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In the name of food


By Wera Sæther

Hunger is a component in a multitude of very different stories. Hunger makes history. Even where hunger is due to a shortage of food, it varies from place to place - since the context of the shortage varies. Starving in a situation where everyone around you is starving is a different matter from starving when few others are starving. Some people have their own private reasons for starving themselves. Anorectics feed symbolically on a lack of physiological nourishment. Their food is different. This self-imposed starvation, an individual and very lonely no to food where there is food in abundance, does not have much in common with the topic of this essay. Nor does that of the hunger-strike activists – those who defy both authority and their hunger using starvation as a threat. Their will to reject food is part of a strategy, and it speaks. Indeed, what it does is exactly that, it speaks.

The hungry people about whom I am writing speak much less. Nor do they write. They are not abstaining from writing – just as they are not abstaining from eating. They have nothing to abstain from. They just don’t have. It could be said that they are what they lack. I assume, however, that they are far more than that. Everyone is more than we can know. The fact that they lack almost everything does not mean that they also lack the capacity to feel grief or love.
Televised images from Sudan, Somalia or Ethiopia show us hungry people on the verge of starvation sitting down in the sand. They almost become one with the sand. Mothers and fathers carry bundles that have become almost weightless. They often have to bury the remains of their children in the same sand they have dragged themselves over day after day in the search for something other than sand and hunger. Some of the children walk alone, without a single item of clothing, without even a tree nearby. 

Perhaps we, the onlookers, would like them to become one with sand, as inconspicuously as possible, and vanish from our sight. If we look long enough in their direction, we risk seeing ourselves as well.

I am trying to envisage hunger. What kind of condition is it? It has nothing to do with European and North American “hunger artists” – who experiment with the power of the ego and the limits of the body. Whatever they may be assumed to lack, it is not food. As an exercise in self-discipline, I am trying to imagine the absence of food. With collective pictures in my memory, I let my imagination carry me into the landscapes of utter starvation, where I have never been. I am not writing about my own lack of food. This makes it possible to write.

The absence of food is nearly always a collective experience. Hunger belongs to some, but often not everyone, in a place. Names like southern Sudan, Somalia, Ethiopia, Biafra, Bengal, Bihar, Bangladesh and, nowadays, North Korea form part of our collective knowledge of hunger. They are places outside the West, in the recent history of hunger. Those who have been or are hungry in these places are hungry because they live or have lived just there, and not elsewhere. But hunger is also linked to the climate, which only partly has to do with place. As never before, the climate is coming at us from all sides.

What we often, with a touch of ignorant naivety, call hunger is not one and the same condition, regardless of when, where and whom it is ravaging, though hunger may well have its own cellular calendar relating to the intake and metabolism of proteins, calories, vitamins and minerals. Perhaps there is a reverse critical mass – a critical lack of intake and nourishment. If this lack is drastic enough, has lasted long enough and started early enough in life, the consequences may be irreversible.

All shortages have a history and a context, a soundboard, a memory of kin and place. This also applies to the poor. But hunger may burn away all nuances, leaving only stark hunger.  Then it is itself alone, and allows nothing else. This kind of hunger is focused. Hunger may also burn away all experiences and names, leaving just a gaping hole in the body. Hunger becomes a blind spot absorbing everything human and expressive: the terrible presence of absence.

This hunger is a blind spot that demands to be seen by others. Others must be able and willing to see it. They must be near and they must not look the other way. At this stage it is those who are not hungry who must speak out.

A mother watches her child succumb. All she says is “the child, look at the child”. And the father does the same. They may still implore. It must be possible to do something. I don’t think they are crying. I think their eyes are quite dry. Theirs is probably a hunger that is devoid of any, even the driest, prayer for mercy. In my mind’s eye. I can see both the starving person begging for mercy, and the starving person who neither begs nor demands. The latter is approaching a condition where all will is lacking, even for the children. No gesture, no words.

The speechlessness of hunger may be the same as, or different from, the speechlessness of fear. The speechlessness of hunger may arise because the speechlessness of fear was there first. Had the speechlessness of fear not been there first, the person now starving might well have been executed long ago for rebellious utterances. Or the despot would have been crushed because enough people spoke out rebelliously in time.

Why does the starving person not say anything? You have to breathe to speak, and that involves effort. You also have to remember consonants, vowels and how to put them together. You have to have spoken before. Moreover, you have to believe that you can speak and that it will make a difference. You have to believe that there is a connection between speaking and eating. You have to have a minimum of faith that you yourself are worth something as a human being. You have to believe you are somebody, not nobody. How can you believe in your own worth if nobody, apart from those starving with you, has seen you? And how can you believe it could help to speak, when the only thing that could help is food?

