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« Ifwe are to live and grow as a university, one of whose paramount tasks is
to not only leaders of thought and action but also workers dedicated to the
service of the nation, we cannot sit idle with philosophic concern and let
things drift as they may. So far as we are concerned, it is for us to set our
house in order. It is for us, and specially the younger generation, Hindus,
Moslems and Christians alike, to combine and resolutely stand for the
permanent well-being of our province and to rescue her from the deadly
stagnation which now seems to envelop her.

« Speech delivered at Lalcutta University Convacation on Znd March
1935.
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"It has often been asserted that the polytheistic Hindu failed to establish a spiritual
kinship with the monotheistic Muslim who held much that is Indian in scorn and still
seeks his spiritual inspiration abroad. How can we say that India ignored the
teachings of Islam when we find saints
like Nanak and Chaitanya, Namdev and Tukaram, preaching the brotherhood of man
and the futility of caste in matters spiritual? Although attempts on Hindu culture and
institutions fill the pages of Indian history, how can we assert that Muslims ignored
the appeal of Hindu culture when we find Muhammad Jayasi weaving a beautiful
romance to illustrate the teachings of Hindu philosophy, when we read the simple
devotional hymns of Kabir and Sheikh Farid, who refused to recognise the barriers of
caste and creed on the high road to God's kingdom? “Utter not one disagreeable
word,” said Farid, "since the true lord is in all men. Distress no one's heart for every
heart is a precious jewel.” In the same strain did Kabir proclaim, “There is the same
bod for the Hindu as for the Muslim.” A rejuvenated India found an Akbar to put an end
to political chaos and social disharmony and a Shah Jahan to dream a dream in
marble the like of which is not to be met in the world.”

o Speech delivered at Fatna University Lonvocation on Z7th November 1957
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“The very system of education which was deemed essential for forging bonds of unbroken
alliance with the British power succeeded in unleashing revolutionary ideas and thoughts,
which ultimately helped to throw off the yoke of alien rule in India. If we take a
dispassionate view of what happened during the last one century, we must acknowledge
that this has been an era in which good has been mixed with evil. The contact between the
Indian mind and western thought and civilisation did not enslave the soul of India. In every
domain of thought, in arts and architecture, in science, in history, philosophy and letters,
in social services and in religious thought, great Indians gave their best, maintaining their
stamp of originality as well as imbibing and assimilating fruits of western skill and
knowledge. Though the number of Indians affected by such spread of knowledge was

comparatively small, many of them assumed a much needed political leadership and
became the instruments of agitation and mass movements, leading ultimately to the
political liberation of their country. The cultural Renaissance preceded and created the
silent Revolution.”

Speech delivered at Delhi University Convocation on 13th December 1952, (Source: Educational Speeches

by Dr. Shyamaprasad Mookerjee, 1328, A Mukherjee & Co. (Private) Ltd., 2 College Square. Kolkata 700 012)
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‘Generally speaking, an Indian university must regard
itself as one of the living organs of national
reconstruction. /f must discover the best mesns of
blending together both the spiritual and the material
aspects of life. It must equip its alumni irrespective of
caste, creed or sex, with individus! fitness, not for its
own Sake, not for merely adorning varied occupations
and professions, but in order to teach them how to
merge their individuslity in the common cause of
advancing the progress and prosperity of their
motherland and upholding the highest traditions of
fuwman civilisation.”

Speech delivered at Nagpur University Convocation on

@ ath December 1936.
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Probhat Chandra Hazra
Assistant Professor of English
Kabikankan Mukundaram Mahavidyalaya

The Bengal Famine of 1943 remains one of the darkest chapters in the history of modern
India. It was not merely a disaster but a tragic indictment of colonial governance,
administrative failure, and wartime economic policies. Millions of men, women, and children
perished from starvation, malnutrition, and disease, while countless others were reduced to
destitution. Against this backdrop of unimaginable suffering, Dr. Shyama Prasad Mookerjee
emerged as one of the foremost public figures who not only exposed the causes of the famine
but also devoted himself to extensive relief work. Although history remembers him as a
distinguished educationist, parliamentarian, and nationalist leader, his humanitarian
intervention during the Bengal Famine deserves equal recognition.

