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Misconceptions and Myths of Famine in Africa  

“Within a decade no man, woman, and [sic] child will go to bed hungry.”  
~ Henry Kissinger, World Food Conference 1974 

 
 Introduction

 
 The relevance of famine today seems all but a mystery in our globalized economy.  We are able to 

overproduce food, distribute it via air, land, and sea, and store it in various forms using technologies that did 

not exist until just one century ago.  It was during this past century that famine’s impact declined 

considerably, taking fewer and fewer lives with each subsequent famine as the 21st century approached.  Even 

though the Sahel in Africa is peppered with examples of drought and famine today, the term ‘famine’ itself 

has given way to ‘food insecurity.’  Yet the images the West were first introduced to in the 1984 Ethiopian 

Famine continue to represent these crisis.  Additionally, the reports from international media have risen in 

number; BBC News features an entire famine zone which primarily highlights ‘food insecurity’ and those ‘at 

risk’ of starvation.  Partly because of global climatic shifts but mostly because of the formation of the state 

and the political tensions between Arab and Sub-Saharan (black) African groups primarily represented by 

pastoralists, Africa continues to be characterized as a famine prone continent.  Indeed, most news headlines 

read like a laundry list of problems the developed world has since moved past.  Stories of ‘biblical drought’, 

war, ethnic violence, hunger, corruption, savagery, and fear overwhelm the casual viewer.  Why is it that 

Africa’s identity is so often associated with famine?  Did Africa have another identity prior to that bestowed 

on it by the international media?  How has history (or the limited knowledge of history in Africa) been shaped 

by these famine-specific narratives?  This paper will attempt to clarify these questions and then look at how 

mythologization of history, policy, and democracy again fashion our ideas about Africa.   

African Identity 

 Africa’s identity seems, from the western purview at least, to be inextricably linked to images of 

suffering, famine and insecurity. Part reality and part over generalization, the current African famine identity 

has been shaped primarily by the international media, the 1984/5 famine in Ethiopia, ongoing civil conflict, 

‘food insecurity’, and country political history.  This famine-specific identity, however, stands in dramatic 



HIST 6030 – Final Paper:  Myths of Famine in Africa by John Brittell, December 6, 2012 Page 3 

contrast to a more communal African identity and clear evidence that famine and conflict continue to drop in 

incidence throughout the region.  

 Far from family-oriented and peaceful, Western perceptions of Africa and Africans, stem in large 

part, from racial bias formed from colonialism, slavery, and the civil rights movements: ‘Tin Tin’s Adventures 

in the Congo’, Hollywood’s depiction of dense jungles inhabited by single bushmen, and just as significantly 

Joseph Conrad’s ‘The Heart of Darkness’ – a frame narrative ‘loosely illustrating the three stages of life’ 

(Wikipedia 2012) – all generate ideas without a comparative basis that lead us to today’s media-fed 

perspective.  We, in the West, therefore understand the African in a context of darkness, tribalism, and 

backwardness, a single country (and not a continent) that continues to be the recipient of taxpayer funds – 

upwards of 25% of GDP according to US public perception (World Public Opinion 2010) (the truth is the 

US spends less than 1% of GDP on foreign assistance).   

 In contrast, the social and political philosophies of most Sub-Saharan African cultures have 

traditionally centered on a universal recognition of human worth which then formed the spiritual foundations 

for communities throughout the continent.  This foundation or “Ubuntu” is ‘a common bond between all human 

beings that through this bond and through the interaction with fellow human beings we discover our own human qualities.’ 

(Kochalumchuvattil June 2010)  More recently, after calls for an ‘African Renaissance’ by the former South 

African President Thabo Mbeki, this communal spirit has been revived in response to the damage the African 

identity has experienced as a result of colonization, famine, ethnic conflict, dictatorship, HIV/AIDS, and 

endemic poverty.   Archbishop Desmond Tutu describes Ubuntu as, 

‘…the essence of being human.  It is a part of the gift African’s will give the world.  It embraces hospitality, 

caring about others, willingness to go the extra mile for others.  We believe a person is a person through 

another person, that my humanity is caught up, bound up, and inextricably in yours. When I dehumanize 

you, I inexorably dehumanize myself.’   

 John Mbiti goes further acknowledging the communal dimension of the African way of life stating:  

“In traditional life, the individual does not and cannot exist alone except corporately. He owes this existence to other people, 

including those of past generations and his contemporaries. . . whatever happens to the individual happens to the whole group, and 

whatever happens to the whole group happens to the individual. The individual can only say ‘I am, because we are; and since we 
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are therefore I am’.  This is the cardinal point in the understanding of the African view of man.”  (Mbiti 1969, 108)  Mbiti 

continues by imparting a collective ideal and communal spirit for the African identity, what he calls 

‘communalism’.   

