
Letter From South 

SPECIAL NUMBER JULY 1964 

Food and Congress 
It will be difficult for the Congress to do anything much about the trader-induced soaring food prices in 

the South. To hope otherwise is to underestimate the extent to which the wholesale traders and the larger 
landlords control the State, district and village level Congress Party machinery. 

Whether it is Andhra, Kerala or Tamilnad, the bigger landlords and traders largely make up the local 
leadership of the Congress or are the financial props of the party. Some sections among these may be sym
pathetic to the Swatantra Party, but as yet the bulk has remained loyal to the Congress. 

IT is, of course, true that the pre-
sent hyper-inflation which is afflict 

ing our economy has been caused by 
a number of factors. The inordinate 
gestation period of a good deal of our 
investments is surely not all due to 
the character of the projects essential 
to give us an industrial backbone. 
Waste of time due to the replacement 
of management by administration, cor
ruption and the lack of a develop
mental outlook, to say nothing of the 
absence of a socialist fervour, are 
corroding elements. The heavy defence 
expenditure has also been rightly not 
ed as a powerful influence impelling 
the price push. 

Yet to focus attention on these 
factors would not. perhaps, give us 
the specific character of the present 
price crisis. Surely, it cannot escape 
anybody's attention that the most 
spectacular rise in prices has been in 
those of food articles and that this 
rise continued unabated even in the 
months of harvest arrivals and threa
tens to take an utterly menacing form 
in the lean months that are ahead. 
And all this has happened not at a 
time of any considerable under-pro
duction, if we take the figures of the 
past few years into account and do 
not apply the yardstick of the poten
tialities of production or the needs of 
the population with a rising "hope 
threshold". 

Investigations made by experienced 
political workers in Andhra, Tamilnad 
and Kerala bring one inevitably to 
the conclusion that the present hyper 
inflation is essentially the result of the 
grip on food supplies of the large 
landholders and the bigger wholesale 
traders, who often enough is simply 
the same Janus-headed individual or 
are pretty close relatives. These gentry 
have the ability to secure adequate 
credit both from scheduled banks and 
the cooperative credit institutions 
which have, in most places, come 
completely under their control. In 
addition, of course, they are themselves 
either moneylenders or, again, are 
closely related to moneylenders. Final

ly, there is the "black money" about 
which the Finance Minister has been 
so eloquent but also about which he 
has been so eloquently inactive. 

These investigations in three differ
ent Southern States with widely vary
ing production structures and capacity 
as well as differing relations between 
internal production and demand, reveal 
a striking similarity in the nature of 
the classes involved in the price spiral 
as well as in their mechanism of con
trol and operation. Of course, deeper 
and wider study is required. Yet one 
can hazard the generalisation that the 
semi-evolved nature of capitalism, at 
least in these three Southern States, 
is the nigger in the woodpile. The 
assets preference of this burgeoning 
bourgeoisie and their attraction for 
huge extra-profits outside the classical 
production-market cycle and their 
parasitic feeding upon the clogged and 
inadequately developed system of 
capitalist connections, all drive home 
the troth that India has not yet broken 
through to self-generating capitalist 
production, even though heavy con-
centration of industrial-financial power 
in modem forms has already appeared. 
It may not be far oi l the mark if we 
conclude that a huge mass of 
quasi capitalists, at least in South 
India, have got bogged down at the 
trading-merchant stage and threaten 
to bog down the economy as well. 

State Trading, Not Socialism 

For quite some time attention has 
been fixed by students of the contem
porary economic history of India on 
the inevitability and essential nature 
of a great deal of public sector devel
opment in the industrial, transport and 
power infra-structural realm. This 
is, of course, true and has been 
largely accepted, though attempts 
continue to be made by "powerful pri
vate sector interests to deride the 
public sector, to prevent its expansion 
and to effect take-over bids, in con
junction with still more powerful 
foreign clansmen. It would appear. 

however, that insufficient attention has 
been paid to the problem of the in
evitability of similar propulsion of the 
State into the sphere of the food 
trade, though the Asoka Mehta Com
mittee did talk of "socialising" this 
sector quite some years ago. 