I wonder how far into the process of starvation feelings such as rage and self-contempt still exist. And how far into the starvation process there is still belief, a germ of belief that there could be something other than persistent hunger, a possibility of change. When a starving person no longer has the hope and rage to beg or demand, a completely new condition sets in.

Infants demand. But at some point or other the undernourished infant stops demanding. And the child, consistently misinterpreted, no longer knows what to ask for.

“In Rwanda, we cry neither when we love nor when we do not love,” Naomi told me in Kigali in 1992. She could have said “neither when we are hungry nor when we are not hungry”. We only confide in those who belong to the same compound as us,” says Naomi. Should they trust people from other compounds? This is how my Rwandan raconteur revealed herself to me. She said that they, the Rwandans, were a secretive people. And this was a secret she was sharing with me.

Most hungry people live in composite danger zones, where hunger is just one of the dangers. Hunger, which is linked to the place and the climate, also has to do with despotism and war. Despots choose to deprive the people of food. Who eats the people’s food? Maybe the food is exported, and exchanged for luxury goods and weapons for the despot and his clan – while the people are subdued by politically willed malnutrition.

It is possible that people say least when they eat least. There are, however, unpredictable variables in the calendar of rebellion. The starving may suddenly express an ungovernable “no”. What is the source of this no? It may be a shared feeling of already having started on the dying process, that there is nothing more to lose. And it may be that an utterance – by a leader, a clown, a madman, a child – is made momentously at the right place and the right time in the extraordinary calendar of rebellion, enabling hunger, and the whole disastrous situation, to transcend itself and stop accepting being what it has been for decennia, for generations.

Some do say no.

It is difficult to imagine starvation falling down from the heavens devoid of human complicity. Rains fails to come, locusts attack. Drought has come to stay, and with drought comes hunger. People eat the seeds for next year’s crops. In their state of hunger they do not think of next year’s harvest. Their sense of time becomes diminished and their perspective minimal, with no room for anything but the child nearest to hand and the very second.

On rare occasions, hunger may fall on good and bad, indiscriminately. But it usually has masters, who deal out war and mutilation, hunger and imperceptible death, with a varying strategic precision. Even when hunger for once comes unsolicited and with apparent innocence it still strikes those who have long been poorer and more shut-in than others in the local universe - with no way of escape.

Hunger is not like a hurricane. It affects those who have been living on the brink for generations, in a shared vita minima. Far more than just individual bodies are destroyed in this decimation. For the poor, obsessed by thoughts of what they must have that they do not have, presumably stop thinking about the life-giving resources that sustain them. There is nobody else there to think on behalf of the trees, rivers and animals. Poor people who are not chronically impoverished want the rivers, trees and animals to live. They know how to take care of them. But the completely exhausted will not shrink from ravaging them, as they themselves have been ravaged.

And those who are far from poor ravage them for the sake of quick profit.

“All I ask is that, in the midst of a murderous world, we agree to think on murder and make a choice”, wrote Albert Camus. Hunger may well be the cheapest and most silent form of murder. If the hungry who have been starved were to speak, they might risk being killed as rebels, as saboteurs of the public order. But how can those who have been starved to the brink of exhaustion dare to speak out? It is, however, conceivable that they will dare to do so more than people who only just manage to keep starvation at bay, for the simple reason that they have less to lose.

An unknown variable of hunger is the image of a god. There are probably few of the hungry who live without a god. In contemporary Korea the despot is god. Some gods allow rebellious utterances, others do not. Despotic gods never do. Those who do not share the same god as the people with power and food are probably more at risk of starvation than others. It may be a case of long drawn-out extermination of part of the population, for example a minority, or one or more aboriginal peoples. The aboriginals are the poorest group on every continent, and benefit least from the common resources. They are oppressed by constant shortage, exposed to malnutrition and its long-term consequences. This may well make them more compliant and silent. They lack more than food. They often lack a feeling of legitimacy. 

Those who do not make their own existence felt can easily be forgotten. And those who do not state that they exist, fail to do so because they have been forgotten for so long. They have almost forgotten themselves – they have certainly forgotten that they are subjects in their own history and can speak. Sometimes their native tongue is different from that of the majority, or of the regime. Perhaps they believe that their survival depends on keeping their silence.

But occasionally some will remember their foremothers right up to their dying breath, and sing.

