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Abstract 

This Capstone Research Synthesis examines famine as a persistent social problem and its 

relationship with oppressive, unjust societal frameworks. Despite the overabundance of food 

produced by our globalized and productivist food system, famine’s persistence indicates that its 

root causes have not been adequately addressed. The overall research question asks, “Have 

famine responses addressed their social causes?” Answering this question exposes the underlying 

social causes of famine and the reasons it persists. Three constitutive research questions evaluate 

separate facets of this question: the role of oppression in creating famine, the commensurability 

of responses in relation to cause, and the incorporation of social justice in responses.  

To address these questions, this research applies a critical inquiry research paradigm to 

conduct content analysis of historical and contemporary famines across diverse temporal and 

structural contexts. Imperialist and oppressive systems emerge as a primary cause, either through 

maliciously manufacturing scarcity or by transferring the burden of systemic risks onto already 

marginalized groups. Secondly, I find that responses to famine are frequently inadequate or 

misaligned with root causes, generally failing to address precarities made endemic by social 

injustice, leaving the system open to recurrent famine conditions. Finally, I find that social 

justice principles are largely absent from responses. My findings indicate that famine has 

remained a threat in the modern day due to the structure of the global food system and its 

persistence is due to a lack of properly targeted remediation. This synthesis contributes a 

framework for evaluating the emergence of and responses to famines within diverse systems and 

establishes structural injustice as a primary target for famine prevention.  

Keywords: famine, oppression, social justice, ethics, international humanitarian law, food 

systems, colonialism, structural inequality 
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For the earth’s wretches; 

 an ocean of souls marked for sacrifice  

by the powerful and pleonectic 
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One—Introduction: The Global Condition 

When subjected to protracted starvation, our bodies begin to excavate nutrients from our 

own tissues. At first, this process stimulates glycogenolysis, releasing the stored form of glucose 

available in skeletal muscle and liver. As it progresses, extreme malnutrition forces the body to 

begin consuming itself, a process known as marasmus (Titi-Lartey and Gupta 2025). Once 

marasmus begins, the person loses normal bodily function as their muscles and organs fail – 

leaving them unable to expend energy to find food that could reverse the process. The pure 

horror of this process has pressed observers to disseminate myriad images and depictions of 

living skeletons to those who would otherwise not comprehend the terror inherent in absolute, 

prolonged nutritional dearth. When nutritional dearth reaches a level where it is widespread 

enough to cause mass death, it is generally considered a famine. Although the desire to end 

famine feels ubiquitous, its continued existence necessitates an analysis of why efforts to 

eradicate it have failed.  

The widespread nutritional dearth which denotes the existence of famine does not occur 

spontaneously. Despite environmental and other external influences, famine generally develops 

within the context of a food system that was either already precarious or lacking the flexibility to 

adequately feed the population following a shock to the system. Famines’ existence in the 

modern day indicates that the now globalized food system is lacking some critical component 

that would preclude the development of this social ill. Just as marasmus whittles away the 

afflicted’s ability to counteract their circumstance, the members of society who are least able to 

weather famine are also at greatest risk. By developing this critical research synthesis, I aim to 

better understand why such a horrible symptom of an inadequate food system has continued.  
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The aspects of the socially constructed system that allow famine to develop must be 

identified and effectively counteracted through restructuring the system itself. In my effort to 

better understand famine in the context of our global food system, I ask “Have famine responses 

addressed their social causes?” If responses have ensured that the system is reshaped in order to 

prevent famine’s reemergence, then we would expect to see an increasingly famine-resilient 

system. This research addresses famine by asking about the nature and history of its causes and 

cures so that we can transform our global food system in a way that truly eradicates the social 

circumstances that allow famine to persist.  

Over the course of my research synthesis, I have identified commonalities in how famine 

has developed across different time periods, cultures, and governmental structures. Primarily, the 

emergent theme in how famine develops is that imperialistic systems prioritize the prosperity of 

the elite while sacrificing the populations that they have relegated to the peripheries.   

This Capstone Research Synthesis has five chapters, including this introduction. Chapter 

Two introduces the foundational concepts of my research, including social problems, social 

justice, food system, and famine, and establishes the Capstone research problem. The third 

chapter explains my research paradigm of critical inquiry, my research questions and their 

corresponding conceptual frameworks, and my research framework and approach to answering 

my research questions. Chapter Four presents my findings and analysis as prescribed by the 

research framework explained in Chapter Three. Lastly, Chapter Five provides a succinct 

conclusion and summary of the most pertinent aspects of my research synthesis. As previously 

indicated, the next chapter discusses the social construction of society that influences our food 

system, contextualizes this relationship with the concept of social problems and social justice, 

and introduces my research problem. 
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Two—Background and Significance:  Social Foundations of Our Food System  

The sections in this chapter establish the foundation for the scope of my research on 

famine. I will establish definitions and context for key concepts that are integral to my research: 

food system, social problems, and social justice. Lastly, I describe the social problem of famine, 

introduce my research problem, and justify its connection to better understanding this social 

problem. 

Domain of Food Systems and Society 

Famine is inextricably linked to how food is produced and distributed. In order to 

conduct meaningful research on this phenomenon, I center my research within the domain of 

food systems and society. The food system is a massive framework composed of three major 

components: production, distribution, and consumption of food (Oxford Martin Programme on 

the Future of Food 2020, 1-2). Each component contains a series of other systems such as 

economics or ecosystems, which influence the larger structure. In addition, each of these exerts 

reciprocal influence on the other systems, mutually altering their core structures. Figure 1 below 

is a visual model based on the Oxford Martin Programme on the Future of Food’s description of 

the food system. While the depiction is highly simplified, it is intended to clarify the way that the 

larger systems of production, distribution, and consumption are comprised of various elements 

that structure society such as infrastructure and culture. These individual factors influence what, 

where, when, how, and why of production, sculpting it within the framework of larger society. 

Changes to production can resculpt the components of consumption and distribution and vice 

versa. In this way, the food production methods, provisioning, or consumption practices, and 

policies of a society are intrinsically linked to the formulation of the society itself. 
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Figure 1. The interactive nature of the food system’s structure 

  

Whether or not food is produced, distributed, or consumed by particular members of 

society is determined by the construction of the food system and society. The structure of the 

food system changes with other socially influenced structures such as economics, government, 

and culture. Regardless of a food system’s particular flavor, whether subsistence agriculture or 

iterations heavily reliant on intensified production, food systems, societal structures, and cultural 

ethos are inextricably entangled in these reciprocal influences. Evaluating unique iterations of 

how food systems are constructed can inform us of the mechanisms behind the function and 

process of food system construction and reconstruction. 

Changes in the food system show identifiable trends in both precipitating factors, such as 

economic shifts and conflict, as well as in the social consequences that follow. Both historically 

and in modernity, shifts in the food system have influenced global societal hierarchy, economic 

opportunity, cultural practices, and foodways – often towards ensuring the enrichment of few 
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through the economic and nutritional detriment of the many (Davis 2002, Friedmann 1990). As 

an example, European colonialism and American neo-colonial corporatism inarguably altered the 

structure of the world food system’s production, consumption, and distribution such that it 

became increasingly globalized and specialized (Patel & Moore 2017, 146-147 & 151). For 

example, the forced de-industrialization of China and India were strategies to establish economic 

supremacy in line with mercantilist ideals, spurring economic disempowerment and the 

destabilization of both countries’ national food systems that most greatly impacted the already 

poor or entirely destitute population (Davis 2002, 294). As all social systems are shaped by 

human influence, deficits in the system such as these examples of forcible, inequitable 

integration into the global economy need to be evaluated by identifying the malformed or 

deleterious features established by those who structured the system. 

Negative outcomes in a food system are not innately attributable to human 

malconstruction. It is true that certain ‘external’ events, such as natural phenomena not directly 

attributable to anthropogenic sources, can influence the greater food system without much 

human capacity for remediation. Isolated agrarian and pastoral systems create and distribute food 

in a relatively small physical distance, making localized environmental shock, violent conflict, 

and epidemiological outbreaks massively consequential. However, a food system with global 

production and distribution would be expected to function differently. Following the Green 

Revolution, global food production has increased to a level where there is more food being 

produced daily than is necessary to feed the world population (UNEP 2024, XI). We could, and 

should, expect a localized dearth to be addressed with relative ease by siphoning supplemental 

supplies from abundance in unimpacted areas.  
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The expansion of industrialized food systems, with their increased output per acre, may 

seem to be a panacea to hunger – but they have also introduced new vulnerabilities. Most 

countries exhibit a form of food production that can be classified as ‘industrial’ and marked by 

productivist farming methods and highly processed foods originating from centralized and 

contractual production planning (Lawrence 2017, 776). This is considered one end of the 

gradient for country-level food production; developing nations may be in the process of moving 

their ‘modernizing’ production sector towards this scheme or they may exhibit a more 

traditionalist framework. Both non-industrial versions described by Lawrence increase the risk of 

malnutrition in response to dearths due to the higher rate of localized distribution and general 

domestic sourcing (775). As industrialized food production systems expand and replace non-

industrial ones, populations from traditional systems are moved from a system that places them 

at risk in times of localized ecological shocks to a system which relies on stable purchasing 

power from wage labor to ensure adequate nutrition. This transition creates precarity in poor 

populations who become unable to grow their own food through subsistence agriculture or 

maintain access to food priced for a global market (780-781). Structuring the global food system 

on a foundation of manufactured precarity means that Green Revolution proponents could not be 

correct in their assessments of eliminating hunger through productivism. 

A global food system marked by overabundance should have the capacity to overcome 

acute shocks. However, fractures develop within these systems and make them prone to 

disintegration from what we would otherwise expect to be external pressures of minimal impact. 

These systems have been constructed by the exploitation of laborers, pressing a substantial 

portion of the population into economic precarity. Precarity in this case means that this 

population is most vulnerable to the adverse effects of the system’s disintegration following the 
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emergence of shocks to food production or pricing (Dreze and Sen 1989, 47-48). Without 

increasing the economic resilience of these populations, the system lacks the ability to quickly 

overcome these famine catalysts. Because famines and hunger still exist in a socially structured 

system that is formulated to ensure overproduction, these issues must stem from the social 

influences. The structure of our food system indicates that famines, extreme nutritional and 

caloric deficits, are directly connected to some flaw in the social organization of the food system.  

 

Social Problems and Social Justice in Food Systems and Society 

This section defines the concepts of social problems and social justice and connects them 

to the larger concept of the ‘food system.’ I first explore what constitutes a social problem and 

then apply these principles to the food system to illustrate how social problems are reflected 

within the food system itself. To better understand and address social problems, I introduce the 

concept of social justice and develop a definition that I apply throughout my Capstone. 

 

Social Problems 

Negative features of societal architecture have a precipitating reason for their existence, 

whether intentional or incidental. These systems or processes that are attributed to or originate 

from social phenomena, yet create harm, are considered social problems (Alessio 2011, 1-3). 

However, while the definition necessitates the existence of negative impacts, a social problem 

may also create benefits for others. As described by Alessio (2011, 9-15), there is no requisite 

minimum number of harmed people that constitutes a social problem. However, individuals may 

experience hardships in life which are not attributable to societal frameworks. Therefore, the 

concept of a ‘social problem’ does necessitate some form of boundary. This boundary can be 

drawn around whether an impacted individual within a system maintains a level of agency that 
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allows them to effectively negate the problem. If the social structures of life influence a 

problem’s elements of causation, maintenance, and remediation, individual choices are limited 

and one’s attempts to alter their situation are stymied.  

As addressed in the previous section, the foundations of food systems reflect an amalgam 

of societal influences. The existence of harms stemming from these influences within food 

systems directly indicates that food systems have social problems. Because they are social 

problems, individual action is not reliably effective in addressing them and curing the problem 

requires societal-level change. Therefore, social problems in the food system must have a 

curative response that is anchored in active efforts to alter the social structures which have led to 

the problem’s creation. More directly, society creates social problems that can only be cured by 

society addressing the root causes. To be considered just, a society would need to recognize the 

causes of social problems that create injustice and participate in the active efforts necessary for 

their remediation. However, to ensure just remediation, we must define the concept of justice and 

establish criteria for its recognition. 

 

Social Justice 

In order to ensure our society is becoming more socially just in addressing social problems, 

we need to understand what justice entails, and how to identify injustice. Establishing a 

definition of social justice allows us to identify a goal for society and, thus, which actions could 

produce the intended curative outcome. Following Fraser’s (2004) conception of justice, a 

system which realizes social justice ensures equitable participation through three areas: 

representation, recognition, and redistribution (403-404). Representation can be considered 

equitable when members of society are able and encouraged to participate in the public sphere 

and are provided the opportunity to advocate for themselves. Overarchingly, this concept is 
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specific to ‘political representation,’ and can be condensed to ‘equal say.’ Equitable recognition 

denotes that everyone has a place in society and is respected for their contributions. Recognition 

is this area generally refers to ‘cultural recognition’ or ‘equal respect.’ Lastly, redistribution is a 

cyclical form of ‘re-equalizing’ which ensures that a society’s members have their needs 

continually met. Generally, this concept is characterized as economic redistribution’ or ‘equal 

share.’ The commonality between each of the three ‘Rs’ is in their intended target – each is 

meant to address some form of oppression arising from an unjust system. 

 Oppressive conditions restrict an individual’s life and are a clear indicator of systemic 

injustice. Young’s (1990) “Five Faces of Oppression” describes common forms oppression can 

take: exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence. Each of 

these “faces” has differences in their expression within society and in their impact on the 

oppressed. Marginalization occurs when a group is determined as 'unnecessary' or superfluous 

and subsequently not afforded the opportunity to live within ‘visible society’– alternatively 

defined as within the society’s cultural conception of ‘normal.’ This structure can result in lack 

of resources and detachment of individuals or populations from social networks due to the 

exclusion of the marginalized in spaces where these social activities occur. Exploitation occurs 

when groups in power utilize the social hierarchy to benefit from the labor of a lower group. 

Hierarchical structures that limit the ability of groups to have a say in the structure of social 

systems that directly impact their lives result in powerlessness for those in the lower echelons. 

Alternatively, powerlessness can take the form of the powerful actively blocking the access of 

groups to positions of power. As a ‘face,’ cultural imperialism refers to the institution or 

proliferation of a powerful group’s culture as a preferrable form of existence, while denying or 
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denigrating alternative lifestyles. Lastly, violence encompasses physical harm or the threat of it 

towards a specific group of people. 

All five ‘faces’ are united in the foundational principle that oppressed groups are those 

who are situated within society but are either unwanted (marginalization, cultural imperialism), 

or expected by those in more powerful strata to bear additional burdens (exploitation, violence) 

and have little power to alter this framework (powerlessness). While society necessitates 

responsibility to other members that may entail some form of hardship or personal sacrifice in 

order to maintain a functioning network among all members, such as the energy expenditures 

inherent in daily interactions like childcare and emotional labor, the concept becomes unjust 

when oppressive frameworks emerge and serve to assign hardships onto populations without 

their consent. 

If a society’s structure enables the powerful to inequitably assign hardships upon the less 

powerful, it indicates the social system is unjust and oppressive. Oppressive societies function by 

limiting the agency of the oppressed. This process ultimately reduces choices of the oppressed 

into two categories: either supporting the oppressive system at their own expense (sacrifice) or 

disrupting the system (deviancy and rebellion). Therefore, situations where the ‘choices’ are 

limited to either extreme sacrifice to maintain the system or engaging in deviance to ensure basic 

survival indicate an egregiously unjust system. Systems such as this, that are based on a 

hierarchical expectation of sacrifice, must be highly unjust and therefore an important target for 

social justice.  
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Capstone Social Problem 

This capstone research focuses on the social problem of famines, considering their core 

causes and the responses aimed at alleviating or curing them. In this section, I justify my 

depiction of famine as a social problem as well as provide evidence for its persistence and 

pertinence to the current era.  

Famine is known as a wide-spread deadly deprivation of food access that is strongly 

associated with epidemic pathogens, destitution, and violence. When a system ensures 

reasonable energy and time expenditure for acquiring necessary sustenance, food access is 

considered adequate – while food insecurity refers to unreliable access to sustenance. Various 

definitions of famine exist, but all are relatively concurrent in identifying the phenomenon as 

indicating widespread and deadly food insecurity. The Integrated Food Security Phase 

Classification identifies famine criteria as occurring when “at least one in five households has or 

is most likely to experience an extreme deprivation of food” and when there is “significant 

mortality, directly attributable to outright starvation or to the interaction of malnutrition and 

disease” (IPC 2021, 8). Due to the lack of available and reliable historical records, that would 

ensure congruence between Integrated Food Security Phase Classification and what I will 

explore in my research, I define famine as a food system that is experiencing a severe level of 

food insecurity to the extent that it results in a higher than expected quantity of deaths - i.e. 

above-standard mortality rates for the time and place.  .   

Food insecurity should never be so extreme as to cause famine in an over-producing 

globalized food system. Despite being frequently characterized as a consequence of ‘natural’ 

ecological disasters, famines occur more from inadequate social responses to a sudden alteration 

in food production or distribution (Sen 1981, 43-4 & Dreze & Sen 1989, 46-47). This indicates 
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that famines only occur due to some deficit emerging from the societal structure of the food 

system. Social systems that  produce negative effects indicate the existence of a social problem. 

Thus, famines meet the criteria established for a social problem. In light of the sheer magnitude 

of suffering associated with famine, why would our society be structured in a way that makes 

famine possible?  

Historically, famines have created a benefit for certain powerful elements of society, 

potentially limiting the zeal for systemic curative action to eradicate them. For example, 

industrialists who aim to employ ‘dispensable’ low-skilled workers see a sudden glut of 

desperate laborers as famines emerge (Dreze & Sen 1989, 5-6). In the modern financial sector, 

and in historical famines such as in British colonial Madras (Davis 2002, 26), those with 

financial investments in the food system could expect their stocks to rise in the event of scarcity 

(Clapp 2023, 4). Even in instances where there is no clear economic benefit to the powerful from 

famines, starvation has been a strategy to remove 'undesirable' populations (Davis 2002, 27). 