 Yet, even this communal identity flattens the diversity of the continents numerous cultures and 

people. Ubuntu is not the culture for all Africans, especially since not all Africans are Bantu in tribal makeup 

(Ubuntu is a Bantu term).  It is therefore a gross generalization that critics indicate has ‘affected the individualism, 

westernization, and stigmatization of African concepts…from modernizing influences in schools and from ignorant religious 

movements in Christianity and Islam, there has been a significant effect in the breakdown of traditional African patterns of 

thought and the resulting behavior.’ (Forster 2007)  In other words, by generalizing for all Africans using a Bantu 

phrase, Africans fall into a Western framework of thought, forgetting that one term cannot define us all.  

Whether this is a mythologization of the African identity to reshape what was ‘lost’ continues to be a debate.   

 Indeed, myth and its uses have been employed by westerners and Africans alike in creating, 

bolstering and combatting the “famine-identity” of Africans.  This African identity has been typified by two 

major occurrences of famine in Ethiopia. These dramatic and painful events have sculpted semi-permanently 

an identity around scarcity, starvation, corruption and conflict which, though based on truth, has over 

generalized the reality of a diverse and burgeoning continent.  Myth has been used by actors on all sides: 

states which increasingly attempt to promote positive though equally simplistic communal identities, 

governments who see opportunities for gain through policy, and democratic processes which favor the voting 

majority (primarily the urban elite).  

Emergence of the Famine Identity 

 In the creation of a famine-specific identity currently associated with Africans, first impressions do 

matter.  As referenced above, the significance of the strong African identity in the group will play out in the 

emergence of the famine-specific identity that begins with foreign media on African soil broadcasting back to 

the West for the first time in human history.  Characteristically, this media was the comparative basis many 

lacked when trying to place what may have been heard through myth, heresy, or other media but now with a 

visual verification of that narrative.   
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 The international media first portrayed Modern Africa to the West via the lens of an English 

journalist, Jonathan Dimbleby, who filmed drought in the Sahel in early 1973 and then captured raw footage 

of people dying in Ethiopia shortly thereafter.  The 25-minute film titled, “The Unknown Famine”, was aired in 

England in October 1973 on the ITV network.  The film was unique in that it featured direct coverage of 

human suffering in Africa—filming Ethiopian voices and faces with little script and no Western aid officials’ 

perspective.  The initial response from Western media was to discredit the film and the journalist, however 

soon after, upwards of ₤80 million were raised (2009 prices) to support Ethiopia’s famine which, in the end, 

would claim upwards of 200,000 lives.  The response from Ethiopia was even more ambivalent.  Even 

though this money was raised to alleviate human suffering, imperial officials rejected the funds, citing the 

premise on which the funds originated as erroneous, hiding ethnic-driven desires that no relief be provided to 

the Northern region as it was the epicenter of an ongoing ethnic power struggle.  The vice-minister of 

planning told UNICEF, “if we have to describe the situation in the way you have in order to generate international assistance, 

then we don’t want that assistance.  The embarrassment of the government isn’t worth it.  Is that perfectly clear?”  However 

when Ethiopian diplomats in London were offered a special viewing of the film, they verified the 

government’s myth making stating, “[I] have been told to say that ‘this is a lie and that you’ve distorted the truth and 

created these scenes; Ethiopia has a problem of drought but it is not serious’ …but I hope you put this film out untouched.” (Gill 

2010, 34)  Overnight, Ethiopia was introduced quite intimately to millions of European and Western family 

rooms living an altogether different life.  This first impression to the Western masses introduced a shifting 

ideal of the African identity not from one of shared value and community but one helping to solidify a 

preconceived savagery, tribalism, darkness, poverty, and need substantiating uncertainty further into the 

collective Western psyche.  It even roused the Western political elite during the World Food Conference in 

1974 to declare, “within a decade no man, woman, and [sic] child will go to bed hungry.”   