The hungry will say no, as long as they are not subdued by fear and provided that their hunger is not due to fate. It is difficult to say no to what appears to be a natural phenomenon. Politically and in terms of freedom of expression, no is the most important word of all. “Yesh gevul – there is a limit”, has for several years been the cry of Israelis who do not want to serve in the occupied territories. 

The word no encompasses innumerable histories of personal and collective experience. It can express, and at the same time create, the delight of a two-year-old. But people die without ever having found it. 

Millions die because they failed to find the word no in time. And millions may have saved themselves for a while because they never said no. They may have said it their minds, but not by mouth. Some dare to whisper it, but not to say it aloud. “We do not know who are “ears”, informers,” can still be heard among the Maya Indians in the highlands of Guatemala. Despite the peace process, there are still those who do not dare to mention the crimes of the Guatemalan army during the long epoch of violence. Then,  they were saved from starvation by maize. Because the descendants of the Maya believe that the Maya people were created from the juice of the yellow maize, maize is more than food for them. It is genesis, belonging and memory. Such food makes many things possible.

I heard about a man who was walking to his field in a place called Dolores in Petén in Guatemala, carrying tortillas for lunch. Some soldiers from the army appeared and accused him of taking tortillas to the guerrillas. And they killed him for that reason.

“Write about hunger and the freedom of expression, about hunger that threatens the freedom of expression,” said the poet on the phone. Have I seen hunger? I have not seen the last phase of hunger,  the human body  reduced to a skeleton. What I have seen is chronic malnutrition, time and time again, in villages and refugee camps. Dare I think of the consequences? Very occasionally, I dare to just a little. I am not afraid of the rage of the despot. I am afraid of grief. For what might happen to us, including the trees, rivers and animals, which we cannot live without, when half of mankind is either hungry or traumatised by violence? Many succumb in silence. But not all succumb in silence. We cannot assume that traumatised people who do not succumb unnoticed will worry about trying to preserve a minimum of decency in civil society – when we, who are not collectively traumatised, preserve no decency at all.

I usually avoid exercising the freedom to know, think, say and write about the most terrible things I have seen for instance in Rwanda. I can barely admit to having seen it. But I have accepted the poet’s request.

Children’s stomachs bulge. Their eyes are losing the power of sight; they are losing the strength to see. Everything else, everything outside is vanishing before these eyes. Child upon child is becoming one with famine. I do not know what is happening “behind”. I am only a witness, and can only just bear being one.  That is why, for a long time, I keep it outside myself, inside myself. I talk to myself even when I am writing. I publish it, and express myself.

I have probably passed by hungry people in town after town, village after village without thinking that what I saw was hunger. There is always so much more than hunger. People are complex beings right up to their death. On three occasions I have been unable to avoid thinking that what I was seeing was actually hunger. On these three occasions I had no access to anything I could give. I had no donor role into which I could escape. There was no food in the vicinity of the forgotten refugee camp in Rwanda, the minority village in Bangladesh or the tribal villages in the forests in India.

The Rwandan terror of 1994 did not just happen like a hurricane. Despotism, propaganda, shortage of land, the hopelessness of HIV and general malnutrition attained a critical mass and developed into genocide. I saw hunger there as early as 1992, in camps for internal refugees in Rwanda. The people who danced for me then could hardly think long and complex thoughts. Nor could I. I kept myself going by taking photographs, they by dancing. The camp supervisors had given them a potato each so they could dance for the guest, a witness who had no food with her. Thus we fed on each other. The hunger was bigger than them, the shame bigger than me. Don’t pretend there is such a thing as a global village.

I did not tell them that I could see they were hungry. They were living in hunger and there was nothing else they could be. Should I, who had no potatoes, yams, manioc or brown beans to give them, presume to touch their lack by giving it a name? I do not know whether it was best for them that I kept silent. Perhaps the name hunger would have benefited them as a sign that I had seen something I could take with me out into the world.

But I was afraid of triggering rage. I, a white person. I, in the aftermath of Belgian colonial power. I, a contemporary of all kinds of ruling powers.

There are zones in the desert, mountains and forests that are devoid of rebellious and other public utterances, where freedom has no advocates. Nor does food. But poor people talk to each other. The hungry who are still not too ill or burnt up with hunger, talk intimately. From the forest, the mountain and the desert, they do not speak to the rulers. They may not even know what a ruler is, nor do they speak the same language as the rulers.

