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Abstract

In this thesis it is arqued that famine is a concatenation
process caused by a severe shock to the economy which in
turn leads to a series of socio-economic adjustments by the
affected population. 1If the economic shock is sufficiently
prolonged, then fallback strategies fail for vulnerable
sections of the population. Unless the state intervenes to

prevent mass migration and mass starvation, famine ensues.

It is shown that in northern Ethiopia, severe shocks to the
economy, 1in the form of rain failures, pest attacks and
warfare have frequently disrupted agricultural production,

often leading to famine in an economy and society
overwhelmingly dependent upon agriculture for subsistence.
The failure of Ethiopian society to adapt sufficiently to
changing agricultural production conditions is explained
historically. Excesé extraction of surplus from the
peasantry was undertaken by a ruling class which largely
failed to reinvest its wealth in agriculture and industry,

and these conditions still generally hold true under the

present regime.

The famine of 1983-85 is analysed in terms of a general
socio-economic model of famine. It is shown that crop
failures were severe and prolonged, leading to exceptional

inflation of grain prices and erosion of fallback



strategies of highland peasants. These strategies included
livestock sales, wage labour, trading, access to credit,

consumption of famine foods, and migration out of the

famine zone.

The failure of the Ethiopian state to respond sufficiently
to the famine reflected its prioritisation of other aims,
which included warfare and agricultural collectivisation.
Western governments were in turn unwilling to provide
relief aid to a hostile regime. The result was a lack of
substantive action by international relief agencies, many
of whose staff sought to avoid responsibility for providing
sufficient famine relief. Television exposure of the
famine eventually forced an expansion of the international

relief effort.
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Preface: Background to the Thesis

Data Collection and Methodology

This thesis was begun in September 1983 and completed in
September 1988. It was carried out on a part-time basis, and had
to be built around other research and consultancy commitments.
Fortunately, these frequently provided opportunities for the

development of the thesis.

I first became interested in the process of the development of
famine i1n Ethiopia through my involvement in an ODA-funded
research project (1983-84) on famine indicators in Ethiopia and
Bangladesh. 1In many ways, the project approach was
unsatisfactory, as it presumed that sufficient information would
be available from official sources which would provide early
warning for risk of famine to be assessed in a systematic
fashion. 1In Ethiopia, basic data on the situation in the rural
hinterland of the northern highlands - the traditionally most
famine-prone region, were almost non-existent. At the same time,
disturbing reports of famine were arising from the rebel
administrations in this region, and from occasional Western
visitors. I was keen therefore to get more information on actual

peasant experience of the famine process as it developed.

Unfortunately, I was consistently denied access to rural areas of
the north under government control where famine victims could be

found. I had to content myself with documentary evidence such as



reports of crop-conditions and grain prices in parts of the
provinces of Gonder and Wollo, supplemented by sparse

documentation of conditions in the rebel-held areas of Tigray and

Eritrea. Nevertheless, by the end of 1983 I had become convinced
that famine conditions in the north were widespread, and that the
trickle of displaced victims of this process was about to become
a flood. Accordingly, I wrote up the available evidence (Cutler
1984), thinking that this might add documentary weight to the
urgent calls for international assistance on both sides to

contain the famine.

The research so far was, however, heavily based on macro
information. I was reduced to speculating about such phenomena
as the nature and extent of grain price 1inflation in the centre
of the famine zone:; and the range of survival strategies that the
peasantry could adopt. In my first article I had suggested that
it would be possible to construct maps of grain prices which
would help locate more precisely the zZones where crop failures
were at their worst, and I wanted to show that this could be
done. I had also sugéested a range of strategies the peasantry

might adopt in order to survive, but hard evidence was required.

