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Off The Record 

The Shrunken Acreage of 
Human Sympathy . 

DOES our morning cup of tea 
t u rn bitter when we read 

about deaths f rom hunger in Free 
India? It does not. The tea may 
not taste as sweet but that is be
cause of the sugar shortage, not be
cause our sympathies have widen
ed so much as to make us 
feel bitter that those of our own 
flesh and blood, be it in Nor th 
Bihar or West Bengal, should perish 
in this way while we, here, more 
fortunately placed, should go about 
as if nothing has happened. Jibes at 
the bureaucracy, poking fun at 
planting of trees or the incredulity 
with which we receive the reported 
results of the Grow More Food 
Campaign, the unconcealed scepti
cism wi th which we dismiss the 
Government's announcement that 
there would be no food imports 
after 1951— these are in the day's 
game. They can be easily stretched 
to include reports of death from 
starvation as well . Hunger has to be 
experienced in order to be felt. 
Those who actually experience it 
have not yet been able to disturb the 
even tenor of our life. 

Is it that we have not enough 
land? Or is it the acreage of human 
sympathy that is so strictly limited? 
Partly it must be the latter. We 
have inherited as a legacy from the 
past a dead weight of indifference, 
to all except those who are very 
near and therefore dear to us. The 
limits of our emotional awareness 
do not yet extend to or embrace 
the whole of this land of ours. This 
is only a partial explanation. True , 
insensitiveness or lack of awareness 
can be hardened by habit. But it is 
also natures defence against shocks 
that cannot be averted. The use of 
aspirin or opiates is defensible—nay 
it is part of approved medical prac
tice, where the pain is incurable as 
in chronic migrans. 

These back washes from a dead 
past, it was hoped, would be swept 
away by the waves of freedom. 
They have not been swept away. 
Have they got so dead set that not 
even the new currents of life can 
dislodge them? 

No civilised country in modern 
times has known deaths from star
vation. Those countries which are 
not civilised, and in which people 
are suspected to be decimated perio
dically by starvation, do not collect 
any statistics. We are civilised 
enough to collect statistics but not 
to prevent death from starvation. 
Therefore we do not publish statis
tics of death from starvation. What 
are reported sometimes as such are 
given out in official accounts as 
death from deficiency diseases. This 
is in the tradition of the British re
gime. In those days, a village con
stable who was stupid enough to 
enter in his returns ' 'starvation" 
under the head "cause of death" 
was reprimanded by his superior 
officer and sometimes members of 
the legislatures scored a point 
against the Government by pro
ducing such records, filched from 
the constable concerned on the floor 
of the Assembly. The cause of 
death originally entered by the v i l 
lage constable as "starvation" had 
been struck out and "fever and 
other causes" inserted in bold letters 
over the cancelled line, 

Nowadays one does not get the 
same fun by scoring such points 
against the Government. Death 
from hunger has been reported 
from Nor th Bihar. Those who 
know Bihar wi l l not be surprised. 
The threat of a famine looms large 
over West Bengal. Those who have 
any knowledge of the present state 
of things in that unhappy province 
wi l l not he surprised by it either. 

To look at it not from an astral 
but from a mere mundane plane, 
the hard-core of the food problem 
is the lark of response to stimulac. 
Food production has only to be 
stepped up by 10 per cent and all 
would be well. But in spite of years 
of effort, production has not been 
stepped up to the required extent. 
This is the one fact we know for 
certain. Why food production has 
persistently failed to respond to so 
many new drives is not equally cer
tain. Even after many years of 
wrestling wi th this problem, we 

have remained ignorant about the 
basic facts. Production of food 
grains is not remunerative. Food is 
grown only on that land which is 
not good for anything else. This 
may be too wide a statement. But 
this is probably the situation at the 
margin on the extension of which 
depends the addition of that 10 per 
cent which is so very vital and noth
ing can be done about it unless the 
whole of our agriculture is revitalis
ed. This means; reallocation of land 
to the actual cultivators. But w i l l 
reallocation of land by itself bring 
about the welcome change? The 
transfer of land to the cultivators 
w i l l not by itself increase the re
sources of the latter. I f w i l l not lead 
to mechanisation of agriculture 
though it may lead to some i m 
provements from the strengthened 
incentive to make the best use of 
the land. The argument is that of a 
private property, not of commu
nism, though it is the communists 
strangely enough who have been 
preaching it the loudest. This was 
one of the first things that Comrade 
Dange said after his release from 
detention. 

Since reallocation of land by i t -
sell wi l l not turn food production 
from the unremunerative occupa
tion it is today into something dif
ferent, even if it revitalises agricul
ture it w i l l not solve the food prob
lem. This cannot be reconciled with 
the aim of self-sufficiency nor that 
of closer relationships with our 
neighbouring Asian countries. The 
latter, especially Burma and Siam, 
w i l l have to reorganise their res
pective economies in a drastic fa
shion, if we really mean what we 
say, viz. that we wi l l stop all food 
imports in a year's time ! 