 Nearly one decade later to the day, on October 23, 1984, BBC reporter Michael Buerk would follow 

up with another unique media report – this time, the length of the story was most significant.  An entire seven 

minutes was offered on BBC’s nightly news hour and again it cast an image of the needy African unable to 

feed herself and suffering from immense famine.  The opening lines of the report are evocative referencing 

the ‘piercing chill of night’ and a ‘biblical famine’ in the 20th century eliciting passionate responses from all 
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sides.  International NGO’s were more than eager to facilitate, transact, and implement the use of public 

funds; public cries from rockstars erupted in the form of fundraising concerts, and the government – both in 

the UK and the US – were hesitant on offering support to a ‘wasteful and bureaucratic socialist regime in 

military alliance with the Soviet Union.’ (Gill 2010, 40) This time, it was the cold war relationship that 

differentiated the 1984 famine from the 1973 famine and the fact that NGO’s and those in the Ethiopian 

government had issued warnings of impending disaster.  The UN’s most senior official in Ethiopia, Dr. 

Kenneth King, publicly stated that his role was an ‘exercise in cynicism’ – he was later let go since the Reagan 

and Thatcher Administration’s didn’t want any additional flak from their cold response to food aid thus far.  

Yet these Administrations were balancing the political knowledge that the Derg, Ethiopia’s ruling elite, were 

planning a 10th anniversary in partnership with their allies in the Soviet Bloc and North Korea including 

spending close to $100 million in lieu of support for a food crisis.  What ensued were extensive reports and 

evaluations of the famine, planting an idea in the mainstream’s perception that Ethiopia – and by extension 

Africans – would be in perpetual need as a result of climatic variations like drought.   In the end, according to 

‘Red Tears:  War, Famine, and Revolution in Ethiopia’ written by Dawit Wolde-Giorgis, it was estimated that 

1.2 million died, 400,000 were refugees, 2.5 million were internally displaced, and 200,000 were orphaned.  

This experience was forever etched into the mainstream public’s understanding of who the “African” 

represented – a victim continuously terrorized by the uncertainties of nature and the inability of the global 

public to respond to humanitarian crisis effectively.  Of course, nothing could be further from the truth. 

History of Famine in Africa 

 The history of famine in the twentieth century is unique.  During the century, war and totalitarianism 

produced more famine deaths than did overpopulation and economic backwardness; yet, economic growth 

and medical technology have almost eliminated the threat of major famines (Keneally 2011).  Today's high-

profile famines are "small" by historical standards (O'Grada 2007, 5).  Most recently in Somalia it is stated 

that they are facing the worst drought in over 60 years affecting upwards of 12 million lives with 750,000 at 

risk of death, however no deaths are reported above the normal mortality figures (BBC News Africa 2011).  

In the case of Niger in 2005, the country faced normal mortality figures before, during, and after the crisis 

with reportedly no deaths attributed to the crisis, and in the same year Malawi’s famine resulted in deaths of 
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500 children.  In Sudan in 1998, with all the media, political wrangling, and aid at $1million per day, only 

70,000 lives were lost.  Just ten years earlier in 1988, the Bahr El Ghazal famine caused almost 250,000 

deaths.  Exacerbated by civil conflict, Somalia lost in excess of 200,000 lives in the 1991/2 famine while 

drought caught Sudan again in 1983 in the Nimeiri famine causing over 250,000 deaths.  Famine has also 

been a part of the Ethiopian experience for a long time and it is an outlier, having witnessed famine for well 

over 1,000 years, since the 9th century (see Appendix 1 for a table of famines in Ethiopia).    Between 1400-

1800 there was on average one major famine every decade with the worst famine titled the ‘Great Famine’, 

taking place in 1888-1892 and known as the ‘Evil Days’ stealing one-third of the population (Pankhurst 

2001).    This, however, must be put in perspective:  prior to China’s Great Leap Forward, famines typically 

took upwards of ten to fifteen million lives and on the low end over one million lives.  In the twentieth 

century, the four largest famines took place in China and Russia (see Appendix 2 for a list of famines 

shrinking over time).  Clearly, a number of mechanisms have improved to address famine, although, many 

issues remain unresolved.  Understanding where famine originates in Africa is essential to understanding both 

the famine-identity and the various policies that go along with preventing famine.   

 In Africa—as most of the world had made significant improvements since 1970 in improving their 

portion of undernourished population—malnutrition increased by sizable percentages trending the continent 

towards greater food insecurity1.  The general perception in modern times is that Africa remains the sole 

continent capable of producing famine2.  There are legions of other indicators that appear unique to the 

African experience at first glance.  The continent has experienced civil conflict and social tensions in some 

form or another, from colonization in the early part of the century to post-colonial independence, and on 

through today with political reforms moving along at a paltry pace.  These economic and political transitions 

have resulted in unsound institutions with poor social safety nets, limited social services like education, 

healthcare and sanitation leading to high population growth rates, and poor economic infrastructure such as 

market development through legal contracts resulting in poor incentives for savings.   

