain)
year, in Bengal, or any other part of India' (p. 179)
that 'the carry-over at the beginning of 1943 was
weeks' requirements' (p. 15) is just as much a pure
carry-over in the sense of surplus over consumpt
ago' (p. 182).t
A reasonable way of looking at the carry-over p
information, is to examine moving averages over two

in question. This will indicate the build-up to the
averages for two-year and three-year periods are g
the main columns in Table 2. As it happens, the tw
the highest in the series for total food grains avail

famine. The three-year average ending in 1943 shows a

but it is still of the same order of magnitude as th

it is slightly higher. For per capita figures, even with

growth assumption, the three-year average ending
that ending in 1941, and the two-year average end
higher than that for 1941.

I It seems safe to conclude that the disastrous Ben

1 of a remarkable overall shortage of food grains in Be

4. Shifts in exchange entitlements

The Bengal famine was essentially a rural phenomenon
substantially insulated from rising food prices by sub
it mainly in the form of an influx of rural destitutes
understandable in terms of shifting exchange entitlem

Consider first the class of agricultural labourers.
available on a regular basis over this period, in the F
Commission (1945B) some indices were given for 'th
These are presented in Table 3, along with indices o
labour vis-à-vis food grains. The wages, however, ar
March), while food prices refer to calendar years.
spent subsequently, and the main peak period of e
exchange rates have been calculated with the wage
March) being related to the price of the calendar year
except for 1943-44, where the wage of the first s

t Husain's scepticism regarding carry-over was directed towa
in 1943 was larger than the Commission thought. The scepticis
positions in 1943 vis-à-vis 1941.
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(April-September) has been related to the price in that calendar year. This is
satisfactory, but no other information on this is given by the Commission.

A dramatic decline in the exchange rate against labour emerges from Table 3
quite clear that agricultural labour did not share in the inflationary rise enjoy
many other sections of the community in the war economy of Bengal. Table
however, somewhat inconclusive, since the level of aggregation involved and

difference in the periods covered make the exchange rate indices difficult to interp
One would have preferred a monthly series with data on wages and prices contempo

with each other. This the Famine Inquiry Commission did not provide.

Table 3. Indices of exchange rates between agricultural labour and food grains in Bengal 1939-44
Year

1939-40 (1940)
1940-41 (1941)
1941-42 (1942)
1942-43 (1943)

1st half of 1943-44

Wage index

Food grains price index Index of exchange rate

100

100

100

110

109

101

115

160

72

125

385

32

130

385

34

(1943)
Source: based on the data presented in Appendix IV of Famine Inquiry Commission (1945B).

While the Agro-Economic Research Centre for East India (1960) gives wage data
in Birbhum from January 1939 to December 1941, and again from January 1946,
the data for the intermediate period are not presented. But the sources of the wage data,

viz. the log books of the Sriniketan farm and the Sriniketan dairy, are still available
for certain parts of the period, and using these it has been possible to obtain the local
daily wage rate for male unskilled labour from September 1942 to January 1944.f
Treating the figures for the unskilled male wage and the price of rice (No. 2 quality)
for December 1941 as 100, the indices of both prices and of the exchange rate for
labour against rice are given in Table 4.
While in September 1942 the wage stood where it was in 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:):—and the index of the exchange rate declined to
38. After a partial recovery during the harvest months and immediately thereafter,
the exchange rate fell further and stood at 24 in May 1943. By July the index of the
exchange rate had been below 30 for three months in succession.
In order to appreciate the significance of the wage-price data in Table 4, it is worth
bearing in mind that agricultural labourers tend to earn a large part of their incomes
in the peak seasons of planting and harvesting of the main crop, so that, even if wages
had kept pace with the current rice prices, there would have been distress, due to the
failure of the peak wages to anticipate the rise of food prices following the peak. The
system of wage payments in Bengal had been geared to the experience of largely stable
prices over the preceding decades, and there was no reflection at all in the peak wage
t I am grateful to Mr Madangopal Ghosh for his guidance and help in obtaining these data, and to
Mr Parimal Mitra (Sriniketan dairy) and to Mr Mani Das (Sriniketan farm) for their efforts in trying
to trace the old log books.
Î See Agro-Economic Research Centre for East India (1960), Table 3.1.
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rate of December-January of the tripling of rice p
next peak in May-June.
We have rather little direct information on emp
decline in money wages in November 1942 and the l

winter harvesting period and post-harvest months ma

ment. This would have been natural, given the part
of 1942 due to cyclone, floods and fungus disease.
employment makes this part of the analysis rather
some direct evidence of a fall in employment comp

Mahalanobis, Mukherjee and Ghosh, 1946, pp. 33

Table 4. Daily wage of agricultural, male, unskilled labour and
rates : Birbhum district around Bolpur
Mid-month

Rice:
Rice (No. 2)
Wage
price index (Rs. per day)
(Rs. per seer)