But they know what it is to speak on behalf of tradition, in confidence and from pain. This is not expressing opinions. It is almost synonymous with breathing. They have been edited away, and live on the margin of all economic cycles. There, they are still living, despite the colossal editing of the powers that be to remove anything defective. They are the typing errors.

But they are depositaries of knowledge. They have a completely different kind of knowledge that dies with them, unheard. They sing occasionally. I have heard them. On these occasions I have been close to a miracle. Because they sing, I always want to return to them. Because I have nothing to give, I do not know if I can. 

They do not need what I could have given. They need only themselves, the natural resources from which to get their food and the freedom to say their word.

In the slum in Kigali in 1992 I ate the same as my adopted Rwandan family. One morning a neighbour girl came to the step in front of the house where I was staying. She had bought a sweet, sticky cake at the wayside store, and told me to eat it as I must be hungry. She must have been hungry herself, but thought I must be even hungrier since I came from the white peoples’ country and was used to eating more than she was. In Rwanda even the white people’s dogs ate pâté. People knew that in the slum where I was living. They had heard about it – imported from Belgium, they said.

In June 1994, seeing I had a notebook, an old woman in the food queue for Rwandan refugees in Tanzania insisted on telling me something. Translated from Kinyarwanda via French and Norwegian and now into English, she said, “ I crawled through a trap door, I crawled with water up to my neck. What can I do without hope? Now I hope only for your pity. I once had children who studied, just like you. Now they are all dead. If I am smiling anyway, it is because I know that death is inevitable. But I have cried. I have no other clothes than these. Now I am worth nothing. You speak to me. You cannot give me food. But it is good that you write. You must write and write that we are in the process of being exterminated.”

The jumps in the woman’s consciousness and the last sentence not least, are worth an essay of their own. This woman believed with elementary energy in the written word. She asked me neither for food, nor clothes, nor to save her, just to write what I heard and saw.

Naomi too, dying from AIDS, lay down and told me “everything”, while I sat there pencilling my notes. Some people in Norway must know Rwanda, thought Naomi – Rwanda that so many said was doomed as early as 1992. Rwanda must not be alone, left to the Belgians, said Naomi. Was she hungry when she said that? She was ill, and slightly less hungry than the majority of Rwandans. She must have felt that the written word is indestructible. And this idea probably comes from the Bible.

Naomi slept with her Bible beside her. For her, the Bible was the source of light illuminating all books. The fact that there are important books, even books to live from, can strengthen the belief in expressing oneself, even in those who cannot write themselves, however much they have to eat. But these books can also be used to suppress the diversity of expression. Some think that one book is enough. All other books are noise compared with the peace of the one, or impurities compared with the purity of the one book.

Neither the old woman in the food queue nor Naomi refrained from speaking because of near starvation. Both were living on the brink of the bearable, they had probably never lived anywhere else, and both believed in study and writing. Our faith is hollow in comparison with theirs. We do not suffer from scarcity of anything, neither utterances nor food. Instead, we are exposed to, and participants in, an invasion of everything and anything, all the time, important or unimportant, all mixed up with no sense of proportion or priority.

It can be said that we are the people who lack scarcity. The loss of scarcity has an unknown connection with the loss of meaning. What can freedom of expression mean when we can say anything, and have had everything for a long time?

Our freedom of expression is threatened by an invasion of irrelevant expression. Perhaps it is also threatened by the fact that our bond with the world has loosened. Hunger is a reminder of a world we are part of at all levels of responsibility and decency, a reminder of a bond. For hunger and food are elementary shared experiences.

Hunger threatens the freedom of expression whenever it threatens the hope that speaking out, in particular critically and rebelliously, can make a difference. However, before any critical and rebellious utterances can be made, we have to be capable of utterance. The body must be able to become words. The nerve pathways must be open, not cut or anaesthetised. Hunger, not to speak of impoverishment, creates enclaves of powerlessness and silence in the world. Rage and wisdom lie encapsulated in these zones without food and expression. Where food is short, many resort to drink. When the spirits take hold of their bodies, they forget that their hunger is greater. And hit out when they forget, or when they remember that, and perhaps what, they have forgotten. Then they drink more, to forget both the hunger and the violence. People forget their own lives. Which is another reason why exploiters from different places and with different agendas can act as heedlessly as they do, not least in areas belonging to aboriginal peoples.

Today’s hungry have often been exploited for generations. Then the new world order issues its marching orders. And the poor are made even poorer. What can they say, and with what knowledge, about being of value as human beings? Degradation and being made superfluous are probably the worst aspects of constant poverty.

