NEW EVIDENCE ON THE CAUSES OF THE BIG FAMINES

OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

The twentieth century saw the virtual elimination of famine across most of the globe – but it also witnessed the greatest famine in world history: the Chinese famine of 1959-61. Delivering the Tawney Lecture at the Economic History Society’s annual conference, Professor Cormac Ó Gráda presented new evidence on the causes of this famine as well as the Bengal famine of 1943-44. In particular, he argued that:

· While the post-1949 Chinese regime was culpable for turning a blind eye to the problem and failing to seek foreign aid, it had to deal with an economy that contained some of the poorest regions in the world and that faced harvest shocks like everywhere else.

· Bengal’s two million famine deaths were in the main civilian victims of World War 2.

In the history of famines, the twentieth century presents a paradox. On the one hand, it saw the virtual elimination of famine across most of the globe. On the other, it witnessed the greatest famine in world history.

Most its major famines are usually seen as distinct in causation, if not in symptoms, from earlier famines: the avoidable outcomes of human agency rather than the classic Malthusian positive checks of economic backwardness and crop failure.

The lecture focused on two of the century’s most notorious famines, which have received considerable attention from historians, demographers, and economists, and also from political commentators. 

China 1959-61

The Chinese famine of 1959-61 is the most murderous of all time. Recent research has revised estimates of excess mortality down from the ‘figures of fifty and sixty million deaths…cited at internal meetings of senior Party officials’, or the forty million cited in the Guinness Book of Records, to the still enormous toll of about fifteen million. 

The lecture placed the famine in comparative economic and historic context. It bears noting that when it struck, China was a very poor country, perhaps one of the poorest anywhere in the last few centuries. GDP per head was much less than the African average in 1980 or even that of pre-famine Ireland. Vital statistics for China on the eve of the famine corroborate the impression of economic backwardness.

Moreover, the famine was regionally uneven, and worst in two impoverished provinces with a recent history of being famine-prone. A simple econometric exercise using just two explanatory variables – measures of pre-famine income per head and the extent of harvest loss – can account for a significant share of the variation in excess mortality and in birth across provinces.

A tentative reading of the evidence suggests that, while the post-1949 regime was culpable for turning a blind eye to the problem and failing to seek foreign aid, it had to deal with an economy that contained some of the poorest regions in the world and that faced harvest shocks like everywhere else. 

Bengal 1943-44

Bengal in 1943-44 is the locus classicus for Amartya Sen’s re-orientation of famine studies away from a Malthusian to a distributionist perspective. Sen, like others before and since, claimed that in Bengal there was enough food for everyone, but that speculative withdrawals produced an artificial shortage that led to famine.

The lecture employed a combination of familiar and new evidence, qualitative and quantitative, to argue that there was indeed a food shortage in 1943; hoarding was a second-order problem; and landholders as well as landless labourers were hurt by the famine. 

A key point is that during a war when shipping facilities and food stocks were stretched to the limit, it suited the authorities and the officially-appointed Famine Inquiry Commission to blame speculators. Bengal’s two million famine deaths were in the main civilian victims of World War 2.

ENDS

‘The Ripple that Drowns: Twentieth-century Famines as Economic History’ by Cormac Ó Gráda (University College, Dublin) was presented as the Tawney Lecture at the Economic History Society's 2007 annual conference at the University of Exeter Friday 30 March to Sunday 1 April.
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