Those in positions of power during a food system crisis have often placed the burden of hunger 

on those who have little to no power, and who are being sacrificed without their consent. Free-

market ideologies and Malthusian ethics which create space in the cultural ethos for loss of life 

in ‘crisis’ situations serve as a form of tacit condonement of this ethos. As described by Dreze 

and Sen (1989, 46-47) as well as Davis (2002, 279-280), famines do not occur naturally and are 

created by the ways that a society formulates its food system. Yet, despite wide recognition of 

the preventable nature of famine and its clear connection to unacceptable past injustices, famine 

has not been completely eradicated as a possible outcome of destabilizing forces acting upon the 

global food system.  
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While wide-spread famines became less frequent as countries began to shift towards 

industrial forms of agriculture, they have not been eradicated. Modern near-famines associated 

with ecological famine catalysts have primarily been staved off through immediate food aid 

(O’Grada 2007, 32), but the existence of famine conditions in Gaza and Sudan is evidence that 

famines still occur (World Food Program 2024, 5; Jaspars and Kuol 2024, 1-2).  In both regions, 

wide-spread hunger has emerged despite attempts to provide direct aid – the causative factors of 

each will be explored in my research. This is despite the global food system creating enough 

food to preclude the Malthusian concept of famine’s inevitability (de Waal 2018, 45-46). On top 

of the further entrenchment of economic inequality and climate change, the rise of nationalist 

ideologies in rich countries, exemplified by the defunding of USAID (The White House 2025), 

the outlook for the complete eradication of famine is bleak. Famine incidence has been 

increasing (de Waal 2024, 2; Jaspars and Kuol 2024, 1) - even as more countries move from 

traditionalist and modernizing food production toward productivist, industrialized systems 

(Lawrence 2017, 787-788). This is evidence that famines are a persistent social problem that 

violates the criteria for a socially-just society in terms of equitable representation, recognition, 

and distribution of resources. The existence of famine and the continued risk of its emergence 

indicates that attempts at curing the root causes must not have been successful. 

Capstone Research Problem 

I am interested in identifying the reasons for the persistence of famine in order to 

determine routes toward its eventual eradication. Thus, my Capstone research problem focuses 

on the intersection of causes of and cures for the social problem of famine. In this section, I will 

detail my research problem as well as establish the conceptual frameworks I utilize in my 

research. 
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My capstone research focuses on root causes of famines and attempts at curative action. 

The continued existence of famine indicates that the root causes within the structure of the 

system must not have been adequately addressed by the cures. As famine indicates injustice 

within the structure of society, the continued existence of the social problem means that the cures 

that have been employed must not have addressed the unjust root causes. Therefore, in order to 

understand why famine and the risk of famine still exist, it is important to identify discrepancies 

between the causes of famine and the responses intended to prevent it. In other words, why cures 

for the social problem of famine have not addressed their causes sufficiently enough to eradicate 

the root causes and, thus, the existence of famine? Therefore, to better understand famines’ 

persistence we need to contrast causes with attempted cures.  

This Capstone research explores famine causes and responses in both the historical food 

system and the modern era. Causes may include actions that created famine conditions or actions 

taken in response to localized famine catalysts that did not prevent the development of famine 

conditions. Identifying the causes and their relationship to oppression in society will lay the 

foundation for evaluating whether and how cures have responded to causes effectively. My 

definition of what constitutes a ‘famine response’ will be specific to ‘policies’ and ‘active 

responses.’ Active responses will refer to non-governmental responses that were impactful but 

not directly associated with policy, such as aid provided by non-governmental organizations. 

Identifying the existence or absence of commensurate cures will provide information on what 

has worked to counteract oppressive causes of famine and provide insight into its persistence. 

A response to or cure for a famine that is commensurate to its cause directly addresses 

that cause. For example, when an unjust system causes famine, a commensurate response would 

address the oppressive structures of the system which opened the system to the possibility of 
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famine. Evaluating responses allows me to identify instances where efforts to enact substantive 

change to address the causes did occur, as well as where responses have ultimately functioned as 

a more palatable method for allowing the unstable systems to persist while preventing a massive 

famine. Additionally, I am interested in identifying how justice-oriented curative responses have 

been employed. Establishing a gauge for social justice in famine response would allow for the 

identification of more impactful, just methods that could be applied in our increasingly 

globalized food system. 

In order to evaluate connections between the causes and cures of distinct famines, I will 

be utilizing two conceptual frameworks. As previously stated, famine is indicative of a society 

whose structure is oppressive and unjust. I evaluate famines for their oppressive causes due to 

this link. First, I use a version of Marcus’s (2003) faminogenic behaviors framework to 

categorize governmental policies that caused famine either through active establishment of the 

conditions, or through inadequate response. Second, I use Young’s (1990) five faces to 

understand connections faminogenic behaviors and oppression. This analysis informs my 

evaluation of what constitutes a ‘commensurate cure.’ To complement my analysis of 

commensurate curative responses, I utilize an evaluative method based on Fraser’s anti-

oppressive criteria for social justice: redistribution, recognition, and representation in food 

system transformations. This system allows me to evaluate how responses have incorporated 

social justice, whether the response was commensurate with the cause of famine or not. 

 

 

— 

In this chapter, I have introduced the research domain of food systems and society and 

provided an argument that food system problems are social problems. I defined social problems 
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and social justice, identifying their relationship with my research. Lastly, I introduced my 

research problem and the conceptual frameworks necessary for understanding my research. In 

the next chapter I detail how I approach analyzing my research problem.  
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Three—Methodology and Methods: Applying Critical Inquiry 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the methodology and methods I employ in my 

research. I first identify the necessary components of social research and introduce my research 

design within the context of social science and the research paradigm of critical inquiry. I then 

describe my evaluative method and establish the research question I address through my 

research. Lastly, I explain and justify my research frameworks and elements of inquiry, 

highlighting the intent behind my methodological choices and analytical focus.  

Capstone Research Paradigm 

In this section I outline the role of social research in society and establish the background 

criteria for research within which I aim to place my own research. I present the definition and 

description for foundational concepts of research such as research paradigms, critical inquiry, 

and positionality and introduce my own understanding of these concepts within the context of 

my own research. 

Overview of Research Paradigms  

The fundamental purpose of research is to attempt to better understand something 

through some form of observation. Research paradigms influence the way that one conducts 

research what the information gained can say about the topic in question. At the most 

foundational level, a research paradigm determines the ontological basis from which a researcher 

will proceed. An ontological philosophy denotes the boundaries of what can be understood and 

informs the researcher of possible lines of inquiry. Following this, epistemology indicates what 

knowledge can be gained through inquiry (Grix 2002, 177). Epistemology is consequential as it 

informs which methodologies and methods can be used within the established ontological 
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boundaries to better understand the topic of interest. Depending on the topic of interest, certain 

research paradigms are better suited than others. 

A positivist ontology and epistemology that emphasize discreet, observable interaction 

may be warranted, such as if the goal of research is to identify the underlying consistencies in 

universal phenomena like chemical interactions. Because social research is about people and is 

cultivated by people, with their inherent diversity and innumerable intricacies, it can require 

particular considerations for research design that are not conducive to empiricism. Applying an 

empirical lens to human social behavior is difficult due to the overwhelming array of 

confounding variables and immaterial constructs which influence social structures and behaviors 

(Crossley 2005, 254-255). Ontological outlooks, such as critical theory, which incorporate a less 

binary form of knowledge create space for examining the moral frameworks of society within 

defined criteria of justice (Lincoln et al. 2018, 135-137). Within this framework, a subjective 

lens that incorporates a non-empirical understanding of the complexities of human society allows 

for research on how our social systems function and what impact they have on their members. In 

this way, critical theory is a research paradigm that allows the researcher to evaluate complex 

systems without the restrictions of empirical sciences that limit them to identifying singular foci 

for detached observation and statistical analysis.  

Critical Inquiry and Positionality 

I utilize critical inquiry as the research paradigm in my evaluation of the social problem 

of famine. Critical inquiry is a research paradigm particular to social sciences as it focuses on the 

social foundations of our reality and embraces subjectivity and centers the inquirer’s perspective 

within research (Spencer 2014, 90-91). At its core, this research paradigm aims to analyze 

society through reflection on a system's social impact and causes of social problems with the 
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intent to foster emancipatory and transformative action (Terstappen et al. 2013, 22). Critical 

inquiry allows a researcher to establish a logical framework for justice in society and compare 

historical or contemporary social structures against this criterion. Research in this area is 

intended to inspire changes that could address the root causes identified by structures that deviate 

from the social justice framework developed by the researcher (Spencer 2014, 91). Therefore, 

this research paradigm is appropriate for identifying social problems and better understanding 

their causes, proliferation, or cures. 

 While I have identified famine as a social problem which violates my established criteria 

for justice, I want to determine why it has persisted in the common era of over-abundance. In 

essence, critical inquiry asks, “why does this social problem exist, what has led to it developing 

in the social context where it is expressed, and what possible options are there for curing it?” 

These are the same questions that I am hoping to answer through my research. Additionally, as I 

intend for my research to influence just changes in society that effectively address the true causes 

of famine, critical inquiry is an appropriate research paradigm. I apply this paradigm to 

understand the relationship between causes of famine and attempts to cure it, identifying the 

possible gaps that have allowed for its continued existence. In analyzing the relationship between 

causes and attempts at cures, I identify trends between oppression and famine. By further 

connecting famine responses to the core systemic causes, I attempt to establish a framework for 

developing cures focused on addressing the true causes of famine to inform future actions that 

could effectively eradicate it. Lastly, I recognize that a response may be commensurate with 

causes but may still be unjust and so I further evaluate the existence of social justice within these 

responses. As an example of this framework, if a murderous regime creates a famine but is later 
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ousted, this could be considered a commensurate response but could later result in the same 

magnitude of injustice if the new regime is just as murderous.  

While I believe my analysis follows frameworks developed by other academics and does 

not solely represent my personal biases, I recognize the individual understanding of what 

constitutes murder and malicious action is also unique to the observer’s perspective. Because of 

this, the moral evaluations I present are best understood within the context of my own personal 

perspective – or positionality. Within the field of social research, a singular observer is 

inextricable from the system they are studying and so it is important for a researcher to recognize 

and declare their positionality. Positionality refers to the unique perspective formed by the 

researcher’s unique perspective, time, and place (Jensen and Glasmeier 2010, 83). A researcher 

who is writing from within a community experiencing injustice and one who is writing from a 

much further vantage point may have different focuses and unique reasons for looking into a 

particular concept. A reader who is looking over both sets of research may benefit from altering 

their perspective on the author’s findings by evaluating the impact of the authors positionality on 

their writing. With this in mind, I recognize my positionality as a white woman who has never 

been at serious risk of experiencing famine, and as a relatively utopian thinker who believes that 

we can make a better, more just world. Additionally, as a monolingual resident of the United 

States, my exclusive fluency in English limits my ability to utilize the entirety of academic texts 

and analyses, despite there being a diverse body of scholarship on this subject. Lastly, while 

earning a bachelor’s degree in anthropology I have cultivated a uniquely personal understanding 

of human diversity which I believe influences my personal perspective on anthropogenic 

systems. 



 

22 

 

 

In this section I have established differences in research paradigms and justified my 

usage of critical inquiry in the context of my research problem. To better understand and address 

my research problem, I develop questions which I attempt to answer through my research. 

Capstone Research Questions and Conceptual Frameworks 

In order to extract useful information applicable to my research problem, I develop an 

Overall Research Question and then trisect it into three constitutive research questions. In this 

section I explain my process for constructing these questions and explain the conceptual 

frameworks necessary for conducting my research into the causes and cures of famine.  

Research Problem and Research Questions 

As previously established, famine is an extant social problem that has not been 

adequately addressed. To cure famine, we need to fully address the root causes that allow for it 

to emerge. My research problem is about the forms of oppression that cause famine and if cures 

are addressing these root causes. To address my research problem, I ask an overall research 

question: “Have famine responses addressed their social causes?” To address this ORQ, I ask 

three constitutive research questions, which are be evaluated separately and then together to 

answer the overall research question. My first constitutive question is: “What are the root social 

causes of famine?” The intent of this question is to establish connections between oppressive 

systems and famine. The second constitutive research question asks: “In what ways have famine 

responses addressed their social causes?” If a cause is linked to oppressive conditions, then the 

cures will need to address these core injustices through the application of socially just 

remediation. Lastly, my third question asks: “Have these responses employed social justice in 

their methods?” Answering this question more specifically evaluates whether or not famine 

responses address social justice. If the intent of curing social problems is to increase justice and 
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vice versa, then it is important to differentiate truly curative actions based on increasing social 

justice from actions that address the core causes, but in a way which allows for future famines or 

replace one unjust condition with another. Together, these questions allow me to identify if 

attempted famine cures have or have not addressed the core causes in a socially just way. 

Conceptual Frameworks 

To answer these questions, I apply the previously introduced conceptual frameworks of 

oppressive social causes and commensurate cures to address the causes and cures of famine. For 

CRQ 1, I evaluate causes through conceptual frameworks that help explain faminogenic behavior 

and identify instances of oppression. Faminogenic behavior describes policies or actions taken 

by governments which induce famine or fail to prevent its proliferation (Marcus 2003). For 

famine to occur, a social policy must have been established that either limited food access or did 

not ensure access in a localized production deficit. I define policies as social actions initiated by 

an authoritative body and which intentionally restructure a system. Oppression as explored 

through Young’s (1990) ‘Five Faces,’ can identify instances of oppression in faminogenic 

behaviors as indicated in Table 1 to evaluate the presence of oppression in the identified 

proximate causes of famine. Each faminogenic behavior is organized by “degree” according to 

unique identifying traits which indicate the form of oppression innate to that form of activity.  
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Table 1. Connectivity between faminogenic behaviors and oppressive faces 

Faminogenic 

Behavior  
Marginalization Powerlessness 

Cultural 

Imperialism 
Exploitation Violence 

4th Degree: 

Government is 

unable to respond 

effectively 

through lack of 

resources or 

structure 

Lack of 

economic 

security or 

entitlements to 

maintain access 

to food 

Denial of civil 

and political 

rights 

Not innately 

expressed 

Not innately 

expressed 

Not innately 

expressed 

3rd Degree: 

Government 

responds with 

indifference, 

prioritizes other 

initiatives over 

famine prevention 

Lack of 

economic 

security or 

entitlements to 

maintain access 

to food 

Denial of civil 

and political 

rights 

Indifference 

necessitates an 

‘other’ to be 

indifferent 

towards 

Not innately 

expressed 

Not innately 

expressed 

2nd degree: 

Reckless policies 

which 

intentionally 

shape a system but 

unintentionally 

create famine, 

subsequent lack of 

recognition that 

the system was 

faulty 

Lack of 

economic 

security or 

entitlements to 

maintain access 

to food 

Denial of civil 

and political 

rights 

Reckless policy 

indicates 

indifference – 

same as above 

 

Lack of 

recognition of 

governmental 

policy 

shortcomings, 

‘other’ used as 

scapegoat for 

famine 

Reckless policies 

are intended to 

create some 

benefit, but also 

creates risk; Those 

benefitting are 

receiving some 

transfer - of labor 

or active 

adherence to 

governmental 

mandates without 

ensuring survival 

Not innately 

expressed 

1st degree: active 

removal of food 

from a population 

in order to cause 

mass death or 

destitution 

Lack of 

economic 

security or 

entitlements to 

maintain access 

to food 

Denial of civil 

and political 

rights 

Indifference 

turns to actively 

antagonistic 

denial of 

resources based 

on association 

Above, plus 

emergence of 

forced labor 

Violence, 

intention to 

harm 

indicated by 

the 

intentionality 

 

Marcus’ degrees of faminogenic behavior are based on levels of intentionality 

surrounding the famines causes. The lowest level, fourth degree, indicates some form of 

governmental or societal lack that resulted in an inadequate response to a famine catalyst. Third 

degree faminogenic behaviors constitute actions ascribed to the indifference of the powerful 

towards the suffering of the people or miscalculation of the situation’s severity. Intentionality 

becomes clearer with reckless second degree faminogenic behaviors – actions taken which place 

people at risk unintentionally, but do not alter their actions when it becomes clear that it is 
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creating harm. Lastly, first degree famines denote genocidal behavior and punitive measures that 

indicate a direct intention on the part of the powerful to deprive a population of adequate 

nutrition. 

Within the context of famine, the level of intentionality indicates the logical necessity of 

certain oppressive faces. Marginalization is tautologically indicated in all degrees because food 

access would not be limited to this degree if someone is not marginalized at least economically 

(Sen 1981, 47-49). Powerlessness is indicated similarly in all degrees due to the denial of civil 

and political rights inherent in lack of food access (Howard-Hassmann 2016, 19). Alternatively, 

cultural imperialism is visible through a more stepwise process down the degrees of 

intentionality. The indifference of a third-degree famine requires there to be a population that can 

be sacrificed, otherwise there would be no possibility of indifference. Governmental priorities 

that legislate indifference toward one population require the existence of prioritized populations, 

indicating a cultural hierarchy upheld by those in power. In second degree faminogenic behavior, 

defined by recklessness and a lack of accepting culpability, both traits indicate cultural 

imperialism in some form. Firstly, reckless policy itself indicates indifference for consequences, 

following a similar form as cultural imperialisms expression in third degree faminogenic 

behavior. Secondly, some other activity or entity must bear culpability in official discourse in 

order to redirect critiques away from the shortcomings of governmental policy. In authoritarian 

governments, these entities are often external to nation or are manufactured ‘external’ citizen 

population must be used as scapegoat. Lastly, first degree faminogenic behavior means there is a 

population that is actively differentiated for extermination or subjugation. 

Within the two degrees with the highest intentionality, first and second degree 

faminogenic behavior, exploitation becomes innately woven into the framework of the behavior. 
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For second degree behavior, policies which are intended to create some benefit also create risk 

for those who end up experiencing famine. In this case, those who benefit are receiving some 

transfer without ensuring survival (Young, 61). This form of exploitation is similar in first degree 

famines, though the process of extermination itself is the transfer. Lastly, violence is indicated in 

first degree faminogenic behavior due to the direct intentionality of harm to those experiencing 

famine. 

To limit scope for feasibility and comprehension, the faminogenic social actions taken by 

national government is used exclusively in the descriptions of the causes of famine. In times of 

cross-national conflict (wars), barricading/embargo behavior by one warring party as a strategy 

will be considered first degree, with the understanding that the culpability lies with the 

antagonistic power – referred to as ‘faminoprogenitors.’ 