The threat is a spiral and has unknown origins. What is threatening what? “Hunger threatens the freedom of expression,” as the poet suggested on the phone. But the unbearable lightness of being at the centre of economic power is also a threat. We are all threatened by the lack of a sense of proportion. We are threatened by lack of experience and bonds with the world. The hungry are threatened by our lack. It is not only old-fashioned despots who refuse to listen to the complaints of those “down there”. Freedom of expression, on the other hand, protects the hungry. Wherever people are allowed to say the word hunger, the hunger is tamed, not the hungry. There, the worst hunger, starvation, is discovered in time. And reporters can report without risking death. Anyone who wants to do away with hunger must allow people to speak. That is how India has avoided collective starvation in recent decades. Because somebody cried hunger in time! Speaking the word hunger has probably been forbidden in North Korea for a long time, as is any plea for food.

Nonetheless, there are many who are hungry on the Indian sub-continent. They drag themselves ingeniously through their present incarnation, while the bureaucrats have far different priorities than food for the poor. Food is so silent. Nobody achieves glory in the eye of television by quietly sharing food with decency. Hunger, which may be a threat to the freedom of expression, could, if the word were pronounced in true and creative ways, have reminded us of what, in the final instance, is necessary. It is not much. But it is food.

It cannot possibly be necessary to develop the capability to destroy all life a dozen times over for the sake of one’s self image, one’s image of god and one’s image of the enemy. But it is necessary to allow the smallest child to live and speak.

If everyone could speak without fear of reprisal, the hungry would not be the first to speak. The hungry would not have discovered that what had previously been forbidden was suddenly allowed. They are to a large degree illiterate, living outside the flow of information. They have no reason to believe that anyone is waiting to listen to them - from inside their cut-off enclave. They do not believe that they are of the same proportions as the wielders of power. Instead, they believe themselves to be much smaller. Their lack of belief in the right to speak out is another threat to the freedom of expression, in addition to hunger. For the present, therefore, there is a colossal reservoir of experience outside the common language. So far hardly anyone has spoken, not to speak of written, to us from the zone of collective hunger.

Is freedom of expression threatened because of this? At all events, the diversity of expression is diminished. Libraries contain books about the hunger of poets and the confused wandering of anorectics along the limits of the body. But many of the Maya people in the highlands of Guatemala still dare not speak overtly. If they dare to do so, it is to remember the dead, their foremothers and forefathers, those who are not dead but live in a different way. The Adivasis of the forest belts of Central Africa and India are even more silent. And minority groups, such as the Hindus in villages of Muslim Bangladesh, though they still have their oral and musical traditions. The question is when songs and poetry too will be assimilated into the critical mass of lack and become silent. At what point do the hungry stop singing for their gods and foremothers? That kind of singing is never associated with shame. Failing to sing like that, even because of exhaustion, may on the other hand be associated with shame. And shame is associated with silence.

The word no is far too dangerous for the outcasts.

In a village in Bangladesh, in the middle of the forest, beyond the potters, far off the beaten track, with three ponds and the odd carp, I found the Shilpis – artists and craftsmen according to the Hindu caste system. At the same time I saw hunger. Not hunger devoid of all else, not sheer, naked hunger, but hunger with something else. The something else included: tulsi-seed necklaces, a few baskets, some few fishing lines. Every object seemed bigger and weightier than elsewhere. I can still see the necklaces on the old men and the deadened eyes of the children. They were not just hungry. They must have thought that there was nobody to help them – anywhere. Their chronic lack was not just a result of a disturbed cycle of drought and flooding. These Shilpis have lived, and still live, on the fringe, farthest off the beaten track, as Hindus in a country trying hard to become more and more Muslim. Persecution lurks, for it has been there before. In these parts, people know that life does not come with a guarantee. They say less because they are hungry. They also say less because they are outsiders who think they have to make themselves invisible. They do not ask for anything because in order to exist they are, and have to be, a people that barely exists. Perhaps they say less because they are perpetuating an old understanding of caste and karma. 

“If you are Shilpi, then surely you can sing,” I hinted broadly. The face before me broke into a smile. Shortly afterwards, we were all sitting by the carp pond, and they were singing for Krishna. There was not a rebellious or protesting syllable to be heard. They were singing for their god in the forest, not the songs of the government, but their own. They transcended their hunger and sang, without reward – neither potatoes nor rice. They lacked almost everything, but had kept the drums and the harmonium; as if they were remembering the words of Krishna in Bhagavadgita about doing their deeds without thought of the fruit they would bear.

