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Structural Violence and the Bengal 
Famine of 1943

Felix Padel

This book opens doors to under-
standing many neglected aspects 
of structural violence in the colo-

nial era, with deep roots in Bengal, and 
repercussions that continue to colour 
patterns of violent repression in the state 
today. It combines riveting stories of the 
freedom struggle in Midnapore district 
with a refreshingly clear historical syn-
thesis and analysis of the war years.

In particular, a mass of hitherto un -
published evidence reveals Winston Chur-
chill not just as bigoted on Indian af-
fairs, but blinkered and obsessed to an 
extraordinary degree, especially on the 
issue of Bengal, where his intransigent 
refusal to send urgently requested grain to 
areas already ravaged by a cyclone and 
“rice denial” stands revealed as a major 
cause of the Bengal famine, that proba-
bly killed as many as fi ve million people.

This estimate is considerably higher 
than the published estimates in the 
 Famine Commission’s report on the 
 famine, and is based on a neglected text 
by the Indian Statistical Institute’s found-
er, Prasanta K Mahalanobis, “Mortality in 
Bengal in 1943”, written for the Famine 
Commission, but never publicised or 
 referred to in the commission’s report. 

Evidence collected in Churchill’s Secret 
War proves beyond doubt that Britain’s 
prime minister knew through numerous 
intelligence reports that the famine was 
unfolding, yet wilfully obstructed many 
offi cials’ attempts to acknowledge and 
mitigate it. Equally shocking perhaps is 
some of these offi cials’ subsequent collu-
sion in concealing the basic facts, and a 
scholarly collusion in failing to highlight 
them till now. The roots of the famine 
were several, their coming together was 
foreseen, and it could have been pre-
vented if many concerned offi cials’ 
 urgent exhortations to the government 
in London had been acted on. 

Churchill’s Secret War: The British Empire and 
the Ravaging of India during World War II 
by Madhusree Mukerjee (New York and Delhi: Random 
Books and Tranquebar), 2010; pp 352, Rs 495. 

What makes this book riveting to read 
is the combination of fascinating histori-
cal analysis of India during the crucial 
years of complex confl icts just before 
 Independence, with fi rsthand accounts 
of villagers and Bengali leaders who 
launched an underground war for India’s 
freedom in the name of their Tamluk 
National Government, in Midnapore 
d istrict. We move between observing 
Churchill and those in the power struc-
ture around him, through sources where 
they frankly revealed their motives, and 
the lifestyle of India’s freedom fi ghters, 
facing life and death choices during 
years when life in Bengal combined 
 famine conditions with oppression by a 
 police force that often treated a starving 
population as hostile territory to be 
 occupied by force.

Deeply signifi cant parallels are drawn 
in the book between patterns of famine 
in Bengal, from the fi rst to the last fam-
ines which British misrule brought on. 
The 1770 famine was caused by whole-
sale fi nancial looting by the East India 
Company, draining Bengal of its silver 
and gold, alongside its foodgrains, whose 
prices were raised beyond the reach of 
the poor. The 1942-43 famine was also 
caused by forced extraction of Bengal’s 
produce, in money as well as foodgrains. 
Thousands who could not pay their tax-
es gave up their silver and gold, which 
the government melted down for the 
war effort.

The book makes clear the real econ omy 
of the Raj: not just blocking Indian 
manufacturing in cloth, etc, reducing 

 India to mainly supplying raw cotton 
for British manufacturers, but also a 
grain drain in which Indian agricultur-
al  exports had become vital for Britain’s 
economy. During the second world war, 
Britain’s fi nance for the war came to 
 depend heavily on borrowing from 
I ndia – a rising debt that both Churchill 
and Lord Cherwell, the adviser he re-
lied on for most of his economic deci-
sions, came to resent as if it was a per-
sonal affront, trying to fi nd ways to 
cancel it off.