According to my predictions, famine victims would descend onto
market towns and into established camps during 1984. I rather
callously hoped that this would give me an opportunity to
interview some of them, 1n Sﬁdan if not in Ethiopia. My chance
came 1n December 1984, when I was able to append an unofficial

trip to Kassala in eastern Sudan onto a consultancy visit., I



managed to interview 100 famine refugees, with the capable
assistance of a colleaque, Jeremy Shoham. The results of this
work, with the "macro" evidence collected previously, provide the

core case study of the 1984-85 famine developed in the thesis,

presented 1in chapters six to eight.

Other consulting trips to Ethiopia brought me into contact with
the institutions apparently responsible for alleviating the
famine. At two critical periods in the calendar of failure of
these institutions to respond effectively - in March/April 1984
and in Augqust/September of the same year - I was able to witness
firsthand the ways in which evidence was ignored or manipulated
to suit the purposes 0of decision-makers in the international aid
agencies. I interviewed over 100 officials and voluntary agency
staff, both formally and informally, in order to broaden my
understanding of issues of response. I was a participant
observer - lobbying enthusiastically, although largely
ineffectually, for famine relief efforts to be radically
enlarged. I also became 1involved in a review of the national
early warning system, and organised a workshop bringing together
providers and recipients of the information (held in September
1984 and sponsored by UNICEF), which enabled me to focus on some

of the key issues and areas 0of disagreement between the agencies

and the RRC.

The latter experience convinced me of the necessity of

understanding why the great institutions of humanitarian relief



were unable or unwilling to do what I supposed they were mandated
to do - that is to take timely and efficient action to prevent,
or at least substantially to mitigate, disasters such as famines,
In order to document the avoidance of institutional
responsibility, I have drawn upon both published and unpublished
sources (some obtained through my work with international
organisations and therefore not always able to be attributed) as
well as interviews with officials. I was also fortunate to have
been able to meet Bernard Schaffer before his death, and became
influenced by his ideas, which I found to have great explanatory
power in terms of the apparent failure of response by the
humanitarian organisations. The synthesis of his work and my own
ideas is discussed in chapter one, and the evidence presented in

chapter nine.

I managed to view the belated, but massive relief operation of
1985 in June of that year, while again on a UNICEF-sponsored
visit to Ethiopia és part of the continuing review of the early
warning system. The way in which the relief operation was
conducted brought out yet more questions which required at least
partial answers, this time regarding resource allocation by the
various actors. This is easily the subject for another thesis,
bﬁt I have tried to address some of the major issues in chapter
10. These particularly concern the ways in which the controllers
of famine relief resources (food, shelter and transport) direct
them to suit their political objectives - such as to encourage
resettlement (the government of Ethiopia); or to avoid economic

development (the Western donors).



Finally, I realised that a bald account of the famine, without
historical and geographical background was unsatisfactory. I
spent the latter part of my time on the thesis in developing this
background material, which draws from many sources. Again, I was
able through a consultancy to gain access to the FAO databases 1in
1986. I was also able to tap into some of the unpublished
accounts emerging from the experience of the 1970s and early

1980s. This information is presented in chapters two to five.

Structure of the Thesis

The structure of the thesis may be summarised as follows. The
first chapter reviews the important literature, and establishes
the theoretical framework proposed to account for the development
of famine. Chapter 2 introduces the political economy of
Ethiopia, setting the scene for what follows. Chapter 3
considers the history of famine 1in the country, revealing common
themes of frequent crop production failure through rain failures,
pest attacks and warfare, together with documentary evidence for
peasant response to these events. Chapters 4 and 5 develop an
explanation of vulnerability to famine in Ethiopia, which is
rooted historically in the excessive extraction of surplus from
the peasantry and the lack of reinvestment in the forces of
production. This process has led directly to a dangerous degree
of environmental degradation, with a concommitant increase 1in

production failures.

