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“Poverty and Famines” by Amartya Sen


In “Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation,” by Amartya Sen, Hunger and Poverty are no longer described as being regional or national issues.  Human beings are deprived of food in many ways, as Sen points out that food availability decline is only one possible cause of occurrence of a famine.  Famines can occur even if the food output is sufficient in a region, for example in a situation when certain groups of people become richer and purchase more food leading to a rise in prices, while the poor find the food increasingly unattainable.  Sen seems to conceptualize these issues in the framework of entitlement and ownership.  A person will go hungry when his assets, or exchange entitlement is worth nothing to other traders.  A famine occurs when a large number of people in the country or region suffer from such entitlement failures at the same time. 
 Sen’s major argument throughout the book is against the popular feeling that famines are caused only due to food availability decline, due to factors such as climate, demographic structures, and decline of natural resources.  Although this may be partially why some people go hungry, it is certainly not the only reason for famines.  The Great Bengal famine of 1943 is characterized by many causal factors.  The total food availability was not particularly terrible, and yet three million people died in a famine mainly affecting the rural areas, through rather violent shifts in the purchasing powers of different groups, hitting the rural laborers the hardest.  Sen argues that famines, in fact, can be explained in terms of failures of entitlement systems.  The entitlements here refer to legal rights and to practical responsibilities, rather than moral status, but despite the differences in these, the laws and actual operation of private ownership economies have many common similarities and differences.  Sen sees them as capturing a great number of rights and arrangements that affect an individual’s ability to obtain food.  In Sen’s terminology entitlements typically refer to the set of resources one has for private use, that is, one’s ability to achieve the commodities necessary for basic needs, either through income-generating work or from direct production of these goods.  The size of one’s entitlement determines the amount of food one can control. 

In his analysis of the Bengal famine of 1943 and 1944, Sen points to three main factors.  Predominant among them is the effect of the war against the Japanese in increasing demand.  He is also careful to add that the evidence is not strong enough to establish one sequence of causes against another.  Government expenditures, especially on construction, rose sharply.  This clearly increased the entitlements of the newly employed urban workers; therefore the entitlements of the rural groups fell.  Rice prices rose sharply even before any evidence that crops had failed.  In Bengal, conditions were sufficiently desperate, as a person would spend the whole of his or her income on food if necessary.  Even many of those who did not live in fear of starvation would be hungry enough so that a large fraction of any increase in income would be spent on food.  In the poorer, less developed countries, roughly two-thirds of total income would go for expenditures on food.  Prices rise, and the entitlements of other groups will necessarily fall unless there is a corresponding rise in the food supply.  If these groups are already on the margin of sustainable life, a famine may be created without any decline in food supply. 


The question that Sen strives to answer is whether or not a poverty analysis can be put into a policy framework.  Sen says that a policy definition is based on fundamental confusion.  At the same time, however, Sen does not answer how the question can be solved.  The Famine Enquiry Commission of 1945 had argued that the famine was due to cyclones, floods, fungus diseases, loss of Burma rice, and other various factors.  An outcome of food shortage seemed to be at the heart of all of these causal factors.  Sen, however, contested these alleged causes in his analysis.  Point by point, with the use of food production and other parameters, he states that although there was a decline in food output in Bengal in 1943, it cannot be accepted as a prime cause as there was a still higher decline in food output during 1941 which did not cause any famine.  The per capita food availability in 1943 was also higher than that in 1941.  The major cause of the famine was the inability of the British government to prepare for the shortage in food.  Sen uses his own entitlement theory to describe the famine.  The major cause of the famine was the resulting outcomes from increased fluctuation in food prices and the prevalent inequalities among the population.  This situation seems to run along the same lines as the Ethiopian famine of 1972-1974.  There also was not any evidence of the major shortfall on the food output.  In contrast, Sen argues that there was a slight increase in the food output preceding the years during the famine.  The overall consumption of food at the peak famine period was normal, but the purchasing power of the people was low resulting in inability to command food from anywhere outside of the region.  Much like the Bengal famine, the highest casualties were among the agricultural workers.  In contrast with the Bengal famine however, the food prices rose very little in Ethiopia and were not very different from those prevailing during the pre-drought periods.  Sen explains this phenomenon by understanding it in terms of the entitlement failures of various sections of Ethiopian population.

