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Abstract 

This chapter examines famines in colonial India as historically produced crises shaped by the interaction of imperial 
political economy, environmental instability, grain commercialization, and colonial governance. Moving beyond 
climatic explanations, it argues that British policies of revenue extraction, market integration, laissez-faire 
administration, and export-oriented agriculture transformed periodic scarcity into mass starvation. The study critically 
analyses the role of railways, grain trade networks, famine codes, and relief policies in restructuring the moral economy 
of subsistence, while also foregrounding the lived experiences of peasants, labourers, lower-caste communities, 
women, and migrants within famine-stricken regions. Drawing upon famine commission reports, district gazetteers, 
parliamentary papers, vernacular newspapers, missionary narratives, and nationalist writings, the chapter demonstrates 
how colonial modernity simultaneously expanded commercial circulation and deepened agrarian vulnerability. 
Ultimately, it interprets famine not merely as an ecological disaster but as a profound moral and political rupture that 
exposed the contradictions of empire, the fragility of market-centred governance, and the devastating human 
consequences of  subordinating survival to imperial economic priorities. 
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Introduction 

Famines in colonial India were not merely episodes of climatic failure or temporary food scarcity; they were deeply 
historical phenomena shaped by the interaction of imperial governance, market ideology, agrarian transformation, and 
social inequality. The recurrent famines of  the nineteenth century unfolded within a colonial order that increasingly 
subordinated subsistence ethics to the imperatives of revenue extraction, grain commercialization, and imperial 
political economy. In this context, famine emerged not simply as a humanitarian disaster but as a profound revelation 
of the structural contradictions embedded within British rule in India. 

The late nineteenth century witnessed some of the most devastating famines in Indian history, particularly those 
of 1876–78, 1896–97, and 1899–1900. These catastrophes occurred during a period frequently celebrated by colonial 
administrators as an era of modernization marked by railway expansion, telegraphic communication, canal 
construction, and commercial integration. Yet the coexistence of technological advancement and mass starvation 
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exposed the paradoxical nature of colonial modernity itself. While grain circulated across expanding railway networks 
and entered global markets with increasing efficiency, millions of  famine-stricken peasants lacked the purchasing 
power necessary to secure food for survival (Government of India, 1880, pp. 15–18). The contradiction between 
commercial abundance and human destitution lay at the very heart of the colonial famine experience. 

Colonial officials often attributed famines primarily to monsoon failure and ecological uncertainty. Official reports 
repeatedly emphasized drought conditions, irregular rainfall, and the supposed vulnerability of Indian agriculture to 
natural fluctuations. The Report of the Indian Famine Commission (1880), while acknowledging administrative 
challenges, continued to portray famine largely within the framework of  environmental crisis rather than structural 
exploitation (Government of  India, 1880, pp. 3–7). Such interpretations enabled the colonial state to present itself 
simultaneously as a rational administrator and a humanitarian guardian attempting to mitigate unavoidable natural 
calamities. 

However, nationalist and later revisionist historians fundamentally challenged this narrative. Early nationalist 
thinkers such as Dadabhai Naoroji and Romesh Chunder Dutt argued that colonial economic policies systematically 
weakened India’s agrarian resilience through excessive land revenue demands, commercialization of agriculture, and 
the continuous economic drain of wealth to Britain (Dutt, 1902/2005, pp. 211–229). Dutt particularly emphasized 
that the colonial state persisted in revenue collection even during periods of severe agrarian distress, thereby 
intensifying peasant vulnerability during food crises (Dutt, 1902/2005, pp. 224–226). 

Twentieth-century scholarship expanded these critiques through more sophisticated economic and social analyses. 
The seminal intervention of  Amartya Sen transformed famine historiography by shifting attention from aggregate food 
shortages to questions of access and entitlement. Sen argued that famines frequently emerge not because food 
disappears entirely, but because vulnerable populations lose the economic means to command food through labour, 
wages, or exchange (Sen, 1981, pp. 45–52). His entitlement approach exposed the structural inequalities underlying 
famine mortality and challenged older assumptions that equated famine solely with declining food availability. 

Similarly, Mike Davis situated Indian famines within the broader expansion of global capitalism and imperial 
integration during the late Victorian era. In Late Victorian Holocausts, Davis contended that British adherence to 
laissez-faire economic orthodoxy, combined with aggressive market integration, intensified mass mortality during 
climatic crises associated with El Niño events (Davis, 2001, pp. 25–31). Grain exports from India continued even 
during severe famine years, revealing the extent to which imperial trade priorities frequently superseded local 
subsistence needs (Davis, 2001, pp. 37–41). Such arguments significantly altered historical understanding by 
connecting ecological disaster with structures of empire and global economic power. 

The relationship between grain circulation and starvation remains one of  the most disturbing paradoxes in the 
history of colonial India. Railways, celebrated by British administrators as instruments of progress and famine 
prevention, often facilitated the rapid movement of grain from famine-affected regions toward commercial centres 
and export markets. District reports from the Bombay and Madras Presidencies repeatedly recorded rising grain prices 
and expanding exports even as local populations faced acute starvation (Bombay Presidency Administration Report, 
1 877, pp. 92–97). The problem, therefore, was not always the absolute absence of food but the inability of 
impoverished communities to access grain within increasingly commercialized markets. 

This transformation reflected a deeper restructuring of India’s agrarian order under colonial rule. Traditional 
systems of  localized subsistence protection—village grain reserves, customary redistribution practices, communal 
obligations, and periodic tax remissions—gradually weakened under pressures generated by commercialization and 
revenue extraction. The colonial state increasingly privileged cash-crop cultivation and export-oriented production, 
integrating rural India into global capitalist markets while simultaneously exposing peasants to fluctuations in prices, 
rainfall, and debt (Bhatia, 1967, pp. 112–118). Grain ceased to function merely as a social necessity embedded within 
moral obligations and instead became a commodity governed by the logic of profit and exchange. 

The concept of “moral economy” provides an important analytical framework for understanding this transition. 
The term, associated most prominently with E. P. Thompson, originally referred to popular notions of economic 
justice and subsistence rights within pre-industrial societies (Thompson, 1971, pp. 76–81). Thompson argued that 
communities historically possessed shared expectations regarding fair prices, grain distribution, and the obligations of 
rulers during times of scarcity. Later, James C. Scott extended the concept to peasant societies, emphasizing the 
centrality of subsistence ethics and reciprocal obligations within agrarian life (Scott, 1976, pp. 3–10). 
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Applied to colonial India, the framework of moral economy reveals how imperial governance disrupted older 
relationships between food, society, and political authority. Pre-colonial rulers, despite administrative limitations, often 
regarded famine relief as a moral and political responsibility. Historical records from several princely and pre-colonial 
regimes indicate practices such as tax remissions, grain distribution, charitable feeding, and suspension of  revenue 
collection during periods of scarcity (Mukherjee, 2013, pp. 88–91). Colonial administration, by contrast, increasingly 
approached famine through bureaucratic calculations shaped by fiscal discipline and market orthodoxy. 

The ideological influence of laissez-faire economics deeply shaped British famine policy. Many colonial 
administrators feared that excessive state intervention in grain markets would distort commercial equilibrium and 
encourage dependency among the poor. Sir Richard Temple’s famine administration during the 1870s became 
particularly controversial because of its insistence upon strict economy in relief expenditure. The so-called “Temple 
wage,” offered to famine labourers in relief camps, provided caloric intake insufficient even for sustained physical 
labour under famine conditions (Government of India, 1880, pp. 58–61). Relief policies thus reflected not only 
humanitarian concerns but also anxieties regarding labour discipline, fiscal restraint, and imperial authority. 

The severity of famine mortality also revealed the uneven social geography of colonial India. Vulnerability varied 
according to caste, class, occupation, and regional location. Landless labourers, marginal peasants, pastoral 
communities, and lower-caste groups often experienced famine with exceptional intensity because they lacked reserves, 
credit access, or social protection mechanisms. District settlement reports from the North-Western Provinces and 
Punjab repeatedly documented migration, indebtedness, livestock loss, and social dislocation among agrarian 
communities during famine years (Punjab Government, 1899, pp. 144–151). Such evidence demonstrates that famine 
operated not as a uniform disaster but as a socially differentiated crisis shaped by existing structures of  inequality. 

Equally significant were the voices emerging from vernacular newspapers and indigenous public discourse. 
Newspapers such as Amrita Bazar Patrika and Kesari increasingly criticized the colonial administration for its 
inadequate relief measures and continued export policies during periods of widespread starvation. An editorial 
published in Amrita Bazar Patrika during the famine of  1877 condemned the persistence of grain exports while “the 
ryot dies silently in the shadow of abundance” (“The Famine and the State,” 1877, p. 4). Such critiques reflected the 
growing emergence of economic nationalism and exposed the widening gap between imperial rhetoric and colonial 
realities. 

Methodologically, this chapter draws upon a wide range of traceable historical sources, including the Report of the 
Indian Famine Commission (1880), provincial administration reports, district gazetteers, settlement proceedings, 
parliamentary debates, railway records, census data, and vernacular newspapers. These sources are particularly valuable 
because they illuminate not only official policy but also the lived experiences of famine-affected communities and the 
contested nature of colonial governance itself. Parliamentary debates within the British House of  Commons reveal 
persistent disagreements regarding relief expenditure, market intervention, and imperial responsibility during famine 
crises (House of Commons Debates, 1877, vol. 232, cols. 1183–1191). Meanwhile, district-level records provide 
granular evidence concerning grain prices, migration patterns, mortality rates, and agrarian distress. 