Chapters 6-8 present the case study of regional crop failures and
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the responses to these as expressed through grain price inflation
(chapter 7) and peasant survival strategies through asset sales,
labour migration, trading etc. (chapter 8). Evidence for the
failure of institutional response is presented and discussed 1in
chapter 9, while the progress and strategies of the relief effort
are considered in chapter 10. Finally, chapter 1l summarises the

major arguments and evidence by way of a conclusion.

FAD and Entitlements

It is perhaps necessary, given the recent debates in the
literature, to make my position on food availability decline
(FAD) and entitlements (as developed by Professor Sen) quite
clear. I consider FAD versus entitlements as a false dichotomy.
At a high level of aggregation (eg national or even
international) one can usually argue that there is not FAD. Data
presented in chapter 5 of this thesis, showing food availability
at national level, appear to support the FAD thesis, although 1it
is important to note that food production data have been until
very recently highly suspect, subject to unscientific collection

methods.

- However, at a regional level, the situation 1is very different,

with very severe absolute declines in food production per caput
ﬁaying occurred repeatedly in famine years. Again, data are
presented in chapter 5 to make this clear for our case study. It
1s argued that a severe shock to the economy causing agricultural

production failures always precipitates the famine process in



Ethiopia, both through reducing food production available for
subsistence, and through its effects in reducing the marketed
surplus, leading to rapid inflation of grain prices. This in
turn triggers a collapse of effective demand, causing distress
sales of assets and competition among impoverished farmers for
scarce agricultural employment and other income-earning
opportunities, such as trading. These strategies fail to arrest
the slump in effective demand, especially as the markets for

saleable assets such as livestock and labour become glutted and

their prices fall.

In Ethiopia, regional FAD is further aggravated by controls on
inter-regional trade, meaning that food supplies cannot easily be
brought into the affected regions, where purchasing power still
exists. However, these controls are an aggravating factor,

rather than a fundamental cause of famine.

fhe FAD versus entitlements dichotomy 1s not only shown to be
unhelpful in explaining the famine of 1983-85, but also the Wollo
famine of 1972-73, which has been examined by Sen himself. There
were undoubtedly severe sub-regional production failures,
affecting the overall Wollo "food balance sheet". Sen agrees
that this occurred, but notes that food exports from the region
continued. He makes much of the fact that the grain market in
the regional capital of Dessie in southern Wollo did not record
inflation but neglects to mention that there was a doubling of
graln prices 1n the rural hinterland - a fact which is recorded

in the available literature. Sen pays no attention to




alternative income sources of the peasantry, preferring to
believe that crop failure destroyed their direct entitlements to
food and left them with no other options. 1In fact, he makes a

strong case for FAD at the sub-regional level, although not in a

wider context.

A sufficiency of food at a high level of aggregation is
irrelevant to peasants who have no access to it, and Sen makes
this case very well. Unfortunately, the question of how and why
people lose their "entitlements" to food (especially in Ethiopia)
is insufficiently addressed by entitlement analysis. When Sen
suggests that famine happens when entitlements disappear, it begs
the question as to why they disappear. It is a key contention 1n
this thesis that an abnormal shock to the economy, causing FAD,
is essential to the process of famine development, as it destroys
"entitlements" in various ways. Whether or not FAD may be
measured at national (or even regional) level 1s irrelevant to
the argument. Researchers will be hard-pressed to discover a
famine, in Ethiopia or elsewhere, which was not triggered by a
shock to the system of food production and distribution, whatever

its eventual effect on the ex post national food balance sheet.
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Chapter 1: Theories of Famine

l1.1. Introduction

This thesis investigates the process of development of the

1983-85 famine in northern Ethiopia, taking into account

'its historical roots as well as proximate causes of

famine. It is argued that the famine was a concatenation
process triggered by a‘prolonged shock to the economy - a
series of rain failures - which persisted to such an
extent that the coping mechanisms of the affected
peasantry eventually broke down on a large scale. 1In the
absence of an adequate preventative measures by the State,
mass destitution and elevated mortality resulted. The
analysis is carried out according to a theoretical

framework elaborated in this chapter.

