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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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