Wage
index

Exchange rate index:
labour vis-a-vis rice

1941

December

0-14

100

0-37

100

100

1942
0-16

114

0-37

100

88

October

0-25

179

0-37

100

56

November

0-31

0-31

84

38

December

0-25

221
179

0-44

119

66

January
February

0-27

193

0-50

135

70

0-25

179

0-50

135

75

March

0-38

271

0-44

119

44

36

September

1943

0-52

371

0-50

135

0-78

557

0-50

135

24

0-72

514

0-50

135

July

0-73

521

0-53

143

26
27

August
September

0-75

536

0-62

168

31

0-50

357

0-50

135

38

October

0-56

400

0-56

151

38

November

0-44

314

0-56

151

48

December

0-33

236

0-69

186

79

0-36

257

0-62

168

65

April

May
June

1944

January

Sources: (a) log books of contemporary wage records in Sriniketan dairy and Sriniketan farm;
(b) log books of contemporary retail prices kept at the Agro-Economic Research Centre
for East India;
(c) Agro-Economic Research Centre for East India (1960) ; the rice price in August 1943 is,
however, corrected using (b).

Turning now from agricultural labour to other occupations, the exchange rates
vis-à-vis rice of a number of commodities are presented in Table 5, based on retail prices

in Bolpur in the Birbhum district, obtained from contemporary records. While some
items, e.g. wheat flour, cloth and mustard oil, more or less kept pace with rice in terms

of price movements in Phase I, fish and bamboo umbrellas fell behind, and milk and
haircuts declined sharply in value vis-à-vis rice.f In Phase II, these declines became
t See also the other commodities covered in Agro-Economic Research Centre for East India (1960),
pp. 73-74.
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more dramatic, e.g. by summer the value of a haircut in units of rice had drop
to less than a fifth of what it was in December 1941.

As far as fish is concerned, after an early decline it seems to recover in the mid
of Phase I (June-September 1942) then to slump again. The temporary recovery w
partly due to seasonal factors in the catching of fish [see June-September prices f
other years, in Agro-Economic Research Centre for East India (1960), p. 49 onward
but it may have also been connected with the general rise in fish prices in Bengal a
consequence of the 'boat denial' policy pursued for military reasons. By orders issu
in May 1942 boats capable of carrying more than ten passengers were removed from
vast area of river-based Bengal, to 'deny' them to the possibly-arriving Japanese, a

this interfered with both river transport and fishing (see Famine Inquiry Commission,

1945A, pp. 26-27).f Thus the distress of fishermen cannot be judged by looking on
Table 5. Indices of exchange rates vis-à-vis rice at retail prices: Bolpur in Birbhum district
Mid-month

Wheat

Mustard

flour

oil

100

100

100

100

100

121

93

108

114

112

93

108

127

108

Cloth

Bamboo

umbrellas

Milk

Fish

(pona)

Haircut

1941
December

100

100

108

95

108

108

95

108

152

108

95

108
88

1942

January
February

100

March

121

April

109

88

113

145

88

88

May
June

91

74

142

134

74

74

74

98

89

169

160

88

131

88

92

82

82

165

150

82

124

August
September

83

94

165

129

74

110

74

130

125

197

145

88

131

88

October

99

80

126

92

56

84

56

November

79

71

102

69

45

68

45

December

125

95

134

85

66

84

56

52

July

1943

January
February

116

88

132

85

61

65

168

95

142

98

66

71

56

March

111

74

94

69

44

46

37

April

108

59

68

60

27

51

46

43

32
21

34

72

27

18

78

50

49

48

23

39

19

77

49

49

47

23

38

19

May
June
July

August
September

75

64

47

44

22

37

19

112

95

76

66

33

56

28

100

85

68

57

29

50

25

November

95

118

86

73

47

80

32

December

75

145

118

90

62

106

42

64

127

111

91

57

97

58

October

1944

January

Sources: as in Table 4, (b) and (c). Note that the cloth index is based on the price of rural handwoven
towels (gamcha), the only cotton good for which data are available.

t The 'boat denial' policy was coupled with a 'rice denial' policy initiated in May 1942, aimed also
at the elusive Japanese; rice stocks were removed from certain coastal districts (viz. Bakarganj, Khulna
and Midnapore). While the amount involved was not very large—about 40,000 tons altogether—and
the rice thus bought and removed was later sold mostly within Bengal (chiefly in Calcutta), it did con
tribute to local scarcities.
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at the fish-rice exchange rate. However, even t

afterwards. Since Bolpur is a rather small market f

in Calcutta are presented in Table 6; here the de
what less severely than in Bolpur.

Table 6. Indices of retail prices of rice andfish and offish-rice e
Price of rice

(dhekichata)

Price of fish: Price of

Exchange rate

index: rohi fish

rohi (cut pieces) small fish
vis-a-vis

rice

Exchange rate

index: small fish
vis-a-vis rice

1941
December

100

100

100

100

100

1942

January
February

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

100

March

100

100

100

100

100

April
May
June

100

100

100

100

100
140

100

110

140

110

119

110

140

92

118

July

130

130

180

100

138

August
September

137

150

160

109

117

133

150

180

113

135

October

147

140

180

95

November

154

170

180

110

122
117

December

170

170

180

100

106

1943

January
February
March

April
May
June
July
August

228

150

180

66

79

218

150

180

69

83

180

68

82

219
330

150
n.a.

n.a.