They lacked drinking water – for it was the dry season. They drank from the water they bathed in, which was also the water they fished in. They offered me nothing but their singing. In those parts, that is unusual and can only mean they had nothing to offer me.

The composite hunger, which may also include lack of water, and is often the hunger of the persecuted, the redundant and unwanted, does not stop all utterance. The Hindus in the backwoods of western Bangladesh had not forgotten their history. It was as if they were encapsulating themselves in the devotional songs from India, the beloved country they had to remember in order to live. There they dwelt, unspoilt. What they expressed had nothing to do with demands for food or change. It was about memories and devotion.

Did they fail to exercise their freedom of expression? Was it dangerous or not dangerous to do what they did? They spoke as a religious minority, not a pressure group. They did not say no, and they did not say they wanted anything. But they did not keep silent about everything. I believe they gave me the most precious thing they had. They shared everything they owned with their guest, not what they lacked. What exactly does it mean to exercise the freedom of expression? It is not only protest, but also enthusiasm, not only rage, but also devotion.

And I, the writing witness, do not mention the name of the village. I know the name that I do not mention. I am not protecting my own private secret. It is because I must not expose them to evil. I do not know who are “ears”, and I do not know how long these Shilpis will be able to continue to sing unpunished for Krishna in the forests of the land of the Muslims.

I have seen even starker hunger than this. The starkest hunger I have witnessed was among the tribals in the forests of India. The most hopeless say nothing. These tribals have lived for generations as gatherers in the forest, living off roots and leaves. Then the trees were felled. The forest has owners with a different knowledge of bureaucracy and the official language than that of these tribal forest-dwellers. Groups of tribals are in the process of dying out. How can they live when others are helping themselves to the fruits of the trees, leaving them without anything, how are they supposed to live without the trees? They eat only rice and salt, leaving the rice in water to ferment. They get the salt by bartering in distant markets. They walk bare-foot over long distances to get salt. I have never seen such drastic poverty where there is no war. These people have probably ceased to expect anything. Their self-respect and joy was linked to the forest that is disappearing. Legends and songs belong to the forest that is disappearing. Why should they say anything when the forest is disappearing? Perhaps it is only the trees that have heard them through the years. Their grief is total.

They have never belonged to the Hindu hierarchy and they do not belong to the money economy. Where are they to go? They will die out if the forests are not conserved – not just as a reserve for wild animals, but as an ecological tapestry of plants, animals and people. Is it hunger that makes them give up? I think it is the disappearance of their god, i.e. the trees. The very basis of a way of life is being eliminated bit by bit, and the Adivasis do not have a reservoir of other possible ways of life to resort to. Some people are bound to the forest in all respects, both as a religious universe and a life-giving resource

Other tribals have drums and song. The drum must have saved many from the exhaustion of expression, indeed of existence itself. “We are Rwandans as long as we have beer,” some Rwandan men told me in 1992. We could say that many tribals are themselves as long as they have their drums.

The sound of the drum is not an unequivocal expression of protest. But the sheer fact of making noise can be a protest. Freedom of expression must be the freedom to enter upon their own composite, old, experimental and maybe curious ways of expression, and not a ready-made programme.

I could hardly bear to see the forest, the remains of the forest, disappearing from the tribals in India, and I can hardly bear to write about it. What is it that threatens me? What threatens me is grief. And if keeping my senses open threatens me , how much more must it threaten those compelled to live in the forest which has become impossible to live from, and who have a collective image of themselves as a community that preserves and is preserved by the forest? They have no other self-image to replace this one. The tree is god. And god is being removed. They are preservers who can no longer preserve. They thus become unwilling traitors. What can be worse than being forced to become a traitor? They are not doing what their foremothers and forefathers commanded them to do. They lose all context, that of their god, their foremothers and their food, when someone chops down the trees. This is not only hunger; it is extinction. They need somebody not so completely stripped of everything to say no for them. But nobody else lives where these tribes live. It is a long way to any public sphere. Those who penetrate the forests do so to exploit. Anyone with money in mind would say that tribals like these are obsolete, redundant, that their time has run out.

The truth is that those who are destroying the forests are helping to finish us all off. We can only live as long as the forests are our lungs.

I keep returning to the Norwegian condition from places where scarcity and precarious shortage are part of the fabric of daily experience, the immediate memory and the reservoir of opportunity. Only by writing is it possible to live here. Here, where there is freedom of expression, but no enthusiasm. 