 At a very basic level, limited investment has been made in the agriculture industry, an economy that 

affects over 80% of the population of Africa.  Lack of technological enhancements continues to lead to 

extreme production fluctuations further exacerbating food rations.  In addition, high illiteracy levels continue 
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to prevent economic opportunity outside of agriculture.  Environmentally, natural resources have been 

exploited by the governing elite selling large land holdings with little regard for the local population.  

However, attention should not purely be directed inwardly; dramatic climatic shifts have caused volatile 

weather in the Sahel, the Horn, and in Southern Africa where famine has been registered and food insecurity 

ever present.  In general, all the countries affected by famine are the lowest in the world in terms of quality of 

life when measured by the Human Development Index.  Once a universal threat to human life, famine has 

become an African phenomenon; because of these reasons it has been predicted that Africa will remain the 

most fertile ground for famine well into the twenty-first century (Webb 1994, 18). 

Origins and Explanations 

 It is easy to analogize food availability, famine, and death – a logical progression of events identified 

as the cause and an outcome that is difficult to deny at first hearing.   The population theory3 posited by 

Thomas Malthus in 1798 identified famine as a shortfall in the supply of food in a given area and 

simultaneously the death by starvation.  However his theory quickly deteriorated as empirical evidence of 

famines shortly after its publication disproved any notion of a ‘gigantic inevitable famine’ due to population 

pressures.  But this notion caught the public’s attention and soon became prevalent in political discourse, 

together with Adam Smith’s views on political economy4 when addressing famine.  For instance, when the 

Irish famine took hold in the 1840’s, it was the view of the British government to ‘let the chips fall where they 

may’ and not interfere in the marketplace – following Smith’s political economic theory – notoriously 

allowing exports of food from Ireland while mass starvation ensued.  In 1981, when Amartya Sen published 

Poverty and Famines, his primary aim was to debunk the myth which had been held since Malthus’ day.  

Even the 1880 Report of the Famine Commission of India states what Sen put forth:   

“As a general rule, there is an abundance of food procurable, even in the worst districts at the worst time; but 

when men who, at the best merely live from hand to mouth are deprived of their means of earning wages, they 

starve, not from the impossibility of getting food, but for want of money to buy it.” (Appendix 1:  205) 

 Yet famine is about more than just excess population, death, and food production; it is the product 

of human making as demonstrated in Ireland.  If we followed de Waal’s assertions, there would be no 

definition for famine, however, the International Food Policy Research Institute defines it as:  a catastrophic 
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disruption of society as manifested in a cumulative failure of production, distribution, and consumption 

systems (Webb 1994, 10).  This definition debunks many misconceptions onlookers might have when 

surveying famine.  There is not a single causal relationship with any one particular shock and famine, but 

multiple inter-related factors that lead towards famine.   

 Scholars and practitioners have all recognized that famine does not occur in democratic societies 

where freedom of information and of association is abundant.  The assumption behind the claim that 

democracy prevents famine is that civil and political rights – to free speech, to free association, to elect 

representatives of one’s choice – contribute to the protection of social and economic rights – the right to 

food and livelihood (de Waal 2000, 12).  They also recognize that climatic shifts and extreme weather do not 

directly cause famine nor that fluctuating prices necessarily promote it either – in each of these cases there is 

always a human response that can avert famine.   

Political and Social Famine Contracts  

 The irony of the African relationship with famine is that there are already plausible frameworks to 

address widespread famine events – it requires a systematic human response.  This systematic response 

already existed among various ethnic tribes in various regions on the continent. Even before India, 

Bangladesh, and China realized their frameworks for solidifying a social-political famine contract, Ethiopia, 

Kenya, Botswana, and Zimbabwe each had their own methods of suppressing famine.  The political contract 

for famine prevention constitutes an attempt to infuse social and economic rights into civil liberties, that is, to 

explain why some social and economic rights are considered sufficiently important that they are guaranteed 

by political process (de Waal 1997, 11).  However, simply transplanting a contract from one setting to the 

next, as the British did in Sudan in the 1920’s, has failed.  Attempts to implement India’s 1880 Famine Codes 

offered little relief since Sudan did not have the administrative structures set up or the political infrastructure 

available to support the Famine Codes.  The greatest strength of the anti-famine contract lies in the 

recognition of the government, by other civil and political leaders, and by the vulnerable people themselves 

that the political contract exists.  The contract is not maintained by tradition or symbolism, but by power and 

interest (de Waal 1997).  Although not well known, in other parts of the continent leaders and citizens were 

able to maneuver past Sudan’s fate.  
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Crisis Averted  

 In Africa, governments, in fear of public sentiment turning against their power base, have 

successfully averted famine crisis.  Although less publicized, in Kenya, Botswana, and Zimbabwe—as a result 

of a loose social-political famine contracts, government action, and fiscal responsibility—regimes were able to 

see a different outcome than that faced by Sudan or Ethiopia in the 70’s and 80’s, respectively.     