435

210

180

48

41

435

220

240

51

55

435

300

280

69

64

491

280

320

57

65

Sources: Calculated from data collected from the weekly Calcutta Municipal Gazette during 1941-43. The
data refers to the mid-range value for the last observation in each month. Rice prices are discontinued
from September 1943, when 'price control' made higher market quotations illegal.

One group that could not have suffered a deterioration of exchange entitlement
vis-à-vis rice was rice producers, including large farmers as well as peasants. To some
extent this would apply to share-croppers as well, since the share is fixed as a proportion
of the output, which in this case is rice. There can, of course, be a decline in employment

opportunities of share-croppers, but in terms of exchange rates their position would
have been distinctly less vulnerable than that of wage labourers, especially since most
wages are fixed in money terms. The exchange entitlement approach would, therefore,

tend to predict a lower impact of the famine on peasants and share-croppers than on
agricultural labourers and sellers of certain commodities and services (e.g. fishermen,
craftsmen, barbers, etc., who suffered sharp deteriorations of exchange entitlements).
5. The class basis of destitution

Who were the famine victims? From which class, which occupational catego
the destitutes come? To this question we must now turn.
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Data about famines are never plentiful. However, there are at least three import
surveys of famine victims conducted during and just after the Bengal Famine. Fir
Mahalanobis, Mukherjea and Ghosh (1946) have published the results of a detaile
sample survey conducted in collaboration with K. P. Chattopadhyaya during 1944

covering 20% of the families in 386 villages in rural Bengal, f The subdivisions that we

surveyed were chosen with an eye to the 'intensity of incidence' of the famine (
subdivisions out of a total of 86), and then the villages in each subdivision and 20
of the population in each village were chosen on a random basis. The occupation

status of the families was recorded for three points of time, viz. in January 1939 (bef

the famine), January 1943 (immediately preceding the famine—in fact, in terms
our phase structure towards the end of Phase I of the famine), and in May 1944 (a
the famine). Second, Mukerji (1965) studied the economic conditions of 5 village
in the Faridpur district immediately after the famine in early 1944, and the res
of that survey are of relevance to that particular region of East Bengal much affected
by the famine. While these two investigations were conducted after the famine
over, a study of destitutes in Calcutta during the famine was carried out in September
1943 by Das (1949), with the help of others, covering 820 destitute family units.
Data from the study by Mahalanobis, Mukherjea and Ghosh (1946) can be used
construct transition matrices in the pre-famine period (January 1939 to January 1943
as well as during the famine (January 1943 to May 1944), and these are presented
the Appendix (Tables 9 and 10). It should be observed that there is a fairly close relatio
between the inter-occupational orderings of pauperisation in the pre-famine and
famine periods. (The value of Spearman's rank correlation happens to be 0-75.) I
seems possible to argue that the destitution that took place during the famine
similar to what had been happening in the pre-famine period. The extent of paupe
tion rose sharply during the famine, and every occupation category—other than paupe
themselves—experienced greater destitution in the period than in the four years prece
ing it (see Table 7, columns headed A), but the ranking of occupations in terms
pauperisation rates remained similar.
In the famine period, the worst affected groups seem to have been fishermen, trans
port workers, paddy huskers, agricultural labourers, those in 'other productive o
pations', craftsmen and non-agricultural labourers, in that order. The least affec
were peasant cultivators and share-croppers. They were also the least affected group in
the 'pre-famine' period (including what we have been calling Phase I of the famin
One of the occupation categories, viz. 'paddy husking', displays certain interest
features. It happens to be one of those marginal occupations that many rural fam
pass through on the way to total destitution. It has rather easy entry, and it is low-pa
work done almost exclusively by women4 It is interesting that while the destitut
rates in husking paddy are so high—3-6% and 4-7% respectively in the pre-fam
and famine periods—the proportion of rural families dependent on these activi
rose substantially both in the immediate pre-famine period, as well as during the fam
It is interesting, in this connection, to note that on the basis of the detailed informat
on sex, family status and personal history, obtained from the survey, Chattopadhyaya
and Mukherjea (1946) observed that while 'many of these women husking paddy

t See also Chattopadhyaya and Mukherjea (1946).
} See Chattopadhyaya and Mukherjea (1946), p. 7. Note also that in a period of rice shortage, padd
husking also becomes a more lucrative occupation (in relative terms), permitting entry of labour thr
out from other walks of life. The fact that husking can be carried out on an extremely small scale is
relevant to this phenomenon of easy entry.
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unattached persons . . . who have been following
hood for themselves', others with 'children depen
rely entirely on this occupation through death of
tution' (p. 7). Despite a high rate of destitution
the number of families dependent on husking pa
over 66% between January 1939 and May 1944.