This chapter therefore argues that famines in colonial India cannot be understood merely as ecological disasters 
triggered by monsoon failure. Rather, they represented historical outcomes produced through the interaction of 
climatic instability and an imperial political economy that prioritized revenue, trade, and market discipline over 
subsistence security. The colonial state did not simply fail to prevent famine; its structures of governance often 
intensified the conditions under which famine mortality became possible. 

Between grain and graveyards existed the lived contradiction of colonial India: a world where food moved 
efficiently through imperial networks while millions struggled for survival at the margins of empire. 

Grain, Markets and the Colonial Political Economy 
The transformation of  India’s agrarian economy under British colonial rule fundamentally altered the historical 

relationship between food, subsistence, and society. By the second half of the nineteenth century, grain was no longer 
merely a source of collective survival embedded within local systems of exchange and customary obligation; it had 
increasingly become a commercial commodity integrated into imperial trade networks and governed by the logic of 
profit. This shift lay at the centre of the recurring famine crises that devastated colonial India. Hunger emerged not 
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simply from failed harvests, but from a political economy that prioritized market circulation, export expansion, and 
fiscal extraction over the subsistence needs of rural populations. 

The colonial restructuring of  agriculture was closely tied to the broader imperatives of imperial capitalism. British 
rule introduced new systems of land revenue, commercial taxation, transportation, and export-oriented cultivation that 
steadily integrated India into the expanding global economy of  the nineteenth century. Agricultural production 
increasingly responded not to local subsistence demands but to international market fluctuations and imperial 
commercial priorities (Bhatia, 1967, pp. 103–109). The growth of railways, ports, and mercantile finance accelerated 
this process by facilitating the rapid movement of grain and cash crops across regional and international markets. 

This transformation was especially visible in regions where commercial agriculture expanded under colonial 
encouragement. Cotton cultivation in the Deccan, indigo production in Bengal, and wheat exports from northwestern 
India reflected the growing penetration of  imperial trade interests into rural agrarian structures. Colonial administrators 
frequently celebrated such developments as evidence of modernization and economic progress. The Imperial 
Gazetteer of India repeatedly emphasized the benefits of railway connectivity and commercial integration in promoting 
trade efficiency and revenue growth (Hunter, 1885, pp. 412–417). Yet beneath this rhetoric of  progress existed 
increasing agrarian vulnerability. 

Traditional village economies in pre-colonial India had often relied upon localized mechanisms of  subsistence 
protection. Grain storage systems, reciprocal obligations among village communities, customary rights to common 
resources, and flexible tax arrangements during periods of  scarcity provided limited but important safeguards against 
ecological instability. Although pre-colonial India certainly experienced droughts and food shortages, the penetration 
of colonial market forces weakened many of these localized protective structures (Mukherjee, 2013, pp. 84–90). 
Revenue demands under British administration were frequently rigid, monetized, and legally enforced regardless of 
climatic fluctuations. 

The land revenue system constituted one of the most significant instruments through which colonial political 
economy intensified agrarian insecurity. Whether under the Permanent Settlement in Bengal, the Ryotwari system in 
Madras and Bombay, or the Mahalwari arrangements in northern India, revenue extraction remained central to the 
financial priorities of  the colonial state. Assessments were often fixed at high levels, compelling peasants to sell 
agricultural produce in markets to meet cash obligations (Dutt, 1902/2005, pp. 167–172). In years of  poor harvest, 
cultivators frequently resorted to borrowing from moneylenders at exorbitant interest rates, thereby deepening cycles 
of indebtedness and land alienation. 

The pressure to produce for markets rather than subsistence increasingly exposed rural populations to economic 
instability. Grain that might once have remained within local circuits of  consumption now entered wider commercial 
networks shaped by merchant capital and export demand. In several regions, peasants shifted from food crops toward 
cash crops under the influence of market incentives and colonial commercial policies. This process reduced local food 
security and heightened dependence upon grain purchases during periods of  scarcity (Washbrook, 1988, pp. 68–74). 

The relationship between commercialization and famine became tragically evident during the Great Famine of 
876–78. Large parts of Madras, Bombay, Mysore, and Hyderabad experienced catastrophic food shortages following 1 

monsoon failure. Yet despite escalating starvation, grain exports from India continued at substantial levels. Trade 
statistics from the period reveal that wheat exports to Britain remained significant even as famine mortality intensified 
across southern and western India (Davis, 2001, pp. 31–37). This contradiction exposed the structural priorities of 
colonial political economy: market obligations and commercial contracts frequently outweighed humanitarian 
considerations. 

The continuation of  grain exports during famine years was defended by many colonial officials on the grounds of 
economic orthodoxy. Influenced by Victorian liberalism and classical political economy, British administrators often 
regarded market interference as dangerous and economically irrational. Sir Richard Temple and other famine 
administrators feared that direct state intervention in grain trade would disrupt commercial equilibrium and discourage 
private merchants from supplying famine regions (Government of India, 1880, pp. 24–27). Such assumptions reflected 
the powerful influence of  laissez-faire ideology within colonial governance. 

The consequences of  this ideological rigidity were devastating. Grain frequently remained available within markets, 
but prices rose beyond the purchasing capacity of labourers, artisans, and marginal peasants. Reports from the Madras 
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Presidency repeatedly documented dramatic increases in grain prices during famine years, rendering food inaccessible 
to large sections of the rural poor (Madras Presidency Administration Report, 1878, pp. 54–61). Famine thus emerged 
not solely from declining food supply but from the collapse of economic access among vulnerable populations. 

This distinction between food availability and food entitlement would later become central to the work of Amartya 
Sen. Sen demonstrated that famines often occur despite the physical presence of food because vulnerable groups lose 
the ability to command resources through wages, employment, or exchange (Sen, 1981, pp. 154–161). Colonial India 
provides a striking historical example of this phenomenon. Labourers displaced by drought, rising prices, and agrarian 
collapse found themselves excluded from grain markets precisely when commercial circulation intensified. 

Railway expansion played a particularly contradictory role within this emerging political economy of hunger. 
Colonial administrators repeatedly presented railways as instruments of  famine prevention because they enabled the 
rapid transportation of  grain into scarcity-affected regions. The Report of  the Indian Famine Commission argued that 
railway connectivity represented one of the greatest safeguards against future famine catastrophes (Government of 
India, 1880, pp. 81–84). However, historical evidence reveals a far more complex reality. 

Railways undoubtedly accelerated grain movement, but they also integrated local markets into wider systems of 
commercial speculation and export. Grain merchants increasingly directed supplies toward profitable urban centres 
and export channels rather than local subsistence needs. In many famine-stricken districts, railways facilitated the 
outward movement of  grain even while surrounding rural populations experienced acute starvation (Davis, 2001, pp. 
26–28). The railway network thus functioned simultaneously as an instrument of connectivity and an infrastructure of 
imperial extraction. 

Colonial economic policies further intensified agrarian vulnerability through the encouragement of free trade and 
the reduction of  local subsistence autonomy. British administrators frequently rejected protective measures such as 
grain price controls, export restrictions, or extensive public distribution systems because such interventions appeared 
incompatible with liberal economic doctrine. Parliamentary debates within Britain repeatedly reflected anxieties that 
excessive state interference would undermine market confidence and commercial discipline (House of Commons 
Debates, 1877, vol. 232, cols. 1187–1194). 

The moral implications of this policy orientation became increasingly visible during successive famines. While 
imperial rhetoric celebrated the virtues of free trade and commercial efficiency, famine-stricken populations 
experienced these same processes as mechanisms of dispossession and abandonment. Vernacular newspapers sharply 
criticized the contradiction between imperial prosperity and rural starvation. An editorial in Kesari condemned the 
spectacle of grain merchants profiting amidst widespread suffering, arguing that “the wealth of empire rises from the 
hunger of the peasant” (“Durbhiksha Ani Sarkar,” 1897, p. 2). Such critiques reflected a growing recognition among 
Indian intellectuals that famine was inseparable from the structures of colonial political economy. 

The commercialization of  grain also transformed social relations within rural India. Merchants, traders, 
moneylenders, and intermediaries acquired increasing influence over agrarian life as market dependence deepened. 
Peasants who had previously retained partial control over local food systems became increasingly vulnerable to debt, 
speculation, and price fluctuations. District settlement reports from Punjab and the North-Western Provinces 
documented rising indebtedness and land transfers during famine decades, particularly among small cultivators unable 
to withstand repeated agricultural crises (Punjab Government, 1899, pp. 144–149). 

