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Glimpses into “Hungry Nation”: The Complex

Tapestry of India’s Food Dynamics

Anjan Goswami

1 The Shadows of Colonialism

Benjamin Robert Siegel’s “Hungry Nation” commences with the haunting specter
of the Bengal Famine of 1943. Going beyond traditional accounts, Siegel posits
a compelling argument: famines such as this were not merely nature’s wrath
but bore the unmistakable imprint of British colonial policies. By foregrounding
the political priorities of the colonizers, he paints a picture where administrative
choices exacerbated the suffering of millions.

2 A Nation’s Ambitious Dawn

Emerging from colonial shadows, the India of 1947 was ablaze with aspirations.
Under the stewardship of Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, the nascent nation
embarked on a journey to modernity and self-sufficiency. Central to this quest
was food security – ensuring that no Indian went to bed hungry.

3 The Double-Edged Sword of the Green Rev-
olution

A pivotal moment in this journey was the Green Revolution, spanning the 1960s
and 1970s. This era witnessed the infusion of high-yielding crop varieties, es-
pecially wheat, catalyzing a surge in food grain production. However, Siegel
astutely underscores the underbelly of this revolution: the emerging environ-
mental repercussions and socio-economic divides.

4 The Public Distribution System: A Noble En-
deavor, Yet Flawed

In the pursuit of food justice, the Indian state birthed the Public Distribution
System (PDS), envisioning a safety net for its most vulnerable citizens. Siegel,
while acknowledging the ambition, critically examines the PDS, highlighting its
inefficiencies, bureaucratic entanglements, and sporadic corruption.
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5 The Intricate Food Debates

India’s food journey was anything but linear. Siegel dedicates substantial nar-
rative space to the multifaceted debates that shaped the nation’s food and agri-
cultural policies. The ideological tugs-of-war, spanning industrial growth versus
agrarian focus, technological applications in agriculture, and the translation of
economic booms into nutritional gains, weave an intricate web.

6 Present Realities: Contrasts and Paradoxes

India’s modern face showcases stark contrasts. Siegel illuminates the present-
day paradox: a nation surging economically yet struggling with malnutrition,
especially among children. India’s dual challenge of bolstering its global image
while nourishing its grassroots becomes a recurrent theme.

7 Amartya Sen vs. Benjamin Robert Siegel:
Comparative Insights on Famine

Amartya Sen’s pioneering investigations into famine dynamics, particularly in
his acclaimed work ”Poverty and Famines,” provide valuable insights into its
socio-economic causes. Contrary to the traditional belief that famines stem
mainly from a decline in food availability, Sen articulates that the lack of enti-
tlements or means to procure food is a primary cause. He critically evaluates
British colonial policies, noting how their emphasis on cash crops over subsis-
tence crops and the unchecked export of food grains, even amidst shortages,
intensified famine conditions.

Benjamin Robert Siegel, in ”Hungry Nation,” echoes similar sentiments,
emphasizing the catastrophic impact of British policies, particularly during the
Bengal Famine of 1943. Siegel underscores the intersection of administrative
neglect and global wartime strategies, detailing how they magnified the severity
of natural disasters.

Comparatively, while both scholars converge on the detrimental role of British
colonial policies in exacerbating famines, their emphasis varies slightly. Sen
delves deeper into the structural economic issues, such as the entitlement sys-
tem, while Siegel broadens the scope to incorporate geopolitical strategies and
administrative dynamics.

In essence, both Sen and Siegel converge on a foundational belief: famines
in colonial India were not mere consequences of natural disasters but were sig-
nificantly intensified by human actions, policies, and priorities.

8 Conclusion

“Hungry Nation” is not just an exploration of India’s food history; it’s an
odyssey into the nation’s soul. Siegel masterfully combines political intricacies,
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economic dynamics, and social tales, crafting a narrative where food emerges
not just as sustenance but as a robust lens to understand nation-building, de-
velopment paradigms, and the very essence of modernity. For those keen on
navigating the intricate lanes of India’s developmental story, “Hungry Nation”
stands as an indispensable guide.
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