Table 7. Percentage destitution for different occupational gr
paddy husking (B)
A

B

Between Between Between Between

January 1939 January 1943 January 1939 January 1943
and January 1943 and May 1944 and January 1943 and May 1944
Peasant cultivation

and share cropping
Part peasant, part
labour

N on-cultivating
owners

0-7

1-3

0-8

1-4

0-9

1-4

11

2-0

0-7

1-6

1-3

2-4

Professions and
1-4

2-1

1-9

Trade

M

1-5

2-5
2-6

Craft

3-0

3-1

4-3

Non-agricultural labour
Other productive
occupations
Agricultural labour
Transport
Fishing
Husking paddy

1-8

2-2
3-8
3-7

1-8

4-5

2-2
2-5

4-6

services

Destitutes

1-9

4-6

1-7

4-6

2-4

6-0

1-6

9-6

3-6
87-6

30-6

6-1

6-9

1-6

10-5

89-8

87-0

4-7
85-4

Source: Calculated from the data presented in Mahalanobis, Mukherjea and Ghosh (1946).

Treating entry into paddy husking as typically a sign of distress, the B columns in
Table 7 present the proportions of each occupation group moving to destitution or to
living on husking paddy, in the immediate pre-famine period and during the famine.
Again the rank-ordering of this redefined index of distress in the pre-famine period is

quite close to that during the famine (e.g. Spearman's rank correlation coefficient of
the time series works out at 0-78).
In terms of recruitment to economic distress (defined as destitution or husking paddy),

'fishing', 'transport' and 'agricultural labour' have the highest frequencies among the
occupations. It is a bit difficult to conclude anything firmly about transport workers,

since the sample size was rather small, and there is also some relation between the
distress of the fishermen and that of rural transport workers, since river transport 'is
largely looked after by members of the fishermen caste' (Ghattopadhyaya and Mukherjea,

1946, p. 7). But there is little doubt about fishermen and agricultural labourers being
among the hardest hit by the famine. Other hard hit groups were 'other productive
occupations', 'non-agricultural labour' and 'craft'.
In absolute numbers, by far the largest group of destitutes came from the class of
agricultural labourers, according to the data presented by Mahalanobis, Mukherjea
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and Ghosh (1946). Similarly, in his survey of the destitutes who had trekked to Ca

at the height of the famine, conducted in September 1943, Das (1949) found
about 41%—the largest group—were from families of agricultural labourers. It
however, possible to calculate the proportionate incidence of destitution from Das'

Finally, in Mukerji's survey of Faridpur villages, the highest rate of propor
destitution is observed among agricultural labourers (a destitution rate of 52%
pared with an over-all average rate of 29%). The proportion of families 'wip
during 1943' is also highest among the agricultural labourers (40%, compare
an overall average of 15%; indeed 77% of those agricultural labourers who wer

destitute by the famine were 'wiped off'). The relative rates for the different occ

categories are given in Table 8. Next to agricultural labourers, the highest dest

rate is displayed in a category called 'unproductive', which is deceptive since it incl
people who traditionally lived as beggars, and of course were easily destituted furt

The next highest group is 'artisan' (35% destitution and 10% 'wiped out'). The

cultivators and share-croppers had a relatively lower famine incidence (18% destitu

and 6% wiped off), higher only than office employees and landlords.
Table 8. Destitution in five surveyed villages in Faridpur
Total no.

Occupation on
1 January 1943

of families on

1 January
1943

No. of

No. of

destitute

families in

families in

each group on
1 January 1943

Proportion of

destitution (%)

each group
'wiped off
during 1943'

Proportion
'wiped off
during 1943'

(%)

Peasant cultivation

and share-cropping 266
124
Agricultural labour

49

18-4

17

65

52-4

50

107

34

31-8

15

14-0

16

1

6-3

0

0-0

27-3

7

20

Artisan

Petty trader

Cropsharing landlord
Priest and petty
employee
Office employee

35-0

2

6-4
40-3
100

11

3

27-3

3

20

2

10-0

0

0-0

Landlord

10

0

0-0

0

0-0

'Unproductive'

18

8

44-4

3

592

169

Total

28-5

90

Source: based on Mukerji (1965), Table 63, p. 178.

The picture that emerges from these data seems to be broadly in line with what one

would expect, given the exchange entitlement approach. The high incidence among ag
ricultural labourers vis-à-vis the low impact on peasants and share-croppers were to be ex
pected, and the relatively large effects on fishermen, non-agricultural labour, craftsmen,
etc., are also consistent with the observed pattern of shifts in exchange entitlements.

6. Beyond exchange entitlements
The focus of this study is on the role of exchange entitlement shifts in precipitating
destitution, and not on the causal process that led to those shifts. However, some general

remarks on causation may be in order. While data limitations rule out definitive dis
crimination between alternative causal hypotheses, some tentative diagnoses seem
possible.
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First, the increase in the rice price in Phase I wa
factors; supply was exceptionally high in 1942 (see
the Phase I period, while not confined to Bengal, wa
elsewhere (see Singh, 1965, pp. 95-99; Palekar, 196

result of general inflationary pressure in a war econom
Bengal close to the war front and Bengal saw military
unprecedented scale. The war expenditures were financ

notes. While a substantial part—indeed more than
war expenditure incurred by India was 'recoverabl
Britain, this did not reduce the immediate inflation

took place much later. Indeed, given the Indian moneta

were treated as assets against which the Reserve Ba
notes worth about two and a half times their total
expenditure tended to have a stronger inflationary
own account (see Gadgil and Sovani, 1944, pp. 12-1
Second, in Phase II demand forces were reinforced

and by vigorous speculation and panic hoarding. The ho

even on the basis of 'static expectations' : rice pric
preceding year, while the 'bazar bill rate' in Calcut
(the bank deposit rate was below 2% per annum).f

withholding of rice stock by farmers and traders from

the normal release following the harvest did not tak

production had by then been translated into an excepti

The 'current supply' figures of the Famine Inquiry
supply to the market.