The integration of India into global grain markets likewise connected local scarcity to international economic 
fluctuations. Wheat exports expanded significantly during the late nineteenth century due to growing demand within 
Britain and Europe. Ports such as Bombay and Karachi became crucial nodes within imperial commercial networks, 
linking Indian agriculture to global capitalism on unprecedented scales (Tomlinson, 1993, pp. 78–82). Yet this 
integration produced profoundly unequal outcomes. While commercial elites, export firms, and sections of the colonial 
administration benefited from expanding trade, rural subsistence economies experienced increasing instability. The 
broader significance of colonial famine history therefore lies in its exposure of the ethical contradictions embedded 
within imperial governance. The colonial state increasingly conceived food through the language of markets, 
commerce, and fiscal calculation rather than social obligation and collective welfare. Grain moved according to 
profitability, not necessarily according to human need. In this sense, famine represented the violent intersection 
between ecological vulnerability and an imperial political economy committed to market discipline above subsistence 
security. 
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The history of colonial famines consequently demands more than a narrative of drought and mortality. It requires 
an examination of how empire restructured the very meaning of food within Indian society. Under colonial rule, grain 
became detached from older moral economies and absorbed into global systems of  trade and speculation. Hunger was 
therefore not simply the absence of food; it was the outcome of a historical transformation in which imperial capitalism 
redefined the relationship between subsistence, governance, and human survival. 

Famines and the Logic of Colonial Governance 
The recurring famines of colonial India cannot be understood solely through the language of climatic disaster or 

agrarian scarcity. They must also be examined as crises shaped by the administrative philosophy, fiscal priorities, and 
political assumptions of  the colonial state itself. British famine policy emerged within a broader framework of imperial 
governance that valued financial discipline, bureaucratic rationality, and market orthodoxy, often at the expense of 
human subsistence. The colonial state did not simply respond to famine; it actively structured the conditions under 
which famine mortality unfolded. 

By the nineteenth century, famine governance had become one of the most significant tests of  imperial legitimacy 
in India. Each major famine exposed the contradictions between colonial claims of benevolent administration and the 
lived realities of  rural suffering. Official discourse increasingly portrayed British rule as rational, scientific, and 
humanitarian, particularly when compared with what colonial administrators described as the arbitrary governance of 
pre-colonial regimes. Famines therefore assumed immense political importance because they threatened the moral 
foundations upon which imperial authority sought to justify itself. 

The colonial state responded to repeated famine crises through the gradual construction of a bureaucratic 
framework of surveillance, classification, and administrative intervention. This process culminated in the establishment 
of several famine commissions, most notably the Indian Famine Commission of  1880, which sought to formulate 
systematic policies for famine prediction, relief, and prevention (Government of  India, 1880, pp. 1–12). The 
commission represented an important moment in the evolution of colonial governance because it reflected the growing 
ambition of  the state to regulate famine through codified administrative mechanisms. 

Yet beneath the appearance of scientific governance lay deep ideological assumptions shaped by Victorian 
liberalism and imperial political economy. Colonial administrators frequently viewed famine not merely as a 
humanitarian emergency but also as a problem of labour management, fiscal discipline, and social control. Relief 
measures were carefully designed to avoid what officials perceived as “dependency” among the poor. The fear that 
excessive generosity might weaken labour discipline profoundly influenced colonial famine policy throughout the 
nineteenth century (Arnold, 1988, pp. 89–93). 

This anxiety became particularly visible during the administration of Sir Richard Temple following the Bihar famine 
of 1873–74. In Bihar, extensive relief imports and state intervention had successfully limited mortality, but British 
authorities in London sharply criticized the financial cost of these measures. Temple subsequently adopted a far more 
restrictive approach during the Great Famine of 1876–78, emphasizing economy in relief expenditure and strict 
regulation of aid distribution (Davis, 2001, pp. 32–35). This shift reflected the growing dominance of fiscal 
conservatism within colonial governance. 

The infamous “Temple wage” emerged from this context of administrative austerity. Relief labourers employed on 
public works projects were provided with subsistence rations calibrated according to rigid economic calculations rather 
than nutritional adequacy. The daily ration frequently fell below the caloric requirements necessary for sustained 
physical labour, particularly under harsh climatic conditions (Government of India, 1880, pp. 58–61). Critics within 
both India and Britain condemned the policy as inhumane, arguing that relief camps often became spaces of 
exhaustion, disease, and death rather than protection. 

Colonial relief policy operated through a distinction between the “deserving” and “undeserving” poor, a 
classification deeply rooted in Victorian notions of  labour morality. Able-bodied famine victims were expected to 
perform arduous physical work in exchange for relief, while gratuitous aid was restricted primarily to children, the 
elderly, and the infirm (Digby, 1901, pp. 412–417). Such assumptions reflected the broader colonial tendency to 
interpret poverty through moral and disciplinary frameworks rather than structural inequality. 

The organization of relief camps further reveals the disciplinary character of colonial famine governance. Camps 
were governed through strict bureaucratic regulations concerning labour output, ration distribution, sanitation, and 
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movement. Officials frequently described famine populations in administrative language that reduced human suffering 
to measurable categories of productivity and dependency. Mortality statistics, grain prices, labour capacity, and 
expenditure figures became central instruments through which famine was monitored and governed (Government of 
India, 1898, pp. 74–81). The bureaucratization of famine thus transformed hunger into an administrative problem 
managed through surveillance and calculation. 

At the same time, colonial officials consistently resisted large-scale intervention in grain markets. Influenced by 
classical political economy, many administrators believed that market mechanisms would ultimately regulate food 
distribution more efficiently than state control. The Famine Commission Report of  1880 explicitly warned against 
extensive interference in trade except under extraordinary circumstances (Government of India, 1880, pp. 120–126). 
Grain merchants therefore retained considerable freedom during famine years, even when speculation and price 
inflation intensified popular distress. 

The contradiction between administrative regulation and market non-intervention formed a defining feature of 
colonial famine governance. The state expanded its bureaucratic authority over famine populations while 
simultaneously limiting its responsibility toward guaranteeing subsistence. Relief works, labour camps, and surveillance 
mechanisms proliferated, yet the colonial administration remained reluctant to challenge the principles of free trade 
and commercial profit that structured grain distribution. This contradiction exposed the deeper priorities of  imperial 
governance itself. 

Railways played a crucial role within this administrative framework. Colonial officials repeatedly celebrated railway 
expansion as evidence of the empire’s humanitarian capacity to transport grain rapidly into famine-stricken regions. 
Parliamentary debates in Britain frequently cited railway infrastructure as proof  of the civilizing achievements of  British 
rule in India (House of  Commons Debates, 1878, vol. 238, cols. 662–668). However, railway records and district 
reports reveal that transport infrastructure often served commercial and military priorities as much as humanitarian 
objectives. 

In several famine-affected districts, grain continued to move outward toward export centres despite local scarcity. 
Reports from the Bombay Presidency documented cases in which railway wagons carrying grain passed through 
regions experiencing severe starvation (Bombay Presidency Administration Report, 1877, pp. 95–101). Such evidence 
demonstrates that infrastructure alone could not prevent famine when access to food remained mediated by 
purchasing power and market priorities. 

Colonial governance also relied heavily upon statistical knowledge and administrative classification. Census 
operations, district surveys, crop reports, and price indexes became increasingly important tools for monitoring 
agrarian conditions. The expansion of statistical administration reflected the colonial ambition to render Indian society 
legible and governable through quantification (Cohn, 1996, pp. 16–19). Famines accelerated this process by 
encouraging the development of more elaborate systems of data collection concerning rainfall, harvests, mortality, 
migration, and labour. 

Yet statistical governance frequently obscured the human realities of famine. Mortality figures often underestimated 
deaths because many famine victims perished from cholera, malaria, dysentery, and exhaustion rather than starvation 
alone. District officials sometimes manipulated statistics to minimize administrative criticism or protect reputations 
within the colonial bureaucracy (Arnold, 1988, pp. 101–104). Consequently, the numerical language of governance 
often concealed as much as it revealed regarding the social experience of famine. 

The colonial state’s approach to famine was also shaped by racial assumptions embedded within imperial ideology. 
Some British officials interpreted recurrent famine as evidence of Indian backwardness, overpopulation, or cultural 
weakness. Malthusian ideas regarding population pressure influenced administrative attitudes toward relief, 
encouraging the belief that famine represented a harsh but natural corrective mechanism within society (Davis, 2001, 
pp. 36–38). Such assumptions reduced sympathy for extensive intervention and legitimized policies of limited state 
responsibility. 

Indian intellectuals and vernacular newspapers increasingly challenged these narratives during the late nineteenth 
century. Nationalist critics argued that famine mortality reflected not natural inevitability but colonial exploitation and 
administrative indifference. Dadabhai Naoroji linked famine directly to the “Drain of Wealth” from India to Britain, 
arguing that colonial economic extraction systematically impoverished rural society (Naoroji, 1901/2017, pp. 34–41). 

Globalization, Food Systems, and Legal Responses, Edited By: Dr. Joydeb Patra, Ms. Saptaparni Raha 109 

https://ibseries.com/index.php/IMBS/


  
 

International Multidisciplinary Book Series Vol. 4, Issue 1 (2026) 
https://ibseries.com/index.php/IMBS/ 

Similarly, Romesh Chunder Dutt condemned the rigidity of land revenue policies and the persistence of export 
priorities during periods of mass suffering (Dutt, 1902/2005, pp. 221–228). 

