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A L E T T E R to the editor of this journal 
wails over the waywardness of the 
Nobel Prize awards in economics. The 
awards have shown an inordinate bias 
towards neo-classical economists. The 
mildest deviation from orthodoxy has 
not been tolerated. Even such otherwise 
impeccable Keynesians as Nicholas 
Kaldor and Joan Robinson have been 
ignored for the towards. This is most 
unfair, the letter comments unless the 
Awards committee begins to make 
amends, the fa i th of economists in 
general, and in the underdeveloped 
countries i n particular, i n the objectivity 
of the awards w i l l decline precipitately, 
the letter concludes w i t h the warning. 

It is a most sincere letter, a we l l -
meaning letter. And yet its naivete is 
overwhelming, almost enchantingly so. 
How does one define objectivity? Is 
there any objectivity in economics, or 
is it that those signing the letter have 
suddenly turned into votaries of what 
goes by the name 'positivist economics? 
Who persuaded them to assume that 
the members of the awards committee 
are at all interested in objectivity, or 
wou ld al low such object iv i ty to colour 
their decision on the awards? Wou ld i t 
not be more a case of I-have-been-true-
to-thee-Seneca-in-my-fashion? A gentle-
man, who patented the manufacture of 
dynamite, and minted money by com-
mercially exploit ing the patent, had set 
up the awards, wh ich were named after 
h im, at the turn of the century. The 
economics prize was introduced fa i r ly 
recently, and the money was put up by 
a consortium of the mightiest banks. 
W h y should one assume that the awards 
would not reflect the biases of those 
who were responsible for establishing 
the endowment in the first place? 
Particularly i n the post-Wor ld War I I 
phase, nobody could accuse the Nobel 
awards committees of running away 
from demonstrative subjectivity. Mena-
ehem Begin and Henry Kissinger, both, 
have received the Nobel prize for, of 
all things, peace. A bias in not a black 
humour, i t is just a bias, and, as the 
Americans say, period. Expatriate 
Slavs, who lef t their East European 
homes, have almost monopolised the 
prize for literature in the recent period, 
unless you take into account the occa-
sional awards to specimens such as 
Saul Bellow, the specialist wr i ter of 
pothoiling American fiction. True, 
every twenty years or thereabouts, a 
Left- leaning Lat in , a Neruda or a 

Carcia-Marquez, has received the litera-
ture prize, but that must be a tactical 
manoeuvre; besides, where will they 
find a Latin literary man who is non-
Left? The awards in natural science 
and medicine have heavily concentrated 
on American scientists and technologists. 
A n d in economics, leaving out the award 
to Gunnar Myrda l — who is much too 
uncomfortably close to home — the 
decisions have been severely consistent; 
it is only those who conform to the neo-
classical tradit ion, and all that goes w i t h 
i t , who have been favoured w i t h the 
prize. M i n d you, i n this l ist , some first 
rate minds l ike Ragnar Frisch and Ken-
neth A r row have been included from 
t ime to time, but the number of lemons 
who too have been included is no less 
impressive. You may be a lemon, but 
you are a lemon for a cause, you are for 
the neo-classical cause, by impl icat ion 
you are against those who want to 
clutter up economics w i t h ideologies 
imported from the socialist sand-dunes 
or some such outlandish region. On 
such issues, no compromise is possible. 
It is not that you must not have an 
ideology, but you must have the appro-
priate ideology, such as Professor von 
Hayek or Professor Friedman exempli-
fies. Capitalists have put up the money 
for the prize, they w i l l award it in a 
manner which helps to propagate their 
cause the best. They will award only 
those whose wri t ings help this cause. 
I f . somebody, whi le using the facilities 
provided by capitalist premises, takes 
upon himself or herself to deviate from 
the received doctrine, how do you ex-
pect h im or her to be considered for 
the award? 

It is a perfectly understandable point 
of view. It is their money and their 
prize. Whether through exploitation or 
otherwise, they have made their p i le ; 
i t is for them to spend i t , or burn i t . 
A group amongst them, bankers al l , 
decided that they must have a separate 
award for economics. So the award was 
instituted. You cannot expect someone 
who is not quite 'correct' to be chosen 
for the award, someone who makes 
snide comments about the American 
establishment, someone who is for nu-
clear disarmament, someone who 
spouts, or spouted, Cultural Revolution. 
You cannot expect the Joan Robinsons 
and the N i cky Kaldors to have their 
case seriously considered. Their econo-
mics is al l wrong from the point of 
v iew of the donors — and the awards 