The famine struck Bengal during the Second World War, when British India's economy was
severely disrupted by wartime priorities. The loss of rice imports from Burma following the
Japanese occupation, inflation, speculative hoarding, disruption of transport, and the colonial
government's ill-conceived "Denial Policy” combined to create an unprecedented crisis.
While natural calamities such as the cyclone of 1942 and crop diseases affected agricultural
production in some areas, subsequent historical research has demonstrated that the famine
was largely the result of administrative failures and flawed economic policies rather than an
absolute shortage of food. The tragedy claimed millions of lives, making it one of the
deadliest famines in the twentieth century.

Dr. Shyama Prasad Mookerjee consistently argued that the Bengal Famine was
fundamentally a man-made disaster. In his remarkable work The Bengal Famine of 1943
(originally published in Bengali as Panchasher Monnontor in 1943), he categorically rejected

the notion that the catastrophe was caused primarily by nature. He wrote, “93 3%« (FIe
YIpfod R &) W06 IR; AR SO @I LW * PRI &) Wil OIRAOE PSS hod
T2 3% 9bACR 1”7 ("This famine was not caused by any natural calamity; rather, it resulted

from the misguided policies pursued by those who were responsible for the administration of
Bengal." Panchasher Manwantor, Mookerjee, 43, Translation mine) According to him,
administrative negligence, failure to regulate the food market, and the inability of the colonial
government to anticipate and address the crisis transformed scarcity into mass starvation.
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His speeches in the Bengal Legislative Assembly vividly captured the
horrors unfolding across the province. On 17 September 1943, after
visiting the famine-stricken districts of Midnapore, he narrated an
incident that revealed the unimaginable desperation of the people.
(Sengupta, Para 2) He recounted that two individuals died before his
very eyes while waiting for food at a relief kitchen. One starving man
became so overwhelmed at the sight of food that he collapsed before
he could even place a morsel in his mouth. Such eyewitness testimony
was far more than political rhetoric; it constituted a moving historical
record of the human consequences of governmental failure. Mookerjee
also condemned the shocking reality that hospital beds remained
, vacant while famine victims died unattended on the roads like
unwanted entities.

+

Unlike many political leaders whose engagement remained confined to speeches and
legislative debates, Dr. Mookerjee actively participated in relief operations. Recognizing that
governmental machinery had failed to cope with the crisis, he mobilized civil society on an
unprecedented scale. He brought together numerous voluntary organizations, charitable
institutions, business houses, and philanthropic individuals and constituted “Bengal Relief
Committee” to coordinate famine relief. Under his leadership, substantial relief funds were
raised, community Kitchens were established, and food, clothing, and medical assistance were
distributed across the affected districts. His work extended far beyond Calcutta into rural
Bengal, including severely affected regions such as Midnapore, Contai, and other remote
' areas where official relief was either inadequate or entirely absent.

His writings reveal that he personally travelled through famine-stricken villages, witnessing
scenes of indescribable misery. He described emaciated men, women, and children
wandering in search of food, entire families reduced to skeletons, and corpses lying
unattended in villages where even wild animals fed upon the dead. He writes,

In Contai, jackals and stray dogs roam freely, feeding upon human corpses. Men, women, and
children—reduced to mere skeletons and clothed in tattered rags—were, irrespective of caste
or religion, slowly marching towards death for want of food. | have personally witnessed
countless such scenes. Panchasher Manwantor, Mookerjee, 49; Qtd. in Senngupta, Para 6,

translation mine.

Such graphic descriptions were not literary embellishments but direct observations recorded
by a public leader who believed that documenting suffering was itself a moral responsibility.
These accounts transformed Panchasher Monnontor into one of the earliest contemporary
documentary records of the Bengal Famine.
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One of the most striking aspects of Dr. Mookerjee's response to
the famine was his unwavering appeal for communal harmony.
Political narratives have often attempted to portray him solely
through the prism of ideological contestation. Yet his speeches
during the famine present a very different picture. Faced with
mass starvation, he urged Hindus, Muslims, Christians, and
members of all communities to rise above political rivalry and
sectarian divisions.