Third, speculative withdrawal and panic purchase

by administrative chaos, § especially the inept handlin

tried and hurriedly abandoned between December an
abolition of price control in the wholesale market o

of a famine and further price rises were most forcefu

and hunger that had already developed by the end

Phase II. If Many of the groups had already suffered s
ments in Phase I itself (see Tables 3, 4 and 5) and had h
of Commissioners and District Officers (discussed earli

of rice in Phase II, fed by hoarding by consumers, i
led to further deterioration of exchange entitlemen
groups. The Bengal government's propaganda drive
justify the high prices prevailing' failed totally.ff

f Gadgil and Sovani (1944), p. 24.
Í See Ghosh (1944), pp. 33—48; Famine Inquiry Commission
and Das (1949), p. 119.

§ Including a change of Ministry in Bengal between March an
|| See Famine Inquiry Commission (1945A), pp. 36-50. Simila
stocks in Calcutta a few months earlier had yielded little exce
to be requisitioned.

See Ghosh (1944), Das (1949), and Famine Inquiry Commis
ft The ineptness of the propaganda drive was exceptional.
Goswami, offered the following remarkable explanation of eve
'Before long the price will come down. The speculators were in

prices were not coming down could be assigned to their last de

in Ghosh (1944), pp. 40-41], See also Famine Inquiry Commis
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Fourth, the prohibition of export of cereals in general and of rice in particular f

each province, which had come into operation during 1942 with the consent
government of India, prevented the price spiral in Bengal being broken by im
from the other provinces.! After much fumbling with various all-India sche

food distribution, the government of India eventually ordered free trade in the eas
region of the country towards the middle of May 1943. But this was abandoned in

since the prices in these neighbouring provinces soon reached the 'maximum'

laid down by the provincial governments. A 'Basic Plan' of centralised inter-state gr

movements eventually came into operation in late summer, improving the s

position in Bengal in the last quarter of 1943.
Fifth, an important aspect of the famine was its association with an uneven expa
in incomes and purchasing powers. Those involved in military and civil defence wor

in the army, in industries and commerce stimulated by war activities, and a
the entire normal population of Calcutta covered by distribution arrangeme
subsidised prices (see section 2) could exercise strong demand pressures on food

others excluded from this expansion or protection simply had to take the consequen
of the rise in food prices. Agricultural labour did not in general share in the war-b

expansion, except 'in certain areas . . . where military or civil defence works w

progress'.$ The abundance of labour in the agricultural sector (see Mahala
Mukherjea and Ghosh, 1946; Chattopadhyaya and Mukherjea, 1946) mad

economic position of the labourers in the agricultural sector weak. The weakn
their position is also reflected in the fact that while the famine killed million
agricultural labourers forming by far the largest group of those killed, Beng
producing the largest rice crop in history in 1943. While I resist the temptati
propose a 'test' of the surplus labour hypothesis along the lines followed by Sc

who rejected the surplus labour hypothesis on grounds of declines in agricultural ou

following the influenza epidemic of 1918, it is remarkable that agricultural ope

could take place on such a gigantic scale despite deaths, debilitating di

and migration in search of food, affecting a large part of the agricultural l
force.

Sixth, as far as occupation groups involving crafts, services and 'superior' foods (e

fish, milk) are concerned, Phase II could have created problems of its own. As d
developed generally in the rural economy of Bengal, the demand for these 'lu

goods declined sharply—a phenomenon that has been observed in other f
as well. || This feedback helped to plunge additional groups of people in
destitution.

Finally, it is perhaps significant that the Bengal famine stood exactly at the borderline

of two historical price regimes. Prices had been more or less stationary for decades
(the 1941 rice price was comparable to that in 1914), and the price rises (especially of
food) that began in 1942 were to become a part of life from then on. Institutional
arrangements, including wage systems, were slow to adjust to the new reality.
t The price difference between Bengal and its neighbouring provinces had already become substantial
by the end of 1942. Compared with a mean harvest price of winter rice in Assam of Rs. 8-81, in Bihar
of Rs. 800, and in Orissa of Rs. 6-19, the mean price of winter rice in Bengal was Rs. 14-00, and even the
1942 autumn harvest mean price had been Rs. 13-88 (see Indian Agricultural Statistics 1939-40 to 1942-43.
Government of India, NewDehli, vol. 1, 1950, Table VII).
i Famine Inquiry Commission (1945B), p. 485.
§ See Schultz (1964) ; for a critique, see Sen (1967).
|| See, for example, Wrigley (1969), p. 68, on the 17th-century famine in Mouy in France.
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7. The role of theory in policy failures

