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To begin I would like to thank The Gandhi Foundation for conferring this Award and honour on me. It is deeply appreciated especially because of the 

circumstances under which I am receiving this award which John Rowley has already told you about. It is not only a great honour but also a great source 

of sustenance for me to be here today and to be able to address you now. 

 

I would like to draw your attention to the area in which I work between the practice of Human Rights and the practice of Medicine particularly in the 

science of food and nutrition. I would like to draw your attention particularly to a situation that exists in India today regarding the nutrition of people in India 

of which not many people are aware. I will state the situation very briefly and then go on to substantiate it and will take certain consequences of that 

situation afterwards. 

 

The first thing that I want to say is something that not many people realise that there is a chronic stable famine which is ongoing in India as we speak. It is 

not the apocalyptic vision of famine we have of people falling dead on the streets. That is not the kind of famine that we have today but we do have a 

famine and I will substantiate that through the statistics available from government sources and I would like to draw your attention to the fact that this 

famine is not an accident. It is not something that happened through misdirection. It is a famine that is being induced by the forces that are at work in the 

society today. So how do we substantiate the idea that there is a famine? Among children, everybody knows that there is between 45% to 47% of Indian 

children below the age of 5 years, are malnourished by weight-for-age criteria. As a paediatrician, I am deeply interested in the phenomenon particularly 

because my teachers in the Christian Medical College where I studied were very much dedicated to the cause of fighting malnutrition. So children's 

nutrition has been a pre-occupation of mine right through my life. 

 

But right now it is not children's malnutrition, which is a well-known and well documented phenomenon that around 45% - 47% of Indian children suffer 

from malnutrition by weight-for-age criteria. But I want to talk to you about malnutrition amongst adults in India today. The National Nutrition Monitoring 

Bureau publish repeated surveys of nutritional status and their figures show that around 37% of Indian adults across the country have a Body Mass Index, 

which is an anthropometric index which gives an estimate of nutritional adequacy. A BMI below 18.5 is held to signify chronic under-nutrition. This is a 

robust anthropometric index which holds for both the individual as well as for the community. And today we have a situation in which 37% of all Indian 

adults have a BMI below 18.5 signifying chronic under-nutrition. This does not mean that it is uniformly present across India. If we disaggregate this figure 

of 37% by social criteria, we find that among the Scheduled Castes, and the scheduled tribes (Adivasis), 60% of the total population have a BMI below 

18.5. 

 

The World Health Organisation states that if more than 40% of a population have a BMI below 18.5, then that community should be regarded as living in a 

state of famine. By this criteria, we are forced to the conclusion that there are large sections of the Indian population, especially the Scheduled Castes, 

that are living in a state of famine. Now, how do these communities cope with the situation? They are able to cope and survive because of their access to 

common property. It is only through their access to common resources that they can survive. We find today a political and economic situation in which the 

State acts as the guarantor to the expropriation of resources, common property resources, and handing them over to corporate interests under their 

doctrine of Eminent Domain through which the State is the ultimate owner of all the resources in the country. And, thereby, stand as guarantor to the 

corporate interests expropriating resources across the country. 

 

So in this situation, resistance becomes a key to the survival of these communities but then it becomes branded as 'sedition', as 'rebelliousness', as 

'insurgency'. I was tried for Sedition, convicted and given a Life Sentence. I am here today because the Court not only granted me bail but stated that 

there was no evidence of criminal acts. 

 

The point is that there are thousands of people falsely charged with crimes to do with Sedition, crimes to do with making war against the State, who are in 

jail and who have no recourse. I was able to come out of incarceration because of national and international campaign for my release. But there are 

thousands of people in exactly the same situation for whom no such campaign exists, who are languishing for months and years in jail and for whom they 

have no process by which they can secure judgement quickly and safely. 

 

How do we get beyond this situation? This is the question we need to ask ourselves as Human Rights workers, as people who believe in Peace. We are 

all working for Peace. We believe in Peace, we work for Peace. But the Peace that we work for cannot be secured by the result of military action or by the 

result of police action which is what is happening today across the country. Wherever protest and resistance occurs it is put down by the forces of 

Government by peaceful means where possible but, where that is not possible, through the process of militarisation. Now we need to work for Peace. We 

are here for the Gandhi Peace Award and so we appealing for Peace. We appeal to society for Peace, we appeal to the Government for Peace. But 

Peace cannot be brought about by the result of military action. And also, the other thing that is necessary is that, if we are to work for Peace, then we 

must work in a situation where there is respect and legitimacy for dissent. The Constitution grants us the Right to Dissent, the Right to Free Speech, but 

we are now in a process of elaborating panoply of Laws. Some of these Laws already exist and some new Laws are being created to criminalise dissent, 

to stop dissent in its tracks. If all dissent is criminalised, if all dissent is made into a sign of Sedition, a sign of rebellion, then the future will be a very 

difficult one for the people of my country. 

 

Thank you very much for having me here. Thank you very much. 

 

Dr Binayak Sen 