In answering CRQ 2, I evaluate the commensurability of cures to causes through a 

comparative analysis. If the response to a particular famine attempts to directly address 

oppressive faces or attempts to reduce the opportunity for the identified oppressive causes to 

resurface, then they can be considered commensurate. 

Lastly, to answer CRQ 3 I evaluate curative actions against the framework for social 

justice already established specified for food system analysis. Fraser’s (2004) concept of anti-

oppressive representation, recognition, and redistribution (shortened to the three R’s as 

referenced in chapter 2) serve as a baseline for identifying types of curative responses which 

justly address oppressive conditions by incorporating aspects of social justice. We can further 

specify these aspects of social justice in terms of food systems. Smaal et al. (2020, Table 2) 

directly applies the three ‘Rs’ to the food system, which allows me to establish a connection 

between curative food system activity and aspects of social justice. Redistribution, as defined 
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through this conceptual framework, encompasses the transfer of arable land and food to those 

who are in need or have limited access. In addition, this system assigns the pay of food workers 

and the infrastructure necessary for food production and distribution to the redistribution 

category. Recognition in this framework is specific to pay of food workers, knowledge and 

access to learning environments that increase food-related knowledge, and social capital as 

evaluated through connectivity in activities related to food. Lastly, the area of representation 

involves one’s access to environments which make food system-related decisions, to transparent 

information on food, and to administrative infrastructure such as legislation which protects their 

rights. 

Capstone Research Design 

This section provides a map of the methods employed to answer my research questions. I 

first introduce the research framework I use, then shift to a description of key elements of inquiry 

necessary to my stated research framework. Lastly, I explain how each key element serves to 

answer my research questions. 

Research Frameworks 

My overall research question is, “have famine responses addressed their social causes?” 

To address this ORQ, my CRQs are, “what are the oppressive causes of famine?” “in what ways 

have famine responses addressed their social causes?,” and lastly “have these responses 

employed social justice in their methods?” As all three questions are based on tracking instances 

of famines and famine responses within specific conditions of societal structure and temporal 

position, I utilize content analysis. 

 At its core, content analysis identifies terms or trends which appear in literature. The 

research process in content analysis codifies cultural artifacts, described by Abbot and 

McKinney as “things that humans have created” (316-17), as a way to identify trends in a 
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society’s structure and actions. In my tables I have established a codification system for 

translating faminogenic behaviors and responses into indicators of justice or injustice. Through 

content analysis, I track instances of oppressive systems and socially just methods of famine 

responses across famines in contrasting times and places. The next section establishes various 

elements of inquiry for the content analysis that I employ in my research. 

Elements of Inquiry 

This section first defines and details the elements of the inquiry necessary for conducting 

research. Next, I apply these elements within the context of my own research. 

 The most foundational element of inquiry is the unit of analysis. The unit of analysis is 

the subject of an analytical system, or that which a research question aims to describe. Research 

frameworks are logics of inquiry or research techniques used to evaluate the topic of study. A 

unit of observation is what will be observed to address the unit of analysis via the research 

framework in order to gain insight into the unit of analysis and answer the RQ. The data scope, 

or boundaries around units of observation and analysis, establishes parameters for the breadth of 

what will be incorporated into the analysis. The location of data which falls within this scope and 

meets the criteria of the unit of observation, serves as the data source. A data sample is a subset 

of data within the data scope which will be evaluated - pared down due to feasibility or specific 

parameters meant to ensure data is aligned with the research question. Lastly, the analytical 

criteria reflect the conceptual frameworks used to procure specific information from my units of 

observation and establish how to organize, analyze, and interpret the units of observation from 

the data sample to address the unit of analysis. Each of these pieces must be established prior to 

engaging in research in order to ensure that analysis is conducted in a consistent manner. I next 
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establish these parameters for each of the three constitutive research questions I address through 

my research.  

The following section identifies how each of my constitutive research questions 

expressed the key elements introduced above. As my CRQs focus on contrasting causes, cures, 

and social justice across famines, the elements of inquiry are generally the same. Because of this, 

CRQ 1 is explained at a higher level of detail while the sections CRQ 2 and 3 reference this 

explanation and highlight the unique elements of each. 

 

CRQ 1: Causes 

My first constitutive research question asks, what are the root social causes of famine? 

CRQ 1 provides a foundation for answering my overall research question by identifying the 

causes that I then analyze for commensurate responses and against criteria for social justice. To 

establish presence of oppression in famines’ causes, I systematically review the occurrence of 

famine and track the occurrence of causes and their correspondence with oppressive frameworks 

within these systems.  

 

Table 2. CRQ 1 Elements of Inquiry 

Unit of Analysis Oppression-linked causes of famine  

Research Framework Content Analysis 

Unit of Observation Instances of faminogenic behavior 

Data Scope Causes of famines between 1800 and 2016 listed on OWID 

famine database or post-2016 famines indicated by IFSPC 

Data Sources Academic and gray literature. 

Data Sample Illustrative instances of famine determined by unique 

characteristics and association with categories of colonialism, 

war, authoritarianism, and modernity   

Analytical Criteria 1st – 4th degree faminogenic behaviors and five faces of 

oppression as outlined through table 1 

 



 

30 

 

 

Unit of analysis: The unit of analysis are causes of famine. CRQ 1 is focused on 

understanding the ways that oppression causes famine, so identifying cases where famine has 

been caused by oppression is necessary in the analysis of state-level action. 

Research Framework: I use content analysis of literature to identify oppressive faces 

present in descriptions relevant to the causes of famine.  

Unit of observation: The unit of observation is causes of famine in food systems.  

Data Scope: Our World in Data (OWID), a United Kingdom non-profit that utilizes 

national and academic data sets, has previously gathered data on the most impactful famines 

worldwide. Using data from this repository, I restrict my focus to famines which occurred 

between 1800 and 2016. In order to analyze famines that are ongoing, the data scope also 

includes instances after 2016 where the IFSPC has identified famine conditions. 

Data Sources: Academic and grey literature sources will provide interpretations on the 

causes of famine related to societal structures. 

Data Sample: To determine a manageable data sample, I reduce my data scope through 

evaluating famines associated with one of four social conditions or environments: colonialism, 

war, authoritarianism, and contemporary. While there are many more famines which fit into each 

category than are analyzed, examples are chosen based on factors such as the existence of a 

unique social structure or whether adequate material was available for review. Evaluating this 

subject on a global scale and in contrasting social contexts will allow me to identify 

consistencies in how the conceptual frameworks of faminogenesis, oppressive systems, curative 

action, and social justice have been expressed over time and in different contexts. I outline my 

environmental classification criteria in further detail below.  
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The first category for data sampling is famines occurring under colonialism. The age of 

colonialism is fraught with the full extent of oppressive conditions. Academics such as Amartya 

Sen have extensively analyzed the occurrence of famine under colonial rule and, because of this 

breadth, colonialism is the first category of my analysis. While some colonial activities fit into a 

definition of ‘direct’ colonialism, other nations have held immense sway over the inner workings 

of a country while not technically ruling as an ‘internal’ power – i.e., as the national government 

of the colonial region. In my analysis, states that underwent ‘informal colonialism’ (Davis 2002, 

378) as described above and experienced a famine are included in this ‘colonial famine’ 

categorization. 

The second category for which I sample data is famines that were directly associated with 

20th century mass conflicts. The 20th Century saw two world wars known for the depth of 

devastation left in their wake. Beyond the enormous scale of direct combat-related deaths and 

murderous genocide, famines became a common occurrence. Due to the high incidence of 

combat-related famines during this time, the second category of famine analysis is ‘Wartime 

Famine.’ Within the ‘Wartime Famine’ category I focus on the faminogenic behaviors of 

invading or ruling states, referred to as ‘faminoprogenitors,’ and the responses undertaken by 

world authorities or by the country which experienced famine. 

The third category of famines analyzed is ‘Radical Authoritarianism.’ Often considered 

‘communist famines,’ the examples in chapter four are connected in that they occurred in 

countries which experienced similar leftist restructuring of their governments prior to the 

emergence of famine. All countries experienced some form of radical socialist upheaval that 

ultimately produced a totalitarian regime. Within this category, examples of causes, cures, and 
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justice are based off of either the actions of the authoritarian regime or of actors related to 

revolutionary upheaval. 

The fourth category encompasses contemporary famines; those which can be considered 

‘recent’ in that they have occurred in the last 50 years or are presently occurring at the time of 

writing. For the currently active famine conditions in Gaza and Sudan, cures and justice are 

evaluated prospectively. In addition, the section of Bangladesh includes both a famine that 

occurred in the 1970s as well as one near-famine as an opportunity to evaluate a modern example 

of successful famine prevention in a region that has experienced frequent vulnerability. 

Analytical criteria: I establish the degree of faminogenic behavior and identify related 

oppressive frameworks (Table 1) underlying each famine in order to determine a comprehensive 

understanding of cause. These analytical criterion criteria are applied consistently across all 

famines included within the categories detailed above.  

To answer my first constitutive research question, I utilize content analysis to identify 

commonalities between causes of famine and oppressive faminogenic behaviors. Establishing 

connections to specific forms of oppression allows me to compare my findings with my analysis 

of whether famine responses were commensurate with their causes and if they served to make 

the system more just. Because I am comparing causes, cures, and justice across famines, I have 

established categories of famine environments. With the categorization scheme I have 

developed, I can analyze commonalities and differences across time, region, and social 

condition. Moving forward, as I aim to compare this CRQ to the other two, I next identify the 

elements of inquiry that I use to answer my second constitutive research question. 
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CRQ 2: Cures 

In order to answer my overall research question, “have famine responses addressed their social 

causes?” I need to identify what curative responses look like and identify how they apply social 

justice principles that may address oppressive systems. Therefore, my second constitutive 

research question, “have famine responses addressed their social causes? aims to identify how 

cures have attempted to address the core causes of famine.  

Table 3. CRQ 2 Elements of Inquiry 

Unit of Analysis Responses to Famine 

Research Framework Content analysis 

Unit of Observation Responses to famines selected for analysis for which 

causes have been identified 

Data Scope Same as CRQ 1Same as CRQ 1 

Data Sources Same as CRQ 1 

Data Sample Same as CRQ 1; famines evaluated through CRQ 1 criteria 

within the environmental categories of colonialism, war, 

authoritarianism, and modernity   

Analytical Criteria Identifying the existence or absence of commensurate cures 

in famine responses 

 

Unit of analysis: CRQ 2 is focused on understanding whether or not the responses to 

famine have been commensurate with the causes, so responses to famine will be analyzed 

directly. 

Research Framework: Content analysis is used to identify the types of cures employed in 

famine response and allows for a direct comparison with the findings of CRQ1. 

Unit of observation: Instances of response to famines which have been analyzed for cause 

through CRQ 1. 

Data Scope, Sources and Sample: Equal to CRQ 1 criteria 
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Analytical criteria: I look for curative responses that are commensurate to their 

oppressive causes. Commensurate cures are identified by the applicability of the action – 

attempts to address the root causes fit this definition. 

CRQ 3: Social Justice 

My third constitutive research question is focused on establishing connections between causes, 

cures, and social justice by asking “have these responses employed social justice in their 

methods?” The intention of CRQ 3 is to apply a third lens to my overall analysis of famines in 

order to determine the role that social justice has or has not played in anti-famine activities. This 

CRQ will focus on the same famines as were evaluated by the first two CRQs (did responses 

properly align with addressing the social causes of famine) and contrast those analyses with the 

conceptualization of social justice I established in the Conceptual Frameworks section of this 

chapter. Utilizing Smaal et al.’s (2020) framework for evaluating food system policy for the 

existence of Fraser’s ‘three Rs’, redistribution, recognition, and representation, I can better 

understand how various famine responses have incorporated aspects of social justice to respond 

to oppressive causes identified. To answer this question, I compare the responses identified in 

CRQ 2 to the elements of social justice referenced above. In essence, have responses 

incorporated social justice or were responses limited to actions disconnected from socially just 

transformation? In the table and section below, I identify the elements of inquiry which I use in 

my analysis.  
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Table 4. CRQ 3 Elements of Inquiry 

Unit of Analysis Same as CRQ 2 

Research Framework Same as CRQ 2 

Unit of Observation Same as CRQ 2 

Data Scope Same as CRQ 1 

Data Sources Same as CRQ 1 

Data Sample Same as CRQ 1; famines evaluated through CRQ 1 criteria 

within the environmental categories of colonialism, war, 

authoritarianism, and modernity   

Analytical Criteria Identifying the existence or absence of social justice 

criteria in responses 

Unit of analysis: As it entails looking at similar information to CRQ 2, the unit of 

analysis for CRQ 3 is the same. 

Research Framework: Equal to CRQ 2 criteria  

Unit of observation: Equal to CRQ 2 criteria 

Data Scope: Equal to CRQ 1 criteria 

Data Sources: Equal to CRQ 1 criteria 

Data Sample: Equal to CRQ 1 criteria 

Analytical criteria: I identify instances where the principles of social justice, as 

determined through Fraser’s (2004) 3 R’s as expressed through Smaal et al’s (2020) framework, 

were implemented as a curative action to famine.  

To answer my third CRQ, I employ a method which adds an additional lens to the 

famines analyzed by CRQ 1 and 2. My method utilizes a combined framework for evaluating 

social justice in the food system and applies it to famine. Instead of finding new cases 

concerning the implementation of social justice, I compare the data gathered through CRQ 1 and 

CRQ 2 in order to identify the incorporation or absence of social justice in famine responses. 

In this section, I have described the components of critical analysis, specifically research 

questions and elements of analysis. I have applied these criteria to my own research question and 
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introduced how I have designed my research. For each of the CRQs I attempt to answer I utilize 

a similar set of analytical elements. Additionally, the famines evaluated are consistent across 

each CRQ and are organized through environmental categories. Lastly, I have explained how my 

research design is structured to answer each question. 

 

— 

In this chapter I have detailed the framework necessary to conduct research on social systems 

and contextualized my research within this realm. I first introduced my research design, then 

described the evaluative method which I use to answer my research questions. The next chapter 

employs this evaluative method and provides answers to my question.  
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Four—Research Applications and Contribution: Finding Answers 

In the first section, Research Findings and Analysis, I first reiterate my research questions 

and analytical criteria used to answer them. Individual famines analyzed within, and then across 

the data sample categories defined in Chapter Three: colonial, wartime, radical authoritarianism, 

and contemporary. Each category has its own section and starts with an overview of its defining 

characteristics. I then proceed to address each CRQ through narrative descriptions of famine 

causes, and where applicable, responses and evaluations of social justice in those responses. 

Finally, each category receives a summary analysis which synthetically addresses each CRQ. I 

then present an overall analysis of famine’s persistence across categories. Lastly, in the 

Contribution section, I detail what I believe my research contributes to the field and to the field’s 

understanding of the social problem.  

Research Findings and Analysis 

My overall research question asks, “Have famine responses addressed their social 

causes?” To address this ORQ, I ask three CRQs that I answer as detailed in Chapter Three. To 

answer each CRQ, I apply content analysis to academic literature that covers famines that align 

with my established categories. CRQ 1 asks, “what are the oppressive causes of famine?” The 

causes of famines that I analyze are related to oppressive faces through a combination of 

Marcus’ (2003) and Young’s (1990) frameworks (Table 1). CRQ 2 asks, “in what ways have 

famine responses addressed their social causes?” To answer this question, I apply content 

analysis to detail curative responses to the same famines for which causes have been previously 

identified. Famine responses are analyzed for commensurability with these identified causes. If 

responses are directly related to counteracting or preventing oppressive causes, they are 

considered commensurate. Lastly, CRQ 3 is “have these responses employed social justice in 
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their methods?” This is answered by evaluating the curative actions identified in CRQ 2 for 

aspects of social justice based on Smaal et al.’s (2020) framework for justice in the food system 

which I have previously connected to Fraser’s three R’s (2004). By attempting to answer all 

three CRQs for each famine, I intend to develop comprehensive results. 

I address multiple famines in my analysis of each CRQ. This sample allows for an 

analysis of a wide range of situations, places, and governmental structures. The intent of 

analyzing this sample is to identify similarities in causes and curative action across time, culture, 

and location. Table 5 below lists each of the famines analyzed and shows each placed within one 

of the four categories presented in Chapter Three: colonialism, war, radical authoritarianism, and 

contemporary famines.  

Table 5.  

Category Description of Criteria Famines Addressed 

(in order presented) 

Colonial Famines Associated with colonial 

rule or ‘informal’ 

colonial rule 

Ireland 1846-1852 

India 1876-1879, 1896-1897, 

1899-1900 

St. Lawrence 1878–1880 

Canada 1879-1885 

Cabo Verde 1863-1867 & 1947-

1948 

Persia 1870 

Brazil 1877-1879 

Wartime Famine Occurring during WWI or 

WWII 

Tanzania 1913 

Germany 1917 

Ukraine 1942 

Japan 1941 

Radical Authoritarianism Emergence of totalitarian 

government associated 

with massive shifts in 

food system 

USSR 1921-1922 & 1932-1933 

China 1959-1961 

Cambodia 1975-1979 

Contemporary Famines and 

Near-Famines 

Occurring within the last 40 

years 

Ethiopia 1983-1985 

Sudan 2023 - Present 

Gaza/West Bank 2023-present 

Bangladesh 1974 & 1998 
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Colonial Famines 

The category of colonial famines includes eight entries. Each famine addressed in this 

section is connected by their history as colonial state. Within this category, both direct 

colonialism and indirect colonialism constitute colonial rule. As stated in chapter 3, direct 

colonialism denotes when a colonial power installs a government in an effort to exert direct 

control over the region, while indirect colonialism indicates a foreign state’s interference by 

utilizing their heightened economic or social power to heavily influence the informal colony’s 

structure. 