Frederick Alexander Lindemann, “the 
Prof” to admirers and “Baron Berlin” to 
detractors, became Lord Cherwell in 
1942, and saw more of Churchill, wield-
ing more infl uence than anyone else on 
him during the war. It was his insistence 
on no famine relief that won out, just 
as it was his insistence on bomber 
 Harris’ fi rebombing of German cities 
that  became policy. These two policy 
 decisions alone caused millions to die 
horribly, in India and Germany. 

Gandhi was already warning of rice 
shortage in January 1941. Churchill’s 
 order for a scorched earth policy in 
 November 1941, to make sure that areas 
of Bengal exposed to a Japanese inva-
sion would be empty of provisions for 
enemy troops and boats for access, was a 
key trigger for the famine: rice and boat 
“denial”, in which boats as well as grain 
stocks were often burned, confi scated or 
dumped in water, with radios confi scated. 
Bengal’s elected Chief Minister Abul 
Kasem Fazlul Huq complained strongly 
about the effects of this policy and the 
dangers of famine in August 1942. 

Famine Relief Blocked

Bengal was hit by a terrible cyclone   
in October 1942 – just after the Quit 
 India Movement had started the previ-
ous month. Cyclone relief was distribut-
ed alongside repression that often, ridic-
ulously, involved police following fami-
lies who collected relief food home, and 
destroying it! This was the context 
where rice was extracted from the coun-
tryside to feed the army and Calcutta “in 
a replay of the famine of 1770”. At least 
13% of Tamluk subdivision of Midnapore 
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district died in 1943 alone. Simultane-
ously, rape was being used as a “weapon 
of war”, with British police and soldiers 
often behaving as an occupying army. 
Fazlul Huq was forced to resign in March 
1943 by governor John Herbert, for rais-
ing police rape as an issue and for pub-
licly admitting there was a famine when 
offi cial policy denied this. 

Famine relief was blocked by the com-
bined intransigence of Cherwell and 
Churchill, deaf to urgent pleas from the 
viceroy (fi rst Linlithgow, then Wavell), 
as well as from Leopold Amery, Secre-
tary of State for India. The story of how 
this happened interweaves Churchill’s 
personal hatred towards Gandhi with 
scrutiny of every link in the command 
chain that implemented this policy 
with a view to suppressing the rebellion 
 by Congress.

An extraordinary controversy has 
raged from the time of the famine until 
now about the extent of rice shortage. 
All are in agreement that this famine is a 
textbook example of a man-made fam-
ine, in line with Amartya’s Sen’s main 

thesis in Poverty and Famine (1983), and 
that the government’s lifting of price 
controls in February 1943, while buying 
all possible stocks for the army, was the 
famine’s immediate trigger. A “loss of 
entitlement” to basic food-stocks was 
i nstituted in Bengal, while Britain’s 
e ntitlement was maintained with a safe 
margin, and stocks were not as danger-
ously threatened as Cherwell had made 
out. But the evidence collected in Chur-
chill’s Secret War implies that many fac-
tors combined to cause an actual food 
shortage, which Amartya Sen denies.

A fi erce debate fl ared about this after 
a review of Mukerjee’s book in The New 
York Review of Books from December 
2010 to May 2011. At issue is the availa-
bility of rice. Actually, all parties are in 
agreement that wartime demand far 
 exceeded supply. But how much was 
 actually harvested? How much was 
 destroyed in the virulent Brown Stain 
plant disease that ravaged Bengal during 
these years? How much was destroyed 
or confi scated in the “rice denial” policy 
that started in January-February 1942? 

How much was destroyed in the terrible 
cyclone of 16 October 1942? How much 
was later bought up by the army? And 
how much was actually being stock-
piled by merchants, speculating on the 
spectacular price rises? Obviously, these 
fi gures were not recorded, and in their 
 absence, the fi gures that Sen relies on 
for rice production are those in the 
 Famine Inquiry Report, calculated from 
estimates about cropland multiplied by 
 fi gures for yield per acre. Evidence 
 supplied by Mukerjee shows that the 
Famine Inquiry Commission distorted 
or manufactured statistics, and sup-
pressed a lot of basic information about 
the famine and the chain of command 
back to London that had vetoed famine 
relief throughout the worst months. 