Famine is, as Seaman and Holt have observed, "both easily

"recognised and quite distinct from even the extremes of

poverty" (Seaman and ﬁolf 1980 p 284). It is an abnormal
breakdown in access to fbod which leads to mass starvation
among vulnerable groups or classes of people. Starvation
occurs when a person is unable to meet his or her minimum
nutritional requirements - even 1f eating some food - and
is forced to metabolise tissue to an extent where bodily
functions become impaired. _There areidiﬁferent

perspectives on the causes of breakdown in access to food,

and a general lack of'undergtanding of the processes

leading to famine'has in part contributed to the failure

-
e
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of the international relief and development establishment

to prevent famines developing on a large scale 1in modern

times.

A variety of situations are described in the literature as

"famines", "food crises" or "food emergencies", and
sometimes these ierms are used interchangeably. 1In order
to avoid confusion with terminology, it 1s worth making
the following distinctions. A food crisis or food
emergency is understood here to be an event necessitating

extraordinary measures by the authorities to prevent mass

starvation among vulnerable sections 0of the population.
The term "food crisis" also implies a degree of change, or
potential change, in society or government, so that
government action is necessary to maintain the status quo.
Famine conditions exist when elevated mortality would be
likely to result in the absence of government
intervention. Faﬁine implies that starvation-related
deaths are already occurring on a large scale. A fuller
definition which includes causal factors, is as follows:
Famine is an abnormal event, characterised by a breakdown
in social relations giving rise to epidemic starvation and
excess mortality. It 1is cauéed initially by a severe
disruption in normal economic aétivity, principally but
not exclusively brought about by the vagaries of climate,
which leads to expectations of future scarcities of food
among producers, traders and consumers. This in turn

leads to modes of social behaviour such as asset sales,
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hoarding, speculation and the erosion of traditional
social bonds,which themselves contribute to the
development of famine conditions. When famine conditions
have become fully established, so that large numbers of
vulnerable people have become stripped of their assets and

options and have begun to starve, there will be widespread

mortality in excess of normal levels unless the
authorities or other outside agencies intervene with
effective relief and rehabilitation aid. Excess mortality
is concentrated among certain classes, social groups and
household members who are particularly vulnerable socio-
economically or culturally. A corollary of this 1is the
profit which can be made from famine by other dominant
classes, social groups or households. This general
explanation of the processes leading to famine 1is

illustrated in figqure 1.1.

The general model described above implies several
necessary conditions, but only one sufficient condition.
Firstly, it is necessary that the shock to the economy
should take place, and in largely agro-pastoralist
economies such as Ethiopia, the shock usually has to be
very severe and prolonged to result in mass destitution,
for otherwise social adjustment mechanisms tend to absorb
its effects. Prolonged drought is normally the catalyst
for famine in Ethiopia, acting synergistically with pest
attacks and sometimes exacerbated by warfare. Secondly,

it is a necessary condition that the modes of social

24



behaviour described above take place, impoverishing the
majority and enriching the few, but again, a recovery of
the economy can take place and poor households can survive
intact, although stripped of many of their assets.
Finally, i1t is a sufficient condition that the State fails
to prevent the final stages of the famine process - mass
migration, mass starvation, elevated morbidity and
mortality, and social chaos. The reasons for the failure
of the State, and by extension the international
humanitarian organisations to relieve famine will shortly

be discussed, following an exposition of current and

historical theories of famine.