I no longer find it possible to become one with the Norwegian condition. It is too distant. From hunger? From hunger, singing, experience, bonds with the world. The written word and the darkroom enable me to stay here with a different perspective, like an extended network of nerves. I navigate the abundance using my knowledge of something else. Nobody can have virtual knowledge of hunger.

If the poet were to phone again, I might well have exclaimed that abundance and market-driven idiocy is a greater threat to the freedom of expression than hunger. This market-driven idiocy threatens the life potential of the hungry and their feeling of worth. This idiocy may not have reached the forests in Orissa, but it has reached the desert in Rajasthan, and the slums of Calcutta. I do not know how to interpret the repeated experience of presence that I have in the collective space where scarcity reigns. I seldom have such non-private experiences in the West. Something has been lost here, but not there. What connection can this have with scarcity? It could also be connected to crafts. People still use their hands there. Those who use their hands, use their eyes. They make something - the fruit of their hands. This means the body is present. People are present in their eyes. They relate. They may well be ignorant of the freedom of expression, and may lack it, but they are still able to delight in spontaneous utterances. I imagine that many kinds of spoken protests are unwanted, not to say forbidden, in Bangladesh. But in unexceptional teashops along the wayside I, a guest from the unknown land, was asked to recite poetry in Norwegian. They understood nothing of what I was saying, but delighted in the unknown sounds. “Whether we can read or not, we love our poets,” one Bangladeshi told me. 

It is not easy to understand how anyone coming to us from a place with a different, more oral and fertile love of expression can bear to live here. What kind of public condition is this? What do we have here in addition to food and the freedom of expression? We lack the knowledge that the world means something. The gravity that corresponds to the factual nature of the danger is lacking.

Silence and reflection are threatened, as are the vital bonds. There is a constant risk of massive destruction. This risk is concrete. We are living in a great number of contemporary and composite danger zones. Along Norway’s borders, the sea and the land are full of radioactive material and nuclear warheads. Those who watch over the machinery of death on the Russian side of the border are said to be hungry. They may become consumed by rage, for there has been food there before and there is food nearby. They may go amok and abandon their computer screens. They may become confused, no longer capable of concentrating on reading signs of radioactive emission. They may drown all hunger, pain and knowledge in vodka and amphetamines, and no longer notice that there is plutonium where there should be no plutonium. Plutonium that should never, never have been with us, touched by us. It may suddenly become too late for any utterance apart from alarm word, and too late even for the alarm word.

I am still looking for a perspective from which to think of hunger as a consequence and a danger. No intellectual challenge could be more complex and political than this. Hunger as a public issue is threatened. It takes time to think of hunger. Unexpectedly, I was challenged to think of hunger in a book. A book is one of the slowest things we have. But the theme of hunger is threatened in a public world that constantly rejects the slow, the complex and the silent. Hunger is by definition one of the most silent dangers we have. Radioactivity is another silent danger. The fact that the hungry fail to speak out about their hunger is due to hunger, self-contempt or speechlessness or despots. The fact that we who do not know hunger - neither its self-contempt nor its speechlessness - and know no other despot than the tyranny of entertainment, and cannot speak about the hunger of the millions is a danger; to the hungry, but also to ourselves. Decency is succumbing. In this respect hunger is in danger of being silenced, also by us.

Public attention is in short supply.  Hunger does not often get public attention. It is only when we see a hungry child with an appealing face that this child’s hunger can become an issue. We need to feel. We also need to feel something other than ourselves. We, the children of affluence adopt, emotionally, the destiny of one hungry child, since we possess everything except meaning. Almost perversely, we are able to derive meaning from one individual life on the brink. 

In this present historical epoch hunger is there, not here. It is seldom the white people who go hungry. In the Balkans some of the people that are hungry are every bit as white as us. But it is the war that is the issue in the Balkans. It is not wrong to make war the prime issue. War and the preparations for war probably pose the greatest threat to the hungry of the world. War is the most perverse way of using human inventiveness.

Abundance and its public idiocy is a threat. We are exposed to a back-to-front perspective, where the unimportant is presented as important, while what is important remains unheard on the fringe. Many people say that anything different or alien does not concern them. And as long as they have everything, it is unnecessary to speak out. Politicians do not dare to take cheap petrol from their citizens, because the citizens could use their freedom of expression to demand cheap petrol now and for evermore, and vote for the party that promises and keeps its promise of cheap petrol. In a complex way the demand for cheap petrol is a threat to our common freedom of expression.