The inadequacy of official policy in tackling the Be
and criticised. The Famine Inquiry Commission (19
of the policy failures both of the Bengal government

(see especially Chapters X and XI). The famine bec

criticism of British imperial policy in India (for a clas

and official complacency came under particular at
government to permit more food imports into Ind
emergency measure to tackle the famine, was sever

became the new Viceroy at the last stage of the famin

increasing food imports into India, went on record
felt that 'the vital problems of India are being trea

with neglect, even sometimes with hostility and conte

Does our thesis that the Bengal famine did not ari
availability negate these criticisms? I do not believe

a famine is caused, the methods of breaking it require

distribution system. This applies not only to orga
also to undertaking work programmes and other m

power for those hit by shifts in exchange entitlements
(One curious aspect of the Bengal famine was that it w

famine, which would have introduced an obligation
relief operations specified by the 'Famine Code', dat
the Governor of Bengal, explained to the Viceroy:
applied as we simply have not the food to give the
stock would have also helped in breaking the specula
of the famine. Thus there is no reason to revise the criticisms made of the official failure

to obtain more food in the public distribution system, by greater procurement and
larger imports from the rest of India and from outside India. Nor are there reasons to

dispute the Famine Inquiry Commission's indictment of the Bengal government for
administrative bungling and of the government of India for its failure to evolve an
integrated food policy for India as a whole.
But the conspicuous failure of the government to anticipate the famine and to recognise
its emergence does appear in a new light. When the existence of the famine was eventu

ally acknowledged officially by the Secretary of State for India in a statement
in Parliament in October 1943, the influential Calcutta daily The Statesman wondered
why 'the speech contained no direct admission of grave misjudgement on the higher
authorities'part or even of error', overlooking'previous official assertions in London and

New Delhi that there existed virtually no food problem in India'. || In view of the dis
cussion earlier in this paper, one can argue that the Raj was, in fact, more or less
t For the international—especially American—reaction, see the interesting study of Venkataramani

(1973).

% Letter to Winston Churchill, dated 24 October 1944; quoted in Wavell (1973), p. 95.
§ Document no. 158 in Mansergh (1973), p. 363.
|| 'Seen from a distance', editorial, The Statesman, 14 October 1943; see also the editorial on 16 October
following, entitled 'The death-roll'. The Statesman, a British-owned newspaper, had carried out a powerful

campaign with news reports, photographs and editorial comments on the calamity—a role that would
be praised later by the Famine Inquiry Commission. For the editor's account of the campaign and also

for an interesting, anecdotal account of the Bengal famine, see Stephens (1966), chs. 13 and 14. Recognition
of the reality of the famine seemed to decrease step by step in the move from the local administration
via Calcutta and New Delhi to Whitehall.
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right in its estimation of overall food availability, but disastrously wrong in its th
of famines.

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. The approach provided
no warning of the development of a gigantic famine arising from shifting exchange
entitlements. It also contributed to some reluctance to accept the magnitude of the
disaster even after the famine had in fact appeared.

Estimates of food shortages were periodically made by the government of India.
An estimate of'shortage of rice' was made in December 1942, taking full note of'loss
of Burma rice, floods in Sind, cyclones in rice growing areas of Bengal and Orissa and
an indifferent rice crop generally in Bengal'.f But the shortage seemed absorbable, and
the Indian government used this 'rice shortage' estimate only to supplement its request

to London for shipping allocation to meet the existing 'wheat shortage', viz. shipping
facilities to import 'an additional 600,000 tons of wheat'4 In his 'memorandum' on
this request, the Secretary of State for India observed : 'No account is taken in it of the
statistical shortage of 140,000 tons of rice and 650,000 tons of millets which is the back

ground against which the Government of India have to view their wheat difficulties.
These shortages, serious as they are, would not from the statistical standpoint bear a catastrophic
proportion of the Indian cereal crop of 60/70 million tons.'§

While taking an essentially FAD approach, this detailed memorandum also went
into 'aggravating factors', particularly the problems of the urban population, who 'are
dependent on the marketed part of the crop, who are the first to experience any shortage

and ... on whose labour the Indian munitions and supply industries depend'. || The
distress of the rural population, especially of agricultural labour, arising from shifting

exchange entitlements, which—as we have seen in the fourth section—had already
been quite substantial by then, was not noted. The reference to 'distribution' was only
in the context of 'the strain put upon the railways by military and other loadings', f
(The tendency to view 'distribution' essentially as a transport problem rather than as
one involving purchasing power and exchange was, incidentally, a persistent feature
of official thinking on the subject.' jf)
As it happens, even the request for permission to import 600,000 tons of wheat was
turned down in London on 16 January, only a small part of it being met.JJ This was
received, it appears, with equanimity, since the government itself did not take its
t Document no. 265 in Mansergh (1971), p. 357; italics added. Note that the rice crop in Bengal was
recognised to be 'indifferent' rather than exceptionally bad (cf. section 3 above).