We shall begin by considering the classical theory that
absolute shortages of food in a given geographical area
cause famine, and show that apart from being quite rare
events, absolute shortages of food are neither necessary
nor sufficient conditions for the onset of famine. Later
we shall consider more recent approaches to famine
analysis, in particular the notion that the behaviour of
markets is a major factor in the development of famine.
At its most sophisticated, this argument has been -
elaborated by Sen (1981) into a new theory, known as the
entitlement approach. Sen, however, has his critics, and
their views shall also be considered. A general model of
famine behaviour will then be proposed, which describes

some of the major features of famine discussed in the

literature.
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While the general model describes famine behaviour common
to both rich and poor economies, in the former famine is
only likely to be encountered under wartime seige
conditions. It 1s widely recognised that famines today

occur only in parts of sub-saharan Africa, although famine

conditions can be encountered in some parts of South Asia
and Latin America. Therefore, some of the key features of
the political economy of famine aré brought out prior to
the analysis of famine vulnerability and famine behaviour
in Ethiopia. It is argued that the roots of the
vulnerability of the poor to a collapse in access to food
in famine-prone areas are historical and reflect the
excessive extraction of surplus product by the ruling
classes and (to a lesser extent) foreign investors. The
failure of these elites to reinvest sufficiently in
economic‘deve10pment, particularly in agriculture, has
compounded rural poverty, and has forced the peasantry to
degrade its own resource base, leading to a crisis of
agricultural production and social reproduction. While
these factors all contribute to increasing the
vulnerability of poor households to famine, the event
itself is ultimately the result of a failure of the State,
and by extension richer States allied to 1it, to make

' famine”control a priority.

l.2. Food Availability Decline as the Major Causal Factor

The "Food Availability Decline"™ (FAD) theory states that
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famines occur when droughts, floods or other natural
disasters cause crop failures, which in turn lead to a
critical reduction in food availability below subsistence

requirements for the affected population, causing mass

starvation.

The first proponent of the FAD theory was Thomas Malthus
(1766-1834). He stated that because food production grew
arithmetically while population grew geometrically
eventually human beings in any society would breed
themselves into starvation. "Natural checks® of war,
famine and disease would control their numbers, unless
they did so voluntarily. Malthus advocated abstinence, in
the absence of any gontraceptive techniques. The present-

g

day “developed countries® did not experience FAD through

population growth. Instead, they increasingly managed to
control disease, although not being so successful with
warfare. At the same time, the industrial revolution
increased the volume of economic activity, and increased

the overall demand for labour.

Nevertheless, the opening up of rich agricultural land in
the New World, and the development of agricultural science
and techniques of production did not lead to an
eradication of famine. The problem was rife in India
during the 19th century, while Ireland experienced a

famine in 1845-49 which led to the death or emigration of

about two-fifths of the population. The recent famines in
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Ethiopia (1973-74), the Sahel (1972-74), Bangladesh (1974-
75), and the famines in Africa of the early-mid 1980s,
have given new life to the Malthusian thesis, which has
been part of a general concern over the relationship
between man and his environment which has become popular
during the last two decades or so (e.g. Dumont 1974;

Timberlake 1985).

1.3. Other Explanations of Famine

The FAD thesis cannot escape criticism on both empirical
and theoretical grounds. Ireland exported food as well as
people during its years of famine; and Sen has shown that
the widespread Bengal famine of 1943 had apparently
occurred when per caput agricultural production was
greater than in previous years (Sen 198l). It was
recognised then, as it is now, that famine can be caused
through a failure in effective demand. The laissez-faire
policies 0f the British government had meant that food was
not sold in Ireland in sufficient quantities because there
was not enough demand for it. Prices were too high, and
the cash available to the poor too low. The law of supply

and demand proved to be a pitiless one.

Governments did not always allow market forces their head.
There was market intervention in Bengal in 1943, but this

was applied on an insufficient scale, being directed

mainly at urban workers in key industries at a late stage
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in the famine process. The death rate grew to an
estimated three million, while there were feeble attempts
at famine relief 1. These attempts were later to be
strongly criticised by the Famine Inquiry Commission, set
up to investigate the causes of the famine. This led to
recommendations for greater efficiency in distributing

famine relief.