Ireland 1846-1852 

Prior to the emergence of the potato blight in Ireland, localized starvation had stalked 

Irish tenant farmers for decades. The Act of Union, which occurred in 1801, established the 

English government as wholly responsible for the wellbeing of the Irish population (Bailey 2006, 

456). However, British response to Irish crop failures in the first third of the 1800s was largely 

inadequate and reliant on private aid organizations (456). The frequency at which the population 

was subjected to food insecurity spurred a Repeal Movement within the Irish population that 

aimed to dissolve high and volatile grain prices generated by the Corn Laws (Williams 2016, 

131-132). Previous responses to localized shortages established an extremely uneven and 

ineffective British famine response framework. Furthermore, violent social unrest stemming 

from agrarian destitution in 1821 spurred the British government to utilize the insurrection act 

against the population (Bailey 2006, 459). Ironically, the cost of imposing martial law was nearly 

200,000 pounds higher than the charitable donations received by the London Committee for Irish 

Relief that prevented mass death only a year later (460). Pressure from the Repeal Movement 

further soured any remining empathy toward the Irish peasantry held by the British parliament 
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(Williams 2016, 132). With the prior entrenchment of absentee landlords, the progression of 

English resentment towards the largely tenant Irish population ensured that alleviating the future 

hardship in Ireland would not emerge as a priority. 

When the blight arrived, the scale of impact to Irish agricultural output exposed the 

unjust structure employed for colonial history. Poverty had become a commonality of colonized 

Ireland, leading to a British expectation of endemic suffering in the Irish population (Howard-

Hassmann 2016, 42-43). The agricultural schema of colonial Ireland established smallholder 

reliance on cultivating two types of monocultures – potatoes (primarily ‘lumpers’) for small 

holder sustenance, and grains or animals grown by larger, ‘high farming’ operations intended for 

export to the British urban population (Coogan 2012, 67-70). The lack of land reform or 

recognition of the inherent instability of this system had stymied opportunities to ensure 

agricultural resilience. Violent removal of the tenant farmer population ensued following the 

emergence of the blight by enforcing evictions (Coogan 2012, 88-91). Similar to the previous 

enclosure movement in the wider United Kingdom (Wood 2000, 33), evictions allowed for a 

productivist agricultural economic transformation in Ireland (Coogan 2012, 95), without 

ensuring employment or entitlements for the newly destitute evictees. This system created an 

environment that entwined starvation with utter destitution and lack of options.  

As the famine continued, British messaging around the famine's impact on the Irish 

openly denigrated the peasantry. Communication surrounding the famine justified the lack of 

substantive response measures and promoted 'progress' toward the expansion of grain cultivation 

– achieved through the destitution, emigration, and deaths of the previous tenant farmers 

(Williams 2016, 212). From the perspective of callous British government officials and 

aristocrats, the famine became an opportunity to ensure consolidation of farmland and 
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implementation of productivist agricultural technology (Coogan 2012, 88 & 98). Based on the 

callousness of the British governmental in policies, which appear to have proliferated famine 

conditions while serving to remove a denigrated, ‘troublesome’ population, the faminogenic 

behaviors, we can see in this case consist of recklessness and occasional violent intent.  

The recklessness and violent intent of British government toward the Irish indicates the 

possibility of first degree intentional faminogenic actions. The famine was further proliferated 

through inadequate relief aid, primarily taking the form of providing paltry survival rations to 

those deemed ‘sufficiently’ destitute out of the large population of evicted, famished, previous 

tenant farmers. Despite the distribution of some direct food aid, rations were not delivered in the 

quantity or with the speed that was necessary to prevent mass death. Furthermore, years of 

suspicion around possible American or French colonial liberative incursions, and Tudor concerns 

for Irish independence stemming from maritime economy influenced decisions to under develop 

West Irish ports. English control extended into the logistical structure of Irish shipping and other 

movement infrastructure, ultimately limiting the feasibility of importing the necessary amounts 

of aid to the population (Coogan 2021, 84). With this in mind, rectifying the underdevelopment 

of transportation, establishing stronger Irish rights, and ensuring entitlements could be 

considered commensurate curative action. 

When observing the post-famine response, we see some slow transition toward the cures 

listed above. Later depressions and less devastating famines in the 1860s and 70s pushed for 

social and economic changes via the tenants’ rights league (Bew 2007, 234). Far from the only 

famine linked to British colonial activities, the revolutionary advocacy of this mid-1800s period 

was unique in that the post-famine movement of this Victorian colony resulted in some level of 

substantiative change that limited the impact of future droughts and other famine catalysts. 
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Eventually, decolonization, British investment in infrastructure, and success of previously 

referenced land reform movements solidified the stability of supply in the Irish food system. 

However, other colonies received different treatment, with some experiencing the impact of 

British faminogenic behaviors into the mid-twentieth century. Lastly, while Ireland may have 

eventually experienced a relatively high level of commensurability in post-famine response, the 

continual cycling of Irish revolutionary movements indicates that these changes may have been 

enacted out of political pressure and not due to intentional increases in justice. 

The reason for the differences in response frameworks across colonies may never be 

wholly identified. British sentiment toward the Irish exhibited everything from paternalistic 

condescension to vitriolic disdain (Keneally 2011, 64-65). The simultaneity of these perceptions 

and Malthusian defeatism within the British parliament did not prime the system for an effective 

reflexive response to the emergence of the blight. However, when examining the over-arching 

sentiment of the time, the whiteness of the Irish may have increased feelings of empathy for the 

population in comparison to the populations of other colonized people. Reverend Charles 

Kingsley described the condition of the Irish in a letter to his wife, which primarily focused on 

the success of that day's salmon fishing excursion and his intention to procure particular plants 

for 'Rose.'  He wrote, "I am haunted by the human chimpanzees I saw along that hundred miles 

of horrible country. I don't believe they are our fault. […]  if they were black, one would not feel 

it so much" (Kingsley 1877, 308). If the sentiment expressed by an influential Christian socialist 

known for his progressive and pro-labor stance exhibited such open devaluation of non-white 

lives, why would we expect a more just framework to be established in non-white British 

colonial food systems?  
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India 1876-1878, 1896-1897, & 1899-1900 

Following British colonial capture, the colonizing government restructured into a region 

built to suit the desires of the new regime. While a multitude of examples exist which highlight 

the ways that Britain’s colonial activity in India created vulnerability to famine, the immiseration 

of the population and the reshaping of India’s economy into an agricultural exporter constitute 

what I see as the most direct precipitating factors that maintained the colony in perpetual 

precarity. Deindustrialization of established industrial manufacturing, especially in textiles, kept 

the Indian economy from growing and resulted in the pauperization of the population (Davis 

2002, 294-295). Establishing India as an agricultural exporter and captive market allowed the 

British government to export agricultural products for profit and to inexpensively feed its 

burgeoning industrial population, then sell the products back to India as an exclusive supplier. 

These and other influences indicate that the colony was utilized as an inexhaustible source of 

resources for the expansion of British preeminence in the expanding global economy.  

While we will see in other famines that positive responses often include the expansion of 

transportation infrastructure, this was not the case for British colonial India. Railroads were 

constructed in this era, yet their emergence did not coincide with expanded access to food during 

the recurrent famines (111). In fact, the distribution ‘improvements’ which were touted as 

examples of positive British intervention in the region appear to have spread the impacts of crop 

failure and export-induced price shocks to areas which should have been able to ensure their own 

local subsistence (142). Furthermore, the famine code policies that were established following 

the famine of 1876-1878 were inadequate (Akerkar 2015, 226-228), implemented sluggishly or 

not at all (Dreze and Sen 1989, 212). In this way, the codification of famine response was 
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arguably a performative effort to redirect negative attention surrounding the British influence 

behind the population’s exploitation. 

In sum, the British colonial government enacted recklessly extractive policies and did 

little to effectively codify future preventative measures, resulting in recurrent massive famines. It 

is somewhat ironic that in the case of colonial India, free-market and Malthusian doctrine was 

prevalent as a counter to calls for mitigating famine, yet the famines were clearly the result of 

British protectionism and monopolization. As was seen in the later Bengal famine during WWII, 

the near-ubiquitous racism of the British elite appears to have been a factor in the tacit 

acceptance of Indian suffering (de Waal 2018, 69). In addition, the recurrent nature of famines in 

this region indicates the colonial regime’s disinterest towards rectifying oppressive policies 

causing famines. Echoing Kingsley, in response to the tidal emergence of famines that wiped out 

millions at a time, the British government does project a core disinterest which leads me to 

believe they did, in fact, “not feel it so much.” 

St. Lawrence 1878-1880 

The territory of St. Lawrence was previously an autonomous region populated solely by 

the area’s Aboriginal Yupik people. Following their initial contact with Russian exploration 

teams in the mid-1700s, the Yupik people of St. Lawrence began to have extensive contact with 

Western people – particularly American whalers, in the mid-19th Century (Crowell & 

Oozevaseuk 2006, 5). The massive increase in outside contact resulted in the spread of novel 

diseases to the population. Additionally, the whalers’ presence was marked by a steep drop in 

whale and walrus populations, an irreplaceable food source for the native population. In 1878, 

strong southern winds impacted hunting prospects – followed by severe northern winds in 1879. 

Due to this overwhelming confluence of factors, the Yupik population shrank by between 30 and 
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65 percent during the years 1878 and 1879. Interviews of non-Yupik observers frequently 

demeaned the population, blaming them for liquor consumption and ‘debauchery,’ and no 

assistance materialized during the famine years (4). While the whalers were responsible for the 

initial dearth of aquatic mammals, the emergence of famine appears to be an unintentional 

consequence that emerged following climate anomalies. Once famine was established, the 

cultural imperialism expressed by the colonists denied the Yupik population the timely 

remediation which could reverse the harm created by colonial activity. The causes of this famine 

are likely third-degree behavior; the actions that introduced precarity to the region’s food system 

were unintentional and the colonial population exhibited cultural imperialism in response to the 

native population’s emerging need.  

As western intervention continued to impact native populations in the far north, the 

colonial population did eventually take action to counteract the St. Lawrence famine. The 

primary response was the initiation of a program which introduced non-native reindeer to the 

region as a new subsistence option for the population (Jackson 1896). However, this strategy was 

not intended to, nor did it in any meaningful way, counter oppression by Western colonial 

indifference that removed staple foods and introduced deadly, debilitating diseases. Furthermore, 

while the direct redistribution of reindeer could be argued as incorporating social justice, the 

continued persecution of the Yupik people and other Aboriginal populations in North America 

indicate that this response was likely not rooted in intentions to provide the population with a 

socially just solution. 

Canada 1879-1902 

The faminogenic behavior that led to the starvation of the Canadian Aboriginal 

population was primarily associated with colonial policy. Overexploitation of the bison 
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population by colonists in addition to the enclosure of forage areas to facilitate cattle production 

led to the steep decline of a nutritious staple in the Aboriginal diet (Howard-Hassman 2016, 50). 

Hunting was heavily restricted, and limitations of food availability were leveraged by the 

colonial government to force the Aboriginal population to sign inequitable treaties.  

Despite promising direct food relief in exchange for permanent settlement in reservations, 

aid was paltry and often contingent on an assessment of ‘true starvation.’ While there were 

additional factors that exacerbated food shortages, governmental documents clearly indicate the 

callousness in the famine response of the colonial government in eastern Canada. Additionally, 

even when populations were deemed ‘worthy’ and truly in ‘need’ of aid, the immunosuppressive 

impact of extreme hunger further increased the already elevated level of Aboriginal susceptibility 

to colonist diseases such as tuberculosis. The reckless overexploitation of bison paired with the 

government’s resistance toward implementing policy intended to mitigate the resulting famine 

indicates second-degree faminogenic behavior. However, because the government weaponized 

the catalytic bison scarcity to initiate genocidal forced relocations marks this as a possible first-

degree famine case. This is a possibility because relocations and the withholding of food for the 

purpose of subjugation represent a violent intentionality to cause harm and forcibly restructure or 

end peoples’ lives in order to accomplish the goal of imperialist regional capture. 

Following the mass starvation deaths of the 19th century, early 20th century Aboriginal 

movements attempted to gain hunting, land, and representation rights. These efforts were largely 

ignored and, in the case of a 1927 act which was ratified in response to calls for increased 

Indigenous rights, retaliated against with further restrictions on representation and recognition 

(55). This case is, therefore, another that does not indicate a response framework interested in 

expanding justice for the population that was subjected to famine.  
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Cabo Verde 1863-1867 and 1947-1948 

Cabo Verde is a relatively small cluster of islands located in the Eastern Atlantic Ocean. 

In 1460, the uninhabited archipelago of Cabo Verde's proximity to the West African coastline 

positioned it as a prime location for the establishment of a Portuguese slave trade hub (O Grada 

2009, 22). The initial population primarily consisted of forcibly relocated slaves, political 

prisoners, and Portuguese colonists, with a mixed population expanding into the largest 

demographic by 1500 (Akesson and Mansson 2024, 279). Being located within the Sahel 

climate, the prospect of reliable subsistence agriculture has always been dubious (Dreze and Sen 

1989, 133). However, the island nation was nevertheless developed for subsistence agriculture 

by the enslaved population and the mixed-race children of enslaved women.  

Aside from establishing an isolated island base for their slave trade activities, Portugal 

never conceived of Cabo Verde as a promising investment opportunity for colonial development. 

Because of this disinterest, the colony was frequently subjected to neglect in the face of 

agricultural dearth (Akesson and Mansson 2024, 279). Furthermore, efforts to restrict slave 

movement extended to prohibitions on fishing boats, an alternative food procurement option for 

inhabitants which could alleviate the pressure on the archipelagoes agricultural sphere (Åkesson 

and Mansson 2024, 279). Subsequently, the colony existed as an underdeveloped, precarious 

nation with a government that restricted the population’s alternatives in the face of scarcity.  

Following the worldwide decline of the slave trade and the Decree of 1836, Cabo Verde 

lost much of its significance in the Portuguese economy. At the onset of the 1863 drought, a 

gradual form of manumission initiated in the 1850s had shifted a portion of the slave population 

into 'free' libertos who were required to work for their original masters or the state in a seven-

year forced 'apprenticeship' (Shabaka 2015, 116-119). Even after gaining freedom, this liberto 
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population most frequently became sharecroppers, renters, or general laborers in public works 

projects (118). The reliance on state employment and subsistence agriculture made the 

population extremely vulnerable to the impact of the drought. As dearth deepened and the 

colony's elites failed to provide for the populations in their sphere, the liberto population began 

using violence to take the resources they needed to survive (118). Between the violence and 

shaky accusations of laziness, a term assigned to libertos who did not accept their 'opportunity' 

for 'tutelage' through their mandatory apprenticeships, the Portuguese colonial government 

trapped 'free' people as military conscripts for campaigns in Portuguese Guinea (129). In this 

way, even the abolition of slavery did not truly liberate the population and deepened the ability 

of the elite population to deny the population the means of survival. 

Due to the lack of colonial response being a primary cause of the 1863 famine, there is an 

argument that this was an instance of third degree faminogenic behavior. However, I argue that 

the establishment of a colony in such a precarious location and the consistency of neglect, 

especially when paired with the openly exploitative systems of enslavement and forced wage-

labor, constitutes reckless policy. In essence, colonial Portugal established a colony dependent 

on subsistence agriculture in a zone that consistently experienced drought and poor agricultural 

outcomes, and overarchingly neglected to ensure the survival of the population. Furthermore, in 

response to hunger-associated rebellions, elites extracted military benefit from the newly 'freed' 

and destitute libertos.  

In my research, I have found extremely scarce information on curative responses to this 

famine. Possibly indicative of the reason behind this scarcity, Sen and Dreze (1989) cite the 

firing of an official who used state funding to feed the population during a different drought in 

1825 (134). While employment in public works was utilized as an aid method during the 1863 
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famine, the scale was not enough to prevent massive death in the population. Perhaps the closest 

thing to a curative response enacted after the 1863 famine was the eventual abolishment of 

slavery in 1876 (Shabaka 2015, 127). This could be argued as an increase in recognition of the 

previously enslaved within the country. However, the liberto 'apprenticeship' scheme may belie 

the intention of the elites to establish the population as exploitable wage laborers who retained 

their subservient status in spite of liberation (130). Regardless, the colony continued to 

experience colonial neglect and experienced many more droughts and famines, until the years 

following the massive famine of 1947.  

The 1940s marked the last instance of true famine in Cabo Verde caused by the colonial 

legacy described above. By this time, the consistency with which scarcity afflicted the 

population had entwined famine and hunger with the cultural history of the population (Akesson 

and Mansson 2024, 290). As yet another drought emerged, rural populations began to relocate to 

cities and larger towns in attempts to locate food. Inadequate boat infrastructure and access 

resulted in similar outcomes as occurred with the pre-abolition restrictions on fishing boats; these 

included complete isolation of populations living on small islands and limitations on the 

feasibility of fishing for sustenance (Rodrigues 2008, 353-354). While the causes of this famine 

closely mirrored those of previous centuries: colonial neglect, poor maritime infrastructure, and 

subsistence agriculture occurring in an unreliable environment, the resulting curative responses 

were remarkable.  

  In the years following the famine of 1947, the Portuguese government began to respond 

to drought conditions. This largely took the form of state labor schemes and large-scale food 

imports (Dreze and Sen 1989, 135). Additionally, a rising nationalist movement spurred 

increases in autonomy and the eventual independence in 1975. Following independence, 
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progressive changes that improved agricultural stability and developed food markets. This 

occurred alongside the expansion of famine prevention measures that includes an entitlement 

program (135 -137). Public works programs in the 1980s established employment for a sizeable 

portion of the population. These works were centered on infrastructure and agroecological 

development projects such as soil conservation (137). Lastly, the current government exists as an 

explicitly Cabo Verdean governing body - a clear increase in representation when compared to 

colonial rule.  