Another case that Sen analyzed was the Sahel famine in Africa during 1968-1973.  This resulted in the decline of food availability that eventually led to the famine.  An analysis of region wise food output revealed that in the regions where the output was low, the effect of the famine was actually lower comparatively.  It makes the farmer more dependent on the market for his basic food requirements.  When one has an ability to command food on the market legally, the market approach may bring success.  
Amartya Sen offers additional explanations, as he writes about the idea of hoarding, either for oneself or for speculation.  When situations of scarcity arise, hoarding is blamed in most situations.  The evidence for the degree and the effects of hoarding is usually difficult to come by, but there is a major problem concerning the implications.  If the famine is prolonged, then hoarding at the beginning means greater stores will be available later on.  If the hoarder was correct in his expectations, that is, if the farmer does need to consume his own grain at a later date or if the speculator makes money by selling at a higher price, then hoarding will have improved the availability of food later on, at the cost of making things worse off in the beginning.  A better result may be able to be achieved if the government took over some part of the hoarded stores and distributed them to the needy.  When a famine occurs it would certainly require an inhuman preference for established property rights over human needs not to redistribute purchasing power and other forms of entitlements.  If one considers the entire period of famine, hoarding will only worsen the famine if it turns out to be excessive, that is, if some of the hoards are retained beyond the end of the famine. A number of such explanations can be found in the Bihar drought and famine. 
 On April 20, 1967 a famine was declared in Bihar after the death rate rose to 34% above its 1968 level.  The level of calorie intake per day was less than 1800 for 26.5% of the population in drought-affected areas.  Excess mortality was always difficult to measure, but some groups suggested a death rate of 13.9 per thousand in 1967, compared with the normal 10 per thousand.  Looking at the Bihar incident one would find a similar pattern in most other famines.  The consumption of calories in drought-affected areas in the region in may 1967 varied significantly between different groups.  For example, the calorie intake per day among cultivators was 1840 in the severely affected areas, whereas only 1210 for laborers in the same area.  This may suggest that when scarcity becomes present, class differences in food intake may increase.  This seemed to be the case in the Great Bengal famine where rural inhabitants went to prosperous Calcutta and dropped dead in front of local restaurants.  Sen may not be inclined to look at Bihar as a famine, as the case weakens the claim that potential famines have been prevented from occurring since independence.  Sen’s famine theory is more complex than just political pressure and public information mechanisms. 


Although famine is a relatively unusual event, and the improvements in transportation and communication have made it less and less likely, the need to respond to specific famines is no less urgent.  The three famines of the mid-1970’s discussed by Sen, though less severe than the 1943-1944 famine in Bengal, are horrifying enough. Famine becoming less frequent and intense should make easier to provide prompt aid.  As Sen discusses, famine is the result of pushing already hungry populations over the relatively low threshold that separates them from starvation. 

In Amartya Sen’s book, “Poverty and Famines: An essay on Entitlement and Deprivation,” it is clear that hunger and eventually famine are basically questions of the distribution of income and the entitlements of food.  That does not mean that food supply is irrelevant, but that it is far from determining who will go hungry.  At higher levels of consumption, hunger seems to fade away as a basic problem but is replaced by other needs, including medicine, shelter, and other necessities.  The appropriate ways to change income and food distribution, especially those that relieve famine, hunger and poverty, partly depend on the information available; but also require conceptual definitions.  The distribution of income below the poverty line or of calorie consumption below the critical level may still allow for the sharp differences among poor people.  Amartya  Sen shows us that these countries, poor as they may seem, generally have more control over their domestic income distribution than the advanced nations that they deal with.      