Even before the Food Minister 
had cleared up the present position, 
it was known that the Government 
would have to revise the target of 
1/2 million tons of food grain im
ports fixed for the current year. 
This revision had been forced upon 
the Government by the latest deve
lopments in the agricultural situa
tion, namely the realisation and the 
admission by the Government that 
commercial crops cannot be given 
the go-by in the interest of growing 
more food, the success of which is 
in any case problematical, Not that 
the Government have ever openly 
admitted that they have abandoned 
the aim of self-sufficiency. They 
have, however, virtually done so by 
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promising to the States of the Union 
that they would be allowed higher 
quota of food grains if as a result 
of increasing the acreage under cot-
tor or jute, their food production is 
affected adversely. Cotton growing 
provinces have already registered 
their demand for higher allotments 
of food grains from the Centre and 
now West Bengal has joined issue 
on the ground that 20,000 acres of 
rice land has been diverted to jute 
and the food requirements of the 
State have increased corresponding
ly. Actually the requirements have 
increased much more. The exodus 
of Muslims from the State has left 
1,71,000 acres of rice land uncult i
vated. Some quantities of paddy 
have also been removed from the 
State by the evacuees and influx of 
refugees from East Bengal has in
creased the population of the State 
by at least three millions. 

What does al l these total up to? 
The import target of a mill ion and 
a half tons fixed for the year repre
sented a considerable improvement 
over the previous year. This was 
based on improvements expected 
both in production and in procure
ment. 

The annual additions to food 
production during the years 1947-
48, 1948-49 and 1949-50 have been 
estimated at 6,86,000; 7,71,000 and 
9,35;000 tons respectively. This 
shows a progressive increase. Fur
ther, in 1948-49 only 75 per cent of 
the planned increases in food pro
duction was actually realised. In 
1948-49 this percentage went to 87 
and in 1949-50, the Government 
claim that 95 per cent of the plan
ned increase has actually materialis
ed. This is the basis on which the 
claim of self-sufficiency by 1951 has 
been staked. Neither the rate of 
increase in the last three years, 
however, nor the estimates of deficit 
which have nowhere been placed at 
below 20 lakhs tons justify the hope 
of attaining self-sufficiency by the 
target year. 

These overall figures, even if they 
are correct, hide the sore spots. For 
one thing, they completely obscure 
the regional differences which arc 
what matter most in reality. Even 
if the country taken as a whole be 
surplus in food, Bihar or West Ben
gal may suffer from acute shortage 

unless the food organisation is so effi
cient as to control consumption in 
the surplus areas, procure the surplus 
and distribute it to the deficit areas. 
These are the three cogs in the ma
chinery and all three are defective. 
The Food Minis t ry knows it for cer
tain, and so do we, that actual per 
capita consumption is very unequal 
and that it differs widely from area 
to area; that procurement is very 
far from reaching the level of effi
ciency which can ensure that the 
surplus w i l l be drawn away and 
diverted to deficit areas. The distri
bution in deficit areas is itself defec
tive, outside the limits of statutory 
rationing. The pockets of statutory 
rationing are few and far between. 

Hence it is quite possible that the 
overall food situation may be per
fectly alright and yet people may 
die in Nor th Bihar and a famine 
may threaten West Bengal. 

The shortage is acute in rice, not 
in wheat. For well known reasons, 
rice imports are both very costly 
and extremely difficult to get. The 
rice exporting States are only three 
Orissa, Madhya Pradesh and Ut ta r 
Pradesh. On account of the influx 
of refugees, Assam, normally surplus 
in rice, no longer figures as an ex
porter to any extent. Both Madhya 
Pradesh and Ut ta r Pradesh have 
fallen behind in their quota of ex
ports. It is Orissa alone which has 
so far kept up to its schedule. On 
the other hand the allocation to 
Madras had to be increased and 
there are representations from other 
States as well besides Bihar and 
West Bengal for additional allot
ments. 

Even now there is l i t t le uniform
ity in the rules and methods for 
procurement and great reluctance to 
enforce uniformity. In spite of the 
acute food shortage prevailing in 
the State, monopoly procurement, 
promised a long time ago, has not 
yet been introduced in West 
Bengal, 

At best, the mechanism of food 
control is so rickety and the balance 
in the food economy is so precari
ous that both would be upset if ex
posed to the slightest stress or strain. 
And since expectations arc the main 
props on which these rickety struc

ture stands, the latter can he 
very easily brought down by the 
slightest breath of rumour that har-
der times are ahead or that a break
down is imminent. Hence, the 
wrong sort of expectations must be 
removed. This cannot be done by 
press statements, Demonstration is 
the best proof and since the present 
distress, according to the Govern
ment, is confined to a few small 
pockets of scarcity, the best way of 
fighting the fear of shortage and fa
mine would be to rush food to the 
affected areas. Newspaper headlines 
of deaths from starvation should 
not have preceded the reports of 
actions taken by the government— 
still too few, as they are—if the 
deaths were really not preventible, 
the reports should have followed 
the detailed accounts of what the 
Government had done, in rushing 
food to the distressed areas. That 
would have been the better way of 
fighting panic. 
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