Persia 1870 

The country of Persia, now Iran, was a mixed arable and nomadic grazing region between 

the Persian Gulf and Caspian Sea. Despite the severe diminishment of agricultural output due to 

two years of consecutive drought, the Persian famine of 1869-1872 was not solely caused by 

ecological factors (Okazaki 192). The agricultural system of Persia at the time was inundated 

with absentee landlords employing sharecroppers with no guarantee of retaining the land they 

cultivated from year to year (Wilson, 273). Once a drought was recognized by these landlords in 

1869, they began hoarding grain in order to benefit from skyrocketing prices. Attempts by the 

central government to register this hoarded grain fell flat as the auditors were frequently bribed 

into misrepresenting the extent of this famine-based profiteering (St. John 1876, 96-97). In 

addition, the loss of grazing lands and nomadic pillaging created a shortage of agricultural 

animal labor. These animals would have been able to provide transport of governmental and 

foreign aid to rural areas (Okazaki 1986, 185) as well as facilitating the migration of those 

experiencing famine (St. John, 95), making this absence particularly harsh. Furthermore, the loss 

of livestock populations meant that Persia’s large tracts of non-arable, nomadic grazing land 

could not be utilized as an alternative method of agriculture. 
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Some academics place blame on a shift to cash cropping of opium and cotton in the mid-

1800s. This theory is generally based on witness accounts of the agricultural landscape (Wilson 

1895, 168 and Euan-Smith 1876, 347). This theory is refuted by Okazaki through evaluating the 

acreage distribution of grain production (189), though Okazaki’s methods have been criticized as 

unconvincing by other academics (Melville 1988, 321). During the period leading up to the onset 

of the famine, agricultural development of previously uncultivated land ensured that the 

percentage of land used for cultivating grain was not impacted. On the other hand, within this 

context I have been unable to find projections for water usage (particularly irrigated water during 

the drought), labor, and other input resources that may have been directed towards the production 

of opium and cotton. The question remains, was increasing production of these high-profit 

products for export to Hong Kong truly unrelated to the onset of famine, as argued by Okazaki? 

Alternatively, was the agricultural system more heavily impacted by pushing grain farms further 

from urban centers (187) than is readily discoverable through the accessible historical records? It 

follows logically that economic shifts undertaken in order to make way for exportable 

commodities and shifts in input resource triaging would have some impact on the agricultural 

stability of a largely non-arable region. 

This distinction lies at the heart of any attempts to determine culpability and to identify 

faminogenic behaviors. In the above depiction of the precipitating factors, we see evidence of 

peasant powerlessness and marginalization. There is an argument for the exploitation of the 

sharecropping farmers by absentee landlords, and class-based cultural imperialism evidenced 

through the lack of urgent and effective governmental response to a crisis impacting a non-ruling 

class. Shifts toward cash-cropping occurred after years of British advocating for the cultivation 

and export of products (Okazaki, 187). The importance of Persian agricultural projects for 
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British de-industrialization campaigns in China (Patel and Moore 2017, 146) opens the 

possibility for categorizing the behavior of the Persian, and possibly even the British, 

governments as aligning with second degree faminogenesis. At the very least, the indifference 

indicated by the lack of an effective response to hoarding establishes the famine as occurring 

from the Persian government engaging in third degree faminogenic behaviors. 

While we would have hoped to see responses associated with the democratic 

empowerment of the peasantry and economic reform, these changes did not appear to materialize 

in Persia following the 1869-1872 famine. Primarily, responses were limited to direct food aid 

from Britain and the United States (Brittlebank 1873, 191). Some localities had governmental 

leadership who attempted to assuage the impact of shortages and price spikes by stabilizing the 

local market supply of grain or bread (Goldsmid 1876, 94 and St. John, 96). The localized aid 

undertaken by certain members of the Persian government appear to have been effective in 

limiting death in the areas they were implemented, (Okazaki, 191) while having the additional 

benefit of not originating from missionaries with possible alternate agendas (Malcolm, 236). As 

irrigation and transportation projects were completed, famine became an ever-decreasing risk to 

the Persian population. Famines linked to both world wars did develop during the early and mid-

20th century, stemming from foreign occupation and inadequate compliance by Allied nations to 

treaty obligations (Majd 2022, 97). However, in the immediate aftermath of the famine of the 

1870s, commensurate cures appear to have been implemented. We have little information 

associated with long-term changes in social justice and while attempts to mitigate future famine 

catalysts involved some redistributive aid, the systemic inequalities which influenced the 

virulence of famine do not appear to have been addressed. 



 

53 

 

 

Brazil 1877-1879 

The economic and social development of Brazil has been shaped by exploitation. 

Originally built by slave labor, the country was subjected to unbalanced interventions favoring 

British economic priorities even after Brazil officially established itself as an imperial state 

independent of Portugal in 1822. As argued by Davis (2002), British influence over trade, debt, 

and agricultural priorities resulted in a financially stunted Brazilian government that had little 

ability to invest in state development. As an illustrative example, in order to ensure cheap inputs 

and to capitalize on the drop in U.S. cotton exports during the American Civil War, British 

lobbying pushed the subsistence strategies of the peasant population toward monocropping 

cotton in the arid sertão (Davis 2002, 388-390). In this way, Britain established itself as an 

unofficial colonial government for the developing nation.  

In 1825, decades prior to the emergence of the Grande Seca famine in 1877, the 

consequences of agricultural overexploitation in the sertão became evident when drought-

initiated famine spread across the area. However, despite recognizing its ecological precarity, no 

substantial developmental efforts were made to stabilize the area (Davis 2002, 388). Poor 

transportation infrastructure compounded with falling cotton prices in 1868, while expansion of 

cattle farming in the arid region further degraded land and soil with which traditional subsistence 

crops could be cultivated. The massive and suddenly destitute population left the area, shedding 

their subsistence plots and becoming a cheap labor force for wealthy patrons - bolstering the 

newly booming rubber industry (Coomes and Barnham 1984, 74). However, movement was 

restricted by the lack of infrastructure and those who still had the strength to move their families 

from the Sertão towards the coast were increasingly likely to find themselves placed in work or 

concentration camps outside of large municipalities (Lima 2023, 335). These concentration 
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camps were proposed to be humane operations intended to halt starvation but were rarely 

beneficial to their inhabitants. 

In sum, the Grande Seca was one of multiple famines caused by inadequate development 

of the northeast, poor agricultural planning, and worsened by the government's general neglect of 

the immiserated population in this area (largely attributable to racism as the northeastern 

population was largely non-white). While these causes seem to indicate an elevated level of 

indifference, the population was originally endangered due to racist economic policy that pushed 

the largely Black and Indigenous population into an agriculturally precarious area. The 

exploitation during the famine of destitute workers by oligarchal patrons, the government's 

extremely limited attempts to provide immediate life-saving aid (Davis 2002, 87-88), and tacit 

acceptance of vigilante justice in municipalities (84) indicates an intention to establish a 

population in this area from whom value could be extracted without ensuring their survival. 

Furthermore, the developmental aid that was distributed during the famine was seized by elites 

without resistance by the larger imperial body (89-90). Clearly, the economic policy of the time 

was to allow for the maximum level of exploitation by the patrons of the Nordeste.  

 Following the Grande Seca, little anti-famine development occurred. While it is arguable 

that the Grande Seca initiated a larger push for the abolition of slavery, gaining freedom in 1888 

was accompanied by sudden homelessness and landlessness (Lima 2023, 334). Instead of 

allowing for peasants in the northeast to freely move to the less precarious south, all sectors of 

government began importing white laborers (Davis 2002, 382-383). Overall, the developmental 

policies of this time could not be considered effective in terms of combating the oppressive 

factors that led to the Grande Seca, including limited infrastructure improvement, limited 

progress in societal recognition of the northeastern peasant population, continued exploitation by 
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economic elites. With this perspective, it is not surprising that famines have persisted in this 

region. In the mid-20th century Brazil began some more extensive developmental projects in the 

northeast, but the area has remained highly vulnerable and drought response largely consists of 

direct governmental aid (Nelson and Finan 2009, 311-312). Furthermore, Brazil has followed 

many other nations in moving politically towards the right, developing neoliberal at the heart of 

the Grande Seca. 

CRQ Analysis: Causes 

The nature of imperialism appears to be the most prominent cause of famine in colonial 

environments. Despite being separated by space and distance, these famines have been 

consistently marked by recklessly exploitative policies (second degree faminogenic behavior). 

Often, especially in the case of Brazil, India, and Canada, extreme levels of cultural imperialism 

to the point of legislated racism indicate the influence of a violent intentionality behind the 

exacerbation of the famine (first degree). In Cabo Verde, installing a population on an island that 

relied on imports for food security while simultaneously limiting the mobility of the rural poor 

indicates the codification of indifference within governmental policy. In addition, the recurrent 

nature of famine in the region until independence indicates there was no real effort to address 

these policies by the colonial government – which I argue indicates a violent intentionality 

similar to the legislated racism noted above.  

CRQ Analysis: Cures 

If the core cause of famines in a colonial environment is exploitative and possibly violent 

oppressive conditions, the removal of the regime appears to be a clear commensurate cure. The 

forcible oppression of a people as is innate in imperialist activities primes the colonized region 

for continual injustice up to and including famine. Furthermore, the prevalence of racist rhetoric 
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in the policies of these nations reiterates the importance of incorporating cures that increase 

recognition and representation. While each population presented has gained some level of 

freedom or autonomy today, areas that experienced recurrent famines often had colonial-

mandated responses focused on mitigating the fallout following famine catalysts without 

removing much of the oppressive framework at the core of the disaster.  

CRQ Analysis: Justice 

 In societies that have established their independence, many have retained some artifacts 

of oppression within their autonomous status. As an example, India eventually achieved 

independence and in modern history has shown a propensity to react vigorously to prevent 

famine. However, the state maintains a system that leaves much of the population (Especially 

those of lower castes or minorities) impoverished and continually malnourished, indicating a 

clear disconnect from our justice metrics – recognition through dismantling of culturally 

imperialist hierarchies, improved representation in government, or redistribution through the 

eradication of poverty. In the case of Canada’s Aboriginal population, their state-sanctioned 

subjugation extended well into the 20th century and has left the population economically 

underserved and less recognized in society (Howard-Hassmann 2016, 54-56). Therefore, while 

the population is maintained within the global north and is unlikely to be at risk of famine, the 

curative action in this case could at best only be considered minimally just.   

The nations in this section have generally made active efforts to increase the social 

standing of the once-colonized population, yet India and Iran currently exhibit low levels of 

democratic freedoms and equality (Freedom House 2024). Furthermore, Canada and Brazil 

remain known for enabling economic inequality and food insecurity of Aboriginal and minority 

populations. The outlier within the colonial famine category is Cabo Verde, which has been 
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evaluated to have relatively high levels of democratic freedom and legal equality (Freedom 

House 2025). Democracy and representation comprise one of multiple axes on which justice can 

be evaluated. However, in cases of direct imperialist control such as colonialism, the near 

complete lack of representation experienced by the colonized makes it the most direct method for 

evaluating post-famine transformations in these environments. 

The case of Cabo Verde is unique in two ways; the colonization process and the innate 

precarity of food production in the area. The colony was established through manufacturing an 

island community, creating a unique ethnographic landscape. Part of the cultural history of the 

nation is the consistent drought conditions and development of starvation. As stated in the 

section on Cabo Verde, the country has established strong anti-famine policies in its post-

independence government in addition to enhancements in the representation of Cabo Verdean’s 

in government.  

Wartime Famines 

The 20th Century saw two world wars known for the depth of devastation left in their 

wake. Both wars saw egregious levels of death and devastation that were not limited to active 

combatants and opposing forces initiated intentional famines intended to stress enemy systems. 

Within this ‘Wartime Famine’ category I focus on the faminogenic behaviors of invading or 

ruling states, referred to as ‘faminoprogenitors.’ Responses evaluated are those undertaken by 

world authorities or by the country which experienced famine. 

Tanzania 1913 

In 1913, the modern country of Tanzania existed as the two neighboring regions of 

Tanganyika and Zanzibar, with the colonized Tanganyika region incorporated into German East 

Africa. For the purposes of this section, the colonial state that experienced famine during this 
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period will be referred to by the modern designation of Tanzania. The colony of Tanzania was 

subjected to economic restructuring in the 1880s and 90s, exacerbating the magnitude of existing 

ecological devastation and an emerging rinderpest infestation (Maddox 1991, 182). In 1915, 

German occupants expanded the breadth of their exploitative policy toward the Tanzanian 

colony through forced requisitions of grain, then cattle, and eventually able-bodied young men 

(183). The impact of this progression was an initial dearth of food, the flight of cattle farmers to 

areas removed from the occupying forces, and eventually the loss of localized agricultural labor. 

This volatile transfer of resources and populations resulted in the period being entitled Mtunya, 

or ‘scramble’ (O’Grada 2009, 230). The subsequent occupation by British militants resulted in 

the extension of these policies to a new regime (184). In this way, both colonial powers exhibited 

reckless wartime faminogenic policies.  

The native population was understandably resistant to the idea of continued subjugation 

under a clearly faminogenic regime. The population became ‘ungovernable’ and eventually 

extremely limited levels of direct food aid was eventually provided by the English government 

(Maddox 1990, 193). This aid appears to have been helpful to those who received it, but it was 

not distributed to the wider Gogo population in a capacity to endear the population to these 

British relief efforts (195). The country experienced further occupation and famine during and 

following WWII (Maddox 1991, 35-39). The consequences of colonial occupation, especially in 

times where the colonial power was engaged in war, led to the subjugation of the Tanzanian 

population under the threat of starvation – with the consequences inscribed into the cultural 

fabric through labor songs (Gunderson 2010, 302-315). Lastly, these faminogenic policies are 

argued by Maddox to have influenced the economic reliance of Tanzanian population on the 

Global North, lowering their potential resilience to famine catalysts up to the modern day (1990, 
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197). When considering the possibility of just transformation, the eventual establishment of 

Tanzanian sovereignty indicates the general population’s reacquisition of the three R’s. 

However, the country remains in the Global South and has continued to be subjected to arguably 

economically imperialist neoliberalist influences. 

Germany 1917 

The extended nature of the first world war prompted efforts by both Germany and Britain 

to force surrender by exacerbating the development of attrition in their opponent’s population. 

This strategy primarily consisted of attacking their opponent’s ability to simultaneously feed 

their citizenry and still maintain the levels of industrial production necessary for a continued 

offensive (de Waal 2018, 67-68). While German U-boats and Royal Navy reciprocally blockaded 

the other’s shipping routes, British forces were ultimately more successful in their ultimate goal 

of immiserating the enemy’s urban worker population (Garon 2024, 538). The ‘turnip winter’ of 

1916-1917 denotes the famine that arose from the blockade, named so for the desperate German 

population’s starvation-relief strategy of eating animal feed (de Waal 2018, 68). The clear intent 

to starve the population, even beyond the armistice of 1918 indicates a deep callousness by 

warring parties to commit starvation-genocide (Garon 2024, 538). For curative action, there is 

little beyond the eventual implementation of the anti-genocidal policies following WWII. 

However, in a way, the rise of Nazi war-industry was intended, in part, to rectify the hardship 

imposed by the British blockade on the population (Garon 2024, 541). In this way, a highly 

oppressive regime was instituted in response to highly intentional faminogenic behavior.  

Japan 1941 

The faminogenic behavior of the United States against Japan is often overshadowed by 

the American use of nuclear ordnance against the population of Nagasaki and Hiroshima. Hours 
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after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, the U.S. military implemented retaliatory 

orders to conduct ‘unrestricted’ warfare that initiated the protracted allied blockade of Japanese 

transports (Garon 2024, 542). This method was used in spite of official condemnations of 

German unrestricted submarine offensives in WWI and being subjected to the London Naval 

Treaty of 1930 condemning this strategy. As the war progressed, the blockade became 

increasingly comprehensive – ultimately severing the Japanese connection to conquered 

territories that were important sources of raw materials for the war effort and food for both the 

civilian population and soldiers. The Japanese military had actively prepared for Allied use of 

blockades after observing the reciprocal blockades of WWI, but the near-complete alienation of 

the Japanese nation from its productive colonies eventually led to extreme suffering, 

malnutrition, and starvation-linked death of the civilian population (Garon 2024, 543). In an 

attempt to counteract the civilian impact of the blockade, the government decreased raw material 

shipments, prioritized food imports, and implemented a massive ship building program to replace 

those destroyed by the American offensive (Garon 2024, 545). However, the blockade continued 

to successfully block the shipments necessary to civilian survival. 

The later, intensified stage of the blockade was named operation STARVATION by 

American strategists. While operational designation appears to overtly imply intentional 

faminogenic behavior, the missives detailing the plans were clear in the operation’s intent to 

specifically target the civilian population of Japan (Garon 2024, 544-545). The U.S. referred to 

this operation as an “Offensive Mine Laying Campaign” to sanitize its image following the 

cessation of conflict, though more recently the original operational nomenclature has been 

utilized (Mason 2002, 1). Leaflets disseminated prior to the dropping of the atomic bombs urged 

evacuation “in accordance with America's humanitarian policies,” claiming that “the American 
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Air Force, does not wish to injure innocent people” (Williams 2002, 12). However, during this 

time the American Air force was working with the Navy to intentionally starve the population of 

the entire island through intensifying the blockade. Incorporating starvation-genocide into 

Wartime policy is enough to classify this famine as tier 1 – however, the post-war disparaging of 

the Japanese response to the blockade (Garon 2024, 543) highlights additional layers of 

oppressive ‘superiority’ originating from the U.S. through cultural imperialist perspectives. As is 

referenced later in the case of Cambodia, the U.S. has continued to employ highly imperialist 

methods to reshape the food systems of other countries. This is similar to the U.S.’s non-

observance of the London Naval Treaty of 1930 in that despite the nation agreeing to the Geneva 

Convention’s restrictions on targeting civilians with intentional food shortages, the U.S. has 

disregarded obligations to legislation intended to increase justice. 

Ukraine 1941 

As we will see in the next famine category, Ukraine experienced multiple highly 

devastating famine in the 20th century. Despite being a prolific grain producer, invasions and 

authoritarian state control frequently shifted the distribution of agricultural products away from 

Ukrainian hands. Following two famines covered in the next section; one beginning in 1921 and 

the other in 1932, the region was invaded by Nazi German forces in 1941. The environmental 

devastation from the previous German-instigated world war had limited the predictability of 

German agricultural output (Lysenko et al. 2022, 25). Capturing fruitful areas that facilitated 

Ukraine’s traditionally prolific grain production became a primary strategy for overcoming food 

shortages in the core of the empire. As with another regime to be explored in the next section, the 

Ukrainian people were deemed by the invading government to be a superfluous population 

inundating a natural agricultural cornucopia (24). Well known for their brutality, it is 
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unsurprising that representatives of the Nazi government were candid in their intent to stoke 

mass death in order to forcibly vacate the land which they believed was necessary to feed their 

Empire (28). The faminogenic policies of Nazi occupation were instituted on top of a dearth 

created by Soviet efforts to remove resources upon their retreat (27). In this way, the callousness 

of the Soviet state towards the Ukrainian people was exacerbated by the fascist control of an 

openly genocidal regime.  

