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Brief Review: The Politics of Pestilence
The Causes and Consequences of Disease



•  Frequency: Infectious disease 
caused around 25% of the 55m 
deaths worldwide in 2011, 
compared to 66% from non-
communicable.

•  Types:  Lower respiratory 
infections, diarrhea, and HIV/
AIDS are among the deadliest 
infectious diseases.

•  Lethality: Many infectious 
diseases are treatable with 
modern medicine, but mortality 
rates vary greatly. 

Disease as a Hazard
Non-contagious disease is the world’s deadliest killer, due to longer living 
and modern lifestyles. But contagious diseases are also often easily 
preventable, and are responsible for 1-in-4 deaths around the world.



HIV/AIDS: Deadliest Infectious Disease
Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) depletes immune system, while Acquired 
Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) refers to most advanced stages of HIV (e.g.,  
severe infections, cancers, etc.). Majority of cases in low/mid income countries.
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The Politics of Famine
When Hunger Becomes Disaster



•  Vulnerability: Due to poor 
distribution & shortages, about 900 
million of the world’s 7 million 
people (about 12.5% or 1/8 the 
world’s population) are hungry, 
nearly 98% in developing countries.

•  Casualties: Each year, an estimated 
30 million people die of hunger. 15 
million children account for 
approximately 75% of starvation 
deaths worldwide. 

The Politics of Famine
One of the most difficult challenges in the developing world is the sudden 
or chronic widespread unavailability of food, which can lead to dramatic 
increases in malnutrition, starvation, and even death.
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Malthusian Warning
•  “in every State in which man 

has existed, or does now 
exist… the increase of 
population is necessarily 
limited by the means of 
subsistence…population does 
invariably increase when the 
means of subsistence 
increase.”

British economist Thomas Malthus 
(1766-1834) worried that human progress 
would face obstacles due to resource 
limitations (e.g., poverty, food shortages) and 
human choices (e.g., celibacy, birth control) 
that restrict population growth.



The Irish Potato Famine
In 1845, a severe blight caused a great reduction in Ireland’s potato 
production. While first blamed on “static electricity” or industrial pollution, 
the blight was caused by a fungus that travelled from Mexico to Ireland. 





The Mortar of Assimilation –And the One Element That Won’t 
Mix, Puck New York, 1889
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You R hereIn the post-war era, improved basic 
sanitation led to lower rates of disease 

and death, but birth rates remained high. 

By the mid-20th century, population growth 
outpaced food production and introduced 

famine and starvation. 



The Green Revolution
•  In the late 1940s, Norman 

Borlaug introduced chemical 
fertilizers and high yield 
varieties that increased food 
production. By the 1960s, 
Borlaug increased Mexico’s 
wheat output by 600%, and 
then moved to India, the 
Philippines, China, Colombia, 
Ecuador, Chile, and Brazil.  Plant scientist Norman Borlaug 

pioneered increases in food production, 
earning a Nobel Peace Prize in 1970 for 
his efforts to boost crop yields and 
avert mass famines.  



http://ecoworldly.com/files/2008/01/global-population.jpg

Population growth since the 1950s is directly 
attributable to the Green Revolution.
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The Green Revolution changed global dynamics by 
dramatically  reducing famine in Asia and leading 

to massive population increases.
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Critics objected to the social 
and economic consequences of 
the green revolution, which they 
said caused the displacement 
of small farmers, agricultural 
commercialization, and 
environmental degradation.  But 
the effects on the sustainability 
of human populations and the 
reduction of hunger was 
enormous.

“in perceiving nature’s limits as constraints on 
productivity that had to be removed, American 

experts spread ecologically destructive and 
unsustainable practices worldwide.”

—Vandana Shiva, an Indian critic of the Green 
Revolution

Green Revolution Critics



Key concepts
Experts distinguish 
among various conditions 
and dietary limits 
resulting from a lack of 
access to nutritious food. 

Food Security: Access by all people at all 
times to enough food for a healthy lifestyle.
Food Insecurity: Lack of access to enough 
food, whether chronic or transitory.
Hunger: “uneasy or painful sensation caused 
by current or involuntary lack of food” (USDA)
Starvation: Severe deprivation of food where 
energy intake cannot sustain the basic need 
for long-term survival.
Malnutrition: Physical deterioration as a result 
of inadequate nutrient intake, whether in the 
primary or secondary phases.
Famine: The most extreme form of food 
insecurity and often the result of transitory or 
acute deterioration of access to food. 
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American 

children 
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year. 
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1984-85 Ethiopian Famine
Record drought and poor 
governmental response 
led to a massive famine in 
Ethiopia and Eritrea, 
killing hundreds of 
thousands and displacing 
millions.

Amid Ethiopia’s famine the government of President Mengistu Haile 
Mariam allocated 46% of the country’s GDP to support the continent’s 
largest standing army and combat an ongoing insurgency from the 
Oromo Liberation Front.  Roughly half of Ethiopia’s productive activities 
are directed toward agriculture. 



2010-12 Somali Famine
For two years following a severe drought in 2010, 258,000 people—half under the 
age of five— died of famine in Somalia. Conflict & security concerns related to the 
al Qaeda-linked Islamist group al-Shabaab – was an obstacle to humanitarian aid.

"Famines are not 
natural phenomena, 

they are catastrophic 
political failures”

—OXFAM



Fighting Hunger & Malnutrition
•  Eradicating extreme 

poverty and hunger is the 
first of the Millennium 
Development Goals.

•  Important gains have 
been made in the last 20 
years in reducing child 
malnutrition. 

http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/Resources/Static/Products/Progress2008/MDG_Report_2008_En.pdf





Concluding Observations
The Politics of Famine



•  When Famine Strikes: Famine is 
non-random and famine is not a 
discreet event. 

•  The Politics of Famine: Too often, 
famine is the result of human 
conflicts, failure to plan 
effectively, or misuse of resources 
in ways that greatly increase the 
vulnerability of people to 
malnutrition and death through 
starvation. 

Concluding Observations