ccirunittee. 
Actual ly, the awards committee has 

rendered a great service by making the 
economics awards so categorically ideo-
logy-based. Economics is not l ike foot-
bal l or cricket or tennis or badminton 
or basketball or running the hurdles or 
swimming the breast-stroke or put t ing 
the shot or throwing the javelin or l i f t -
ing the weight. In economics, you can-
not judge superiority or merit by taking 
recourse to measurements. The worth 
of two separate tracts in economies, 
granted a m in imum of competence in 
assembling them, cannot be measured 
by p i t t i ng one against another. Even 
i f the tracts detail two sets of prescrip-
tive economics respectively, there is no 
way of assessing relative superiority: 
depending on the circumstances, some 
prescriptions cl ick, some do not, but, 
given the number of external variables 
involved, an economic theorem found to 
cl ick empir ical ly in a certain situation 
cannot s t i l l be claimed to be inherently 

period to one wh ich d id not make 
even the first base when t r ied out. The 
awards, in any event, are therefore not 
declarations of superiority; they are 
declarations of preferences. The awards 
committee, and the donors, prefer a 
particular species of economics and 
economists. Their preference is their 
prerogative, why must others get hot 
under the collar? 

That a letter of the sort addressed 
to the editor has nonetheless been 
addressed is reflective of a certain ob-
duracy in accepting reality as it is. It 
betrays, or so i t appears, an inab i l i t y 
to be at peace w i t h the t ru th that eco-
nomics is not a homogeneous whole, 
that what is their economics is not 
necessarily our economics, that it is our 
biases, preferences and predilections 
which shape economics, and therefore 
we should forget all notions about a 
common set of norms and a common 
code of procedures for evaluating the 
works of economists. It is this failure 
to acknowledge the non-homogeneity of 
economics wh ich should cause concern. 
After all, even neo-classical formula-
tions will not demur, i f economics deals 
w i t h the allocation of global resources, 
telescope the tale from Euler's Theorem 
to E Mal invaud, the criteria for deter-
min ing the allocation for a group of 
bankers must s t i l l be way different from 
what they will be for a group of poets 
or writers or artisans or hungry pea-
sants or s t r ik ing workers. No economics 
is possible w h i c h abstracts i tsel f f rom 
values or ideology or biases. T ry out 
such an abstraction, and all you w i l l 
be left w i t h is a frame of methodology. 
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A frame is a frame, i t is no economics, 
To revert to the letter, perhaps there 

is a l i t t l e b i t more to i t in this lament 
over the Nobel prize awards being 
rendered so blatantly ideological. Espe-
cial ly in the poor countries, the emo-
tional links w i t h the advanceerished by 
elite groups, d nations 
of the West are greatly chand to the fore are the 
elite groups among the academic com-
muni ty . There is a good side to i t ; to 
have a l i v i n g relationship to develop-
ments elsewhere i n the w o r l d enriches 
our intellectual pursuits. But there is 
also a pernicious side to i t ; i t leads to 
blinkers being drawn over the real i ty 
of diversity of situations and interests 
Tuid to such absurdities as considering 
awards l i ke the Nobel prize as absolute 

hallmarks of bri l l iance and excellence. 
In s l ight ly more uncharitable language, 
this latter urge will perhaps be describ-

LETTERS TO EDITOR 

In the Coromandel Lecture on "Food 
Battles" delivered by Amartya Kumar 
Sen in New Delhi on December 13, 
1982 he has made a rather serious error 
interpreting Chinese demographic data 
and drawing the inferences he has from 
the recent wr i t ings of American demo-
graphers l ike John S A i r d and Ansley 
Coale on the extra morta l i ty caused by 
die tuning in China during 1959-1961. 
According to Amartya Sen, "Ansley 

Coaler estimates 16.5 m i l l i o n extra 
deaths, whi le John A i r d indicates that 
the data point towards an even larger 
figure (over 23 mi l l i on ) , though there 
are serious data problems"; he there-
fore goes on to say that "even i f we 
choose a figure much lower than the 
lower estimate — the scale of the 
Chinese food-shortage-mortality must be 
seen to be much larger than the largest 
famine in India i n the last century". 
Unfortunately Amartya Sen has fai led 
to take in to account the nature of the 
"serious data problems", though John 
A i rd in particular has dealt w i t h them 
in detail in the paper referred to 
("Population Studies and Population 
Policy in China", Population and Deve-
lopment Review, V o l 8, No 2, June 
1982). Consequently the inferences 
drawn are, to say the least, premature. 

What these so-called estimates of 
"extra deaths" refer to are in fact the 
inconsistencies between the total popu-
lat ion in China as recorded i n the 
"population register' for 1957 and the 

ed as an expression of latent neo-colo 
nialism. The crisis arises when this 
almost religious fai th in the indisputa-
b i l i t y of the foreign talisman gets 
shaken by the realisation that the talis-
man has fai led to accord recognition to 
a Joan Robinson or a Nicholas Kaldor, 
whose superiority, to us, is so exp l ic i t l y 
proved as to satisfy the rigours of logi -
cal positivism. The fault, dear theist, is 
not in the judgment of the awards com-
mittee, i t is in the theism itself. 