The clear intentionality behind of the Nazi regime’s attempts to starve the Ukrainian 

population provides one of the most direct examples of first degree faminogenic behaviors, while 

the manufactured dearth of soviet retreat strategy may constitute reckless, second-degree 

behavior. As with other WWII famines, the eventual institution of the Geneva convention 

legislated world-wide condemnation of openly genocidal faminogenic actions. In addition, 

Ukraine was eventually able to secure their release from the Soviet Union – a curative action to 

be explored in the next section. 

CRQ 1 Analysis: Causes 

Each case in this section provides an example of faminogenic behavior that meets 

Marcus’ (2003) criteria for criminal state-level activity. Imperialism, in the case of Tanzania and 

Ukraine, influenced the highly exploitative nature of faminoprogenitor policy. Alternatively, the 

ideological framework of ‘acceptable warfare’ during this period included methods that actively 

targeted civilians in order to degrade morale or stoke rebellion. Often in these cases, we see 

frequent instances of intentional (tier 1) faminogenic behavior. Any arguments for downgrading 

the faminogenic behavioral assessments of these examples to ‘highly exploitative and reckless 

policy’ would be unpersuasive as even the colonial administrations in Tanzania – which did not 
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openly use starvation as a punitive war strategy – oversaw recurrent famine that coincided with 

pervasive racialized policy. 

CRQ 2 Analysis: Cures 

It is challenging to determine effective cures for famine within the context of invasive 

rule or combat-linked isolation and devastation. The alien nature of the faminoprogenitors limit 

the options which could be employed by the native government to mitigate response. Due to the 

invasive nature of the faminogenic behavior we evaluated, the oppositional force that occupied 

the state or forcibly altered production and transportation would be expected to extricate 

themselves and their influence in order to return the occupied area to a sovereign state. 

Furthermore, we would expect to see comprehensive preventions installed which prevent the 

recurrence of faminogenic Wartime behavior. Following the end of both world wars we have 

seen that some agreements or laws have been instituted, often by the victors, which restrict the 

actions of wartime opposing forces such as the Geneva Convention of 1949 and the London 

Naval Treaty of 1930. However, as we saw with the case of Operation STARVATION, these 

agreements are only effective as long as the oppositional government chooses to abide by them. 

CRQ 3 Analysis: Justice 

In cases of faminogenic behavior similar to those explored in this section, particularly 

those attributable to occupying forces or antagonistic supply chain destruction, the curative 

action would need to be undertaken by the oppositional force. While this alone does not ensure 

that the most impacted populations will be well represented, properly recognized, or the 

benefactors of redistributive efforts, it would be the most impactful first step towards reversing 

the damage of alien oppression. This is consistent with some curative actions we have seen in 

this section – the cessation of hostilities generally extended to occupying forces and supply chain 
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destruction efforts. However, we will see in the following sections how the international 

legislative attempts to ensure long term curative action to prevent future faminogenic behaviors 

during war have not resulted in tangible, effective barriers to these types of activities. This is due 

to both inadequate coverage of what constitutes human rights in civil conflicts (Protocol 

Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949 and Relating to the Protection of 

Victims of Non-International Armed Conflicts, 1977) as well as instances where these measures 

were directly violated. Mere signatures acknowledging legislative restrictions around genocide 

are clearly not effective if they are not being adhered to or enforced. In order to prevent the 

resurgence of activities nearly ubiquitously recognized as atrocities, more impactful measures 

may need to be implemented. 

Radical Authoritarianism 

Famines in this section originated in countries which experienced leftist restructuring of 

their governments prior to the emergence of famine. In each case, the new governmental 

structure was authoritarian, influencing the path to famine. However, the transition period itself 

was often integral in creating precarity and is included in evaluations of causes where applicable.  

USSR 1921-1922 and 1932-1933 

The first major famine of the USSR began in 1921 following crop failures in the tail-end 

of the Russian Civil War. Imperialist-style expansion efforts into surrounding independent states 

and forced requisitions to supply the industrialization plans of the new regime created major food 

shortages in rural areas (Hrynevych 2022, 110-112). States that were forcibly incorporated into 

the union, particularly Ukraine, experienced massive famine (Hechter 2022, 152). In response to 

requests for aid, the U.S. donated $60 million in resources toward immediate food aid (O’Grada 

2009, 234). In addition, the USSR redistributed aid and adjusted its policies to allow for more 
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agricultural producer autonomy (235). The policy adjustment alleviated some of the pain 

associated with the previous reckless forced requisitioning system. However, the continued 

occupation of forcibly integrated states indicates that the underlying oppressive causes were not 

adequately addressed. 

Ten years following the previous famine, the population of the USSR’s integrated states 

Kazakhstan and Ukraine were subjected to a second famine with a higher magnitude of 

devastation. Within the originally largely nomadic nation of Kazakhstan, Soviet capture 

ultimately meant anti-pastoralist reshaping of the region. Despite expert opinions denouncing 

these efforts and arguments that many Kazakhs already practiced communism (47), Soviet 

intervention persisted based on accusations that the current nomadic pastoralist clans were 

everything that went against the Soviet agenda; capitalist, inefficient, and counterrevolutionary 

(64-65). Similar to the ever-present, yet elusive ‘kulaks’ who were used as scapegoats and to 

target dissenters in Russia and Ukraine, Kazakhstan was charged with being inundated with 

‘bais,’ or wealthy and exploitative clan leaders (74). Kazakh cadres recognized the risks of the 

collectivization plans and some lobbied for more representation in the political center, 

recognition of their cultural heritage, and leniency with the Kazakh people who did not want to 

shed their nomadic lifestyle for sedentary agriculture (78-79). These requests were ignored and 

their proponents labeled as capitalist, nationalist, and anti-communist.  

As scarcity began to hit the region, reports of hardship were transmitted to Soviet 

officials. This alarm received no clear response and paradoxically the state began forcibly 

relocating prisoners into areas requiring the further removal of native Kazakhs (99). Forced 

collectivization of livestock ensured that the large urban centers of Russia were supplied with 

meats, but reciprocal allotments of grain to the Kazakh population were unreliable (118-119). By 
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1934, one quarter of the population had died as a direct consequence of the Soviet imperialist 

restructuring of the region, and a substantial portion of the population that did not die had fled 

their ancestral lands to escape the famine (144). Soviet policy, famine conditions, and 

government exploitation of famine’s catastrophic impact on the Kazakh population may not be 

unambiguous evidence of genocidal intention, but it undoubtedly bolsters suspicions. 

Extensive scholarship on the Soviet Ukraine Famine of the 1930s, also known as the 

Holodomor, has produced entire monographs and so I will endeavor to present the most pertinent 

elements in this analysis. After a poor harvest in 1932, the traditionally grain-rich Ukrainian 

province was subjected to a sudden dearth. The export of grain from the region had reached an 

acme in 1931, with 51% of Soviet grain exports originating from Ukraine (Hrynevych 2022, 

120). Even during the Holodomor, 46% of grain exports originated from the starving Ukrainian 

province. Stalin and the soviet state did not significantly alter collectivization policies or provide 

aid – though some small efforts to alleviate the crisis may have occurred in late 1932 (Howard-

Hassmann 2016, 25). Despite previous efforts to silence the Ukrainian intelligentsia in 1930, the 

Holodomor sparked a new wave of arrests (Hrynevych 2022, 116). This was representative of the 

highly restrictive social policies that negatively influenced the ability of Ukrainians to respond to 

the crisis through movement or advocating for themselves in governmental policy (25). The 

extensive policing of the Ukrainian population and the forcible implementation of soviet policy 

ensured that Moscow controlled the region nearly exclusively.  

Ultimately, the forced collectivization schemes of the Russian Soviet state hinged on the 

imperialist capture of economic activity in Ukraine and Kazakhstan. This capture required the 

involuntary and complete exploitation of the populations. Once famine conditions began, the 

state relied on highly dubious claims of kulaks and bais, creating a scapegoat and a target for 
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violent Soviet activity in the region. The recurrency of famine in Ukraine, the immediate Russian 

resettlement of lands depopulated by famine, and the oppressive nature of imperialist capture in 

both areas may indicate an elevated level of intentionality. Aside from accusations of direct 

genocidal intent (Conley & de Waal 2019, 706), the fact remains that the impact of national food 

scarcity was primarily felt by the Ukrainian and Kazakh population (Howard-Hassmann 2016, 

26). At the very least, the lopsided nature of impact as well as the aforementioned oppressive 

conditions indicate reckless endangerment of a colonized region. However, both areas were 

depicted as hotbeds of deviationist activity and became targets for forced interventions intended 

to solidify Soviet control over the region. The arrest of intellectuals and dissenters through 

operations is violent evidence that indicates Soviet intentionality to limit the population’s 

insurrectionist capabilities. Establishing the state capacity for intentional de-population of 

‘undesirables’ lends legitimacy to arguments that accuse the Stalinist government of inducing 

intentional famine through interrupting resource access. The eventual secession of Ukraine and 

Kazakhstan from the USSR removed the risk of famine recurring at the scale of the 1932 famine, 

though its continued status as a ‘breadbasket’ and natural resources ensures a continued position 

as a target for imperialist governments in the modern day.  

China 1959-1961 

    As a foundation, the causes of the Great Leap Forward famine exhibited 

similarities to the 1930s famine in the USSR; a government installed through revolution that 

established a state-owned economy, and which exhibited imperialist capture of proposedly 

‘culturally contiguous’ minorities. Additionally, the communist regime in China began mass 

industrialization projects that required an expanded labor force and public works aimed at 

adjusting ecology. The CCP (Chinese Communist Party) viewed the expansion of exports as an 
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urgent necessity to establishing industrial preeminence (Fuller 2015, 160). As we saw in the 

Soviet Union, forcing massive changes to industrial and agricultural systems can induce 

immense fractures in a nation’s ability to ensure stability – especially in captured or rural areas.  

This famine was unique in that the intentionality behind the starvation conditions that 

developed appears to be somewhat inverted compared to the otherwise similar case of the USSR. 

Cadres, or local party officials, existed as links to the larger governmental representatives – 

representatives who had their own direct superiors. Top-down pressure to exceed production 

projections, along with the previously highlighted dubious policy choices led to widespread 

starvation in communes. Over-enthusiastic implementation of these policies by lower-level 

officials and incidences of false reporting to the higher echelons limited the flow of accurate 

information (O Grada 2008, 9 & 14). Inflated numbers of grain yields were so extreme that Mao 

accepted a proposal in1958 to reduce the amount of acreage for grain production by around 21% 

(Lu 2015, 546). The rigid hierarchy of the CCP led to frequent accusations of right-deviationist 

thought against whistle-blowers (Paltemaa 2011, 26 & 50). This tendency indicates that cultural 

imperialism used as a bludgeon to avoid fully addressing the issue.  

Officials would simultaneously refuse to concede the existence of famine while sanitizing 

the appearance of agricultural districts by limiting the visibility of the starving and lining roads 

with crops to appear prolific. Disguising the true condition of the starving communes was so 

successful that foreign visitors were generally unaware of the extent of the famine, a visiting 

doctor during this time went so far as to claim that no citizens were ‘allowed to fall below a 

subsistence level, to starve, to become homeless, or to be without adequate clothing” (Horn 

1969, 89). This façade of national stability was created through expending resources, potentially 

masking the magnitude of desperation in rural communes. 
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The effort to cover up conditions indicates the government’s resistance toward accepting 

responsibility for famine conditions. The Guomindang (or Kuomintang, abbreviated as KMT), 

the pre-CCP nationalist regime, had been lambasted by the Communist media outlets for their 

culpability in the creation of previous disasters and the disregard of the rural population during 

the subsequent scarcity (Edgerton-Tarpley 2014, 462-464). Furthermore, the KMT’s openness to 

foreign assistance, western-origin technology, and characterization of disaster victims as 

admirable national sacrifices were in opposition to the traditional Confucian conceptualization of 

the state’s responsibility to the people (465). Mao’s party was founded on establishing 

ideological lines intentionally antithetical to the KMT. The loss of legitimacy that could 

accompany proliferation of KMT-like methods may have pressed the CCP to avoid mitigating or 

reversing the situation (Paltemaa 2011, 49). However, as the KMT had side-stepped 

responsibility for negative outcomes of their policies, the CCP mirroring this strategy 

undermines the possibility that the party was penned in by their intention to separate themselves 

from the KMT. 

The communist government in China saw more disasters and potential famine catalysts to 

which it was able to respond effectively. For example, the immediate and comprehensive 

response to flooding in Tianjin in 1963 indicates that despite the dearths in communes, the state 

possessed the resources for extensive disaster response (42-43). Because of this, arguments for 

CCP intentionality and first-degree faminogenic behaviors gain more traction – reports of cadre’s 

and local party officials do appear to show incidences of callous or outright sadistic treatment of 

those in their charge (Rui 2022, 409). Additionally, as food relief was disseminated in urban 

areas, we can infer that some higher-level officials were aware of the scarcity but were selective 

in how they distributed aid (Paltemaa 2011, 44). However, the difference in frequency of famine 
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conditions between Han communities and ‘incorporated’ provinces may indicate less 

intentionality, or societal violence behind the governmental policies (Bianco 2022, 177). In light 

of the Tianjin flood response and the lack of urban starvation deaths, the government appears to 

have the ability to meet its publicized intention to ensure the safety of its people, but only in 

cases where the consequences of inaction would upend the party’s legitimacy or where the GLF 

policies were not the direct cause of disaster.  

Following the famine the government began to implement policy reforms intended to end famine 

conditions and prevent its emergence in the future. In fact, the disaster relief success of the 

Tianjin flood response may be partially due to efforts to prove the regime’s adequacy in caring 

for people and preventing disasters following the famine (Paltemaa 2011, 50). Some post-famine 

responses were relatively performative, such as the public punishment of lower-level rural cadres 

determined to be ‘responsible’ for local shortages (Orjuela & Parashar 2023, 253). The lack of a 

true opposition party meant that these efforts to redirect peasant anger at the faminogenic 

policies of the CCP toward the local cadres and regain support through returning private property 

were ultimately successful (Rui 2022, 409). Currently, the single-party system represents the 

continuation of a totalitarian state and therefore limits most representative and recognition-based 

arguments for just reform. In light of the famine and post-famine concerns for the proliferation of 

unjust conditions, the overwhelmingly pro-justice, anti-KMT language of civil war-era CCP 

propaganda appears to have fallen flat in the implementation of policy. 

Cambodia 1975-1979 

The famine that developed in Cambodia following the overthrow of the Lon Nol regime 

in 1975 has been assigned a label of 'communist famine' in the annals of western culture. The 

brutality of the Khmer Rouge (Communist Party of Kampuchea - CPK) is well documented, and 
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the regime is known for its flagrant use of forced labor under inhumane and deadly conditions 

(Rice 2020, 174). Utilizing strategies of collectivization and agricultural development for the 

purpose of export, the CPK resembles China and the Soviet Union in policies that proved to be 

faminogenic (Howard-Hassman 2016, 35). The difference in death rates for those deemed to be 

'base' citizens, in other words favorable, was much lower than those who were considered 'new' 

citizens. This difference in treatment was characterized by internal views of 'rot' within the 

country and disdain for feeding 'useless mouths' (35 & 37). As we have seen, determining clear 

intent in cases of governmentally induced crimes against humanity can be tricky - this is one of 

the few exceptions. In this case, genocide was a clear goal for the starvation and murder of 

undesirable populations. Furthermore, reckless and inconsistent rationing measures implemented 

by a simultaneously autonomous, yet rigid hierarchy within communes resulted in hunger 

seeping into populations considered desirable (Rice 2020, 175-177). This is one of the clearest 

examples of food provisioning being used as a genocidal force that we have seen.  

One caveat in the traditional discourse, however, is that Cambodia had been experiencing 

widespread hunger prior to the CPK' s victory. The violent evacuation of urban centers was 

arguably made much more deadly by the urban poor population receiving little help, especially 

once rural refugees began to flee towards the cities (167). Food production had been decimated 

from the impacts of civil war and American bombing on the labor population, agricultural land, 

and transportation infrastructure. The areas that saw the most devastation were regions with 

prevalent smallholding operations, as opposed to plantations (a French colonial artifact), adding 

more numbers to the refugee and rebel populations (136). Furthermore, in response to the 

development of starvation in Phnom Phen, U.S. aid distribution through PL-480 gave the Lon 

Nol regime food that was to be sold to the population at prices determined by the government 
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(158-159). The prices could be as extravagant as the regime desired, as long as the profits were 

directed towards funding the military's efforts against the CPK. This system, when the food was 

even sold to the population and not the underground economy of other south-eastern nations, 

extracted any remaining funds held by poor refugees while expanding the fortunes of corrupt 

officials (159-160). The reckless endangerment of the population, as well as the actions of 

entirely callous elites, is remarkable in that despite unambiguous evidence of tier two 

faminogenic behaviors - neither party is commonly considered at fault.  

CRQ Analysis: Causes 

In this section, we have seen famine induced by clearly reckless policies originally 

instituted to promote the expedition of radical changes within the state. These reckless policies, 

as in the case of Ukraine and Cambodia, have teetered on the edge of identifiable intentional 

faminogenic behavior. In all cases, the state instituted rigid hierarchies in order to ensure the 

universal implementation of policies. These hierarchies allowed for high-level deniability when 

it came to culpability and for disregarding the need for reflexive alterations that could mitigate 

the impact of reckless policies. Frequently in the case of China, the lowest levels of these 

hierarchies were later discovered to have exhibited extremely cruel behaviors which exacerbated 

famine conditions in rural communes. 

Despite being considered ‘non-international’ due to the contiguous nature of these states 

at the onset of famine, the areas where famine developed were frequently localized within 

regions that had experienced some form of capture. The reduction of the population in these 

areas was suspiciously beneficial to the state. Between the resettlement of ‘base’ citizens in 

Cambodia and ethnic Russians in depopulated rural areas of Ukraine and Kazakhstan, it is clear 

that the population loss benefited certain groups viewed as more friendly to the state. This is 
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indicative of imperialist attitudes on the part of the state as these regimes claimed possession of 

these regions yet overwhelmingly treated the extant citizenry as a subaltern exploitable 

population. 