Î Document no. 265 in Mansergh (1971), p. 358; see also Documents nos. 282, 297 and 332, in the

same volume.

§ Document no. 330 in Mansergh (1971), p. 474; italics added.
II Same as above, p. 474. Even when the Bengal countryside was gripped by the famine and
destitutes were pouring into relatively well-fed Calcutta, the government of India was concentra

chiefly on 'signs that difficulty is likely to arise in the non-rural and industrial districts' [see War Ca

Paper W.P. (43) 345, dated 30 July 1943, Document no. 66 in Mansergh (1973), p. 134].
If Document no. 330 in Mansergh (1971), p. 476.
ft See, for example, Document no. 102 in Mansergh (1973); see also Famine Inquiry Commi
(1945A), pp. 59-62.
ÎÎ See the Secretary of State's telegram to the Viceroy on 16 January 1943, Document no.
in Mansergh (1971), pp. 514-515. London continued to turn down requests by the government of
for shipping allocations throughout 1943; see Documents nos. 59, 71, 72, 74, 98, 139, 157, 207, 21
Mansergh (1973), and also Wavell (1973), chs. 2 and 3.
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'shortage' estimates too seriously in the context of
proceeded to decontrol the wholesale price of wheat
Agency, prohibited 'the export of food grains beyon
on private account', and issued a communiqué prom
confiding that 'the Government of India believed th
due to hoarding'.f
On 26 January the Viceroy wrote to the Secretary
our difficulties about food I told him [the Premier

produce some more rice out of Bengal for Ceylon even

was by no means unsympathetic, and it is possible
little out of them.'! The estimates of'shortage' based

that of the 'indifferent' winter crop) did not make suc

even though—as we have seen—the forces leading t
swing.

Later in the spring, when the famine was about to reveal itself fully, the Viceroy
sent the cheerful news to the Secretary of State on 18 March, that 'the food situation
in India generally is at present much improved'. While 'the situation in Bengal at
present is disquieting', the food situation could be 'treated with guarded optimism,
with special reference to the recent improvement of the situation in India generally
and the excellent prospects of the rabi harvest'. §

The severity of the famine when it did surface caused much official surprise; the
Viceroy came to the conclusion that the 'chief factor' was 'morale'. || But the adherence

to the FAD approach was not abandoned; the values of'shortages' were recalculated
specifically for Bengal for the period until the next crop. In a report on 2 October 1943

transmitted to London by the Viceroy, the Governor of Bengal presented a detailed
account of the 'present food situation', including a lament about 'the dubiety of all
available statistics and therefore lack of accurate knowledge of what the real shortage
is,'f without questioning the wisdom of the approach itself. 'Allowing 1 lb a day' to
those above 15 and ' lb a day to those below 15', and taking note of traders' stocks
and estimates of 'carry-over from 1941-42', it was now calculated that for the period
until the next harvest 'the shortage was in the neighbourhood of 655,000 tons', jf This

figure had to be revised upwards by the Viceroy within 8 days, since an expert 'says
my estimate of 655,000 tons as shortage is too low and suggests one million tons'.!!
While practical considerations outside the FAD approach were introduced, often
in an ad hoc way, in government notes on the food problem, §§ especially after the famine

had broken out, the FAD view continued to occupy a pre-eminent position in the
government's theory of the food crisis. By January 1944, it appeared to have worked
out a complicated FAD explanation of the famine: 'The experience of the past years
has convinced the authorities in India that the loss of imports since 1942 has meant
the consumption of the carry-over, and now reserves having been consumed, is a major

cause of shortage and that, though the exhaustion of a concealed reserve has not been
t Mansergh (1971), p. 541.
Í Document no. 362 in Mansergh (1971), p. 544.
§ Document no. 599 in Mansergh (1971), pp. 825-826.
|| Wavell quoting Linlithgow, in Wavell (1973), p. 34.
Tf Document no. 158 in Mansergh (1973), p. 361 ; italics added,
ft Same as above, p. 362.

+Í Document no. 174 in Mansergh (1973), p. 390; the expert quoted was A. M. A. H. Ispahani,

a businessman much involved in rice trading.

§§ See Mansergh (1971), ch. 10, and Mansergh (1973), Ch. 4.
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evident till now, its results will persist'.f As was noted earlier, not a single pie

serious statistical evidence exists on the 'carry-over', and a study of the moving aver

of availability, taking note of production and net imports, suggests no reason f
suming a sharp decline of carry-over (see section 3).
Finally, when the time came to report on the famine and assess what had happene
the Famine Inquiry Commission also adopted FAD as its main approach—as we
already seen. The occurrence of the famine was squared with production and
figures by assuming a sharp decline of that mysterious—and unobserved—'carry
from previous years'. Like the Phoenix, the FAD theory arose rejuvenated from
ashes, and it can be found today chirping in the current literature on the food
of the world, even making occasional references to the Bengal famine, 'when f
destroyed the rice crop, costing some 2 million to 4 million lives'.$