By awarding the prizes to the likes 
of Begin and Kissinger and Friedman 
and Saul what his-name, the Nobel 
committees might have actually helped 
to disabuse some neo-colonial illusions. 
Does not that letter to the editor cry 
out to be re-drafted, should i t not i n 
fact contain a homage and a tr ibute to 
the awards committee for being true to 
thine own self? 

estimate arrived at f rom the 1964 
"census" as w e l l as the v i ta l rate series 
( i e, of b i r th and death rates in ind i -
vidual years) published recently. Ansley 
Coale had ( in a paper published in 
March 1981) rather incautiously has-
tened to observe from these estimates 
that "the sharp dip i n the b i r t h rate 
and the excess mortal i ty in the latv 
1950s and early 1960s are reminiscent 
of the demographic impact of forced 
collectivisation in Russia from 1929 to 
1936"; but John A i r d has since then 
indicated very clearly, in the same 
journal, why other possible explanations 
need to be ruled out first before draw-
ing such inferences. 

Aird's paper wil l give an idea of the 
nature and importance of his reserva-
tions and of the inferences he draws 
from the inconsistencies i n data: 

"The most serious problems w i t h the 
off icial data are found in the figures 
for the food crisis year, i e, l 959-61. i t 
is impossible to rebate the 1964 cen-
sus total to the year-end 1957 regis-
tration total w i thout assuming a 
population loss in the intervening 
years that is much greater than wou ld 
be inferred from the official vi tal data 
for the period. The h igh rates of 
increase claimed for 1962-64 compli-
cate the problem, because a back 
ward projection based on the 1964 
census figure and the off icial rates of 
natural increase produces a very low 
total for year-end 1961—wider 642 
m i l l i o n , or about 5 m i l l i o n loss than 
the year-end 1957 total. I f there was 
any population growth at al l i n 1958 

and 1959 — and there must have 
been an increase of at least 18 m i l -
l ion during those years — the net 
loss in 1960-61 wou ld have had to 
be no less than 23 m i l l i on . However, 
the extreme rebound in the b i r th 
and natural increase rates in 1962 
and 1963 needs to be re-examined. 
I f the food shortages caused by the 
had harvests of 1961 were s t i l l affec-
t ing the health and fecundity of 
women in the first half of 1962, the 
high 1962 and 1963 b i r t h rates are 
not plausible, Perhaps a part of the 
apparent rebound in births in 1962 
and 1963 was due to a delay in re-
gistering births during the crisis 
years because the famine had 
disrupted routine c iv i l activities, i f 
thus is the case, the real rebound 
may not have been as early or as 
h igh as the official data show, and the 
losses during the crisis may not have 
been as acute as either the foregoing 
net loss estimates or the official 
crude death rate of 25.4 for I960 
would imply. The official vital rates 
of the crisis years must be 
estimates, but their basis is not 
known. China's demographers should 
be permitted to review these esti-
mates: perhaps they could produce 
a more plausible series. They should 
also be allowed to investigate the 
question whether the 1964 census 
total is too low." (pp 277-278) 

" . . . v e r y few of the demographic 
data gathered by the SSB (State 
Statistical Bureau) have been made 
available through public channels for 
use by Chinese population specialists. 
The po l icy on release and publica-
t ion of data is certainly more open 
now than at any other time since 
the late 1950s... But there is s t i l l a 
significant gap in both the population 
to als and v i ta l rates series during 
the years of the food crisis... The 
main reason so few national popula-
t ion data appear in Chinese sources, 
however, is central censorship. No 
national population figures can be 
made public wi thout prior authorisa-
t ion by the State Council . Even 
officials of SSB cannot use such 
figures in their articles and speeches 
unt i l they have been cleared..." 
(pp 270-271) 

"Why are basic population data 
st i l l being wi thheld despite the impor-
tance for national planning of free 
access to and more extensive use of 
statistical data?... Sometines data 
may have been w i thhe ld because 
they reflected problems the Central 
authorises d id not want publicity 
examined. The gaps in the population 
totals and v i ta l rates for the crisis 
perod 195861 are probably il lustra-
t ive" , (pp 272-273) 

"A l though the reasons for restrict-
ing the publication of official popula-
t ion data are understandable, the re-
strictions pose problems not only for 
China's demographers but also for 
policy-makers and administrators.,. I f 
Chinese demographers are to make 
their maximum contribution to the 
rapid development of demography 
and to the ut i l isat ion of population 

Famine and 'Extra Deaths' in China 
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