Vernacular newspapers offered some of  the sharpest contemporary critiques of famine governance. Amrita Bazar 
Patrika repeatedly condemned the colonial administration for its reluctance to regulate grain prices and suspend 
exports during famine years. One editorial argued that “the Government measures grain by revenue and not by human 
hunger” (“The Price of Governance,” 1878, p. 3). Such critiques reflected the emergence of an increasingly politicized 
public discourse surrounding famine and imperial responsibility. 

The logic of colonial famine governance therefore extended far beyond relief administration alone. It reflected the 
broader structures through which empire sought to regulate labour, maintain fiscal stability, protect commercial 
interests, and preserve political authority. Humanitarian intervention remained constrained by the ideological 
commitments of colonial political economy. Relief was permitted, but only within limits consistent with market 
discipline and financial caution. 

Famines consequently revealed the deeper contradictions of  imperial governance in India. The colonial state 
claimed legitimacy through promises of order, progress, and scientific administration, yet its response to famine 
repeatedly exposed the limits of those claims. Bureaucratic efficiency could not compensate for the structural 
inequalities embedded within colonial political economy, nor could statistical governance erase the realities of  hunger 
and dispossession. 

In colonial India, famine governance became an arena where the priorities of empire were starkly visible. Between 
administrative codes and starving bodies existed a profound moral rupture—one that transformed famine from a 
natural disaster into a historical indictment of  colonial rule itself. 

Railways, Trade Networks and the Geography of Hunger 
The expansion of railway infrastructure in nineteenth-century India occupied a central place within the ideological 

imagination of the British Empire. Colonial administrators celebrated railways as symbols of progress, technological 
modernity, and imperial benevolence, arguing that improved transportation would integrate markets, stimulate 
commerce, and ultimately protect India from famine. In official discourse, the railway became both a material and 
moral justification for colonial rule. Yet the history of  famines in late colonial India reveals a far more troubling reality. 
Railways did not merely transport grain into famine-stricken regions; they also facilitated the extraction of food from 
vulnerable agrarian landscapes and accelerated the integration of  local subsistence economies into volatile imperial 
markets. 

The relationship between railways and famine has therefore remained one of the most contested questions within 
the historiography of colonial India. Early colonial officials insisted that transportation infrastructure represented the 
greatest safeguard against future scarcity. The Report of  the Indian Famine Commission argued that railway expansion 
would “equalize prices” and ensure the rapid circulation of food supplies during periods of  regional crop failure 
(Government of India, 1880, pp. 81–84). Such claims reflected the liberal economic assumption that market integration 
naturally enhanced food security by facilitating commercial exchange across space. 

However, later historians have demonstrated that the impact of railways was deeply contradictory. Rather than 
simply preventing famine, railway networks frequently intensified the commercialization of grain and redirected 
agricultural production toward imperial trade priorities. Mike Davis famously argued that railways became “tools of 
export and extraction” during the late Victorian famines, enabling grain to move efficiently toward ports and 
commercial centres even while nearby rural populations experienced acute starvation (Davis, 2001, pp. 26–29). This 
interpretation fundamentally challenged older narratives that equated infrastructure with humanitarian progress. 

The rapid expansion of  railways after the 1850s transformed the geography of Indian agriculture. Regions 
previously organized around localized circuits of production and consumption became increasingly integrated into 
national and international markets. Wheat from Punjab, cotton from Bombay Presidency, and rice from eastern India 
entered expanding imperial trade networks connected to Britain and other global markets (Kerr, 2007, pp. 97–104). 
Colonial officials viewed this integration as evidence of economic modernization, yet it simultaneously weakened local 
subsistence autonomy. 

The railway system itself emerged primarily from imperial economic and strategic priorities rather than 
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humanitarian concerns. British investors received state guarantees ensuring profitable returns on railway capital, while 
major routes were designed to connect interior agrarian zones with ports such as Bombay, Calcutta, Madras, and 
Karachi (Thorner, 1950, pp. 24–31). Railways facilitated troop movement, export expansion, and administrative 
control across the subcontinent. Famine prevention, though frequently emphasized in official rhetoric, remained 
secondary to these broader objectives. 

The consequences of market integration became especially visible during the Great Famine of 1876–78. Severe 
drought affected large parts of Madras Presidency, Mysore, Hyderabad, and Bombay Presidency, producing 
widespread crop failure and agrarian distress. Yet grain continued to circulate through railway networks according to 
commercial profitability rather than humanitarian necessity. Trade records indicate that wheat exports from India 
remained substantial during the famine years, particularly toward Britain, where demand for imported grain persisted 
(Davis, 2001, pp. 31–37). The paradox of  grain exports amidst starvation exposed the structural priorities of  imperial 
political economy. 

District reports from famine-affected regions repeatedly documented the visible movement of  grain through 
railway stations even as surrounding villages descended into hunger. In Bellary and Kurnool districts, officials recorded 
rising grain prices and increasing merchant activity despite escalating mortality among labouring populations (Madras 
Presidency Administration Report, 1878, pp. 62–68). Railways enabled grain to bypass local consumers in favour of 
distant commercial markets where prices were more profitable. Food moved efficiently through imperial networks, 
but access remained determined by purchasing power. 

This contradiction reflected the deeper logic of  colonial free-market ideology. British administrators frequently 
resisted demands for state regulation of grain trade because they feared disrupting commercial confidence and market 
equilibrium. The colonial state assumed that private merchants, responding to price incentives, would naturally 
distribute food more efficiently than government intervention could achieve (Government of  India, 1880, pp. 120– 
1 26). Yet in practice, speculative hoarding and price inflation often intensified famine conditions. Merchants 
prioritized profitable transactions while impoverished rural populations lacked the economic means to compete within 
commercial markets. 

The historian Bipan Chandra argued that colonial economic policies systematically subordinated Indian agriculture 
to imperial commercial interests, thereby deepening structural dependency and rural vulnerability (Chandra, 1966, pp. 
5 4–61). Railways accelerated this transformation by linking local agrarian economies to global fluctuations in prices 
and demand. Farmers increasingly cultivated cash crops for export markets, reducing the availability of locally retained 
food reserves during periods of ecological crisis. 

The commercialization of grain also intensified regional inequalities within colonial India. Areas well connected to 
railway networks often experienced rapid export growth, while drought-prone districts dependent upon subsistence 
agriculture became increasingly vulnerable to market volatility. Irfan Habib observed that colonial infrastructure 
projects frequently reinforced unequal patterns of  economic development by privileging commercially strategic regions 
over subsistence-oriented rural economies (Habib, 2007, pp. 312–318). Consequently, famine geography reflected not 
only environmental conditions but also the uneven spatial logic of colonial capitalism. 

Railways further transformed the social experience of  famine through the expansion of migration. During major 
famines, thousands of displaced peasants travelled along railway routes in search of employment, relief camps, or food 
supplies. Colonial records repeatedly describe railway stations crowded with starving migrants weakened by exhaustion 
and disease (Government of  India, 1898, pp. 84–89). Transportation infrastructure therefore became intertwined with 
new patterns of displacement, mobility, and social fragmentation. 

At the same time, railway construction itself  relied heavily upon exploitative labour regimes. Large numbers of 
impoverished labourers worked under harsh conditions building tracks, bridges, and stations across the subcontinent. 
During famine years, relief labour was often channelled into railway-related public works projects, where wages 
remained extremely low and working conditions severe (Kerr, 2007, pp. 131–136). Infrastructure celebrated as a 
symbol of imperial progress was therefore physically constructed through the labour of populations already vulnerable 
to hunger and indebtedness. 

The colonial state nonetheless continued to invoke railways as evidence of humanitarian governance. Parliamentary 
debates in Britain frequently contrasted railway-equipped colonial administration with earlier pre-colonial regimes 
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allegedly incapable of managing scarcity (House of Commons Debates, 1878, vol. 238, cols. 662–670). Such narratives 
framed empire as a civilizing force bringing order and scientific management to India. Yet these claims increasingly 
encountered criticism from Indian nationalists and sections of  the vernacular press. 

Newspapers such as The Hindu and Amrita Bazar Patrika repeatedly condemned the contradiction between 
technological progress and widespread starvation. Editorials questioned how an empire capable of transporting grain 
across continents could simultaneously permit millions to perish from hunger. One commentary in The Hindu argued 
that “the iron road carries wealth from the villages but seldom returns with bread for the starving cultivator” (“Famine 
and Railways,” 1877, p. 2). Such critiques exposed the widening gulf between imperial rhetoric and colonial reality. 

The relationship between transport and famine also attracted attention from economic historians during the 
twentieth century. Tirthankar Roy has argued that railways undoubtedly contributed to long-term market integration 
and economic growth but also produced uneven consequences shaped by class and regional inequalities (Roy, 2011, 
pp. 184–191). Similarly, Sugata Bose emphasized that colonial commercialization simultaneously generated 
opportunities for some agrarian groups while marginalizing others within increasingly unequal market structures (Bose, 
1 993, pp. 77–84). These interpretations complicate simplistic narratives that portray railways as either purely beneficial 
or wholly destructive. 

Environmental historians have further highlighted the ecological implications of railway expansion. The 
construction of railway lines required massive quantities of  timber for sleepers and fuel, accelerating deforestation 
across several regions of India (Gadgil & Guha, 1992, pp. 121–126). Ecological degradation contributed to changing 
patterns of  land use, water management, and agrarian vulnerability. Railways therefore formed part of  a broader 
colonial transformation that linked environmental change with commercial extraction and rural insecurity. 