Thus, as Seaman and Holt argque (op cit), there have been
until recently three distinct causes of famine identified
by writers on the subject: these being FAD; failures in
demand: and failures in intervention. These three causes
can be related to each other, for a féilure of food supply
raises food prices and bring about a failure of effective
demand, which necessitates intervention, which again fails
where there is insufficient attention paid to the affected
population (notably the rural poor) and there is a famine.
A famine is of course mass starvation, which according to
Malthus is unavoidable given the primary environmental

constraint which caused the FAD in the first place.

The above argument was roughly the state of the art of
accounting for famines in the late 1970s, when there was a
reappraisal. Beginning with Seaman and Holts® work let us
consider whether this reappraisal is producing new and

valuable insights into the causes of famine.
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l.4. Theories of Failures in Demand as a Cause of Famine

Seaman and Holt argue that an analytical framework for the

study of famine should be able to account for "a number of
(1ts) observed features". They assert that: firstly, the
FAD approach 1s not always applicable, for there can be
local famine in a good year, and no famine in a bad year.
Secondly, the incidence of famine may fluctuate in one
place over considerable lengths of time. For example, in
India under the British, famine was not a very common
problem before their arrival, became frequent, and then
disappeared again from 1903-1943 (Bhatia 1967). Thirdly,
famine can occur very quickly, there is not always a "slow
onset” of starvation as food supply gradually peters out.
They go on to argue that the major features of a famine
can be understood through the consideration of five main
subjects. These are: (i) the food market and its
behaviour under changing supply and demand conditions:
(ii) monetary incomes of consumers; (iii) the extent of
the population®s involvement in the market; (iv) the
potential for State involvement in the market:; and (v) the
potential for governmental intervention in times of food
crisis. Actually, Seaman and Holt note that these are not
particularly new insights as "many of the principles
involved in this discussion were clearly known to the

Chinese by 400 B.C." (ibid p 284).

Giving the experience of Bangladesh and Ethiopian famines
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as evidence, the authors conclude that famine is often
caused by abnormal fluctuations in grain prices following

"crop failure and other insults to the economy" (ibid p

295). Therefore, impoverished people heavily dependent

upon the market for food are more likely to suffer,
Furthermore, a slight FAD may cause a much larger decline
in the marketed surplus of food. Fluctuations in the
marketed surplus will cause speculation by traders
involved in its buying and selling; while as prices climb
producers may sell less surplus and speculate themselves,
leading to further artificial shortages. The rise in
price of such a basic wage good as food means that people
who do not grow their own food lose purchasing power over
it, while at the same time there will be an increase in
the number of households demanding food on the market.
Anyone who pays cash for food will find the real value of
his or her money falling very quickly. Extra food does
not £low into the region because the falling real value of
money incomes feduces effective demand. A situation 1like
that of the Irish famine develops, where market forces
operated against the interests of poor consumers and

brought about their deaths.

Spitz has shown that 1t is not merely consumers who can

suffer from declining food consumption as a result of the
market mechanism (Spitz 1980). Using a mathematical

model, he demonstrates that in the event of a drought

reducing the output of peasant farmers, the marketed
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surplus 1s affected disproportionately. The smaller the

- proportion of marketed surplus in relation to production,

the larger the proportional reduction in marketed surplus
in a bad year. For example, a farmer who produces 100
quintals of rice and sells 20 in a normal year will sell
only 10 quintals of rice in a bad year if he experiences a
10 per cent drop in production. In order to maintain his
subsistence supply, the surplus sales are halved. 1If
there 1s a substantial shortfall in production, (less than
20 quintals in this case), the marginal peasant will still
fail to meet his consumption needs and may be forced to
sell some of his assets to supplement his household’s food
requirements. Such "distress selling” of assets will
lower their market value, as other marginal peasants will
be selling at the same time. This is a very common
feature of agrarian crises in general, for example, Jodha
(1975) has noted that farm implements and animals wefe
selling at half to a quarter of their normal price during
the 1963-64 drought in Rajasthan. Therefore, droughts and
other natural disasters can accentuate inequalities
between classes 0f the peasantry; and should be considered
in the light of an entire socio-economic system rather
than as mere environmental constraints. Inequalitiés may
even feed-back through the state and affect the world
political economy - where countries reqguire food aid, but
only get it at a heavy political and economic price. This

happened, for example, when Bangladesh was forced to end
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its jute trade with Cuba as a precondition for receiving
food aid from the USA during the 1974-75 famine (McHenry
and Bird 1977).