Socialism is, in actual fact, out of 
context here except in a specific inter
pretation of it as anything that lessens 
popular hardship, helps to lay the 
material basis for welfare and builds 
institutional avenues for democratic 
intervention in the economy. What is 
more immediately relevant is the con
tinuation of the process of turning the 
economy in the direction of modern 
growth, with a preponderant industrial 
bias. State trading in foodgrains and 
stringent curbs on the holding of 
stocks by the larger landholders are 
not an expropriatory measure. They 
are essential pre-requisites for a guid
ed economy, without which India can
not grow today. While the sharper 
ou!lines of such a guided economy are 
more a matter of political economy and 
the balance of contending political 
forces, its broad contours should be 
acceptable alike to those who desire 
what is called non-capitalist develop
ment and those who. consciously or 
unconsciously, are motivated by a 
desire for the modern capitalist evolu
tion of India. To both these segments 
of political opinion what can be term
ed lumpen or semi-feudal capitalist 
trading growth should, surely, be 
equally abhorrent. 

Despite this widespread distaste, 
coupled with a fairly general aware
ness of the necessary institutional re
medies, it wil l be extremely difficult 
for the Government and the ruling 
patty to do much about the lumpen 
capitalist-induced soaring food prices. 
The extent to which the wholesale 
traders and the larger landlords con
trol the State, district and village level 
Congress party machine should on no 
account be underestimated. Whether 
it is Andhra, Kerala or Tamilnad these 
sections largely make up the local 
leadership of the Congress at these 
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three levels or are the unavoidable 
financial props of the machine. And 
they are fairly vast in numbers, unlike 
the dominant elements in the national 
concentration of economic power. 
Some sections among these classes 
show predilections for the Swatantra 
party, which also seeks to build its 
social base among them. But as yet 
the bulk has remained loyal to the 
Congress and have traditional links 
with it going back to the days of the 
freedom struggle. Somehow any 
touching of their interests, any prod
ding of them to give up their familiar 
avocations appears almost like treason 
or even suicide to very influential sec
tors of Congress leadership at the State 
and grassroots level 

Vet the situation is not quite as 
hopeless as it appears. There Is the 
overwhelming mass pressure for relief 
concealed in the demand that it is 
the inescapable duty of the State to 
provide food to its citizens at a rea
sonable price. And the Congress, 
even with Nehru gone, is still respon
sive to powerful mass pressures and 
the impact of organised mass action is 
still not quite muffled. Then there 

is the other social base of the Con
gress—the retail traders whose profit 
margins are also being affected, the 
rich peasants and the vast middle 
class in the towns and the country
side who are also adversely affected. 
Above all, there is the fact that the 
measures contemplated are not the 
expropriation of the wholesalers or of 
the large landholders but a change in 
their methods of garnering profits, the 
nature of their assets preference and 
of their capitalist character. For some 
time to come these measures are more 
likely to aid the development of 
modern capitalism in India than to 
give impetus to the non-capitalist path 
of development, though the latter also 
requires them. 

It is here that a person like Kama-
raj can prove of invaluable worth. His 
birthday celebrations in Madras were 
quite unprecedented, bearing witness 
to the fact that he has caught both 
the popular and the burgeoning bour
geois imagination. It was almost 
comic that attempts were made to 
make the man of silence even into a 
master linguist ! But the very vulgarity 
of it all was evidence of the mass and 

noveaux riche character of the res-
ponse to the new leader, Kamaraj 
has shown a fair measure of shrewd
ness and strength since the death of 
Nehru and has indicated that he is far 
from being impervious to stirring 
mass moods. Many believe that he is 
not invulnerable to some sort of com-
monsensical and rough-hewn education 
on issues of national economic and po
litical significance. Instinctively and 
by teaching he should be able to 
grasp the need to move forward to 
elementary and yet radical institution
al changes in the character of the 
food trade and of mass Indian capital
ism. And once he is convinced and 
calls for action, much of the resistance 
may lessen not only because his would 
be a weighty addition to the gathering 
storm of mass action but even more 
because this strata would feel some
what safe with any measures that he 
might advocate—safer than they would 
have felt with the distant, aloof and 
unfamiliar Nehru. Kamaraj may not 
be with them but they feel he is of 
them. Quite a lot more may happen 
than the present inertia would lead us 
to expect. 