 In the case of China, we see a unique case where minorities were seemingly less 

impacted by the reckless behavior, while the populations associated with the leftist regime 

experienced more severe consequences of faminogenic policies. Without condoning the use of 

genocidal faminogenic policies by Pol Pot’s CPK, it is important to recognize the influence that 

the previous regime and the U.S. exerted over the Cambodian food system. While it may be 

extreme to declare the American government’s actions as being equivalent to the 

faminoprogenitors we saw in the previous section on war-time famines, the U.S. focus on 

leveraging food access and agriculture to ensure the continued authority of a friendly regime 

does indicate a high magnitude of external oppressive force.  

CRQ Analysis: Cures 

Internal state famines, particularly in cases where colonialism is absent or less clearly 

defined, exhibit faminogenic behaviors linked to forcible restructuring of state systems. As 

exemplified in the Soviet Union, states may consider themselves culturally contiguous while 

drawing clear ethnic lines when it comes to resource distribution. In contrast, the Chinese Great 

Leap Forward famine was less linked to the ‘veiled imperialism’ described above and are more 

directly associated with radical policy decisions implemented rapidly by an extremely rigidly 

stratified government. In the case of both formulations, we would expect curative action to 

primarily incorporate rescinding policies that were implicated in the evaluation of faminogenic 

causes.  
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The eventual dissolution of the Soviet Union and the ousting of the CPK liberated the 

populations from the authorities who oversaw the region’s respective famines. Following the 

Holodomor the USSR implemented policies which were intended to prevent future famines; 

primarily by loosening some rules on private property and requisitioning. Within Soviet Kazakh, 

a form of migrant semi-nomadic pastoralization was developed to offset the destruction of 

livestock occurring in the west (Cameron 2018, 171-172). These policies arguably ameliorated 

the magnitude of the Wartime famine induced by nazi-occupation in 1941 (Graziosi 2016, 24). 

Mao introduced policies reintroducing private small holdings at the end of the Great Leap 

Forward famine which were expanded in the late 1970s during a period of post-Mao reform (25). 

Comparatively, the mid-regime curative action for all countries were relatively non-

commensurate in all but the Chinese case. 

CRQ Analysis: Justice 

The Holodomor and the Great Leap Forward Famine were followed by flurries of 

policies enacted to counteract the causes of the famine without upending the goals of the 

authoritarian regime. These cases are particularly interesting as have not previously seen tangible 

responses by regimes that were both culpable of faminogenic behavior yet remained in power. 

As both governments were established on rectifying injustices felt by the peasantry in previous 

regimes, massive peasant mortality stemming from government actions runs counter to the stated 

goals of the revolutionary movement. Ironically, the injustices felt by the serfs and feudal 

peasantry, particularly that of exploitation, were renewed in the new regimes as forced commune 

labor increased in prevalence without a commensurate increase in food security. Both nations 

initially responded to policy-induced starvation by redirecting blame towards seditious 
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counterrevolutionary. This allowed each regime to maintain legitimacy and prevent the peasantry 

from making more forceful demands for justice.  

The end of WWII saw an elastic resurgence of the USSR war-economy. This acceleration 

was marked by the reversal of previously instituted post-famine liberalization policies and the 

expansion of forced collectivization (Marples 1992, 129-130). Within this environment, famine 

conditions recurred in Ukraine during the mid-1940s. Not only does this indicate ineffective 

curative action, but the creation of famine through these policies was punctuated with a 

resurgence of totalitarian restrictions on the population’s movement and inadequate relief to the 

countryside (Veselova et al. 2008, 192-194). Under soviet rule, the Ukrainian people were 

frequently subjected to famine while remaining the ‘breadbasket’ of the region. Ukraine and 

Kazakhstan eventually regained sovereignty, and as of writing, have undergone contrasting 

changes in justice. Both countries have historically struggled with corruption in higher 

government with the Ukrainian people generally experiencing a higher level of democracy 

(Freedom House 2020 & 2025). Following the massacre of protestors in January of 2022, the 

Kazakh government has highlighted its intention to become a more representative and just 

government, but critics argue that little change has percolated (Mazorenko and Sorbello 2023). 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 marked the roll-back of social justice in the region as 

an outside force has once again initiated an attempt to capture and integrate Ukraine into their 

imperialist framework. 

As we saw in the case of China, reforms aimed at addressing the policy-based causes of 

the Great Leap Forward famine were implemented alongside more performative measures 

focused on punishing low-level authorities. The following institution of Great Proletariat 

Cultural revolution that consolidated power and entrenched rural peasantry in system similar to 
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that which had created the famine (Graziosi 2016, 28). More extensive reforms were established 

following Mao’s death, but the overall form of the government has remained totalitarian and has 

extant accusations of genocidal policies against minorities (Freedom House 2015). Since we 

would expect just forms of curative action to incorporate increases in democracy and the ability 

to self-advocate, the absence of both occludes arguments for increases in justice. 

The emergence of the CPK could be considered an attempt at a curative response to the 

unjust and highly stratified society on the verge of famine and due to the policies of the Lon Nol 

regime. In this case, the population who the CPK saw as subjected to unjust conditions in the 

previous regime were treated better than ‘urbanites.’ Having liberated the oppressed population 

from the Lon Nol and monarchical regime, revolutionaries could consider this civil war to have 

increased justice. Pol Pot’s totalitarian military government starkly decreased justice for 

undesirable populations, enacted violent campaigns aimed at dissenters, and only achieved 

limited increases in representation and recognition for even the ‘proper’ population. In sum, even 

if liberation could be considered a commensurate cure for the near famine of the Lon Nol 

regime, overall social justice in the nation was not increased.  

Contemporary Famines 

Famines in this section are ‘recent’ in that they have occurred in the last 50 years or are 

presently occurring at the time of writing. For the currently active famine conditions in Gaza and 

Sudan, cures and justice will be evaluated prospectively. In addition, the section of Bangladesh 

includes both a famine that occurred in the 1970s as well as one near-famine as an opportunity to 

evaluate a modern example of successful famine prevention in a region which has experienced 

frequent vulnerability. 
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Ethiopia 1983-1985 

 The Ethiopian famine of 1983 is an example of how famine causation has evolved in the 

modern era. Unlike other conflict-related famines of the 20th century, faminogenic behavior in 

the modern era is heavily associated with conflict despite lacking the emergence of a World War. 

Famine in Ethiopia emerged during a regime that was installed after a leftist revolution originally 

spurred by a famine induced by the previous regime (Tefera 2024, 421). While this exact 

iteration of faminogenesis is unique, the established impoverishment and instability of the region 

prior to the regime change (de Waal 2018, 70) echoes the Cambodian experience. The 

communist military regime, known as the Provisional Military Administration Council (more 

commonly known as the Dergue), enacted sweeping changes to the country’s production and 

abolished the feudal tenure system in an effort advertised as an attempt to eradicate famine 

(Muller 2013, 472). True intentions are hard to determine in cases of massive systemic 

overhauls, yet, as these changes were overwhelmingly implemented through threats of violence 

and were directly responsible for inducing famine it is difficult to see the actions of the 

government as being entirely based in altruistic humanitarian ideals.  

Evidence of deliberate faminogenesis stems from both original Dergue policy as well as 

the subsequent handling of famine catalysts. In response to drought emerging in the early 1980s, 

the government undertook extreme efforts to expand collectivization and create new villages 

through forced relocation (Keneally 2011, 124). These safaratabia, or ‘artificial hamlets,’ were 

established haphazardly and the locations proved inefficient for farmers, ultimately lowering 

food production (186). Beyond the faminogenic characteristic of extreme reckless policies, the 

Dergue utilized the famine to purposefully starve rebellious elements in the north, indicating 

violent intent (O’ Grada 2009, 230). There are myriad arguments for evidence of intentionality 
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behind famine in this area and even if these were proven to be unfounded at a future date, the 

government clearly utilized the famine to project their power beyond their innate capabilities. 

As has become common in our understanding of 20th century faminogenic behavior, the 

Dergue famine in Ethiopia has a foundation of social upheaval, rural impoverishment, and 

antagonistic resource disbursement. In contrast, the media representation of the famine in the 

West highlighted ecological disaster, spurring influxes of aid that was ultimately utilized to 

bolster relocation efforts and increase conscript numbers in rebel forces (Muller 2013, 474). 

Following the overthrow of the Dergue, retributive ‘Red Terror’ trials were held with the intent 

to hold officials in power accountable for atrocities that occurred during the Dergue regime 

(Tefera 2024, 425). However, while there appeared to be a plan to use established law to 

prosecute Dergue officials for faminogenic behaviors, charges never materialized (429-430). 

This indicates that despite the evolving understanding how famine is overwhelmingly caused by 

human action, the means by which those responsible can be held accountable is lacking. 

Furthermore, the original intent to deliver economic justice to the laboring population was 

immediately replaced with a policy that served to extend the power of the regime. 

Sudan 2023-present 

The current crisis in Sudan exemplifies the indicators of a modern famine; a 

contemporary history of food shortages and famine conditions, volatile civilian-heavy conflict, 

and a highly neoliberalized agricultural production system. While indicators of intentional 

civilian starvation are scarce, warring factions have been accused of weaponizing food resources 

(Homeida 2023, 3), and the frequency with which atrocities are committed by these factions 

(Elkreem and Jaspars 2024, 4) does not fortify arguments against these accusations. In recent 

months, the Sudanese 'breadbasket' of Gezira has been highlighted due to the development of 
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famine conditions. The conflict has inarguably resulted in a reduction of food security through 

looting, forced conscription, and disruptions to harvest (4 & 12). As highlighted in this same 

article, destabilizing military actions that limited access to banking and housing has further 

contributed to the current famine in Sudan (14). However, this crisis is not only due to the 'active' 

tumult of conflict. Elkreem and Jaspars (2024) argue that Gezira's precarity has developed from a 

history of expanding neoliberalism in the 1980s and 90s which favored crony capitalists at the 

expense of small-holder and tenant farmer economic security (6). Calls to reinstate previous 

governmental support systems that reduced laborer exploitation and to improve small holder 

representation in agricultural planning were sidelined in favor of further privatization of 

previously state-owned agricultural resources.  

Rising economic inequality, exploitation, and developmental ineptitude associated with 

past regimes have contributed to smallholder support for the Forces of Freedom and Change. 

Despite the overwhelming support of the peasantry, the reforms proposed by the movement's 

original grassroots supporters did not materialize (10). On the contrary, while there were 

overtures which indicated an intent to address concerns of the Al-Gezira Farmers' Alliance, the 

most recent transitionary government's proposed '2021 Act' was accused of favoring the further 

neoliberalization of the Sudanese agricultural economy (11). After gaining a sustained 

independence in the early 2000s, South Sudan exhibited a similar path to Gezira in that populist 

calls for anti-hunger reforms were a galvanizing force behind the most recent regime shift 

(Sennesael and Verhoeven 2025, 13). However, as previous regimes have done, the 'liberators' 

utilized depictions of famine as an environmental (as opposed to social) factor to consolidate 

power and attract exploitative foreign economic imperialism (14-15). Because of the extensive 

western influence of the agricultural sector and civil conflict, the extant famine in Sudan 
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exemplifies the cross-section of neoliberal development and the cyclical nature of militaristic 

regimes. 

Gaza/West Bank 2023-present  

I have chosen to include analysis of the emergent famine in Gaza, despite its lack of 

direct inclusion in famine reports, because it represents the most current example of faminogenic 

behavior in our global system as well as the current climate of international discourse on 

faminogenesis. Within Gaza, the IPC Criteria for famine have not been met at the level which 

would allow for an official determination (De Waal 2025, 3). A report published in late 

December by the Famine Early Warning System Network (FEWS NET) in collaboration with 

the IPC that characterized the situation as “a famine […] scenario” (De Waal 2025, 10). 

However, this report was denigrated by the U.S. ambassador to Israel and later removed by 

USAID within hours. Maintaining the status of the famine in Gaza as 'near (but not quite) 

famine' ensures that the invading forces have a moral smoke screen against allegations of 

starvation-based genocide. Beyond public relations, maintaining deniability about the 

intentionality of faminogenic behaviors has allowed Israel to maintain weapons shipments from 

the US. The Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 allows for the restriction of US military aid when 

the receiving country has exhibited anti-humanitarian activity but was counteracted by National 

Security Memorandum 20. In the subsequent evaluation by human rights experts and despite 

providing the occupying Israeli forces more legal latitude against accusations of violating 

international humanitarian law, anti-aid activities were identified as egregious enough to fail 

Israel. Not only was this evaluation rescinded, but the temporal requirements of the evaluation 

(i.e., current violations as opposed to a continuing evaluation of behavior) coincided with 

heightened restrictions on aid (7-8).  
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Following the inauguration of Donald Trump in 2025, USAID was gutted and, as of the 

date of this paper, FEWS.net continues to be offline. In a horrific but unsurprising development, 

statements by the president of the United States advocating for the forced removal and capture of 

the Gaza strip (Keath 2025) negate any hopes of the US exerting pressure on the Israeli 

government to prevent (or reverse) famine conditions. As of writing, the condition in Gaza has 

become more severe, with aid deliveries being blockaded and attempts to alert the global 

population to the crisis have been dampened by the U.S. government targeting pro-Palestinian 

activists (Palestine Legal 2025). Between Israel's actions during their offensive in the Gaza strip 

and the U.S. support of Israel military activity, both countries exhibited intentional faminogenic 

activity. Furthermore, the destruction of USAID shrank the availability of food aid originating 

from the US as well as options for ensuring Israel accountability for breaches of humanitarian 

law. Lastly, comments by heads of government of both countries that positively advocate for 

forcible removal of Gazans from the territory, a brazen endorsement of genocide (Kershner 

2025), reduces the legitimacy of any arguments against the intentionality of the faminogenic 

behavior observed. We can only speculate on curative action due to this conflict being ongoing at 

time of writing, but the current actions proposed by the most powerful actors involved do not 

indicate an intention to ensure commensurate curative action nor the implementation of social 

justice.  

Bangladesh – 1974 Famine and Averted Famine of 1998  

As we have previously covered, the state of India has been the frequent victims of 

colonialist famines. Following a civil war, Bangladesh established itself as an independent state 

in 1971 (Sobhan 1974, 1973). Massive flooding in 1974 disrupted food production and catalyzed 

a famine ultimately caused by hoarding, speculation, and the exacerbation of a 20-year trend of 
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an increasingly precarious import-dependent Bangladeshi food system (1973). While post-1943 

policies mandated rations for certain urban centers, government employees, and laborers 

employed with large companies, they did not ensure the entitlements of the rural poor (1974-

1975). The U.S. intervened with offers of food aid contingent on Bangladeshi government 

support for Western integration in OPEC relations and supporting U.S. interests in other matters 

(1977). However, not only did the U.S. utilize the dependency of the Bangladeshi government to 

further its own agenda, but this aid was entirely stalled on multiple occasions, limiting its 

capacity for mitigating the catastrophe (1979). In the end, this post-colonial famine appears to 

have originated from indifference on the part of state government towards rural populations as 

well as outside political maneuvering increasing the precarity of food availability - increasing 

volatility and speculation.  

Following the 1974 famine, the president of Bangladesh, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, was 

assassinated in 1975. While Mujib was arguably a progressive influence on the country, Mujib's 

successor instituted structural changes in-line with Western globalization strategies (Sobhan 

1974, 1979). A Near Eastern and South Asian Analysis report on the political stability of 

Bangladesh in 1983 highlights the stabilizing potential of policies such as increased monetary 

incentives for grain farmers, land reform, and private sector industrialization (NESA 1983, 3). 

More flooding occurred in 1984 yet did not result in wide-spread famine conditions. However, 

this may be largely related to the stability of the Ershad regime in comparison with the 

immediate post-independence regime of the early 1970s (Clay 1985, 203). In addition, there was 

a diversification of cultivated grains and an expansion of entitlement programs, simultaneously 

increasing resilience to ecological shocks as well as expanded food access for the poor.  
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Evading the worst possible consequences of a famine catalyst was not a one-time occurrence – 

despite experiencing "the flood of the century" in 1998, Bangladesh once again avoided famine. 

While the rural community experienced an increase in employment disruptions, destitution, and 

even malnutrition-linked childhood stunting, mass death was averted through a mix of direct 

public assistance, increased incomes, expanded access to household lines of credit, and a more 

resilient food system built on more diversified agriculture and transportation infrastructure 

(Ninno et al. 2001, xvii-xix). In addition, by this time, the globalized food system had nearly 

established the ubiquity of cheap food (Patel and Moore 2017, 151), allowing the private sector 

of the food market to fill in gaps attributable to flood losses (Ninno et al. 2001, xviii-xix). 

However, it is important to recognize that despite post-famine curative action that appears to be 

commensurate, power in the region was held by the moderately anti-democratic Awami League 

until the student uprising in 2024 (Freedom Press 2025). This means that until recently, the 

population was subjected to an arguably dictatorial and anti-democratic government which has 

evaded famines without ensuring social justice.  

CRQ Analysis: Causes 

In this section, conflict appears as an extremely prominent famine catalyst. Within 

Ethiopia, the faminogenic behaviors of the Dergue bore similarities to the other radical 

authoritarian famines analyzed in the previous category. In this case, reckless policies formed a 

shaky foundation while targeted government brutality openly aimed to weaken and punish rebel 

forces through deprivation (Zeiler 1989, 589-590). More recent cases of famine in Sudan and 

Gaza exhibit similar trends in that a militaristic force is impacting the civilian population’s 

access to food production and procurement. Despite attestations by occupying authorities that 

starvation in these regions is not intentional, the continuation of famine conditions in conjunction 
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with invading forces benefiting from civilian or opposition starvation is highly indicative of first 

degree faminogenic behavior. 

CRQ Analysis: Cures 

The example of Bangladesh shows how a government which experienced a famine 

almost immediately following independence expanded their famine-resistance through 

expanding entitlements, government investment in agricultural resilience and diversification, and 

neoliberal integration into the global food system. Additionally, the contemporary famine in 

Ethiopia appeared alongside a general decrease in famines worldwide, indicating the emergence 

of effective anti-famine curative action. As argued by de Waal (2025), the global environment 

shifted towards democracy, relative peace, and more secure access to affordable food, lowering 

the susceptibility of many nations to famine. In this way, the newly established global food 

system has arguably worked as a curative measure against faminogenic behavior. As the famines 

in Sudan and Gaza are currently unfolding, there is no identifiable cure. However, as we have 

previously seen with conflict-induced famines, the cessation of conflict is likely the most 

prominent and directly impactful action that could be taken. 