In his last response, Amartya Sen lays 
emphasis on the “Adjusted Current Sup-
ply of Rice” fi gures which the government 
had relied on in the Inquiry Report. The 
trouble is – adjusted how precisely? The 
government, during the famine, was 
publicly at least, in a state of denial. 
Desperate requests for foodgrains by 
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Planning India’s Development 
Late D K Rangnekar 
 

Dr D. K. Rangnekar was a leading public 
intellectual who marked his presence as the 
editor of the Economic Times and later the 
Business Standard. This collection brings 
together a discerning selection of his writings 
that are organized across four themes: social 
and political dimensions of development; 
international context to India’s experiment; 
planning and budgets; and industrial and 
economic policy. The writings begin in the 
early 1960s and end in 1984—at the cusp of 

radical transformation of India’s economic policies and political fabric—thus 
providing an important handbook of the times.
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the Uruguay Round of negotiations of GATT. Drawing on Dr Rangnekar’s 
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commentaries on the transition from Nehruism and planned development to 
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URBAN AND REGIONAL 
PLANNING IN INDIA
A Handbook for Professional Practice 
S K Kulshrestha
The scope of professional practice in 
planning has now become very vast—in 
addition to traditional land-use planning 
at urban, regional and national levels, it 
includes development management; real-
estate development; advice, arbitration and 
legal services; education and training; and 
research. 

In this book, Dr Kulshrestha provides a 
detailed study of this profession in India, covering such aspects as ethics; 
scope of work in public, private and joint sectors; procedures for procuring 
consultancy, engaging contractors, and entering into agreements; 

India and abroad; and managing personnel. 

The book presents a comprehensive study to the subject of urban and 
regional planning in India, detailing the changing role of spatial planners 
and their professional requirements, and in that sense is a complete guide 
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 authorities in Bengal and India went 
unheeded, but publicly, the same offi cials 
pleading for relief were denying that the 
famine existed. Offi cials in the depart-
ment of civil supplies in Bengal were be-
ing instructed in March 1943 to insist in 
public that there were suffi cient food 
stocks in the province, when they knew 
this was not true. 

What is true is that a multitude of fac-
tors caused a massive shortage. Churchill 
bears a lot of responsibility in how these 
factors came together with no proper 
countermeasures, and that Lord Cherwell’s 
economistic calculations played a dubious 
role in distorting the facts and formulat-
ing a monstrous policy. 

Are there any parallels with the role 
that top economists play in formulating 

government policies today, especially 
in the International Monetary Fund-
World Bank? Does the fact that the 
Communist Party of India sup ported 
Churchill after he became Stalin’s ally 
have anything to do with historians’ 
failure to bring out his full culpability?

Debates on the role of violence, and 
the meaning of Gandhian ahimsa, are 
movingly brought to life in a request by 
two women to be allowed to play their 
part in the freedom struggle by carrying 
out assassinations; and in records of 
Gandhi’s visit to Midnapore in December 
1945, when he came to hear witnesses 
speak about atrocities from both sides 
there, confessing at the end that he 
could not condemn the use of violence 
by the Tamluk government. 

Reading this book, one understands 
that recently erupting violence in 
Midnapore and Nandigram have deep 
roots; that rape as a tactic of war, con-
doned by the colonial power structure, 
may have sown the seeds of today’s epi-
demic of this tactic by men in uniform 
who are supposed to be serving the 
people; and that the seeds and tactics 
of rebellion were also sown during 
these years. Conch shells were used in 
Nandigram as a warning to announce 
the arrival of  police from the 1940s to 
the 2000s. 

Felix Padel ( felixorisa@yahoo.com) is a 
social anthropologist and author of 
Sacrifi cing People: Invasions of a 
Tribal Landscape. 
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