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A Calcutta Diary 

Yield to the Night... 
. . . and Hear the Shriek of Hunger 

AUGUST came, and reminded us 
as much of the independence 

that came ten years ago as of the 
killings of eleven years ago. That 
is the trouble w i th this oity, laden 
wi th the lingering memory of a 
l iving humanism which serves only 
to make the recent past of in
humanity the more poignant. In a 
piece in Encounter Sudhin Datta 
recently spoke of the way he des
troyed the draft of an essay he had 
written proving that the Bengali 
was by nature averse to physical 
violence: this was after he had wad
ed through dead bodies strewn on 
the streets of Calcutta during that 
dreadful August, Indeed, Calcutta 
has never been the same city again 
since. Violence of a beastly k ind 
lies just underneath the surface, i t 
self subjected to not a l i t t le distur
bance al l too frequently. Death, 
sudden and violent, is not a stran
ger in many families, and this affects 
life longer and more deeply than 
many pause to think. The corpses 
have been cleared, and the blood 
has been washed away; but the sen
sitive cannot sti l l escape the 
memory of the many done to death, 
undone by death. 

The other memory which distorts 
life in Calcutta is of the famine of 
1943. The existence of a curious 
body called the Price Increase and 
Famine Resistance Committee is 
not the only evidence; that came 
only recently. The fear of another 
famine lurks behind the slightest 
upward movement in the price 
curve. And there have been some 
very steep rises in recent weeks, es
pecially affecting items of food-
rice, mustard oil, sugar, fish vege
tables, everything in short. That 
the aforementioned Committee has 
threatened "direct action"—an omi
nous phrase—is an inadequate i n 
dex of the feeling of the Bengalis. 
(And "direct action" days decrease 
prices all right, even if famine is not 
resisted.) This writer woke up last 
night, about midnight, when he 
heard the cry of a beggar half-a-
block away; she wanted phan, the 
thick water Bengalis throw away 
after the rice has been boiled. The 
cry was so vividly and painfully, 

reminiscent of the famine days that 
a return to sleep was Impossible. 

* * * 
Bengal has not in fact been to 

sleep since that nightmare in 1943. 
The morbid manifestations can be 
seen as much in the newspapers as 
in public reactions, and it is more 
than likely that the food situation 
bad enough in all conscience, is 
made the more difficult by the psy
chological background. To take 
the Press first, some newspapers 
have already been coming out w i th 
harrowing photographs of hungry 
men, women and children. Most 
faces in close-up are disagreeable 
the hungry ones are horrifying. 
This possibly premature display of 
hungry faces has been decided upon 
because the Indian papers are an
xious riot to be left behind by the 
Statesman, which first came out 
w i th shocking pictures of the 
famine-stricken in 1943 and later 
was praised by the Woodhead Com
mission for i t . The Statesman this 
time published photographs of the 
shop of an identifiable rice dealer 
and got into trouble; it had to apo 
logise. Everybody is aware that a 
scare makes things worse, encou
rages hoarding, and thus brings a 
famine nearer, but such is the mood 
of Bengal today, the historical rea
son for which has already been 
adduced. 

It is possible that the memory of 
a man-made famine makes it im
possible for the Bengali of today tcv 
think it possible that the food 
position in India may really be 
difficult for unavoidable reasons 
Because, however, it has already 
been decided that there are guilty 
men around anxious to bring about 
a famine—fetching a dividend of 
Rs 1,000 per share, meaning per 
corpse—it may not occur to us that, 
in the event of a shortage nobody 
can help, there may be a thing or 
two we can do to help. An additional 
premium on irresponsibility is pro
vided by our own Marie Antoinettes. 
Dr Roy, for instance, said the other 
day that eating too much rice 
caused diabetes and so he ate other 
things. The latter are more expen
sive. in spite of the high price of 

rice, which makes the Chief Minis
ter sound callous. The fact remains 
that the Bengali does nothing to 
change his food habits, even when 
he can afford it , because he is sure 
the Government does nothing to 
curb famine-makers. Famines, he 
is sure, are made. 

* * * 
If the Merita Committee can find 

out whether there is or there is not 
an absolute shortage of food In 
India, it wi l l be the first party to 
do so. It is no secret that the late 
Ran" Ahmed Kidwai had a healthy 
disbelief in official statistics, and 
many attribute to it his success in 
solving the food problem for some 
years. It may st i l l be true that In 
India today there Is, In fact, a sizea
ble shortage of food, if only because 
the population goes up everyday at 
a fantastic rate. The sacrifice ne
cessitated thereby can be demanded 
only after it has been demonstrat
ed that the available stock i s being 
distributed fairly. Wi th the Re
serve Bank pathetically appealing 
for credit restraint against food 
grains, it must be admitted, the 
public is to be forgiven for not 
feeling fully reassured that empty 
bellies are not filling some pockets. 
It does seem a cruel Joke to talk 
about a welfare state, when men 
cannot buy food because they have 
not the money to pay for i t . 

The Government, represented by 
A P Jain in this context, -seems to 
be In a state of quiet despair. The 
quietness irritates, and the despair 
suggests the question whether a 
government which has failed to solve 
the basic problem of food is entitled 
to any credit at al l for showy suc
cesses in a few other departments. 
There is no denying the Immensity 
of the problem; there is no denying 
its urgency either. Country-wide 
rationing is out of the question; the 
Government has neither the adminis
trative resources for such an opera
tion nor the stocks that would be 
needed. The Food Minister has 
made that much clear, and it is pro
bably arguable that the adminis
trative cost of rationing could be 
better used to subsidise the cost of 
food. What makes for uncertainty 

1179 



September 14, 1957 THE ECONOMIC WEEKLY 

is that what the Government w i l l 
not do is clearer than what it w i l l . 

Meanwhile, the Government does 
not want a panic, and so the coun
try's real deficiency in food, if It is 
real, is not publicised, which in its 
turn encourages suspicions that a 
shortage Is being created and prices 
are being manipulated by the trade. 
Wi l l a frank admission of the defi
ciency dissipate doubts and help 

create a climate in which people 
wi l l be prepared to do w i t h less or 
different food? Or, wi l l it be the 
signal to traders to sit on the stocks 
they hold, In expectation of higher 
prices later? Some mi l l stocks were 
seized recently by the Government, 
but the action did not answer the 
two questions posed above. The 
Government may not have the ana-
wets yet, which .-ire in t ru th awfully 

difficult to find. In the absence of 
an official lead, the questions are 
being answered by each citizen for 
himself. In Calcutta at least, the 
citizens' answers are not such as 
would delight the heart of A P Jain 
or B C Roy -and Nehru is not being 
left unmentioned either. 

—Flibbertigibbet 
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