JANUARY 1977

A JOURNAL OF

_LIBERAL IDEAS

EDITOR: M. R. MASANI

BREAD OR FREEDOM ?

M. R. Masani

“IS it better to have elections now or a stable eco-
nomy ?” we are asked these days.

When some of us joined Jawaharlal Nehru, Vallabh-
bhai Patel and B. R. Ambedkar in framing the Con-
stitution of the Republic, we thought we had answered
that question by enacting a Constitution which assured
both elections and economic stability. In fact, we en-
joyed both for twenty-five years from 26th January
1950 when our Republic was established.

Now, stability is not necessarily a good thing. Stabi-
lity can be good or bad—it can be at a high level of
freedom or a low level of slavery. It can be the stabi-
lity of prosperity or the stability of poverty. So what
is obviously wanted is economic progress and prosperity
along with stability.

It is not a new question that is being put to us.
The Communists and Fascists have posed this question
for a long time to justify their dictatorship. ‘Do you
want bread or freedom ?” is the way Stalin, then Hitler
and then Mao posed this question.

Lenin and Trotsky said to the Russian people: “Just
endure our dictatorship for ten years, put up with all
the hardships, tighten your belts, and then what will
happen ? The millennium will arise. The State will
wither away; the land will flow with milk and honey.”
That was the dream of Lenin and Trotsky. Today we
are fifty-five years away from the time when Lenin
and Trotsky asked for a few years’ sacrifice so that a
beautiful future would emerge. But the Russian people
do not find the State withering away; they do not find
even the dictatorship withering away. Today in Mos-
cow people are still without homes; today they are
getting by without enough clothes; the bread queues
in Moscow in recent years have often been longer
than they have been any time since the Revolution.

Ask a man: ‘Do you want a bed to sleep on or
a table to eat on 77 Being simple enough not to see
the antithesis between bed and table, he will say
‘both’. Ask a woman whether she wants a choli or a
sari, and she too will say: “Why, of course, both”.
Ask a man whether he wants a home or an office or
shop and once again the answer will be: “But why
must I choose ? Naturally, I want both a place to live
in and a place to work in.” Of course, our common
man or woman would be right.

This choice that is offered between bread and free-

dom is an altogether false antithesis. There is no
clash between bread and freedom or between elections
and economic prosperity. On the contrary, by and
large, they go together. If by bread is understood con-
sumer goods in general, ask yourself which are the
countries where ‘the consumer is king’, where his
numerous daily wants and needs are met best, and the
answer will be the United States of America, Canada,
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Australia, New Zealand, Switzerland, Sweden, West
Germany, and, in our own continent, Japan and Israel.
These are obviously the countries with functioning
democracies, a free press, considerable dissent and
periodic elections. And which are the countries where
there is the greatest poverty and privation for the man
in the street, the greatest shortages and the worst
quality of consumer goods ? They are the Soviet Union
and Communist China which do not have elections or
the rule of law or a free press. So the record shows
that countries that have elections have economic pro-
sperity while countries that do not have elections have,
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