 Kenya has not typically been associated with famine, however, in the same year the Ethiopian famine 

occurred, Kenya also faced severe drought and a national food deficit.  Whereas in Ethiopia and Sudan 

harvests were near 93% and 80% of their normal levels, respectively, in Kenya, 1984 harvests only reached 

64% and yet they averted famine in the urban centers and highlands.  As soon as drought was recognized by 

internal early warning systems in January 1984, Daniel arap Moi, then president, took action and requested 

evaluations of the entire situation.  By April, two months ahead of impending food shortages, information 

was sufficient to begin the process of commercial food purchases which began arriving in May.  The 

following month a National Famine Relief Fund was established while the government also reversed a recent 

1983 policy to export surplus food.  In August, requests for international food assistance were delivered and 

by September, although close to running out of food, Kenya was able to feed the regions where the political 

backlash would have been strongest.  The government went so far as to purchase enough maize to last a 

second drought in 1985, yet when rains came, they had to export their excess supply at a loss.  Considering 

the foreign-aid landscape today, it comes as a surprise that only 7% of the total food imported came from 

international aid.  The Moi government also initiated food rationing in the worst hit regions, employed close 

to 25,000 in various projects to support receipt of income, and restricted internal movement of grains (de 

Waal 1997, 36).    

 Moi acted decisively as other leaders like Ethiopia’s Haile Selassie I and Mengitsu Haile Mariam 

remained silent after receiving news of brewing food shortages in 1972 and 1983, respectively.  Unlike the 

Ethiopian leaders, Moi recognized the political famine contract as one of mere survival for his government.  

In the late 1970’s in order to remain in power, the president would need to galvanize his political support 

under KANU (Kenyan African National Union) by ensuring the urban centers and elites in the highlands 

were fed.  As a Kalenjin (pastoral, Nilotic), Moi needed to further solidify his doubtful and insecure 
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opposition (agricultural, Bantu) so he aimed at strengthening the Harambee (self-help development) network, 

established under Jomo Kenyatta, to deliver patronage and a veiled power to the rural base.  By the time the 

news of drought arrived, a social-political structure was established to both give and receive information and 

assistance.  Famine was averted.  It was not solely the drought that could cause famine, but more significantly 

political miscalculation.   

 Botswana is an anomaly in Africa, primarily because it is financially rich and has an unsuspecting, 

professional, and accountable civil service traditionally driven by consultation and consensus making.  It is 

however a chronically drought-stricken food-deficit country that continually averts famine (de Waal 1997, 43).  

After the 1979-80 drought, child malnutrition and mortality rose only slightly sparking the Botswana 

government to call for an inquiry, but surprisingly there was little public pressure driving this, only a sense of 

obligation by the public sector.  The result of the inquiry was public adoption of the Drought Relief Program 

(DRP), similarly modeled on the Famine Codes in India.  Shortly after, in 1982, Botswana experienced the 

beginning of a severe 6-year drought yet was able to avert famine with both an entrenched multi-party 

electoral system and a social-political famine contract with its people.  By 1984, harvests had only resulted in 

13% of their normal levels – in Kenya at this time they had close to 64% of harvests while Sudan had 80% 

and Ethiopia 89%.  There was also responsible fiscal management by political elites.  During the crisis, only 

15% of total development expenditure was directed to relief, around 20% of the rural population was 

employed on a labor program, and feeding programs for children were instituted covering 45% of the entire 

population – in effect a form of income transfer (de Waal 1997, 44).  In addition, a political-economic trust 

was manufactured over time between the international community and government leadership.  Botswana 

recognized they could rely on international donor support to fill in any additional expenditure they would use 

to avert disaster.  Yet, in the end, 90% of the funds used for the DRP were its own.   