Meanwhile, Seaman and Holt argue that famine is not simply
caused by FAD, which obtains (at least on a regional
level) as a necessary, but not sufficient condition. It
is as much to do with the behaviour of the market, the
availability of stocks (which are dependent upon storage
facilities as well as extra supplies) and the efficiency
of public distribution. They argue that as‘food shortages
are exacerbated or even caused by the market then food aid
should be sold on the market as a means of restoring it to
an even keel. Presumably, if food is sold cheaply enough
then the market will stabilize and people will be able to
buy as much food as they need as its price drops and their
real incomes rise. Again, if this were to happen, traders
would have to compete and food would become even cheaper.
Hence the authors argue that such an approach 1is
"rational" and should be considered in the light of
failures in free public distribution of food following
interventions by governments and international agencies.
Whether it‘is practical depends upon the willingness and
ability of the State to intervene i1n a manner which
requires a very much m6re active role than in simply
facilitating the provision of free food by foreign

agencies. The success of such intervention also

éritically depends upon its timing. Mesfin Wolde Mariam
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(1984) notes that grain was sold cheaply by the
authorities during the Ethiopian famine of 1968, but very
little was actually bought as the famine-af fected

population had by that time exhausted its sources of

income.

The above analyses represent a considerable break from the
old theories, particularly FAD. They complement some
previous work done on the Ethiopian famine by Seaman and
Holt 1n conjunction with Rivers and Bowden (1976). The
latter i1s noteworthy because it shows how famine can
develop very quickly. When aid arrived it went to the
Wollo district where the famine was already nearly over
and did not find its way to the Harerghe province to the

south where famine was developing. Harerghe was ignored

until it was too late.

The interesting point about this case is that the authors
mention that pastoralists in the famine area suffered very
badly. This seems to have occurred not only because their
animals died but also because more animals had to be sold
to get the necessary cash with which to buy grain. The
price of cattle was reduced while the price of grain was
rising. The barter terms of trade moved so far against
the pastoralists that the value of the remaining cattle
fell to 15 percent of their pre-famine purchasing power.

As a result the herdsmen began to starve. Seaman and Holt
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did not develop this crucial point about relations of

exchange between groups of producers in their 1980 paper,
preferring instead to concentrate on the behaviour of the
market in relation to cash sales of grain. To develop the
argument further, we should now consider Sen’s (1981)
essay, Poverty and Famines, which is the culmination of
more than a decade of work, and = which attempts to

expand the explanatory base of a new, possible general

theory of famine.

1.5. The Exchange Entitlement Thesis

Sen attempts to generalise about famines, taking as his
starting point the "sudden collapée“ of food consumption
which characterises a famine, and focusing on this, as a
definitive feature, rather than on "regular starvation”
which characterises undernutrition. He notes that famine
does not affect all groups of people equally, some starve
while others do not. 1In fact, Sen states that there has
probably never been a famine in which everybody suffered
equally. This is not really a new idea, the work by
Seaman and Holt has hinted at this possibility, although
perhaps has not noted it explicitly. At the same time,
Spitz does make it clear that farmers with only a small
surplus to sell will suffer disproportionately in bad
vears. What is interesting is Sen’s assertion that some
people living in a famine area might not suffer at all; or

even that they might profit from a famine. Again, this
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has been hinted at, Spitz and Jodha having shown that
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