The geography of famine in colonial India was thus shaped not merely by rainfall patterns but by infrastructures 
of circulation embedded within imperial political economy. Railways connected villages to ports, peasants to markets, 
and local harvests to global trade networks. Yet these connections did not guarantee subsistence security. Instead, they 
often exposed rural populations to new forms of  dependency and exclusion structured by commercial priorities and 
unequal access to resources. 

The tragic irony of  colonial modernity lay precisely in this contradiction. The same railway networks celebrated as 
instruments of progress frequently enabled the movement of grain away from famine-stricken landscapes toward 
centres of profit and imperial exchange. Hunger persisted not because food could not move, but because the structures 
governing its movement prioritized commerce above survival. 

Between the railway station and the famine village existed the moral geography of  empire itself—a geography in 
which technological advancement coexisted with mass starvation, and where the circulation of grain through imperial 
networks became inseparable from the production of colonial hunger. 

Local Worlds of Hunger: Peasants, Caste and the Social Experience of Famine 
The history of famine in colonial India cannot be fully understood through official reports, export statistics, or 

administrative correspondence alone. Beneath the language of governance and political economy existed countless 
local worlds marked by hunger, migration, indebtedness, disease, and social fragmentation. Famines were experienced 
unevenly across caste, class, gender, occupation, and region, producing what may be described as differentiated 
geographies of  suffering. While colonial administrators frequently approached famine through abstract categories of 
relief expenditure and grain supply, rural communities experienced famine as an intimate collapse of social life itself. 

The local experience of famine revealed the profound inequalities embedded within colonial agrarian society. 
Vulnerability was not distributed equally. Landless labourers, marginal peasants, pastoral groups, artisans, and lower- 
caste communities suffered disproportionately because they possessed limited reserves, fragile entitlements, and 
restricted access to social protection mechanisms. In many regions, famine mortality followed the hierarchies of caste 
and property ownership with striking consistency (Bhatia, 1967, pp. 142–149). Those closest to subsistence before 
famine were inevitably the first to descend into starvation once food prices escalated and employment collapsed. 

District settlement reports from the North-Western Provinces and Punjab repeatedly documented the precarious 
condition of small cultivators during the famine decades of the late nineteenth century. Reports from Hissar, Rohtak, 
and Karnal described widespread crop failure, livestock mortality, rising debt, and increasing dependence upon 
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moneylenders during the famine of 1899–1900 (Punjab Government, 1900, pp. 188–196). Many peasants mortgaged 
land or sold cattle to survive, thereby undermining their long-term agrarian stability even after the immediate crisis 
subsided. 

The social consequences of famine frequently extended far beyond hunger itself. Livestock loss proved especially 
devastating because cattle formed the economic foundation of agrarian life in many regions. Famine reports from 
Bombay Presidency estimated catastrophic declines in cattle populations during successive drought years, particularly 
among poorer cultivators unable to afford fodder or transport animals to safer districts (Bombay Presidency 
Administration Report, 1901, pp. 73–79). Without cattle, agricultural recovery after famine became extremely difficult, 
deepening cycles of poverty and dependency. 

The burden of famine also fell unevenly across occupational groups. Agricultural labourers experienced particular 
vulnerability because their survival depended upon fluctuating wages tied directly to rural employment. During periods 
of crop failure, employment opportunities disappeared precisely when grain prices rose most sharply. Reports from 
Madras Presidency repeatedly observed that labourers exhausted savings rapidly and entered famine relief camps in 
large numbers after local employment collapsed (Madras Presidency Administration Report, 1878, pp. 58–64). 

Artisans and village craftsmen likewise suffered severe distress during famine conditions. As peasant purchasing 
power declined, demand for artisanal goods contracted dramatically, depriving weavers, blacksmiths, potters, and 
carpenters of  livelihood opportunities. The decline of rural handicrafts under colonial commercialization had already 
weakened many artisanal communities during the nineteenth century, and famine accelerated this process of economic 
marginalization (Roy, 2011, pp. 146–151). Hunger therefore reflected not merely agricultural collapse but the broader 
disintegration of  interconnected village economies. 

Caste profoundly shaped the local experience of famine. Lower-caste communities often occupied the most 
precarious economic positions within rural society and consequently faced heightened exposure to starvation and 
displacement. Settlement records and missionary accounts repeatedly described the disproportionate suffering of 
communities engaged in menial labour, leather work, sanitation, and other stigmatized occupations (Hardiman, 1996, 
pp. 213–218). Social discrimination further restricted access to charity, water sources, and relief networks during 
periods of scarcity. 

Untouchability intensified these inequalities in particularly brutal ways. In some famine camps and relief centres, 
lower-caste groups reportedly encountered segregation or unequal treatment in food distribution practices (Arnold, 
1 988, pp. 106–108). Hunger thus intersected with structures of  caste oppression already embedded within everyday 
social life. Famines did not erase social hierarchies; rather, they frequently magnified them. 

Gender constituted another crucial dimension of famine vulnerability. Women often experienced famine through 
forms of deprivation less visible within official statistics but no less devastating. Colonial records frequently 
underestimated female mortality because women’s deaths were less systematically documented, especially within rural 
households (Dyson, 1991, pp. 15–21). Moreover, women frequently reduced their own food consumption to preserve 
limited supplies for male earners and children, thereby intensifying malnutrition and disease among female 
populations. 

Widows, abandoned women, and female-headed households faced especially severe insecurity during famine years. 
Missionary reports and relief records described increasing incidences of trafficking, forced labour, prostitution, and 
child abandonment during major famines (Digby, 1901, pp. 438–444). The social breakdown produced by prolonged 
hunger destabilized family structures and exposed vulnerable women and children to exploitation. In several famine- 
stricken districts, orphaned children wandered between relief  camps, railway stations, and urban centres in search of 
sustenance (Government of India, 1898, pp. 88–92). 

Migration emerged as one of the defining social experiences of colonial famines. As crops failed and local 
employment disappeared, thousands of peasants travelled across districts and provinces seeking food, work, or access 
to relief. Railway stations, roads, and market towns became crowded with displaced populations weakened by 
exhaustion and disease. Reports from the famine of 1896–97 repeatedly described streams of migrants moving toward 
urban centres and canal colonies in northern India (Punjab Government, 1899, pp. 152–157). 

Migration was often accompanied by profound social dislocation. Entire villages experienced depopulation as 
families abandoned homes and agricultural lands in search of survival. District officers in Rajputana and Central 
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Provinces noted that migration disrupted kinship networks, village cohesion, and local agricultural routines for years 
after famine ended (Central Provinces Administration Report, 1900, pp. 44–49). The movement of famine populations 
also contributed to the spread of epidemic diseases such as cholera, malaria, and plague, which frequently claimed 
more lives than starvation itself. 

The ecological dimensions of local suffering were equally significant. Drought conditions not only destroyed crops 
but also reduced access to water, fodder, forest resources, and common lands essential for rural subsistence. Colonial 
forest policies had already restricted peasant access to grazing areas and woodland resources in several regions by the 
late nineteenth century (Gadgil & Guha, 1992, pp. 137–143). During famine, these restrictions intensified rural 
vulnerability by limiting alternative means of  survival. 

Village grain reserves, once important mechanisms of  subsistence protection, gradually weakened under the 
pressures of commercialization and revenue extraction. Colonial economic policies encouraged grain circulation 
through markets rather than local retention, reducing the capacity of rural communities to withstand prolonged scarcity 
(Mukherjee, 2013, pp. 97–101). Consequently, local resilience deteriorated precisely when ecological instability 
intensified. 

The vernacular press offered vivid descriptions of these local worlds of hunger. Newspapers such as Kesari, The 
Hindu, and Amrita Bazar Patrika documented scenes of  rural suffering often absent from official administrative 
narratives. An 1897 report in Kesari described villages in the Deccan where “the silence of the fields is broken only 
by the movement of starving bodies upon deserted roads” (“Durbhiksha,” 1897, p. 3). Such accounts captured the 
emotional and social dimensions of  famine more powerfully than bureaucratic statistics alone. 

Missionary observers similarly recorded the devastation of local communities, though often through paternalistic 
colonial perspectives. Reports from American and British missionary societies described famine camps crowded with 
emaciated children, exhausted mothers, and displaced labourers seeking relief (Indian Famine Charitable Relief Fund, 
1 902, pp. 28–35). While these accounts must be approached critically, they nonetheless provide valuable insight into 
the lived realities of  famine at the village level. 

Local responses to famine also reflected forms of resilience and collective adaptation. Rural communities 
developed coping mechanisms including migration, grain substitution, borrowing networks, sale of jewellery, and 
mutual aid practices among kinship groups. In some regions, caste associations, religious institutions, and charitable 
networks organized food distribution independently of  colonial administration (Bayly, 1983, pp. 286–291). Such 
responses reveal that famine history was not solely a narrative of passive suffering but also one of social negotiation 
and survival. 

Yet the capacity for local resilience steadily eroded under the pressures of  colonial political economy. Repeated 
famines, rising indebtedness, commercialization, and ecological stress weakened village structures across large parts of 
India by the turn of the twentieth century. Famine therefore represented not merely a temporary interruption within 
rural life but a long-term process of agrarian destabilization. 