The Arctic ice is in danger. Nevertheless, the oil companies keep exploring for oil for cheap petrol, also in the Arctic. Thus more and more of the ice melts, even though small islands in the Pacific and riverscapes like Bangladesh may be drowned when the oceans rise. I write “drowned”, I mean drowned forever. Perhaps this great death by drowning will not involve hunger, since people will just die. It will be a loss for all of us. It will, of course, be yet more proof that we have lost our common decency. But it will also be a loss in terms of the diversity of expression.

One day on a sand island in Brahmaputra, an island that may be drowned during the next monsoon, I met some weaver women who a few years earlier had been driven by hunger to settle on this island, whose name means Unprotected Child. They, Muslims, sang for me of the god who would have to come and sew their tattered coat together again.

I am on the side of song forever.

So it is written. Millions of individual lives succumb to that form of forgetfulness or strategy that entails the wrong distribution of food, with attention focused on everything else, which is seldom important. Food becomes bodies, which cultivate food, which becomes more bodies. Food is a fundamental word. The threat to the freedom of expression may come from too much or too little of it, from entertainment’s regime and the despot’s order to create confusion as regards any needs. In their day, the Romanian and the North Korean despots were comrades. In his last throes, in the eighties, the Romanian despot implemented strange strategies of confusion in reply to hunger and other needs. Seldom can the actual freedom to experience and interpret hunger as hunger, thirst as thirst and cold as cold have been so collectively and methodically confused as in Romania during the last years of the Ceaucescus.

If the hungry child is consistently offered, or even ordered, rest or something else when it is hungry, the hunger impulse will gradually lose the ability to recognise itself for what is it. A mother may be gripped by a fixed idea of a new type of invention or perfection: a child that has never existed before, a child to whom she can give what she herself wants, not what the child asks for. After a while the child is no longer able to interpret the messages of its body, the child is not able to “read” itself. We do not know how North Korea’s dictator is currently confusing the hunger of his subjects or how they interpret their hunger. Perhaps the North Koreans believe they are sacrificing themselves for Korea. That they are giving their lives to this cause. Perhaps what they are doing is not mentioned at all. Perhaps they are forbidden, even in their intimate sphere, to call hunger hunger, and they know that they may be reported for any use of this word.

Elena and Nicolae Ceaucescu ordered the Romanians to become new people. The Romanians were to recreate themselves through a colossal sacrifice. The despot’s ambition was to create a new person, without precedence or parallel. The new Romanian was characterised by the absence of need - no hunger, no thirst, no cold. This person was to live from himself. Food was exported from this fertile country, while the Romanians went hungry if they did not have a country garden - not in the starvation sense, but chronically. During the harsh Balkan winter they slept fully clothed, for no house was allowed an indoor temperature of more than 8 degrees Celsius.

A metaphysical pedagogy was implemented. Western democracies did not fail to support the clinically crazy speeches and practice, and honoured the dictator couple with university degrees. What are people to do when what should not be is, and when it is dangerous to say that they are still old, not new? To say anything rebellious against the government in Romania was regarded as treason.

“Speak you too. Say your word”, wrote Paul Celan, the writer who was not only Jewish, not only German-speaking and living in Paris, but also Romanian. The Romanians did not say hunger. They said less and less in the public arena. But the writers developed new codes and the Romanian condition generated poetry. The Romanian poetry of the eighties was unusual, and surrealistic, fruitful.

The Romanian hunger was probably not fatal physiologically. But food became an obsession, leaving enduring traces. Why did the Ceaucescus require people to starve? They must have needed to be despotic. They needed export income, they needed people who were occupied with their own survival project to the point of exhaustion, a whole people that looked inwards, not outwards. The megalomaniac couple, supported by other countries, wanted a Romanian achievement and failed to see the difference between a country and a manuscript. They wanted to rewrite the people starting with a blank page. In this way, hundreds of thousands were written into a condition of confusion and the violation did not disappear with the death of the Ceaucescus. Confusion is stored in the nerves and stays there for a long time.

The Romanian hunger had the distinction of being ludicrous. Anyone holding on to reason, for example by writing, was obsessed with this ludicrousness. In Romania hunger can never be the same again. It bears the Ceaucescu stamp.

No hunger is just hunger. It is often part of a political agenda that may be visible or invisible, local or global. Its perpetrators are somewhere else, not where the hunger is. Moreover, they look down on hunger. Nearly all hunger is theft at the same time. Some despise, others are despised. And those who are despised, despise themselves because they lack and are incapable of anything else. If they do not speak, it is because they do not know that they can and that someone will listen.

There is a lot more than this to be said in the name of food, which may be the very first name.