 Zimbabweans relationship with drought and food has many sides as well, most significantly food, or 

the lack of, has been used as a military weapon during the country’s struggle for independence in the late 

1970’s and also during election years thereafter.  The heralding call by Robert Mugabe on the eve of 

independence in 1980 was to improve health, structural inequities in agriculture, and land redistribution.  It 

wasn’t long after independence that drought overcame the region in 1982.  However the Zimbabwean 
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experience is different from that of Botswana.  Zimbabwe has historically been a food surplus region, so by 

the time the drought set in, the government simply needed to smooth out its stored supplies.  In 1980 

bumper crops of 154% of average maize yields and 111% in 1981 were enough to offset a mere 49% harvest 

level in 1982 (Glantz 1988, 223).  The government was able to do so through an existing but loose social-

political contract embedded within the ZANU (Zimbabwean African National Union) network of local 

chairmen which served as its conduit to rural villages.  Similar measures were taken as previous examples 

allude to, where food aid was fairly distributed among the base, fiscal astuteness called on taxes to fund relief 

efforts internally, export policies were reversed, and a limited reliance existed for international assistance.  The 

hiccup in the Zimbabwean experience was the traditional ethnic tension existing between the majority Shona 

and minority Ndebele (the ZAPU – Zimbabwean African Peoples Union).  The Ndebele were prohibited 

food aid during the ZANU distribution symbolizing the power of the party base over state responsibility as 

portrayed in Botswana.   

 The experiences of Kenya, Botswana, and Zimbabwe not only provide a counterfactual to the 

famine-specific identity, but also a window through which we can observe the complexities of famine, its 

political responses, and the role of myth and manipulation by all actors.  

Analysis 

Myth & History 

 The famine-identity has been shaped by exaggeration, myth, and a lack of historical context for 

famine in Africa.  However, how and why this famine-identity and narrative emerged, reflects the power of 

not knowing history from both the audience and producers position.  Led by a few early but influential 

reports, including a first impression free of any context by Dimbleby and a slanted view of Ethiopian history 

by Buerk, a certain character has been engraved upon an entire population of people as diverse and different 

from each other as any other on the planet.  If we contrast the original African identity with its effulgent pride 

and collective nature, the context in which the Ethiopian government speaks (as cited above and below) is 

suitable.  The acting Chief of the Ethiopian Nutrition Institute indicated that, “we’ve always had localized food 

shortages in Ethiopia – this is nothing new.  The only difference now is that a lot of foreigners know about it and are getting 

excited.”  In fact, the region has known drought for well over 1,100 years, as far back as records go.  
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Geographically, the country of Ethiopia splices two very dry zones – to the West the Sahara in Sudan and to 

the East, the Ogaden bordering modern day Somalia.  Ethiopia is the northern portion of the famous Rift 

Valley – unique in its own right as two tectonic plates meet and form some of the most diverse ecosystems 

on the continent.  In the West and South, Ethiopia is a bread basket producing the most maize in all of Africa 

(excluding South Africa) (Economist 2007).  An aerial view of Ethiopia further highlights how significant 

geography and topography (ecological zones) plays a role in famine locales as shown when a map is overlaid 

with its hunger crisis zones (see Appendix 3).   In both the 1973 and 1984 famines, food supply in the 

country was sufficient to support the entire population as Appendix 4 clearly demonstrates.  It is clear that 

the Ethiopian government understood the incentive structure to engage with the West, in light of a wave of 

post-independence failings, an emerging Cold War, and prospects it had with the newly founded Western 

media relationship.   

 It is the media who have since been to fault for reporting only partial truths and relaying this to the 

world using biased and overly simplistic messages.  Like the Taipings in China, an event or group that directly 

affects a society can be remembered even memorialized.  The Taiping civil-war, often unknown to foreigners, 

was locally significant for Chinese historic culture (yet equivalent to the civil war in America), unlike the 

Boxer movement which had direct association with foreign imperialism and therefore a more universal 

understanding.  Relating this to the Ethiopian famines, the West did not have an intimate understanding or 

relationship with Ethiopia, in fact it was the only African state not to be colonized.  Yet media reports, and all 

that is captured by documented history, focused on negative tones from the beginning, building on a 

stereotype that could not defend itself, until today.  It is true that when you search for news on Africa 

anything originating from the World Bank, NGO’s, bi-lateral aid agencies, or international media you’ll find 

war, conflict, and poverty among the headlines.  BBC’s famine zone online speaks to the severity of this 

famine-identity stereotype with a sophisticated framework to guide the literate in learning the ‘facts’ about 

Africa.  To further the media blitz, the first line describing the characteristics of the famine Wiki page states, 

“famine strikes Sub-Saharan African countries the hardest…”  Finally, William Easterly of New York University and 

author of ‘The White Man’s burden’ describes how the United Nations promotes its cause.  The UN has its 

contracted aid agencies search for the ‘hungriest place on earth’ and then captures photos to be distributed on 
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media outlets like Huffington Post to reinforce the famine-identity in Africa.  These stories are becoming 

more prevalent, however, they are also transforming for the better.  We already know the history of Africa 

through the lens of the media is driven by the powerful elites in agencies such as the UN and countless other 

international NGO’s (Waters 1996).  Now things are beginning to change and a new story is being told by 

Africans themselves.  A revival of the traditional identity is now taking shape with new leaders such as Ellen 

Johnson Sirleaf President of Liberia and Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala the Nigerian Finance Minister speaking at high 

profile events such as TED and taking an entirely new message to the masses.  Just as the Boxer myth 

transformed throughout Chinese history, so too will the famine-identity in African history.   