The local worlds of hunger expose the human consequences of imperial governance with exceptional clarity. 
Statistical records and administrative reports often reduced famine populations to categories of labour, mortality, or 
expenditure. But within villages, famine meant the fragmentation of households, the sale of ancestral lands, the 
migration of  starving families, and the quiet erosion of  social dignity. Hunger entered everyday life through empty 
granaries, abandoned cattle sheds, deserted fields, and exhausted bodies moving along colonial roads and railway lines. 

Between official famine codes and village realities existed a vast moral distance. It was within this distance that the 
true social history of colonial famine unfolded. 

Vernacular Press, Missionary Narratives and Indigenous Voices of Famine 
The history of  famines in colonial India cannot remain confined to the administrative language of commissions, 

revenue reports, and mortality statistics. While official records reveal the institutional logic of colonial governance, 
they often obscure the emotional, ethical, and lived dimensions of  famine itself. To recover these dimensions, it 
becomes necessary to turn toward vernacular newspapers, missionary accounts, nationalist writings, petitions, and 
local testimonies that documented famine from below. These sources illuminate not merely the material realities of 
hunger but also the emergence of a moral and political critique of empire grounded in the everyday experiences of 
suffering communities. 
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The vernacular press occupied an increasingly important place within late nineteenth-century colonial India. The 
growth of newspapers in Bengali, Marathi, Urdu, Hindi, Tamil, and other regional languages created new spaces for 
public debate regarding famine, governance, and imperial responsibility. Editors, journalists, reformers, and nationalist 
intellectuals used the press to expose administrative failures, criticize grain export policies, and articulate the moral 
contradictions of colonial rule. Famines thus became not only humanitarian crises but also political events that shaped 
emerging forms of Indian public consciousness. 

Among the most influential newspapers during the famine decades was Amrita Bazar Patrika, which repeatedly 
challenged official narratives regarding scarcity and relief. During the famine of  1877, the paper condemned the 
persistence of  grain exports amidst widespread starvation, arguing that imperial commerce had become detached from 
the realities of  rural suffering. One editorial observed that “the peasant starves while grain leaves the port under the 
protection of law and commerce” (“The Famine Question,” 1877, p. 4). Such critiques directly attacked the moral 
legitimacy of laissez-faire governance and exposed the unequal relationship between colonial economic priorities and 
indigenous subsistence needs. 

Similarly, Kesari, edited by Bal Gangadhar Tilak, transformed famine into a powerful site of anti-colonial criticism. 
Tilak linked famine not merely to natural calamity but to the exploitative structures of British rule, particularly excessive 
taxation and administrative indifference. Writing during the famine of 1896–97, Kesari described rural Maharashtra as 
a landscape where “the cultivator bears the burden of empire even in the hour of  death” (“Durbhiksha Ani 
Karvyavastha,” 1897, p. 2). The newspaper’s language reflected the growing convergence between economic suffering 
and nationalist political consciousness. 

The vernacular press also documented aspects of  famine frequently minimized within official reports. Newspapers 
carried detailed accounts of abandoned villages, cattle mortality, epidemic outbreaks, child starvation, and migration 
patterns across famine-stricken regions. Reports from The Hindu described railway stations crowded with displaced 
labourers and starving families seeking relief in urban centres (“Scenes from Bellary,” 1877, p. 3). Such accounts reveal 
the emotional geography of famine in ways rarely visible within bureaucratic correspondence. 

Importantly, the vernacular press challenged the colonial state’s attempt to monopolize authoritative knowledge 
regarding famine. Official reports frequently emphasized statistical calculations, rainfall data, and administrative 
efficiency, presenting famine through the detached language of governance. Indian newspapers, by contrast, 
foregrounded human suffering, moral outrage, and social injustice. This divergence reflected competing 
understandings of political responsibility itself. 

The rise of famine criticism within the vernacular press coincided with the emergence of economic nationalism in 
colonial India. Thinkers such as Dadabhai Naoroji and Romesh Chunder Dutt increasingly interpreted famine within 
the broader framework of colonial exploitation. Naoroji’s “Drain Theory” argued that British economic extraction 
systematically impoverished India by transferring wealth to Britain through taxation, trade, and administrative 
expenditure (Naoroji, 1901/2017, pp. 52–59). Famines therefore appeared not as isolated disasters but as symptoms 
of structural economic subordination. 

Dutt extended this critique by linking famine directly to land revenue policies, commercialization, and state 
indifference. In The Economic History of India, he argued that colonial governance had destroyed older agrarian 
safeguards while failing to protect rural populations from market instability (Dutt, 1902/2005, pp. 221–232). His 
writings drew extensively upon official records, giving nationalist criticism archival credibility and intellectual force. 
The significance of Dutt’s intervention lay in its ability to transform famine from a humanitarian issue into a historical 
indictment of  empire itself. 

Missionary narratives provide another important, though complex, body of evidence regarding colonial famines. 
Christian missionary organizations operating across India frequently documented famine conditions through letters, 
relief reports, diaries, and fundraising appeals addressed to audiences in Britain and North America. These accounts 
described emaciated children, exhausted mothers, overcrowded relief camps, and villages emptied by starvation (Indian 
Famine Charitable Relief Fund, 1902, pp. 28–37). Missionary writings often conveyed the immediacy of  human 
suffering with emotional intensity absent from official administrative language. 

Yet missionary sources must be approached critically. Many narratives reflected paternalistic assumptions regarding 
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Indian society and frequently portrayed famine victims through the lens of  Christian humanitarianism and civilizing 
discourse. Missionary accounts sometimes exaggerated suffering to mobilize charitable donations abroad, while 
simultaneously reproducing colonial stereotypes concerning Indian poverty and dependency (Arnold, 1988, pp. 114– 
1 18). Nevertheless, when read carefully alongside other sources, these records remain invaluable for reconstructing 
the social and emotional realities of famine. 

Missionaries also occupied an ambiguous position within colonial society. While some collaborated closely with 
colonial authorities, others openly criticized administrative inadequacies and relief failures. Reports from missionary 
centres in Madras Presidency condemned the insufficient food provided within relief camps and criticized the rigidity 
of labour tests imposed upon starving populations (Digby, 1901, pp. 431–437). Such criticisms occasionally 
embarrassed colonial officials because they emerged from observers connected to imperial networks themselves. 

Petitions submitted by local communities further illuminate indigenous responses to famine governance. Peasant 
groups, village leaders, merchants, and caste associations frequently appealed for tax remissions, grain assistance, 
employment opportunities, and suspension of revenue collection during periods of  scarcity. These petitions reveal 
that famine populations were not passive victims but active participants negotiating survival within oppressive 
conditions (Yang, 1989, pp. 102–108). They also expose the limits of  colonial administrative responsiveness, as many 
appeals encountered bureaucratic delay or rejection. 

Oral memory and folk traditions similarly preserve important traces of  famine experience. In several regions, 
famine entered popular memory through songs, proverbs, local legends, and community narratives transmitted across 
generations. Folk songs from western India remembered famine as a time when “the field became a grave and the 
road became a home,” reflecting the widespread migration and displacement accompanying hunger (Hardiman, 1996, 
pp. 227–231). Such memories reveal famine not merely as an economic event but as a deeply cultural and emotional 
rupture within rural society. 

The voices emerging from below frequently emphasized the moral dimensions of famine more powerfully than 
official discourse. Hunger was understood not simply as scarcity but as abandonment—the failure of rulers, merchants, 
and governing institutions to uphold obligations toward human survival. This moral critique resonates strongly with 
the framework of “moral economy” developed by E. P. Thompson and James C. Scott. Rural communities often 
interpreted famine through expectations regarding fairness, subsistence rights, and reciprocal obligations that colonial 
market logic increasingly violated. 

The colonial state, however, frequently dismissed vernacular criticism as emotional exaggeration or political 
agitation. British officials accused sections of the Indian press of  sensationalism and irresponsibility, particularly when 
newspapers criticized grain exports or relief inadequacies (Government of India, 1898, pp. 94–99). This tension 
reflected a broader struggle over authority and legitimacy within colonial public culture. Who possessed the right to 
define famine—the bureaucrat, the merchant, the missionary, or the starving peasant? 

The expansion of print culture during the famine decades also transformed the circulation of  information regarding 
rural suffering. Reports from distant villages reached urban centres with increasing speed, generating broader public 
awareness and political debate. Famine ceased to remain a localized agrarian crisis and instead entered the emerging 
sphere of colonial public opinion. This development contributed significantly to the growth of nationalist 
consciousness by linking economic suffering with critiques of imperial governance. 

At the same time, the emotional power of famine imagery shaped political imagination across colonial India. 
Descriptions of  skeletal bodies, abandoned children, empty granaries, and famine roads haunted the writings of 
journalists, reformers, and nationalist leaders. Hunger became a symbol of colonial injustice itself. In many nationalist 
narratives, the starving peasant emerged as the clearest embodiment of the violence embedded within imperial political 
economy. 

The significance of vernacular and indigenous voices therefore lies not only in their documentation of suffering 
but also in their reinterpretation of famine as a political and moral crisis. These voices challenged official attempts to 
naturalize famine as an inevitable consequence of climate or overpopulation. Instead, they exposed the relationship 
between hunger, governance, and imperial power. 