In a lecture delivered at Bangiyo Byabostha Parishad on 29" March, 1944, he pledged for an
unwavering communal harmony, "For the protection of our beloved motherland, cherished
equally by Hindus, Muslims and Christians alike, let each one of us rise above personal gain
or loss, party differences and communal divisions, and stand united as one great nation in this
hour of supreme crisis.” (Panchasher Manwantor, Mookerjee, 113, Translation mine) His
call reflected a profound conviction that human suffering recognizes no religious or political
boundaries.

Perhaps one of the most remarkable features of Panchasher Monnontor is its forward-looking
perspective. In the concluding chapters, Dr. Mookerjee refused to assume that the end of the
immediate crisis guaranteed future security. He warned that unless food production, storage,
procurement, and distribution were fundamentally reformed, Bengal could once again face |
similar catastrophes. |

i In his open letter dated 7™ Sept, 1943, to Sir Thomas George Rutherford, the Acting
. Governor of Bengal, Dr. Shyama Prasad Mookerjee sharply criticized the colonial
' government's handling of the Bengal Famine and outlined a comprehensive programme to
combat the crisis. He emphasized several urgent measures to address both the immediate
humanitarian emergency and the long-term consequences of the disaster. His principal
demands included: (1) the Government must assume full responsibility for ensuring an
adequate supply of food and other essential commaodities (2) Bengal's quota of food grains
should be substantially increased, and the existing system of grain procurement and
distribution should be thoroughly reformed; (3) while voluntary relief organizations deserved
full governmental support, the ultimate responsibility for famine relief rested with the State,
which should coordinate the efforts of all sections of society; (4) relief administration should
rise above partisan politics and be entrusted to competent, far-sighted individuals capable of
formulating long-term plans for Bengal's economic recovery; (5) immediate measures should
be taken to rescue women and children, provide shelter for the homeless, preserve
educational institutions from collapse, and organize effective medical treatment—particularly
against the widespread outbreak of malaria in districts such as Midnapore; and (6) relief
policies should uphold the dignity of the people of Bengal, ensuring systematic rehabilitation
and economic reconstruction. (Panchasher Manwantor, Mookerjee, 63)
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His insistence on long-term food security reveals an
understanding of famine that extended beyond emergency relief
to structural economic planning. Decades later, such concerns
would become central to India's agricultural and food security
policies.

‘

Modern scholarship has reinforced several of Dr. Mookerjee's observations. The pioneering
work of Amartya Sen demonstrated that famines often occur not because food is entirely
unavailable, but because large sections of the population lose the economic entitlement to
acquire it. Sen's influential "entitlement approach” showed that failures in distribution,
purchasing power, and public policy can produce famine even when food exists within the
broader economy. Although developed several decades later, this interpretation resonates
strongly with Dr. Mookerjee's contemporary assessment that administrative failure, inflation,
and market distortions lay at the heart of Bengal's tragedy.

Today, more than eight decades after the Bengal Famine, Dr. Mookerjee's reflections
continue to possess enduring relevance. In an age marked by global food insecurity, climate
change, economic inequality, and humanitarian crises, his insistence that famine is
fundamentally a failure of governance rather than merely a failure of nature remains
profoundly instructive. His call for administrative accountability, social solidarity, and
collective humanitarian responsibility transcends its historical context and speaks directly to
contemporary debates on disaster management and public policy.

Thus, The Bengal Famine of 1943 stands as a solemn reminder of the catastrophic
consequences of governmental neglect. Equally, the life and work of Dr. Shyama Prasad
Mookerjee during this crisis remind us that courageous leadership is measured not only by
political achievement but also by compassion in moments of collective suffering.
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PSIC L

“Whatever work you unc[ertake, do lt
seriously, thoroughly and well; never
leave it half-done or undone, never feel
yourself satisfied unless and until you
have given it your very best. Cultivate the
habits of discipline and toleration.
Surrender not the convictions you hold
dear but learn to appreciate the points of
view of your opponents.”

Speech delivered at Scottish
Church College, Kolkata on
7th December, 1935.

B MCAAR g@l”l@)lﬂ R
l_ mmmw@fsfw @g’qmass\ss\o