Myth & Policy 

 Myths about the helplessness of Africans have proven useful as a vehicle for international policy 

makers.  Many fail to recognize the impact a globalized economy, influenced by partial international policy, 

can have on smaller and weaker countries, particularly in times of strain or crisis.  Even before Dimbleby’s 

film reached US audiences, in 1954, there was a plan already in place in the US that would fit a narrative of 

‘helping those in need’ but in reality would benefit US agricultural policy and exacerbate the political 

economic framework which enabled famine in Ethiopia.  US Public Law 480 (PL480) is the ironically titled 

‘Food for Peace’ legislation aimed at combating world hunger.  In reality, the branding of destitute Ethiopians 

in the media was an immediate opportunity for US maize growers to dump excess production on developing 

country markets at global prices and for a wedge geopolitical issue.  Little political or social analysis was given 

to the situation, other than an attempt to persuade a potential cold war pawn in becoming an ally.  Title I of 

the law specifically states, “sales are intended to give special consideration to the development and expansion of foreign 

markets for the US agricultural commodities and to assure that the US obtains a fair share of any increases in commercial 

purchases of agricultural commodities by the purchasing government.”  Congressman Page Belcher of Oklahoma wanted 

to use food aid to develop future markets and “not as a method of getting rid of the surpluses we already have on hand,” 

although, this latter half of the statement is misleading (Ball 1996, 517).  As previously described, there was 

enough internally produced food to address famine in Ethiopia in both famine cases yet the US continued to 

distribute the largest share of food aid to them nonetheless.  During the famine the UN took the government 

view that until the government acknowledged there was a problem, there was no problem (Gill 2010, 31) – 
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strengthening government patronage over food aid.  This act helped shape an Ethiopian government view 

that they could continue to manipulate internal information and place responsibility on the international 

community for addressing famine, something that local policies should be able to address.   

 In addition, the concept of ‘food insecurity’, created by the World Bank, has helped shape the 

famine-specific identity in Africa through government policy.  Numerous reports flooded the market 

testifying to the challenges that agriculture faced in Africa.  These reports were veiled in names such as 

“Agricultural Crisis in Sub-Saharan Africa:  Development Constraints and Policy Problems” and authors went 

out of their way to highlight Africa’s weak infrastructure such as limited human capacity, an inability to feed 

itself through inefficient production yields, low use of mechanization, non-existent R&D and investment, 

along with little knowledge of modern techniques for production.  Yet other authors were already of the 

impression that the analysis was misguided.  Marvin Miracle wrote “Subsistence Agriculture:  Analytical 

Problems and Alternative Concepts” to highlight the West’s inaccurate recording of agricultural systems in 

Africa and the incorrect assumptions associated with small holder farming.  The literature guides one to 

believe that Western style agriculture is the only way to farm in the future – large scale mono-cropped 

plantations and agri-business models that excluded the tight knit communities present in Africa.  The food 

crisis that emerged should be credited to the aid organizations and financial institutions that further local 

government inaction and promote limited accountability to their own citizenry.   

Myth & Democracy 

 The success of the democratic process itself has helped to debunk myths about production and 

climate as the primary drivers of famine while also counteracting the myth of self-serving autocratic rule in 

the region.  In turn, however, democracies and democratic leaders, use myth to promote a sense of consensus 

which may hide cultural, tribal, and political issues.  Sen’s entitlement approach highlights the crucial role of 

political power and accountability in preventing famine.  At the very core, Sen argues that the command over 

food is what drives the occurrence of famine or not.  And this command depends on the balance of power 

between those who suffer famine and those holding institutional power.  As identified throughout the paper, 

democracy has been widely accepted as a key driver in preventing famine.  Democratic countries, like 

Botswana, held public debate on the issue, while other countries like Ethiopia promoted myths of non-
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occurrence, failing to publicly recognize that people were suffering within their borders.  While it may seem 

that democratic processes are essential to avoid the dangerous mythmaking of governments, like that of 

Ethiopia’s, their function may often create new myths, through policy execution, which contribute to the 

African famine-specific identity and further marginalization of the less powerful. 