Between official statistics and vernacular memory existed two competing histories of  famine. One spoke in the 
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language of administration, expenditure, and market discipline; the other spoke in the language of hunger, injustice, 
and survival. It is within this tension that the deeper social history of colonial famine emerges most clearly. 

Ecology, Climate and the Environmental Making of  Famine 

The famines of colonial India emerged through a complex interaction between ecological instability and imperial 
political economy. Droughts, monsoon failures, and climatic fluctuations undoubtedly shaped the environmental 
conditions within which scarcity developed. Yet environmental stress alone cannot explain the scale of mortality 
witnessed during the nineteenth century. Climatic crisis became famine only when ecological vulnerability intersected 
with exploitative agrarian structures, commercialization, and the administrative priorities of  colonial governance. 
Nature created conditions of scarcity; empire transformed scarcity into catastrophe. 

British officials consistently emphasized climatic explanations for famine. Reports of the Indian Meteorological 
Department and the various Famine Commissions repeatedly identified irregular monsoons as the primary cause of 
agrarian collapse (Government of India, 1880, pp. 9–14). Rainfall failures across large regions of Madras, Bombay, 
Rajputana, and Central Provinces devastated agricultural production during the famines of  1876–78, 1896–97, and 
1 899–1900. In many districts, crop failure exceeded 60 to 70 percent, while tanks, wells, and local water reservoirs 
dried rapidly under prolonged drought conditions (Bombay Presidency Administration Report, 1900, pp. 44–51). 

The famine of 1876–78, among the deadliest in Indian history, coincided with a severe El Niño climatic event that 
disrupted rainfall patterns across Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Modern climatological studies have confirmed the 
relationship between El Niño oscillations and monsoon failure in South Asia during the late nineteenth century (Davis, 
2 001, pp. 12–17). Yet climatic irregularity alone does not explain why mortality in colonial India reached catastrophic 
proportions while other drought-prone societies survived comparable environmental shocks with lower demographic 
losses. 

The scale of devastation becomes clearer through contemporary demographic estimates. The Report of the Indian 
Famine Commission estimated that the famine of 1876–78 affected nearly 58 million people across Madras, Bombay, 
Mysore, Hyderabad, and Central India, with mortality ranging between 5 and 8 million deaths (Government of  India, 
1 880, pp. 131–138). Similarly, the famine of  1899–1900 affected approximately 60 million individuals across western 
and northern India, particularly Rajputana, Central Provinces, Punjab, and Bombay Presidency (Government of India, 
1 901, pp. 22–27). 

The environmental dimensions of  famine were inseparable from changes in land use introduced under colonial 
rule. The commercialization of agriculture steadily altered cropping patterns across many regions of India during the 
nineteenth century. Food crops increasingly gave way to cotton, indigo, opium, jute, and wheat cultivation oriented 
toward imperial markets (Blyn, 1966, pp. 97–103). This transformation reduced the flexibility of local agrarian systems 
and weakened subsistence resilience during years of ecological stress. 

The following table illustrates the growing commercialization of  agriculture in selected regions of 
colonial India during the late nineteenth century: 

Region 

Deccan 

Bengal 

Punjab 

Major Commercial Crop 

Cotton 

Indigo/Jute 

Wheat 

Environmental Consequence 

Reduction in food-grain acreage 

Soil exhaustion and monoculture pressure 

Export-oriented cultivation 

Bihar 

Madras Presidency 

Opium 

Cotton/Groundnut 

Dependence on grain imports 

Increased drought vulnerability 

(Source: Blyn, 1966, pp. 112–118; Washbrook, 1988, pp. 71–75) 

The expansion of export agriculture intensified pressure upon local ecosystems. Monoculture cultivation reduced 
biodiversity, depleted soil fertility, and increased dependence upon uncertain rainfall patterns. In drought-prone areas, 
peasants cultivating cash crops often lacked sufficient food reserves once monsoon failure occurred. Ecological 
vulnerability therefore became intertwined with market dependency. 

Colonial forest policies further reshaped environmental relations in rural India. During the late nineteenth century, 
the British administration expanded state control over forests through legislation such as the Indian Forest Acts of 
1 865 and 1878. Large tracts of woodland were reserved for commercial timber extraction, railway construction, and 
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imperial revenue generation (Gadgil & Guha, 1992, pp. 129–137). Rural communities consequently lost access to 
grazing lands, forest produce, fuel, and supplementary food resources that had historically functioned as buffers during 
scarcity. 

This ecological transformation proved especially damaging during famine years. Pastoral communities experienced 
catastrophic livestock losses because access to fodder and forest grazing became increasingly restricted. Official reports 
from Rajputana during the famine of  1899–1900 estimated cattle mortality at nearly 40 percent in some drought- 
affected districts (Rajputana Agency Report, 1901, pp. 62–67). Since cattle formed the economic foundation of 
agrarian life, such losses weakened recovery for years after the immediate crisis ended. 

Water management also reflected the uneven priorities of  colonial environmental policy. Canal irrigation expanded 
significantly in Punjab and parts of northern India during the late nineteenth century, often enhancing agricultural 
productivity in selected regions (Stone, 1984, pp. 48–55). However, irrigation development remained uneven and 
frequently served commercially profitable zones rather than the most drought-prone districts. Large areas of  Deccan, 
Central Provinces, and Madras Presidency remained heavily dependent upon monsoon rainfall despite repeated famine 
crises. 

The ecological geography of famine was therefore profoundly unequal. Regions integrated into irrigation networks 
or commercial export systems often received greater administrative attention than subsistence-oriented rural districts. 
Environmental protection under colonialism was rarely guided by humanitarian considerations alone; it remained 
deeply connected to questions of  revenue, profitability, and imperial strategy. 

Rainfall statistics from the late nineteenth century reveal the severity of  climatic instability during major famine 
years. In several districts of Bombay Presidency, annual rainfall during 1899 fell below half the long-term seasonal 
average (Bombay Presidency Administration Report, 1900, pp. 46–48). Similarly, meteorological records from Madras 
Presidency documented consecutive monsoon failures across Bellary, Kurnool, and Cuddapah districts during the 
famine of 1876–78 (Madras Famine Proceedings, 1878, pp. 27–33). 

Yet environmental decline became deadly primarily because rural populations lacked economic resilience. Under 
conditions of  rising indebtedness, commercialization, and rigid land revenue demands, peasants possessed little 
capacity to absorb ecological shocks. Crop failure rapidly translated into debt, distress sales, migration, and starvation. 
Climatic instability thus interacted with structures of  colonial political economy to produce famine mortality on 
unprecedented scales. 

The relationship between ecology and disease further intensified famine conditions. Malnutrition weakened 
immunity, making famine populations highly vulnerable to cholera, dysentery, malaria, and smallpox. In many regions, 
epidemic disease claimed more lives than direct starvation itself (Dyson, 1991, pp. 24–31). Overcrowded relief camps, 
contaminated water sources, and mass migration accelerated the spread of infection across famine-stricken districts. 

The demographic consequences were immense. Census records from the early twentieth century reveal 
sharp population declines in several famine-affected regions between 1891 and 1901: 

Province/Region 

Central Provinces 

Rajputana 

Estimated Population Decline (%) 

13–15% 

9–11% 

7–10% 

12–14% 

Bombay Presidency (selected districts) 

Berar 

(Source: Census of  India, 1901, Vol. I, pp. 132–145) 
These demographic shifts reflected not only mortality but also migration, disease, declining fertility, and long-term 

agrarian disruption. 

Environmental historians have increasingly emphasized that colonial ecological policies intensified rural fragility. 
Ramachandra Guha and Madhav Gadgil argue that colonial resource extraction transformed Indian landscapes 
according to imperial economic priorities rather than local ecological sustainability (Gadgil & Guha, 1992, pp. 141– 
1 49). Forest commercialization, railway expansion, canal projects, and export agriculture collectively altered traditional 
relationships between communities and the environment. 
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At the same time, ecological stress cannot be reduced entirely to colonial intervention. India’s monsoon system 
has historically remained highly variable, and droughts occurred long before British rule. However, the frequency with 
which drought evolved into mass famine under colonialism reflected the erosion of local resilience mechanisms 
previously embedded within agrarian society. Subsistence buffers weakened precisely when ecological pressures 
intensified. 

The environmental history of famine therefore reveals the intimate relationship between nature and empire. 
Colonial governance did not create drought, but it shaped the social consequences of  drought through policies that 
prioritized revenue extraction, market integration, and commercial agriculture over ecological security and subsistence 
protection. 

In the famine landscapes of  colonial India, cracked earth and empty granaries became visible signs of  a deeper 
historical rupture. Environmental instability exposed the fragility of agrarian life, but it was imperial political economy 
that transformed failed monsoons into mass graves. 

Moral Economy, Historical Memory and the Ethics of Colonial Hunger 
The history of famine in colonial India ultimately raises questions that extend beyond mortality statistics, climatic 

instability, or administrative failure. At its deepest level, famine represented a crisis in the moral relationship between 
governance and human survival. The repeated spectacle of hunger amidst grain circulation, commercial expansion, 
and imperial wealth exposed not merely the limitations of colonial administration but the ethical contradictions 
embedded within the very structure of empire itself. Famines therefore demand interpretation not only as economic 
or environmental events, but as historical moments in which the moral foundations of  colonial rule became profoundly 
unstable. 