8. Concluding remarks
This paper has been concerned partly with economic history and partly with economic

analysis of problems of relevance today. The tradition of analysing starvation and
famines in terms of over-all food availability, which can be criticised in a general way

(see section 1 and also Sen, 1976B), turns out to be particularly unhelpful in under
standing the Bengal famine of 1943. Indeed, contrary to the conclusion of the official
report on the Bengal famine and the often-asserted description of it as arising from a
decline of over-all food supply in Bengal, 'food availability decline' seems to fail alto
gether in explaining the famine (see section 3).
I have tried to focus instead on what I have called 'exchange entitlements', which
include the opportunities the market offers to a person to exchange other commodities
into food. For those who do not grow food themselves (e.g. artisans or barbers), or
those who do grow food but do not possess the food they grow (e.g. cash-wage agri
cultural labourers), the vagaries of the market can have a decisive influence on their
ability (and that of their families) to survive. There seem to have been sharp movements
in exchange entitlements with respect to food in Bengal during 1942 and 1943, both
in terms of the saleability of the commodity to be exchanged (especially rural labour) as
well as the exchange rates vis-à-vis rice (the principal food), indicating a growing cause
for starvation for several occupation groups (see section 4). The observed occupational
pattern of destitution is consistent with the expected pattern of destitution based on
observed shifts in exchange entitlements (see section 5). Some preliminary attempts
at going one step behind, viz. into the causation of exchange entitlement shifts, have
also been presented (see section 6).
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 erroneous theories of famine caus

ation, rather than mistakes about facts dealing with food availability (see section 7).
Later the facts were squared with theory by 'revising' the facts, by introducing mythical
variations in the unobserved item called 'the carry-over from previous years'.

The approach of exchange entitlements applied to famines and starvation directs us
towards general interdependences that hold in a market economy, away from the
focus only on the supply of food, as in the alternative FAD approach. This might seem

to suggest the use of general equilibrium theory. However, the standard theory of
t Memorandum by the Secretary of State for India, War Cabinet Paper W.P. (44) 63, Document
no. 347 in Mansergh (1973), p. 680.
{ Brown and Eckholm (1974), p. 27. See also Masefield (1963), p. 14; quoted also in Aziz (1975), p. 27.
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general equilibrium is quite unhelpful in analysing

because of the importance of non-equilibrium fe
ness of the general equilibrium models from th
the economies in question. Furthermore, the sta
tends to eliminate by some peculiar assumption
Koopmans (1957) noted, 'they assume that each
on the basis of the resources he holds and the d

engaging in exchange, and still have something to s

sure to meet with a positive price in any equilib
tion used in section 1, this makes x enough to live

entitlements S(x). This comforting possibility wa
labourers, craftsmen, etc., in Bengal—a fact tha
in analysing general market interdependences, t
each unit of labour offered is extremely limitin
as well as disequilibrium features in general have
ing using the exchange entitlements approach has to face quite a considerable
set of complexities.

Finally, I would like to suggest that the exchange entitlements approach has become
more relevant to famines and starvation in recent years because of the growth of the
importance of exchange in developing economies. There seems to exist an intermediate
phase of development in which the dependence on the market increases sharply (given
the breakdown of the traditional peasant economy) and in which guaranteed entitle
ments in the form of social security benefits have yet to emerge.:): An important develop

ment in this phase of transition is the emergence of labour-power as a commodity,
with neither the protection of the family system of peasant agriculture, nor the insurance

of unemployment compensation—nor, of course, the guarantee of the right to work
at a living wage.
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Appendix

Using the study by Mahalanobis, Mukherjea and Ghosh (1946), it is possible to constru
pational 'transition matrices' in the immediate pre-famine period (between January 1
January 1943) and in the famine period (between January 1943 and May 1944). Tables
10 give the transition matrices just before and after the famine; each row represents

members of a particular occupation ended up at the end of the respective transition on a pe
basis. (Three of the occupation categories have been renamed here on the basis of the desc

given by Mahalanobis, Mukherjea and Ghosh, viz. 'peasant cultivation or share cropp

for 'agriculture', 'part peasant, part labour' for 'agriculture and labour', and 'destitute' for
on charity'.)
In the text I have already made use of some of the information contained in these m

but many other uses are possible, since the data give quite a bit of information on ec
change in the pre-famine period (including what I have called Phase I) and during the
(Phases II and III). Two notes of caution may, however, be sounded. First, while vill
subdivisions and families within villages were selected on a random basis, the validity
picture as representing famine-affected Bengal depends on the deliberate choice of 'f
affected subdivisions' and the weighting implicitly adopted by Mahalanobis, Mukherj
Ghosh. Furthermore, while families were randomly chosen in May 1944, we do not kn
that holds for the implied sampling in earlier periods, for which data were obtained b
from the chosen families in 1944. Second, there are well-known ambiguities in occup
classification, especially in pre-capitalist economies (see Bauer and Yamey, 1951), an
possible overlap of different classes has to be carefully examined while interpreting t
pational movements shown in these matrices. Also, some occupation categories are quit
geneous (e.g. 'non-cultivating owners' include fat landlords as well as lean widows and o
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