CRQ Analysis: Justice 

The global shift toward democracy and peace emerged as invaluable components of 

efforts to increase both justice and famine resilience. However, the potency of these changes to 

reduce famine vulnerability has been decreasing due to recent course reversals (de Waal 2025, 

4). However, the economic shifts that contributed towards lowering the global population’s 

vulnerability to famine have stemmed from neoliberal globalization schemes which are less 

directly tied to increases in social justice. The modern recurrence and intensification of famine 

since 2015 (de Waal 2025, 2) may indicate that the previous years of relative stability were an 
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example of trading short-term security for future precarity. Clapp and Isakson (2018, 452-454) 

argue that the connection between neoliberal initiatives to consolidate and financialize the food 

system has already led to food insecurity as the system becomes susceptible to investor-based 

price shocks. This argument indicates clear reductions in the social justice dimension of 

redistribution while trends toward authoritarianism and conflict indicate expanding oppressive 

conditions. In this vein, de Waal asserts that the reemergence of Wartime economies, particularly 

military kleptocracies, have cultivated a tacit acceptance of starvation as a tool of war (2025, 2). 

We have seen the injustice of tier-1 faminogenic behaviors play out repeatedly across colonized 

states, warring oppositions, radical authoritarian governments, and now in both Sudan and Gaza. 

If the global system is becoming primed for this form of faminogenic activity, as indicated by the 

decades-long increase in conflict-related famines, there is no feasible argument for socially just 

anti-famine curative responses having been effectively employed in recent years or in the 

‘famine lull’ years of 1986-2015. 

Analytical Synthesis 

 In the previous sections of this chapter, I have attempted to answer all three CRQs for 

four social environments where famine has occurred. By answering these questions across 

multiple categories within my data scope I have established analytical threads across a large 

swath of famine occurrences. In this section, I aim to connect these threads to develop a 

comprehensive analysis of my Overall Research Question, “Have famine responses addressed 

their social causes?” In order to identify the most comprehensive answer to this question, I 

identify connections across famine environment categories as well as differences between 

individual famines within a singular categorization.  
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In an analysis of cause, we have seen that famine is often associated with multiple layers 

of oppressive systems. While some faminogenic determinations have failed to adequately breach 

the ‘intentionality gap’ between tiers 1 and 2, the frequency with which we see open disdain for 

the population experiencing famine exists as an indicator of stark stratification within a society. 

While there is not always clear violent intent within faminogenic policies, oppressive violence of 

the part of faminoprogenitor governments occurring outside of famine indicates a system that 

devalues the lives of a particular population. The devaluation of a specific population to the 

extent that they are sacrificed in order to ensure the continuation of the powerful’s machinations 

does not sound particularly dissimilar to intentional destruction of a targeted population.  

 As a whole, the faminogenic behaviors we see across all categories rings of imperialism. 

Imperialism at its core is a nationalistic capture of another group or region’s resources (WEX). 

This connection is clear in states subject to colonial rule or invasive influence, as colonial 

empires captured regions in an openly exploitative fashion. However, we have seen a similar 

foundation of physical or economic expansion at the expense of the larger population – generally 

peasants. In the case of the USSR, we see that the Ukrainian and Kazakh public were subjected 

to famine after being subjected to soviet rule. In this case, while the Soviet authorities advertised 

capture as a reunion of culturally contiguous peoples, the changes that were forced on the 

population through militaristic authoritarianism indicate that control over these regions was 

imperialistic in nature. Even in truly ‘internal’ environments such as Ethiopia or Cambodia we 

saw the signs of imperialism as militaristic authoritarian leaders imposed their will onto a 

populace, generally extracting labor or resources without the population’s consent. The case of 

China may be the furthest from these accusations of imperialism, due to the most impacted 

populations being those who voluntarily incorporated the Great Leap Forward policies. 
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However, the level of state control over the population by a rigid hierarchy which implemented 

reckless policies that prioritized developmental goals over the survival of civilian laborers 

indicates a form of regional or population capture with the intent to exploit. Considering this 

connection, the primary answer to CRQ 1 would be imperialism expressed through the 

implementation of one or more oppressive faces.  

After identifying imperialism as the cross-category answer to CRQ 1, we would expect 

the answer to CRQ 2 to be anti-imperialistic action. Unsurprisingly then, in cases of colonialism 

and radical authoritarianism, the reintroduction of sovereignty has increased the famine 

resilience of previously colonized states and in the post-soviet states of Ukraine and Kazakhstan. 

In these cases, we may be able to say that commensurate cures were eventually implemented. 

However, in the majority of identified cases, the reintroduction of sovereignty could not be 

considered just as the ‘liberated’ states were either liberated by another imperialistic hierarchy, 

as with Cambodia and Ethiopia, or continued to be situated within an exploitative global food 

system as in the case of colonial states and former soviet nations. Understanding this historical 

precedent is imperative as it indicates the difference between commensurate responses 

implemented within a limited scope and truly comprehensive cures. 

In instances of high-degree faminogenic behavior, laws such as the 1948 United Nations 

Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide and the Rome Statute 

of the International Criminal Court’s definition of crimes against humanity (Howard-Hassman 

2016, 135 & 140) would seem to be major steps towards justice. These laws may be interpreted 

as enshrining the most egregious faminogenic behaviors as unacceptable on a global scale. 

However, Red Terror Trials were unable to adequately prosecute famine crimes, despite written 

legislation that criminalized the activities of the Dergue. This event indicates that even with the 
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evolving understanding of how famine is overwhelmingly caused by human action, the means by 

which those responsible can be held accountable are unreliable while accusations of 

intentionality and culpability are precarious at best (Tefera 2024, 432). Furthermore, most 

contemporary famines, and both identified ongoing famines, have been associated with the 

highest levels of faminogenic behaviors. With this reemergence of war, genocide, and 

authoritarianism, it is disheartening to see anti-famine legal avenues fall flat. If attempts to 

codify social justice within the annals of global legislation have been ephemeral, further efforts 

to counteract faminogenic causes through this avenue seem unlikely to make a notable impact. 

Within the globalized food system, responses by external states have frequently focused 

on addressing immediate dearth, as is the cases of Ethiopia in 1983-1985 and the USSR in 1921-

1922. The outside-aid development of famine-vulnerable states has created some lasting 

resilience and may continue to be a promising avenue if the funding continues. However, 

increasing insular ‘state-first’ dialogues on the international stage may indicate a return to 

relying solely on direct food aid only intended to mitigate starvation death.  

Perhaps the most pressing concern identified in this analysis is that despite previous years 

of developmental investment, many near-famines of the modern era have developed due to price 

shocks and climate-change related events – two influences originating from a neoliberal, 

globalized food system. The current globalized food system is founded on shifting the risks of 

financialization and national agricultural specialization to the world’s poorest, while increasing 

the wealth of the owner-class (Clapp 2023, 18-19). In this context, even anti-famine 

developmental projects may not ensure lasting resilience against the innate precarity of the 

current food system.  
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Looking further, the increasingly powerful, consolidated, and capitalist global food 

system is positioned on a legislative foundation that shifts the negative consequences of this 

system away from agri-business firms and onto citizens. Emerging issues such as environmental 

degradation and labor exploitation are treated as externally produced problems with little to no 

identification of criminally responsible instigators (Bowness et al. 2020, 249). In fact, the 

individuals and corporate entities who have amassed wealth through tactics that create these 

issues are able to then reinvest their wealth into charitable aid (Lindenbaum 2016, 383). This 

strategy may create the appearance of helping to combat the ills of society without altering the 

system that benefits them; mercifully’ providing houseless wretches with a branded ‘swag’ tent 

to distract from a business plan which burns down houses. While this example is clearly 

hyperbolic, we have seen this same framework of imperialists utilizing precarity and disaster as a 

basis for increasing their power under the banner of ‘famine response.’ Canada used the fallout 

from their destructive colonization efforts to force massive concessions and resettlement of the 

Aboriginal population. Similarly, both Nazi Germany and the USSR used the scarcity in Ukraine 

as an opportunity to increase their level of control over the agriculturally prolific region. If we 

are witnessing a reversal of famine’s modern decline, it is worth considering the role of corporate 

strategies that could be seen as reminiscent of second-degree, or even first-degree, faminogenic 

behaviors. As argued above, this reversal may be a ‘natural’ consequence of global 

neoliberalization and the expansion of aid programs (de Waal 2025, 2). If this is true, then 

arguments for commensurate cures begin to wane when considering long-term effectiveness. 

Most concerning, however, is that countries which have previously utilized social justice in their 

commensurate curative actions still experience a decrease in justice if forcibly folded into this 

unjust, increasingly precarious global food system.  
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This prediction is not pure conjecture; it is a visible phenomenon. Fanon, speaking from 

the perspective of a colonized people, argued in 1961 that capitalists would unduly shape the 

system of prior colonies by offering developmental aid in the form of investment (82). Over 50 

years later, Hickel argues that neoliberal changes to global economic policy have resulted in less-

developed nations, often previously direct colonies of western nations, adopting policies that are 

beneficial to the profit-seeking foreign investors in order to remain afloat (2017, 218). These 

policies allow unelected, wealthy foreign bodies to reshape the global economy to their benefit. 

Often these changes increase the magnitude of exploitative labor structures while allowing the 

foreign influence to refute legally culpability for increasing the population’s economic precarity. 

In this environment, socially just commensurate response enacted within a sovereign nation 

could not be comprehensive enough to counteract the neo-imperialist tide of indirect colonialism 

emerging today. 

Contribution 

The intention of this section is to summarize the most pertinent findings of my research 

within the context of my research goals. In addition, I propose what impact I believe my research 

has on addressing the social problem of famine. Lastly, I offer my recommendations for future 

research.  

Beginning with the social problem of famine, I wanted to better understand why the 

phenomenon persists and has been worsening in a food system that over-produces food. 

Understanding that social problems are indicative of injustice and that famine itself denotes 

oppressive frameworks, I asked the question “Have famine responses addressed their social 

causes?” To address this ORQ, my CRQs ask, “what are the oppressive causes of famine?,” “in 

what ways have famine responses addressed their social causes?,” and lastly, “have these 
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responses employed social justice in their methods?”  In my effort to answer these questions I 

have synthesized a comparative review that answers these questions across four social 

environment categories in which famines occur: colonialism, conflict, radical authoritarianism, 

and modern.  

Overall, I found that no, most core social causes of famine have not been addressed by 

curative responses. I believe that I have provided evidence of how responses that are not aimed 

at addressing the root social issues have frequently not been effective. Furthermore, even 

responses intended to combat injustice are not guaranteed to utilize social justice in their 

implementation. As exemplified by the CPK’s revolutionary restructuring of Cambodian society, 

sudden, ballistic shifts in the structure of a system may be enacted in response to social injustice 

but do not guarantee a just transformation. As a foundation, I found that the overarching thread 

underlying all causes of famines analyzed is imperialism.  

Imperialism is not only indicated through direct colonial capture by an alien state. 

Systems indicate imperialism when they have rigid hierarchies that structure economic systems 

around the priorities of an elite population. This system is established through oppression of the 

lower echelons of the populations, entrenching the population in precarity and leaving them 

vulnerable to famine in the event of an environmental or militaristic famine catalyst. 

Furthermore, this forced hierarchy is not limited to the internal, state governance sphere – 

increasing levels of corporate consolidation and international conglomeration stemming from the 

rise of neoliberalism have influenced global economic policy (Hickel 2017, 217-219). With 

increases in wealth inequality and consolidated corporate power the neocolonial/neoimperialist 

era has allowed for the reestablishment of foreign control over independent states – potentially 
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negating progress towards implementing socially just transformative policy as a sovereign 

nation.  

 It is true that famine became less frequent in the latter third of the 20th century, but this 

trend has been reversing in recent years. As argued by de Waal (2024) and others, the global ebb 

in famine was attributable to cheap food originating from global neoliberalization, a drop in 

authoritarianism, and globalized aid programs that have mitigated the impact of acute dearth. 

The recent surge in famine and the frequency with which we see famine development 

attributable to conflict and other highly faminogenic behaviors indicates as a global environment, 

we have not constructed a global food system that is consistently famine resistant. With the 

future pointing towards ever-increasing economic inequality, heightened precarity of the rural 

poor, and the increasing agricultural devastation attributable to climate change means that violent 

elements may emerge as one of many modern famine causes.  

Future research that may prove enlightening could involve tracking the long-term 

responses of “near-famines,’ where a famine catalyst instigates famine-like conditions, but are 

adequately addressed. Do the responses to these near-famines result in just cures for root causes, 

or do they function similarly to the common story of food aid ‘bombing runs,’ where aid swoops 

in to negate tragedy, but leaves the oppressive structures of the original system largely 

untouched. The primary question in this case would be if the global system itself is helped by 

this ‘adequate’ response, or ultimately hindered due to a lack of systemic, just changes. 

Alternatively, a historical analysis of famine prevention may provide further insight into how the 

understanding of famine has evolved. The productivist mindset was an important influence in the 

development of modern agriculture (Wood 2000, 38-19) as well as the main strategy behind anti-

famine proposals. Has this always been a proposal made in good faith? Or is this standard an 
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extension of imperialistic restructuring implemented with no truly tangible intent to increase 

justice? 

 

This chapter has presented the results of my research into the causes of famine as well as 

the responses and justice of attempted curative responses. I have analyzed connections between 

these foci, environmental categories, and instances of famine. Lastly, I have summarized what I 

believe are my most poignant discoveries and have presented further avenues for research. In the 

last chapter I will present a conclusionary statement in my research.  
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Five—Conclusion: Curing Marasmus 

This chapter is meant to provide a summary of my inquiry and explore how I believe this 

process has influenced my understanding of social justice and social problems in food systems 

and society. I review the path I took to cultivate knowledge on this subject and attempt to extend 

my findings beyond my own interests. My hope is to relay, in a relatively succinct fashion, what 

I believe is most important about conducting this critical research synthesis. 

 I identified my original social problem as famine. As I have argued, famine is both an 

extant problem in our food system and socially unjust. To better understand this problem, I asked 

“Have famine responses addressed their social causes?” In answering this question, I have found 

connections between causes, curative approaches, and social justice across a wide swath of time 

and social environments. Causes have frequently involved highly oppressive and imperialist 

systems; regardless of whether or not those in power adhered to rightist or leftist governance 

structures. In addition, responses to famine were frequently non-commensurate, and even less 

likely to incorporate social justice or intentional reversals of oppressive policy. Lastly, based on 

current projections of worsening precarity and the emergence of highly faminogenic behaviors, 

the outlook for famine eradication is grim unless this trend is recognized and the root systemic 

causes addressed. 

Working through my Capstone Research Synthesis has allowed me to make connections 

between social justice and social problems in the food system that I would never have discovered 

if I had not chosen such an expansive and multi-faceted scope. In my inquiry, I was bombarded 

with examples of governments engaging in the mass sacrifice of a population, whether 

intentional or not, as a means of maintaining control or the consequence of reshaping a system to 

align with elite priorities. Governments have sacrificed the lives and futures of the lower 
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echelons of a manufactured hierarchy, then emerged from famine only to make facile overtures 

toward ‘famine prevention measures’ that stop short of true transformative action. As stated in 

the analysis section of Chapter Four, corporations and private investors use their wealth as a 

weapon to shape global economic policy, gaining the ability to shape subsystems as well. This 

top-down restructuring is conducted without input (representation) from citizens and largely 

results in the regression of justice through gutting labor and environmental laws.  

Engaging in research allows us to better understand the evolving nature of social justice 

in society. Attempts to understand how society is structured require analyzing the contemporary 

nature of systems within their historical context. Societies are sculpted by the actions of 

individuals who themselves are influenced by an internal cocktail of environmental, cultural, and 

situational factors. This foundational characteristic of social systems makes empirical and 

experimental research paradigms prone to near-infinite confounding variables, making cause-

and-effect indeterminable. However, while a complete evolutionary history of any society is 

impossible to identify, we can track trends in the sculpting process. Approaching social problems 

through critical inquiry allows us to track the development of structures that we have identified 

to be maladaptive as per our criteria for justice. Within the context of my own research, utilizing 

critical inquiry allowed me to track both common and novel traits of how famine has developed 

and the gaps in attempted curative actions which have influenced its persistence and 

contemporary intensification. 

In my research I have identified multiple ways in which oppression has been expressed in 

terms of famines’ cause, from the intentional faminogenesis of genocidal regimes to the 

indifferent exploitation of colonialism. Understanding this, we need to expand the popular 

understanding of oppression and power beyond a constricted conceptualization of complete 
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immiseration through violence. Oppression has many faces and can be shaping the system 

without being perceived, even by those who experience it. If the modern era is treading a path 

toward increasing precarity and mass oppression, famines may emerge and spread to populations 

who were not aware of their risk until it is too late. As we have seen in many of the cases 

explored, the powerful seem overly willing to sacrifice massive populations to achieve 

imperialist ends, even in cases where the population is ‘within’ their empire. If our current 

trajectory is leading our world toward capitalist capture of national economies, it would be naïve 

to expect for-profit hierarchies to become better stewards of their empire than those with at least 

some historical connections to the population.  

Over the course of my research synthesis, I have identified commonalities in how 

famines have developed across different time periods, cultures, and governmental structures. 

Primarily, the emergent theme in how famine develops is imperialistic systems which prioritize 

the flourishing of the upper echelons while sacrificing the populations which they have relegated 

to the peripheries. Furthermore, even in instances where the global population has recognized the 

injustice of famine, the implemented responses have not been comprehensively oriented toward 

removing the unjust frameworks at the center of the system. In recent years, famines have 

increased in frequency and impact, making sincere attempts to transform our system an 

imperative for the whole of our global citizenry. 

In the systems I have evaluated, those in power have often constituted an extremely small 

population who either directly created the scarcity or the pretext for inducing famine. The 

victims of famine have had their lives consumed in order to uphold unjust systems from which 

their precarious existence originated. As economic inequality expands and power shifts hands, 

the majority of the global population is being penned into an economic abattoir of heightened 
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precarity and limited sovereignty. If we ever hope to truly end famine, we must reconstruct the 

system such that no person is considered a commodity to be consumed by economic marasmus.  
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