The concept of “moral economy” provides a particularly valuable framework for understanding this rupture. As 
articulated by E. P. Thompson, moral economy referred to popular expectations regarding fairness, subsistence rights, 
and the obligations of  authority during periods of scarcity (Thompson, 1971, pp. 76–81). Thompson’s analysis of 
eighteenth-century English food riots demonstrated that communities often resisted market practices not because they 
opposed commerce itself, but because they believed economic activity remained subject to ethical obligations rooted 
in social survival. 

Later, James C. Scott expanded the concept in his study of peasant societies, arguing that subsistence security 
constituted the central moral principle governing agrarian life (Scott, 1976, pp. 5–10). Peasant communities historically 
expected rulers and local elites to ensure minimum survival during periods of  crisis. When political authority failed to 
uphold this subsistence ethic, legitimacy itself became vulnerable. 

Colonial India witnessed precisely such a rupture. Under British rule, food increasingly ceased to function within 
older frameworks of reciprocal obligation and became integrated into systems of commercial exchange governed by 
market logic. Grain moved according to profitability rather than collective subsistence needs. The colonial state, 
influenced by laissez-faire political economy, consistently prioritized trade continuity, fiscal discipline, and revenue 
stability even during moments of  widespread starvation (Government of India, 1880, pp. 120–126). 

This transformation fundamentally altered the ethical meaning of famine. In many pre-colonial traditions, rulers 
were morally judged according to their capacity to protect subjects during scarcity. Historical chronicles from Mughal 
and regional Indian polities repeatedly describe grain distribution, tax remissions, public feeding, and charitable relief 
during drought conditions (Mukherjee, 2013, pp. 88–94). While pre-colonial India certainly experienced severe 
famines, the legitimacy of governance nonetheless remained tied to notions of paternal obligation and subsistence 
responsibility. 

Colonial governance increasingly displaced these moral expectations with bureaucratic rationality and market 
orthodoxy. Relief policies were designed through calculations of labour productivity, expenditure efficiency, and 
administrative control rather than through the principle of universal subsistence entitlement. The “Temple wage” 
during the famine of 1876–78 symbolized this transition with disturbing clarity. Relief itself became conditional upon 
labour discipline, while starvation was interpreted through the language of  economy and productivity (Davis, 2001, 
pp. 32–35). 

The moral consequences of  this transformation were visible within contemporary Indian political thought. 
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Nationalist intellectuals repeatedly interpreted famine as evidence that colonial rule had severed the ethical relationship 
between state and society. Dadabhai Naoroji argued that British administration extracted wealth from India without 
assuming corresponding obligations toward the welfare of its population (Naoroji, 1901/2017, pp. 54–61). Similarly, 
Romesh Chunder Dutt insisted that recurring famines reflected the destructive effects of imperial economic policy 
rather than merely natural scarcity (Dutt, 1902/2005, pp. 229–236). 

This critique extended beyond economics into questions of political morality. Colonial governance increasingly 
appeared to many Indian observers as a system capable of protecting revenue more effectively than human life. 
Vernacular newspapers repeatedly emphasized the contradiction between imperial prosperity and rural starvation. 
During the famine of 1897, Kesari described famine as “the gravest testimony against a government that counts grain 
more carefully than the lives of cultivators” (“Durbhiksha Ani Rajkaran,” 1897, p. 2). Such statements reflected not 
only anger at administrative failure but also a deeper perception that empire itself had become morally estranged from 
Indian society. 

The relationship between famine and memory further reveals the enduring historical significance of colonial 
hunger. Famines left deep scars upon rural communities that extended far beyond the immediate crisis of  mortality. 
Oral traditions, folk songs, village narratives, and family histories preserved memories of starvation, migration, 
indebtedness, and social fragmentation across generations. In several regions of  western and northern India, the famine 
of 1899–1900 continued to be remembered decades later simply as the “Chhappania Akal,” a phrase carrying immense 
emotional resonance within local memory cultures (Hardiman, 1996, pp. 229–231). 

Memory transformed famine into a moral archive of  colonialism. Rural recollections frequently emphasized 
abandonment—the perception that governing authorities had failed to protect vulnerable populations during moments 
of existential crisis. Such memories survived not through official documentation but through everyday storytelling, 
songs of migration, and narratives of lost cattle, empty wells, and deserted villages. 

The politics of  memory also shaped nationalist consciousness during the early twentieth century. Famines became 
powerful symbols within anti-colonial discourse because they exposed the violence hidden beneath imperial claims of 
progress and civilization. Nationalist leaders repeatedly invoked famine mortality to challenge British assertions 
regarding the benefits of colonial rule. Hunger therefore entered political imagination not merely as suffering but as 
historical evidence of imperial injustice. 

The moral force of famine memory intensified because famines occurred during a period when colonial India was 
increasingly integrated into global systems of  trade and communication. Railways transported grain across provinces; 
ports connected Indian agriculture to international markets; telegraphs transmitted commercial information with 
unprecedented speed. Yet despite these technological advances, millions perished from starvation and disease. This 
contradiction profoundly destabilized imperial narratives of modernity. 

Historians such as David Arnold have argued that famine represented one of  the clearest moments in which 
colonial governance revealed its coercive and disciplinary dimensions (Arnold, 1988, pp. 119–124). Relief camps, 
labour tests, surveillance systems, and bureaucratic classifications transformed famine populations into objects of 
administrative management. Hunger was governed, measured, and regulated through structures of imperial authority. 

At the same time, famine also exposed the limits of colonial power. Despite expanding bureaucratic institutions 
and statistical surveillance, the state repeatedly failed to secure rural subsistence. Official commissions produced 
elaborate reports, rainfall records, price indexes, and relief codes, yet these mechanisms could not resolve the structural 
inequalities embedded within colonial political economy itself. 

The moral economy of famine was therefore shaped by a profound contradiction: the colonial state possessed 
increasing administrative capacity but diminishing ethical legitimacy in the eyes of many famine-affected communities. 
Empire could regulate grain movement, collect revenue, construct railways, and produce statistical knowledge, yet it 
could not reconcile market discipline with the moral imperative of human survival. 

This contradiction remains central to contemporary historical interpretations of colonial famine. Modern 
scholarship increasingly rejects explanations that reduce famine to climatic inevitability alone. Instead, historians 
emphasize the interaction between environmental stress, political economy, and social inequality. The significance of 
colonial famine lies precisely in its exposure of how structures of governance shape the human consequences of 
ecological crisis. 
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The historical relevance of these famines extends beyond the colonial period itself. Questions regarding food 
security, market dependence, environmental vulnerability, and state responsibility continue to shape contemporary 
global debates surrounding hunger and development. The colonial experience demonstrates that famine is rarely the 
simple absence of food. More often, it emerges through failures of distribution, access, entitlement, and political 
obligation. 

The famines of colonial India therefore belong not only to the history of empire but also to the broader history of 
modernity itself. They reveal the dangers of subordinating subsistence ethics to market rationality and expose the 
violence that can emerge when economic systems become detached from moral responsibility. 

Between grain and graveyards existed more than physical distance; there existed an ethical rupture at the heart of 
colonial governance. It was within this rupture that millions struggled for survival, and it is within this rupture that the 
historical meaning of colonial famine must ultimately be understood. 

Conclusion 
The history of  famines in colonial India reveals that hunger was never merely the consequence of failed monsoons 

or ecological uncertainty. It emerged from the intersection of imperial political economy, market orthodoxy, 
administrative rationality, and deeply unequal social structures that transformed scarcity into mass mortality. Colonial 
governance increasingly subordinated subsistence ethics to the imperatives of  revenue extraction, commercial 
expansion, and grain circulation, thereby weakening the moral foundations upon which the legitimacy of  rule 
historically rested. The recurring famines of  the nineteenth century exposed the contradictions of colonial modernity 
with exceptional clarity. Railways expanded while villages starved; grain entered global markets while rural populations 
lost access to food; bureaucratic institutions multiplied while human suffering deepened across the agrarian landscape. 
In this paradox lay the essential tragedy of colonial famine. The empire possessed the infrastructural capacity to move 
food across vast distances, yet lacked the moral willingness to prioritize survival over market discipline. 

At the local level, famine fractured the social fabric of  rural India through displacement, indebtedness, caste 
vulnerability, ecological degradation, and demographic collapse. Hunger entered everyday life not only through empty 
granaries but through the erosion of dignity, community, and security. The voices preserved within vernacular 
newspapers, petitions, missionary narratives, and folk memory testify to a historical consciousness that increasingly 
recognized famine as a product of imperial structures rather than natural inevitability. 

The moral economy of colonial India ultimately collapsed under the weight of an economic order that converted 
food into commodity and subsistence into privilege. Famines therefore stand not as isolated interruptions within the 
history of empire, but as central revelations of its governing logic. They expose the violence concealed beneath the 
rhetoric of  progress, the fragility of market-centred modernity, and the catastrophic consequences of separating 
governance from ethical responsibility. 

Between grain and graveyards existed the lived reality of colonial India—a reality in which the circulation of wealth 
and the circulation of death unfolded simultaneously within the same imperial landscape. 
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