 The best example of this is the ongoing relationship between agriculturalists and pastoralists.  

Although Kenya was highlighted as a success story in preventing famine in 1984, it also failed to do so for the 

entire country.  Those who held power in parliament were primarily agriculturalists with interests in large 

estate farming and export oriented strategies growing commodity crops.  Even from Kenya’s colonial days, all 

policies were directed in support of the agriculturalist with the pastoralist being a mere externality.  This logic 

relates to the bureaucracy of the state and its inability to reach a moving target as pastoralists take their herds 

and find watering holes throughout the year, adapting to the weather and their natural environment.  With 

pastoralists taking upwards of 70% of the physical land mass in Kenya but with only 5% of the total 

population, only until recently has the government considered the pastoralist a welcome class.  If we look 

closer at food insecurity and famine in the region, pastoralists are a crucial component to most famine crisis – 

typically they are the out-casted polarized group and their voice is all but muted.  Eastern Ethiopia, Northern 

Ethiopia, Somalia, Eastern Kenya, Northern Uganda, Northern and Central Tanzania are just a few of the 

pastoralist regions where famine has existed and no voice given.  The exclusion and delegitimizing of 

pastoralists in the halls of power by taking away resources in lieu of the state, lives underneath the 

fundamental famine explanation.   

 It should be known that anti-famine contracts can exist in states without democracies.  For example 

there was a famine in the Hunan province in the 1940’s which led to the fall of the nationalist government in 

China and the subsequent rise of the Communist party.  New policies of the Communist government 

achieved remarkable success in combating rural poverty and undernutrition so that life expectancy grew to 

near-Western levels (de Waal 2000, 17).  In the 1970’s, Sudan withstood the ‘Sahelian’ drought without 

suffering famine using its human and material resources.  It survived the crisis mostly because it enjoyed a 

parliamentary system and respect for civil and political liberties under Islam.  And lastly, Kenya demonstrated 
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that it could respond effectively to prevent famine although the benefits were not distributed evenly and the 

response is circumstantial since it has not responded to subsequent food crisis (de Waal 2000, 17).   

Conclusion 

 Mythologization of history, policy, and democracy in Africa through the lens of the international 

media has led to a famine-specific identity that is not entirely fair.  The stories that emanate from trusted 

Western sources in fact skew our understanding of Africa towards negative stereotypes.  Yet without a more 

thorough understanding of famine in Africa, the specifics of each famine themselves, and the political 

complexities of each country these stereotypes continue to live on and play out in our narratives of the 

continent ultimately affecting taxpayers in the West through their own ill-conceived policies incorporating 

those very same myths.  The future of the African identity is bright if we consider the general trend towards 

investment in Africa and female leaders promoting the more universal message of humanity.  Although 

‘Ubuntu’ may not be the modern African identity, it is surely making its way back into the mindsets of the 

West through alternative media outlets like TED, steering clear of the negative undertones traditional 

international media has portrayed.   

 

                                                           
1 Note:  The term ‘food insecurity’ was developed by the World Bank in order to de-link the political aspect of famine from the 
economics of famine – recommendations become purely technical in nature when in fact there is no one solution.  When referencing 
famine in this way, policy takes a unique turn.  We no longer address the political and social contracts that governments have with 
their constituencies, but about how individuals can control their destiny by the inputs they contribute to the process of preventing 
famine for oneself.  By referencing ‘food insecurity’ the very link to famine through the political process is removed which contradicts 
field research on famine in Africa where it emphasizes that famine is a broad social, economic, environmental, and political 
phenomenon with undernutrition but one component among many. (de Waal 1997)   
2 A general perception I have drawn from media reports, news articles, the World Bank statements, IFPRI reports, and most famine 
experts writing on the subject. 
3 Malthus, Thomas.  An Essay on the Principle of Population.  1926 
4 Adam Smith, in the Wealth of Nations published in 1776, was concerned with the government’s involvement in the grain trade and 
believed that less ‘foreign’ intrusion was necessary.   
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Appendix 1:   
History of Famines and Food Shortages in Ethiopia 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  



HIST 6030 – Final Paper:  Myths of Famine in Africa by John Brittell, December 6, 2012 Page 20 

Appendix 2:   
Famines Decreasing in Size 
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Appendix 3:   
Ethiopia’s Ecological Zones 
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Food Production during Ethiopian Famine 1973 
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