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A MONETARY INTERPRETATION OF THE 1974 BANGLADESH 
FAMINE* 

 

Akhtar Hossain 
 

ABSTRACT 

This Paper examines aspects of the Chadha-Teja thesis that expansionary macroeconomic policies, rather 
than floods, might have caused the 1974 Bangladesh Famine. Although empirical findings are broadly 
consistent with the thesis, they are suggestive rather than conclusive. Nevertheless, one major conclusion 
is drawn that random natural disasters, such as floods .and droughts, may cause sectoral economic 
dislocation and misery but they are unlikely to cause a full-blown famine, unless they are accompanied by 
such 'loose macroeconomic policies, that destroy the credibility of the government to 'food stockholders' 
in its ability to stabilise the economy. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

..............expansionary macroeconomic policies can lead to sharp increases in the relative 
price of food, which reduces people's ability to purchase food both directly through the standard 
price effect and indirectly by generating greater unemployment.1  
It may sound odd, but the fact remains that the ruling elite of Bangladesh in 1974 was no less 
indifferent to the suffering of the people than the British government was in 1943.2 

 
Wars and natural disasters, such as cyclones, droughts, and floods, have been the 

precursors to famines in South Asian Countries over the past few centuries.3 The close 
association between natural disasters and famines has often been interpreted as a causal 
relationship running from natural disasters to famines. The causal sequence of any natural 
disaster-induced famine may broadly take the following form. Floods and/or droughts destroy 
the staple food crops and lower the availability of food. Food shortage thus created may increase 
the relative price of food, which in turn may lower the intake of per-capita food and cause excess 
mortality.4 

Such a causal sequence of famine has appeal because it is easy to follow and can be 
validated with historical evidence. I-lowover die past decade or so the food availability theory of 
famine has come under challenge from prominent economists, including Amartya Sea and Martin 
Ravallion.5 In his Food Entitlements Approach6 to famine, Sen (1977,1981) showed that it was 
not per-capita food availability, but food entitlements of different occupational groups that 
declined during. the major famines in the twentieth century, including the 1943 Bengal Famine 
and the 1974 Bangladesh fatnine7. The Food entitlements Approach to famine has appeal because 
it can provide an explanation of the apparent paradox of famine 

 
 
 
 
 
 
* This paper was presented at the LIDS International Seminar on Poverty Alleviation in the SAARC 
Region during 8-9 April, 1994 in Calcutta. 
The author is currently at the Department of Economics, University of Newcastle, NSW 2308, Australia. 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 


